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What does “world class” mean? 

• A modern university 

– is large & complex 

– has many stakeholders 

– involved in global competition 

– scrutinised at home 

• “World-class” standing is built on reputation and 
perception 

• Reputation is subjective & uncertain & requires 
outstanding performance in many things 





What definition to use? 

• Very difficult to define “world class” university 

• Who decides? 

• What yardstick to use to measure? 

• How many “world class” universities are 
allowed?  

• Top 50, 100, 200? 



One view 

The educational attributes of a “world class” university ultimately, it seems 
to me, come down to these six: 
1. high quality of students; 
2. high quality of academic staff; 
3. high quality of courses; 
4. high quality of teaching; 
5. a high degree of student engagement both in their studies and in the 

extra-curricular life of the university community; and 
6. a strong emphasis on equity, access, and diversity. 
 
A paper by Professor Don Markwell 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education), The University of Western Australia 
for the ASEAN University Network Rectors’ Conference, Brunei Darussalam, 
1 December 2008  

 
 



Other views … 

• Broadly similar views … 

• Ultimately, it starts to look like a ranking 
criteria (QS, THE, SJT ….) 

• Interesting observation  

• So does “world class” equal “world rank”? 



Summary of a “world-class” university 

• Quality of faculty & general staff 

• Quality of students 

• Reputation of university 

• Research reputation (awards, citations etc) 

• Reputation with community  

• Resources – public, private sources, national & 
international 

• “World class” is not by self-declaration   



What Asian governments are doing 

• Significant amounts are being spent on upgrading 
universities by countries 

• China’s Project 985 (Phase 1-9, Phase 2-39) & C9 
… total 50? 

• South Korea’s BK21 (BrainKorea21) 

• Taiwan’s Excellence Initiative (50 billion 5 years)  

• Japan’s Global 30 Scheme 

• Vietnam’s New Model Universities 

• Malaysia’s APEX Programme 



France, Germany, Spain and Russia 



Why do we need world class 
universities? 



National Higher Education Strategic 
Plan 



NATIONAL HIGHER 
EDUCATION ACTION PLAN 
 
- 200,000 international    
   students by 2020. 
 

- 15% international  
   academic staff in    
   research university. 
 

- 5% international   
   students in competitive  
   courses. 



National Higher Education Action Plan 



TRANSFORMATION ROADMAP 
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Thrust 1, 2, 6 & 7 

• Thrust 1: Widening of access and increasing of 
equity 

• Thrust 2: Improving the quality of teaching & 
learning 

• Thrust 6: Enculturation of life-long learning 

• Thrust 7: Reinforcing delivery systems of 
MoHE 

 



Thrust 3: Enhancing Research & Innovation 

• Major part of UM’s intellectual social responsibility 

• Economic Transformation Programme (ETP) 

• Moving out of “middle income trap” 

• Establishing new revenue sources 

• Changing the mindset 

• Graduates to support the ETP  

• Technology to support the ETP 

• Projects to support the ETP (e.g. the US$400 
million Health Metropolis) 



Thrust 3: Enhancing Research & Innovation 
(cont) 

• High Quality Scholarships 
– Bright Sparks 

– Graduate Research Assistantships 

• R & D 
– Commercialisation of research findings 

– HICoE (Higher Education Centre of Excellence) 

– Establishment of strong technology base 

• High Impact Research 
– US$200 million special grant for UM 

– High Impact Publications 

– Academic Icons/Nobel Laureates 

 



Thrust 3: Enhancing Research & Innovation 
(cont) 

• Collaboration with Industry 

– Public-private partnerships 

– Industrial PhD 

• Transfer of Knowledge 

– University to industry 

– Technology base 

– Upcoming Medical Science Park (MEDCEN) 



Thrust 4: Strengthening of HEIs 

• Rankings 

– QS 

– THE 

– Shanghai Jiao Tong 

• High Quality Lecturers & Students 

– Exchange of staff 

– Academic Icons 

– Student Mobility Programme 

 

 



Thrust 5: Internationalisation 

• Malaysian Higher Education Brand Index 

• 100,000 international student enrolment by 
2010 

• 200,000 international student enrolment by 
2020 

• Collaborative networking with foreign HEIs 

• Student mobility with credit transfer 

• Malaysia International Scholarship 

 

 



How can we bring 200,000 
international students to Malaysia?  

 Recognition in university world rankings. 

 

 Investment in R&D. 

 

 Focus on tropical rain forest, biodiversity, 
food security, Islamic finance, etc. 

 

 



 

BUILDING WORLD CLASS 
UNIVERSITIES 

 
Attract International Students  

+  
Generate Income  

=  
Sustain Economic Growth 



World class and world rank 

• Whether we like it or not, the 2 are always 
closely linked 

• Criteria used to judge world class similar to 
world rankings 

• So when we want others to call us world class, 
we need to participate in world rankings 



Caution 

• The journey to be a world class university is a 
never ending journey 

• In UM we assume world class to mean being 
in the Top 100 world ranking of universities by 
a World Ranking System, not by self-
declaration 

• Being recognised as world class means 
committing to a NEVER-ENDING JOURNEY of 
continuous improvement 

 



So … 

Should we aim to be world class 
then? 



YES 
• The journey to be world class and maintain 

the status means having to improve many 
things 

Administration 

Management 

Quality of research 

Quality of faculty 

Quality of students 

Quality of programmes 

Contribution to the nation 

 

 



• Attaining world class status is only the first 
part of the journey 

• The journey does not end with world class 
attainment 

• The journey after that to maintain the status 
will ultimately be more important than just 
being called world class at the beginning 

• We can run but we must always remember 
others will forever be running to overtake us 



• I think that putting up world-class universities would 
have a positive impact in a country's higher education 
system. It will encourage administrators to find ways of 
improving their capability to provide better service in 
instruction, research and extension. They may even go 
to production just to augment whatever resources are 
generated from the first three services. The name of 
the game at present is “competition”. Otherwise, one 
cannot stand the heat of competition and may just be 
pushed to extinction.  
 
Leodegardo M. Pruna  

• Tarlac State University, The Philippines 
 



The journey after … 

• Quality of faculty needs to be maintained 
• Research reputation can easily be damaged  
• Need to continue to attract talented UG  
• Maintaining an international presence is not easy 
• Proper sustainable resourcing is an Excellence Issue 
• Maintaining alliances & networks is not easy 
• It is important to maintain many disciplines 
• World-Class Universities need to be technologically 

smart 
• World-Class Universities need to practice good 

management 
 
 



In other words … 

• The journey to be and continue to be a “world 
class” university will ensure that excellence 
will always prevail in all areas 

• Once you attain “world class” status, the 
journey and the struggle to maintain this 
becomes more important 

 



The journey ultimately may prove 
more important than simply 
attaining world class status 
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