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Establishing a Liberal Arts
Tradition in Kuwait.

4

This volume of AUK® Occasional Papers contains papers
presented at the Second Liberal Arts Conference at
American University of Kuwait held in May 2007.
With the second conference following upon the
2006 AUK conference on Iiberal Arts and Business,
we aim to establish a tradition of academic discourse
on liberal education in the Gulf. Readers will notice
that while the topics of the papers are very diverse,
as is appropriate to the scholarship of faculty at a
liberal-arts college, the dominant themes are multi- and
cross-cultural phenomena and the Kuwait context
of the presented research. Among the conference
participants were also John and Helene Rassias, of
Dartmouth College and the Rassias Foundation in
Hanover, New Hampshire, USA. John Rassias is
recognized world-wide as the creator of the Rassias
method of foreignlanguage instruction. AUK s proud
to be the first institution in the Gulf region to offer
John Rassias an opportunity to present to Kuwaiti
audiences his method of building language skills
on a foundation of intercultural understanding and
communication, both important aspects of contemporary
liberal-arts education.

The Arabian Gulf education sectorappears to be eager
to emulate the American model of higher education
in pursuit of the observed success of Knowledge
economies. American institutions of higher education
have been producing employable graduates, successful
businessmen and entrepreneurs, and competent
professionals, teachers, and researchers who are
the productive force behind the massive amounts
of highly sophisticated research, publications, and
creative works. However, historically the Arabian
Gulf region has been profoundly influenced by the
British model of higher education which preceded
the introduction of the American model. American
universities evolved in a different pattern from the
European system, which divided educational and
research tasks among select universities, professional
institutes, and Academies of Sciences.

New universities in the Gulf are expected (in Kuwait,
required) to have a foreign partner institution of
higher learning as a guarantor of academic quality
and integrity; international institutional and program
accreditation is expected as well. American partners
are expected of American-model local institutions.
Founded in 2004, American University of Kuwait
is an independent, private, equal opportunity, and
co-educational institution of higher education dedicated
to offering our students a quality education based
on the American model of a liberal-arts college — such
as Dartmouth College, with whom AUK has a
comprehensive Memorandum of Understanding,
In 2004 Dartmouth, recognized as one of the top
national American universities and famous for its
commitment to liberal-arts education, hosted a
conference titled “The Liberal Education: Dead
or Alive?” The keynote conference speaker was
Raimond Gaita, a philosophy professor of King’s
College London. He told an anecdote about the
Thatcher years when universities felt under siege
from the market-oriented conservative government.
King’s College faculty told a junior government
minister they had invited that if a university eliminated
its philosophy department, it couldn’t be called a
university. “That’s OK,” the minister replied. “We’ll
call it something else.”

The aspiration of the Gulf states to quickly develop
knowledge-based economies brings into question the
role assigned to the institutions and practitioners of
higher education in achieving this goal. American
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higher education is distinguished by co-existence
of Liberal Arts colleges alongside the large research
universities. The liberal-arts college model presents
a special challenge in the Gulf region. Liberal Arts
colleges in the United States are noted for producing
a disproportionately high share of graduate students
and advanced-degree holders in non-Liberal Arts
fields. In the Middle East, and especially in the
Gulf countries, the concept of liberal-arts education
is truly foreign. It is poorly understood, frequently
misinterpreted, and virtually untranslatable as a
term standing for a certain philosophy of university
education. Even such a basic systemic aspect of
liberal education as putting a scholar-teacher in the
classroom is not readily understood abroad. Liberal
education is routinely perceived as concomitant with
disregard for research among the faculty and lack
of serious professional preparation for students.
Currently, American University of Kuwait is the
only institution in the Gulf expressly committed
to the liberal-arts mission of college education. A
private, Kuwaiti-owned university, AUK integrates
the liberal-arts curriculum in all its degree programs,
including the Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Science,
and Bachelor of Business Administration.

The concept of liberal education as a career-building
foundation in the sciences, business and
entrepreneurship invites a broad intellectual exchange,
and this is our primary motivation for developing a
tradition of academic conferences centered on the
concept of Liberal Arts education in the 21* century.
As we all know, education is about more than subjects,
disciplines, and a curriculumy; life is not divided into
“majors.”  Our programs are designed to prepare
students for the contemporary world where critical
thinking, communication skills, and life-long learning
have become imperative. The very transferability of
liberal-arts skills has become a “selling” point for
employers of liberal-arts graduates. These skills,
variously named and numbered by the experts,
include interpersonal and team-working skills,
written and oral communication skills, adaptability to
change, problem-solving skills, and critical, analytical,
and creative thinking,

In Kuwait and the Middle East, we struggle to make
the concept of Liberal Arts understood, despite the
wonderful heritage of medieval Islamic science and
philosophy. The Liberal Arts in the Western tradition

were based on Classical philosophy and the early
disciplines that shaped the education from Antiquity
to the Enlightenment. Strikingly, the ancient Greek
term that was translated by the Romans as “art,”
was fechne, meaning “skill” rather than “art” in our
contemporary understanding. Technai elenteries meant
the “liberal arts” in the sense of knowledge and
intellectual qualities required of a Greek citizen in
the age of Athenian democracy. In Rome, and then
in medieval Europe, “Liberal Arts” came to mean the
broad education in a whole range of knowledge not
limited to a certain profession or craft, an education
that enables a person to gain competency in various
fields and develop a civic consciousness and informed
habits of thought. The usual translation of “Liberal
Arts” into Arabic as “funoon hurra” (from fann “art”),
although correct etymologically, carries for the
modern student confusing implications of Fine Arts,
of art as craft, or even of science as technique. The
Arabic word aadaab, the plural of the singular adab,
usually translated as “literature,” fully corresponds to
the plural “Letters” in the phrase a/-funoon wa-1-aadaab
“Arts and Letters” or in aladaab wa-I'-"uloom, “Arts
and Sciences.” The phrase “aadaab hurra” for “Liberal
Arts” better conveys the social and intellectual aspects
of reflective knowledge, of enlightened judgment,
and of educated and cultivated qualities required for
meaningful participation in society. Still, it appears
to omit the science-education element so often
overlooked in interpretations of liberal education.
The educational breadth may be better conveyed by
using diraasaat hurra or diraasaat faseeha, another choice
for scholars and native speakers of Arabic to ponder.
Thisinterpretive challengeisanimportantreminder of
the intellectual complexities faced daily by academics
working in multi-cultural contexts and environments.

In the race for developing the national professional
classes, rather than building integrated colleges of
Arts and Sciences, Gulf countries have often chosen
to import selected professional programs from
distinguished American universities. U.S. institutions
are encouraged or invited to bring to the Gulf
business, professional or pre-professional programs
(with few exceptions, these are undergraduate). In
affirming AUK’s commitment to the Liberal Arts
mission, we often argue that the learning skills
developed through liberal education sometimes are
valued by faculty and employers alike over narrow
professional knowledge.
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However, it is important to emphasize that the
argument for Liberal Arts does not constitute an
argument against professional knowledge. Rather,
we aim to avoid narrow-field knowledge and training
in favor of broad-based knowledge of a full range
of disciplines. Without knowledge and informed
acquaintance with many areas of study, analytical
and critical thinking may descend to the level of
uninformed opinion or biased attitude — occasionally
supported by manipulation of words, numbers or
images -- rather than balanced analysis of facts in
context. By using critical thinking, students learn
to examine and evaluate evidence and to distinguish
between argument, opinion, and fact. They “learn
to identify assumptions, evaluate evidence, to reason
correctly, and to take responsibility for the conclusions
that result”.

Numerous studies have demonstrated the career-building
potential of Liberal-Arts education among American
and international leaders of the industry, business,
and governments.

The magazine Business Week reports that chief
executives are quick, creative learners who embrace
change. We recognize those qualities as the products of
a broadly based liberal education. Yet here in Kuwait,
we hear apprehensive predictions that American-model
liberal education will produce unemployed liberal-arts
graduates. Such fears are not totally alien to the
United States public opinion. In response, W.R.
Connor, president of Teagle Foundation and former
president of the National Humanities Center, writes:
“The greatest problem confronting the liberal
arts is not a glut of graduates possessing these
qualities, but the difficulties of developing them
more fully at every stage of education. In that effort
we have perhaps more allies than we might think,
including those outside academic who know how
much they are needed in our society today. Just as
war is too important to be left to the generals, so
the liberal arts cannot be the exclusive prerogative
of those of us in academia. Thoughtful, committed
people from outside academia — we all know some of
them — can help keep us focused on the importance
of these skills of freedom in this time of radical,
unpredictable change.”

AUK faculty work hard to create a caring environment
where every aspect of students’ development gets
attention and support. To achieve positive student
learning outcomes, our faculty incorporate a wide range
of educational practices into classroom instruction
and mentoring. Moreover, our liberal-arts-oriented
educational mission calls for a positive connection
between teaching and scholatly activity. AUK Liberal
Arts conferences provide a forum for ourinternational
faculty to share their expertise and brings to the
university their experience and wisdom and their
passion for educating students “broadly and liberally.”

For successful implementation of the American
model in non-American environment, educators
and higher-education authorities need to be clear
about the salient features of existing local systems
of education, the salient features of American higher
education, where the gaps and differences are and
how they impact the outcomes. AUK has taken the
lead in developing an international dialog on the
subject of Liberal Arts, liberal education, and the
paths of higher education development in the Gulf.
The first two Liberal Arts conferences held on the
AUK Salmiya campus in Kuwait were followed by an
international meeting at the Rockefeller Foundation
Conference Center in Bellagio, Italy in August 2007.
The third AUK conference, themed Liberal Arts
Education and Tomorrow’s Professional (May 2008),
will be followed in 2009 by a high-level international
conference in Kuwait which will bring together
experts, decision-makers, and practitioners of higher
education across the region. Research contributions
and scholarly discussion surrounding these events
will be published in edited collections and subsequent
volumes of the AUK Occasional Papers.
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The Impactof aGlass Ceiling
on Women in Kuwait

Abstract

The aim of this research was to determine whether or not
a glass ceiling exists in Kuwait, or - in other words - whether
or not women in Kuwait are being prevented from
getting promoted to top corporate positions. This was
done through a survey of the makeup of the managerial
hierarchies of several business organizations in Kuwait.
As a close evaluation of our observations indicated, there
may indeed be a glass ceiling in Kuwait.

The data used in this study was collected by students who
conducted interviews with various managers as part of
an assignment for an introductory management course.
Initial data collection was supplemented with follow-up
interviews with executives at each study location in order
to confirm the accuracy of the data initially collected
and to pose further questions relating to a potential glass
ceiling at each workplace. The initial data collected was
then collated and the common responses obtained were
summarized in a report.

The analysis of the answers obtained through this study
is the very core of this report, as it furnishes various hints
about the existence or absence of a glass ceiling in the
country. Indeed, the issues identified and discussed in this
report serve as an important basis for a more in-depth
understanding of local culture and how it influences
management, and their implications may well extend to
the other Gulf States and much of the Middle East.

Introduction

The term “glass ceiling” most commonly refers to the
condition in which top-level management in businesses
is dominated by men. A "ceiling" is suggested because
women are seen as limited in how far they can advance
up organizational ranks, and the ceiling is linked to a
glassy barrier because the various limitations impeding the
promotion of women to the upper part of the corporate
ladder are not as apparent.

It is important to note here that the "glass ceiling" is
distinguished from formal barriers to advancement, such

as education or experience requirements. Furthermore,
when the meaning conveyed by this term is extended to
other groups, such as racial or ethnic minorities, it is usually
made with direct or indirect reference to Gender.'And
while the “glass ceiling” term is most often used to refer
to women's access to upper management, it also refers to
the general tendency for women to be underrepresented
at higher levels of the occupational hierarchy.”

The Glass Ceiling in Kuwait

Like many modern trends and notions in the field of senior
management, the term “glass ceiling” is not widely known
in Kuwait. Seldom can anyone find an article in a Kuwaiti
newspaper speaking about management in general, let
alone specific managerial-related terms. Therefore, an
interest in the academic meaning of terms related to
management and marketing in general is quite lacking in
Kuwait, and that s precisely why it is often difficult for one
to prove something as cither prevailing in Kuwait or not.

What makes a study of the “glass ceiling” term in Kuwait
even more challenging is the fact that the promotion
of women to top managers is generally related to their
experience and cannot easily be judged in Kuwait, where
women only started contributing to the workforce within
the last 25 years. The part of the Kuwaiti labor force
consisting of women tends to be concentrated within the
fields of government education and health care, which
means that not enough managerial experience has been
gained by females in the country over the past years.

In an effort to unravel the glass ceiling mystery in Kuwait,
articles on the subject were searched for, yet barely any
could be found. The only article that actually tackled the
topic to a certain extent was found in “Khaleej Times
Online”, and it consisted of a long discussion of the
term as it applies in only one of the Gulf Cooperation
Council countries — the United Arab Emirates.” It listed
examples of different women from the United Arab
Emirates, while completely ignoring the other countries
in the G.C.C. region. In fact, the writer of the article did
not even attempt to clearly define the term but, instead,
merely provided the reader with hints about the topic in
question. Apart from this exception, one generally cannot
find articles discussing this particular subject in the G.C.C.
media in general and the Kuwaiti media in particular.
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Hence, in order to proceed with this research and to gain
some insight into how people generally perceive the status
of female managers in the Kuwaiti corporate world, the
only option was to resort to questionnaires addressing the
“olass ceiling” term. A random sample population was
chosen for this study, the results that were accumulated
have reflected the Kuwaiti population’s perception of the
glass ceiling in a way that might enable one to conclude the
existence of the phenomenon of glass ceiling in Kuwait.

In Kuwait, the glass ceiling is evident in virtually all
companies and government sectors. Most companies
in Kuwait are run by men, except for a few limited
companies that are run by women. Among the things
that were done to survey public opinion on the term at
hand was to ask interviewees about the number of males
working in their companies. Then, the interviewees were
asked about the number of female managers working in
their company in order to determine the extent to which
the company members, given an expectedly large number
of males working as juniors, would prefer to have a female
manager working with them. Finally, questions were posed
to determine whether the company, when advertising
for managerial posts, used statements implying that it
was seeking males only, or that it preferred males. The
research was done in discretion, so as not to influence the
interviewees’ responses, and great care was taken to detect
any signs of a glass ceiling in the process, even when the
subjects did not in any way hint to its presence.

Eventually, several important and interesting conclusions
were drawn from the results accumulated in this study.
First, it was found that, although more than half of the
Kuwaiti population consists of expatriates, not many of
the latter are females who could be found in managerial
positions. Second, it turned out that the majority of the
managers that were interviewed in this study did not know
the meaning of the term ‘glass ceiling’, even though the vast
majority of companies in Kuwait apply foreign standards
and tend to have both regional and foreign expansion plans.
Yet, it is worth noting perhaps that these same managers
were altogether unclear about the presence or absence of
any discrimination in the recruitment or promotion of
women to top management or senior positions in their
companies. The third and most important result that
was found is that most of the subjects did not know the
number of female managers in their company; the only
thing they knew for sure was that females were present
in significantly lower numbers than males. Considering
the notably low numbers of female managers that were

encountered in the vast majority of companies studied,
it seems quite surprising that the term was not better
recognized by the people working in these companies.

When asked about whether or not they tend to advertise
for male managers rather than female managers, nearly
all of the companies studied asserted that they do not
publish gender-biased ads, stating that this tendency
used to be the case in the past, but not nowadays. This
might at first lead one to infer a growing awareness of
the importance of eliminating discrimination between
male and female managers in Kuwait; yet, the majority
of these same companies admitted to hiring mostly male
managers for junior positions, stating that their employees
generally did not feel comfortable working with people of
the opposite gender. Many male employees, for example,
did not like taking orders from female managers, and
cherished having the freedom to move around and to
travel as and when they please.

It is important to note here that the glass ceiling does
not merely relate to the recruitment and appointment of
managers, but manifests itself in various forms. Another
form of the glass ceiling, for example, is the discrimination
in salaries between female and male managers in Kuwait.
Sadly enough, the majority of women managers that were
interviewed as part of this study agreed that there is indeed
discrimination in salaries between men and women, even
though it differ in its degree from company to company.
A manager at a prominent company in IKuwait mentioned
that she herself happened to be in a position where her
salary value is often manipulated by her superiors - often
from month to month.

Ultimately, what made this research on the glass ceiling
in Kuwait especially challenging is the fact that, although
discrimination between males and females in the workplace
used to be overt in the old days, such discrimination tends
to be somewhat less evident nowadays. At one point, it was
not acceptable in Kuwaiti society for a woman to travel
alone or to work, and women in general were expected to
abide by certain traditions, values and rules that tend to
be conservative in nature. Eventually, some of these rules
were broken in the private sector, and more quickly so than
in the government sector, due to the greater flexibility of
the private sector. This happened because, over the years,
many educated women faced aggravation and hostility in
the workplace in a way that often forced them to quit and
establish their own company. As a result, new companies
were established in Kuwait that, in turn, gave more and
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more women a chance to flourish in the Kuwaiti business
world. Hence, although various signs of a glass ceiling were
detected in the vast majority of companies studied in this
research, a few companies were encountered that showed
a great support of and dependency on female managers.
One such company is Global Investment House.*

Global is a company whose managerial model and
hierarchy clearly contradict the presence of a glass ceiling;
For one thing, the Vice Chairman and managing Director
of the company is Mrs. Maha Khaled Al-Ghunaim®,
a remarkable businesswoman who, as one source puts
it, has managed to build a highly admirable reputation
for herself that extends far beyond the Arab business
community. She is the leading asset of the company and
the person who takes care of the management team as
well as all other departments. At Global, the qualifications
of job applicants - rather than their gender - are taken
into account when employment is involved. Furthermore,
everyone is treated equally in the company, and salaries,
increments, as well as bonuses are distributed according
to job position alone.

Indeed, Mrs. Al-Ghunaim’s success story - which started
less than 6 years ago upon her decision to start her own
corporation® — clearly demonstrates that women can
indeed make it to top management positions and excel
as managers if they possess enough determination. Like
Mrs. Al-Ghunaim, there are several other distinguished
women that were able to overcome the glass ceiling with
their determination and hard work and make it to the top
of the corporate ladder. These include Sheikha Khaled
Al-Bahat’, the general manager of the National Bank of
Kuwait, and Sara Akbar® from the Kuwait Oil Company.

Kuwaiti women throughout much of history have had
to fight for their rights to work, travel, and vote within
a dominant male society. After they were granted the
right to vote in 2006, Kuwait witnessed the appointment
of its first female minister, Dr. Masouma Al-Mubarak.’
Even though women feel that they are moving forward
in their efforts to claim their rights, many women are still

denied certain positions that the government feels that
they cannot handle.

In my opinion, men and women are alike, especially in
business, but they differ in their ability to implement and
adapt to a job or a business in a way that makes their
presence noticeable. After the liberation of Kuwait, I
went for an interview to one of the largest companies
in Kuwait. I was interviewed by two male managers;
during the interview, I experienced a great deal of tension
and negative sensations, and I kept wondering what the
source of this feeling was. I soon came to realize that my
education, experience, and technical knowledge, as well as
my being a female Kuwaiti, was too much to deal with for
some. The interview lasted for 20 minutes and as I was
leaving, one of the directors escorted me to the door and
bluntly informed me that I was overqualified for the job
and could cause a threat to any one of them.

Therefore, it is very common in Kuwait for a woman
not to be promoted to a higher position just because
she is a woman. A lot of work in Kuwait is done in the
“Diwaniya”, a daily male ritual where men gather at night
in a special meeting room for social and family contact
purposes. With time, the Diwaniya evolved into a form
of business contact through which big business deals are
made. Since women are not allowed into the Diwaniya,
top managers tend to feel that they will somehow lose in
the long run if they were to hire female managers - even
if the female applicants qualify for the job.

Although many indicators of a glass ceiling are present
in Kuwait, it is important to note that the glass ceiling
phenomenon extends to many important business
institutions around the world, including ones in advanced
and developed countries. Empirical evidence for the
glass ceiling in the United States is rather widespread,'’
for example, and this seems especially true if one looks
at the Fortune 500 companies and their ratio of female
to male CEOs. According to an article released recently
in 2007, “as of 2005, only eight Fortune 500 companies
have women CEOs or presidents, and 67 of those 500
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companies don't have a7y women corporate officers.”!!

This pattern is also evident in Europe, where a survey
conducted by the European Professional Women's
Network in 2006 found women to constitute only 8.5 per
cent of corporate boardroom seats in Europe.'

In Kuwait and the G.C.C,, the glass ceiling is certainly
no exception to the general trend. Although females
and males in Kuwait do enjoy equal opportunities for
education, in most cases such educational opportunities
are offered to them for free. Thus, it is only when they
enter the workforce that gender discrimination becomes
apparent. This discrimination is surprising for a number
of reasons. First, it is a known fact that most women
in Kuwait graduate from university with a much higher
Grade Point Average than do their male colleagues.
Second, many women pursue higher levels of education
and academic qualifications than do men, and this may
be due in part to the boundaries imposed on them by
local culture. Such boundaries allow women less freedom
to travel and to pursue challenging opportunities, and so
they focus on their education. I personally believe that
this is the main reason why most organizations prefer to
hire male managers, and with time I have also realized that
it is harder for females to reach high managerial positions
because of our society’s perspective of working women.
Ultimately, these difficulties which women face helped
develop the glass ceiling in Kuwait.

Now, one might wonder just how the glass ceiling may
be eliminated in Kuwait and around the world. In my
opinion, companies must try and embrace the open door
policy if they are to achieve this end. Top managers should
send a clear message to all managers and supervisors that
the company will not tolerate any form of discrimination
based on gender. Moreover, all employees should have the
right to see their evaluation, to sign it, and to challenge if
they feel necessary. Indeed, all of these changes are of vital
importance, especially considering that that a clear code
of conduct in the workplace is quite lacking in Kuwait."?

In spite of all the challenges, Kuwaiti women today are
eager to pursue a career in management because they
believe that they are capable of planning, organizing,
leading, and controlling. Most importantly, they recognize
that being a manager is a highly rewarding opportunity

and a great learning experience for any women or man."

Conclusion

Almost everyone interviewed as part of this study felt
that a glass ceiling exists in Kuwait in general and in the
government sector especially. That is why, in my opinion,
the government sector is very ineffective in Kuwait. The
glass ceiling phenomenon in Kuwait can be summarized
by the word "WASTA", and not having the right
"WASTA" can definitely be a barrier for promotion to
top corporate levels."” Furthermore, the majority of the
observations made in this study confirm the prevalence
of a stereotypical attitude towards women — one that
reflects a general lack of acceptance, and even resistance.

Yet, those who, like Mrs. Maha Al-Ghunaim, do make
it to the top of the managerial hierarchy often make
outstanding and lasting contributions to management
and serve as the much-needed role models of feminine
success in the Arab world today. And it may be true
that, at the present time, there are not enough women
managers here in Kuwait; yet, with the country’s booming
economy and some great strides being made in the area
of development, the number of women promoted to top
management positions may well rise higher than any glass
ceiling which may exist at present.

During the past five years, there has been an increase in
the number of women in managerial positions, and this
has been true not only in Kuwait but also in countries
like the United States, something that might provide some
hope that the glass ceiling will decrease with time and
awareness, especially since people are becoming more and
more aware of this problem.

The best way to prevent any unfair practices or bias
when it comes to promotion — which are not uncommon
worldwide, let alone in Kuwait - is to cleatly list the
qualifications required for one, male or female, to
receive promotion, and to make these criteria public to
all employees to ensure that all managers are given an
equal chance and that promotion decisions are not made
according to supervisors’ subjective preferences.

So, in the end, yes there are obstacles in Kuwait that prevent
women from being promoted, especially in government
sectot, but less so in the private sector; yet, ultimately, one
must take to not be merely concerned with gender when
looking at the top of the corporate ladder, but also to
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consider other factors such as the extent of a manager’s
competence and determination. Indeed, as the examples of
various successful female managers previously mentioned
suggest, an efficient and determined enough manager can
prove herself in spite of all the obstacles in a way that
simply cannot be ignored.

In summary, first, it was found that, although more than
half of the Kuwaiti population consists of expatriates,
not many of the latter are females who could be found
in managerial positions. Second, it turned out that the
majority of the managers that were interviewed in this
study did not know the meaning of the term ‘glass
ceiling’, even though the vast majority of companies
in Kuwait apply foreign standards and tend to have
both regional and foreign expansion plans. Yet, it is
worth noting perhaps that these same managers were
altogether unclear about the presence or absence of
any discrimination in the recruitment or promotion of
women to top management or senior positions in their
companies. The third and most important result that
was found is that most of the subjects did not know the
number of female managers in their company; the only
thing they knew for sure was that females were present
in significantly lower numbers than males. Considering
the notably low numbers of female managers that were
encountered in the vast majority of companies studied,

it seems quite surprising that the term was not better
recognized by the people working in these companies.
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Retaining the Liberal
Arts Student: Social and
Academic Programming
Needs at an “American”
University in Kuwait

At a time when student numbers are down at universities throughont
the Middle East, and more specifically, given the competitive nature
of the academic market in Kuwait, an examination of the latest
trends in student retention and attrition is not only apropos, but
vital to improving an institution’s retentive power. Student retention
is the responsibility of the entire university community (Powell,
2003). Students who are satisfied with the formal and informal
academic and social systems in a college or university tend to stay in
school. Lo the contrary, students who have negative interactions and
experiences tend to become disillusioned with college, withdraw from
their peers and faculty members, and ultimately leave the institution
(Linto, 1987). The ability to benchmark based on best practices
that colleges and universities are using to retain good students is
not only critical to a wuniversities continued success, but may also
provide an early warning system for under-represented groups and
professions—iproviding a mechanism to improve the productive
capacity and leadership preparedness of a nation operating within a
highly competitive global marketplace.

This study triangulates a meta-analytical approach to the literature
on college student retention with student surveys and faculty interviews
at a small, liberal arts university in the Middle East. Numerous
studies demonstrate that finance is the key reason why students do not
enter or withdraw from their full time and part time higher education
courses.  Although exit data at the selected university identified
“financial” as the primary reason that Spring 2006 admits chose
not to enroll, further examination indicates that poor faculty-student
relations, lack of facilities, course load, and poor time management
skills are key considerations in determining if a student chooses
to continne at the university or not. In addition, although both
high student involvement in academic life on campus and faculty
participation in canipus progranis and events are proven ways to retain
students, current enrollees reported a lack of sufficient acadensic and
social activities on campus, a noticeable lack of faculty participation
in campus events, and only a 60% overall student satisfaction rate.

Recommendations for increasing student retention rates and facilitating
successful degree completion are discussed. Recommendations include
the development of numerous practical and proven student-centered

retention and effective learning strategies. Recommendations include,
but are not limited to, a re-examination of the degree of academic
preparedness of students transitioning from part time instructors’
to full time instructors’ conrses; mandatory student advising prior
to conrse registration; enbhanced tutoring and counseling services;
enhanced multimedia and computer-based learning approaches;
attention to recreational, health, and wellness needs; increased
number of  program offerings; increased on-line course offerings; a
more extensive and mandatory orientation program for freshmen; a
second-year experience aimed at retaining students; more scholarship
opportunities, especially for students who demonstrate significant
improvement in their grade point average by their second year; better,
increased, and more innovative university advertising platforms; and
increased enforcement of university standards that promote student
responsibility for their own actions.

Introduction

The successful completion of a college degree in today’s
societyis perceived as paramount to individual achievement
(Pritchard and Wilson, 2003). The issues of student
retention, attrition, and persistence have continued to
grow in importance in higher education literature and
practice. Early studies focused on the characteristics of
students that did not persist (Astin, 1997), and provided
evidence for the need for higher admission standards and
high quality controls in recruitment processes. In the eatly
1970, the focus shifted to the reasons students did or did
not persist, and the strategies universities could employ to
retain students.

College student retention studies span the globe. In the
international educational community, an institution’s
retention rate can influence its ranking in college guides,
the implication being, “the higher the retention rate, the
higher the quality of education” (Astin, 1993). In the
US, retention rates may serve as a benchmark for state
allocated funding (Borrego, 2002).
government policies to widen access to higher education,
increase student numbers rapidly and change mechanisms
raised concerns about maintaining university standards
(Rickinson & Rutherford, 1995). Mclnnis et al (2000a)
found, in a recent study of first-year on-campus students

In Britain, recent

in Australia that many considered themselves not well
prepared, unmotivated to study, and did not get satisfaction
from their participation in study. In addition, Mclnnis
found that dissatisfaction with the academic quality of
students rose from 18% in 1978 to 50% in 2000.

Indeed, some argue, as Robert Lee Mahon does
in  “Rethinking Retention,” (2003), “When you’re



academically unprepared...you must be prepared to work
hard to compensate. Failure to do so should mean failure

2»

to stay the course.” He goes on to say, “Our job is not
to retain, but to retrain. And if our basic trainees are
unwilling or unable to accept the training, then we can’t

let them go any further.”

When And How Do They Drop Out?

Research consistently indicates that college students who
drop out usually do so by the time they finish their first
year (Noel, Levitz, and Saluri, 1985). (Note: Drop-outs
usually denote, in the literature, students who permanently
left the institution because they were academically under-
prepared. However, many drop-outs are academically
prepared and successful, but the institution failed to meet
their needs and expectations.) According to American
College Testing (ACT), one in every four students leaves
college before completing the sophomore year. What’s
more, nearly half of all freshmen will either drop out
before getting their degree, or complete their college
education elsewhere (Whitbourne, 2002).

According to “Learning Slope” (1991), published in Po/icy
Perspectives, the most critical stage of vulnerability for
student attrition continues to be the first year of college at
all types of higher education institutions, including those
that are highly selective. More than half of all students
who withdraw from college do so during their first year
(Consortium of Student Retention Data Exchange, 1999),
resulting in a first year attrition rate of more than 25% at
4-year institutions (ACT, 2001).

According to nationally recognized retention scholar
Vincent Tinto, the majority of new students entering
higher education leave their initial college of choice
without completing a degree (Tinto, 1993). Tinto (1987)
found that a full 57% of college students leave their first
college choice without receiving a degree, and 47% drop
out all together, never completing a degree. As Tinto
explains:

“Though the intentions and commitment with which
individuals enter college matter, what goes on after entry
matters more. It is the daily interaction of the person
with other members of the college in both formal and
informal academic and social domains of the college and
the person’s perception or evaluation of the character of
those interactions that in large measure determines the
decisions as to staying or leaving. It is in this sense that
most departures are voluntary. Student retention is at least
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as much a function of institutional behavior as it is of
student behavior (Tinto, 1987, p. 127, 177).

It can be argued, that AUK students are not currently
satisfied with how the university is “behaving”” According
to Carl Parker (1997), in his article “Making Retention
Work,” if we are truly to assist students in their quest
for academic success, then the university must become
barrier free, reducing the risk of failure. As Parker
suggests, institutions must respond to issues surrounding
academic preparation and conduct on-going audits of the
institutional environment. As he suggests, the goalis create
a campus atmosphere where, “students are presented with
a mandate to succeed rather than the right to fail” (Parker,
1997, para. 3). Arguably, AUK is an environment that has
achieved, in its youth, only the latter thus far.

Why They Drop Out?

According to Vincent Tinto, chair of the Higher
Education Program at Syracuse University in New York,
a large number of students ate ill-equipped for the
challenges of college. In his (1987) book “Increasing
Student Retention,” he identifies a number of factors that
contribute to drop-outs and stop-outs, to include academic
difficulty, uncertainty, incongruity, isolation, adjustment
problems, lack or clear academic goals, lack of clear career
goals, lack of commitment, and poor integration into the
college environment.

Rickinson and Rutherford (1995) found that students who
withdrew in the first term identified three main reasons for
withdrawal: (1) feelings of being unprepared academically,
(2) feelings of being unprepared emotionally, and (3)
welfare problems (e.g., financial, family responsibilities).
In addition, they found that ‘low risk’ students were able
to use both departmental and central support systems
appropriately, whereas ‘at risk” students did not seek help
from any source. According to the authors, “this supports
the theory that lack of commitment and coping resources
are linked. The ability to identify difficulties, and seek and
use appropriate help, signifies the possession of coping
resources” (para.18).

Whitbourne (2002) lists six common reasons why students
are not retained, to include (1) too much fun, (2)
not joining in, (3) academic unpreparedness, (4) lack
of funds, (5) choosing the wrong major, and (6) first
generation student challenges. On the latter, he explains
that first generation students, who are often minorities, are
more likely to drop out before educational completion.

11
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Terenzini et al (1996) also identified several reasons
why student drop out, to include lack of finances, poor
student-institution fit, changing academic or career goals,
personal circumstances, failure by the institution to create
an environment conducive to the individuals learning and
educational needs, inability to manage normal school work,
inability to assimilate with the student population, lack of
motivation to do well in school, lack of understanding
of the importance of education, inability to apply theory
to practical problems, lack of appropriate role models
or mentors in the academic environment, and a sense of
being overwhelmed and stressed by the transition from
high school to college life.

Taylor and Bedford (2004), in their article, “Staff
Perceptions of Factors Related to Non-completion
in Higher Education,” suggest that the best available
summary of factors that may have negative effects on
student completion is as follows:

Wrong choice of program;

Poor quality of the student experience;

Inability to cope with the demands of the program;
Unhappiness with the social environment;

Matters related to financial need;

Dissatisfaction with aspects of institutional provision
Problems with relationships and finance;

Pressure of work (academic and employment);

Learning efficiency (students’ general cognitive skills);
Students self-efficacy (self-reliance, locus of control, and
self-directedness);

Quality of instruction (students perceptions of the quality
of teaching);

Course difficulty in relation to academic support and
counseling available;

Interaction with faculty and staff;

Student’s goal commitment (planning skills; motivation);
Time for learning (students’ planning and organizing of
their study programs)

(Weston, 1998; Yorke, 1999)

Whose Problem Is Retention?

According to Dr. Joe Lee, President of Alabama State
University, “retention is the responsibility of the entire
” (para. 12). For those hesitant to embrace this
perspective, think:

university

(1) In terms of promoting fiscal solvency to a university
operating in the red. Retention efforts make good business
sense. Student recruitment efforts require substantial

institutional expenditures. By comparison, retention
initiatives are estimated to be 3-5 times more cost effective
than ongoing recruitment efforts; for example, the cost
of recruiting one new student approximates the cost of
retaining3-5enrolled students (Noel, Levitz, & Saluri, 1985).

(2) In terms of examining assessment outcomes. Outcomes
assessment has received visible attention at AUK. Many
of AUK’s desired outcomes are difficult to measure prior to
persistence to graduation or beyond: self-awareness, personal
growth, critical thinking, effective communication, respect
for diversity, and moral and ethical responsibility in
society. By comparison, student retention is an assessment
outcome that can be accurately measured and quantified,
can serve as a primary outcome measure, and can be used
to make meaningful interpretations of other assessed
outcomes (Cuseo, 2003).

Factors Influencing Retention:
Qualitative And Emotional

Rickinson and Rutherford (1995), in “Increasing Undergraduate
Retention Rates” found that two main factors influenced
student retention rates: (1) the degree to which students
felt prepared, both academically and emotionally, for
the transition to the university, and (2) the availability
of appropriate academic and personal support at the
transition. Factors influencing retention include, but are
not limited to, major field of study, institutional size,
high school class rank, prep class enrollment, on or off
campus employment, and late application (Astin, 1984,
1997; Reisberg, 1999; and Sydow, 1998).

Qualitative factors such as gender (Sanders, 1998),
educational level of parents (Ting and Robinson, 1998;
Pritchard and Wilson, 2003), high school GPA (Tobey,
1997), ACT/SAT scores (Foster, 1998), and more have
been associated with retention rates. For example, Astin et
al (1987), found that women seem to have higher retention
rates in 4-year degree completion data; however, men tend
to have higher retention rates when examining data of
students who persist over time (e.g., five years and beyond).

As cited in the article “BCC Instructor Conducts Student
Retention Study,” (2005) Thornton focuses on at-risk
student issues such as personality, distance form campus,
transportation, and day care suggesting that at-risk students
must be identified early and intervention strategies
implemented.



Significant variations in academic success levels remain.
Szulecka, Springett, and DePauw (1997) have suggested
that the major causes of attrition of first year college
students are emotional rather than academic factors.
Brooks and Dubois likewise found that emotional factors
exerted a strong influence on how well students adjusted to
their first year experience (1995). Leafgran (1989) suggests
that students who are emotionally and socially healthy
have a greater chance to succeed in college. Pritchard and
Wilson (2003) found that student’s emotional health was
significantly related to GPA regardless of gender. This
is particularly important given the fact that recent studies
show a dramatic increase in the levels of stress experienced
by college students over the last 30 years (Sax, 1997).

While  self-confidence,
orientation, perfectionism, and other personality
variables have been found to be closely linked to college
adjustment and retention, other personality variables are
more closely linked to attrition. For example, students

self-control,  achievement

who are more anxious are more likely to drop-out (Tobey,
1997). However, the jury is still out on introversion and
extraversion. While some studies find that introverts have
the highest retention rates (Spann, Newman, & Matthews,
1991), others suggest that extraverts tend to adjust better
to college life (Seatrle & Ward, 1990) and perform higher
academically (Eysenck & Cookson, 1969; Irfani, 1978).

The Pritchard and Wilson (2003) study on “Using
Emotional and Social Factors to Predict Student Success,”
found that students who indicated their intent to drop out
reported more fatigue and had lower self esteem than
their peers. On the other hand, students who intended to
stay in college used more positive coping skills and were
more likely to accept when they could not change the
stressor. Pritchard and Wilson therefore suggest that “the
ability to deal successfully with the multitude of emotional
stresses encountered in college life appeared to be an
important factor in student retention” (p. 25). This is not
new information. In 1970, Harvard Professor W.G. Perry
identified the criticality of providing the optimum balance
of challenge and security at each new learning stage in
a series on interviews with Harvard students. Perry
examined the relationship between task learning and larger
context about them, and the phases of development from
simplistic thinking to mature commitment. Perry’s study
found thatif the threat of a new expetience/learning is too
overwhelming, students cope with the anxiety by avoiding
the challenge (in Rickinson and Rutherford, 1995).
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How To Improve Retention

According to Parker (1997), the critical factors that
improve retention include positive faculty relations,
community relations, leadership, organizational services,
orientation programs, student support classes and
services, recruitment planning, academic intervention
services, campus climate, and award programs (Parker,
1997, para. 11). This is supported by Whitbourne (2002),
who prioritized  balancing socializing and studying,
joining campus activities, secking assistance and help,
looking beyond financial issues to real problems social or
academic acclimation, remaining an “undecided” major
during the first year of college, and secking universities
that specifically focus on first generation and/or minority
student affairs (Whitbourne, 2002).

In “New Approach to Curb Low-Retention Rates,” Powell
(2003) identifies proven student retention techniques such
as the availability of tutors, midterm faculty evaluations,
and an early warning system. In an effort to curb low
retention rates Alabama State University recently
implemented a writing across the curriculum program,
and increased attention to student accountability measures
such as class attendance and assignment completion.

A 1996 study of 163 community colleges across the United
States with enrollments of more than 5,000 students
examined strategies used to recruit, retain, and graduate
minority students. The research indicated that student
success is highest when retention efforts are coordinated
by a centralized office or person, making it visible and
giving it a sense of purpose (cited in Parker, 1997, para. 4).

A number of authors call for mentoring programs
Mentor
programs enable students to see successful students

to improve the institutions retentive power.

and staff, expose students to strategies for success, and
provide the confidence and support that some students
need to succeed. (Example: AUK’s new PALS program,
a student peer tutoring and advising program.)

Why They Work? Interaction And Connectedness
Attracting and recruiting incoming students is costly.
Universities are working hard, therefore, to retain the
student they have. One means of doing this is to ensure
that students feel connected to the institution and share a
sense of belonging to the university community.

13
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In Astin’s (1997) article, “What Matters Most in Colleges:
Four Ciritical Years” and later in his (1993) article, “What
Matters Most in College: Four Critical Years Revisited,”
he found that the retention of students is greatly affected
by the level and quality of their interactions with peers,
faculty, and staff. Nutt (2003) in his article “Academic
Advising and Student Retention and Persistence” also
concludes that retention can be highly affected by
enhancing student interaction with campus personnel.
The development of interpersonal relationships with
peers is critically important for student success (Upcraft,
1982, 1985). Tinto (1987) found that “incongruence with
one’s student peers proves to be a particularly important
element in voluntary departure” (p. 57).

Rendon (1995) found two critical factors in student’s
decisions to persist: (1) successfully making the transition
to college aided by initial and extended orientation
and advisement programs and (2) making positive
connections with college personnel during their first term
of enrollment. Noel (1985) stated:

“It is the people who come face to face with students on a
regular basis who provide the positive growth experiences
for students that enable them to identify their goals and
talents and learn how to put them to use. The caring
attitude of college personnel is viewed as the most potent
retention force on campus.” (p. 17)

Student involvement in campus organizations also affects
student satisfaction (Cooper, Healy, and Simpson, 1994),
drive to achieve, confidence in academic ability (House,
2000), academic performance (Hartnett, 1965), and
decision to leave.

Astin’s Student Involvement Theory (Astin, 1984) figures
prominently in the retention literature, suggesting that as
students increase their physical and emotional investment
on their college campus (e.g., sports, clubs, campus
activities, involvement with faculty and staff), their rate
of retention increases. (Note: These resulting associative
relationships may also explain the effectiveness of advising
relationships and orientation programs.) Rickinson and
Rutherford (1995) identify several other models that aid
in explaining the linkages between social adjustment and
retention, to include:

The Loss Model: separation anxiety can affect the ability
to make a new attachment.

The Interruption Model: discontinuity in existing life-
style and routines can raise anxiety.

The Control Model: transition from a familiar to a new
environment results in a period of loss of control.

The Role-Change Model: anxiety of assuming a new role
and adjusting self-image.

The Conflict Model: the security of home is balanced
against the insecurity but also the challenge and interest
of the new environment (Rickinson & Rutherford, 1995,
para. 6).

Some of the most important implications revolve around
relationships with faculty. Astin (1993) suggests that next
to peer groups, “the faculty represents the most significant
aspect of the student’s undergraduate development” (p.
410). Studies of transfer students and freshmen students
confirmed the importance of faculty-student contact as
an influential factor in student achievement, persistence,
academic skill development, and personal development
(Volkwein, King, & Terenzini, 1986; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1977).

Faculty aid in retention in numerous ways. Research
demonstrates that greater faculty-student interaction
promotes higher levels of student satisfaction with the
college experience (Pace, 2001). A number of students
state or suggest that faculty participation and faculty
interaction is critical to student retention (Parker, 1999;
Roach, 1999; and Tinto, 1989). Tinto (1987) emphasizes
the need for a connection to the institution if a student
is to be retained. Winston et al (1984) likewise identify
proactive faculty outreach as a significant part of the
student’s decision to persist.

According to Lau (2003), the use of collaborative and
cooperative learning strategies, computer technology in the
classroom, computer laboratory experience, and teaching
methods that use mixed group techniques to foster critical
thinking and solve “real life,”
are critical to retention efforts. In addition, faculty input
and class contact with students has a profound influence
on student learning (Pascarrella and Terenzini, 1991).
According to Lau (2003), faculty-student relationships
and innovative teaching methods can significantly

real business” problems

motivate and challenge students to learn and stay in
school. Tinto (1987) found that students who are satisfied
with the formal and informal academic and social systems
in a college or university tend to stay in school, while
those with negative experiences become disillusioned
and withdraw from family, friends, and the institution.



Other importantimplications revolve around relationships
established with faculty and staff through advising and
orientation programs. Gaff (1997) and others found
that freshmen year programs produce higher academic
achievement, increased student satisfaction, and increased
student retention. In the educational discourse, however,
it is the terms “advising” and “retention” that go hand-
in-hand. In fact, Crockett (1978) referred to advising as
the “cornerstone” of student retention. Cuseo (2003)
describes academic advising as one of the major academic
and social domains of the college experience that affects
student decisions about staying or leaving. As Wyckoff
(1999) states, “To establish a high degree of commitment
to the academic advising process, university and college
administrators must become cognizant not only of the
educational value of advising but the role advising plays
in the retention of students” (p. 3).

According to Habley (1981), “Academic Advising is
the only structured activity on the campus in which all
students have the opportunity for one-to-one interaction
with a concerned representative of the university” (p.
45). Tinto (1987) suggests that advising is the very core
of successful institutional efforts to educate and retain
students. King (1993) revealed that inadequate academic
advising emerged as the strongest negative factor in
student retention, while a caring attitude of faculty
and staff and high quality advising emerged among the
strongest positive factors. Gordon (1985) put it this
way, “If there is an active, involved, ongoing relationship
between students and faculty advisors, a faculty advising
system can be an important ingredient in the retention
process” (p. 127).
important to student retention efforts that advising centers
are not uncommon in residence halls, advisors are being
centrally integrated into learning communities, and cross-

In fact, advising has become so

disciplinary advisory boards for advising are being set up
on campuses throughout the United States and abroad.

Financial Issues

According to Nutt (2003), financial concerns often affect
student persistence, and it is vital that advisors build strong
collaborations with the finance department on campus.
As Nutt explains, “advisors need to be able to understand
the policies and procedures that affect students financial
issues as well as have a clear understanding of how to refer
effectively” (Nutt, 2003. para. 4). The loss of students
returning to campus for another year usually results in
greater financial loss and a lower graduation rate for the
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institution, and might also affect the way that stakeholders,
legislators, parents, and students view the institution.”
(Lau, 2003, para 2). Student retention is also a concern
in the United Kingdom where, according to Nash (1990),
administrators of academic institutions now focus most
of their efforts on decreasing student attrition, since the
ability to retain students has become a critical factor in
obtaining outside funding.

AUK is an academic culture in which the perception exists
that “money is not an issue.” However, for many of our
bestand brightest, itis. According to Lau (2003), numerous
studies indicate that students are motivated to improve
their grades and stay in school when they are recipients
of financial assistance, aid, and scholarships. And prior
performance, course commitment and motivation are key
factors influencing retention, progression, and completion
rates at the university (Abbott-Chapman et al, 1992). At
the time in which student advising becomes ingrained in
the Divisions level at AUK, rather than in the advising
center, it is critical that faculty understand the scholarship,
payment, and financial options and responsibilities
available to students.

Results

This study triangulated a meta-analytical approach to the
literature on college student retention with AUK student
surveys and faculty interviews involving over 200 subjects.
Numerous studies demonstrate that finance is the key
reason why students do not enter or withdraw from their
full time and part time higher education courses. Although
exit data at the selected university identified “financial” as
the primary reason that Spring 2006 admits chose not to
enroll, further examination via AUK surveys of currently
enrolled student indicates that poor faculty-student
relations, lack of facilities, course load, and poor time
management skills are key considerations in determining
if a student will choose to continue at the university in the
FFall 2007 and beyond, or not. In addition, although both
high student involvement in academic life on campus and
faculty participation in campus programs and events are
proven ways to retain students, current enrollees reported a
lack of sufficient academic and social activities on campus,
a noticeable lack of faculty participation in campus events,
and only a 60% overall student satisfaction rate with
AUK. Perhaps most interestingly, academic and social
programming needs predominate the student retention
literature, with academic programming needs often given
priority. At AUK, however, social programming needs
played a significantly and surprisingly larger role. In fact,
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some respondents indicated that it is not uncommon at
AUK for students to come to the university primarily for
social engagement and stimulation rather than academic
engagement and stimulation, partially explaining high
absenteeism in classes.

Recommendations

In visualizing recommendations, solutions and improvements,
it was helpful to modify Richardson and Skinner’s (1991)
model, which includes three phases of institutional
adaptation to diversity. The adaptation is summarized as
follows (based on Kleeman’s [1994] previous modification):

Stage One is reactive and concentrates on student
recruitment, financial aid, admissions, and scheduling. It
emphasizes reducing barriers to higher education. Many
people, including faculty, are often unaware of Stage One
changes taking place at their institutions. When they are
aware, they frequently voice concerns over “quality.” In
Stage One, achievement and growth may conflict.

Stage Two is critical, because it emphasizes outreach,
transition, mentoring and advising, and the environment.
In Stage Two, effort is directed to helping students change
so they may achieve their academic and personal goals.

Stage Three is an adaptive effort designed to improve
student’s achievement by changing the learning environment
through student assessment, learning assistance, curriculum
content, and improved teaching practices.

Arguably, AUK, as a young institution, is still in Stage One.
In the next 2-5 years, AUK should be able to effectively
transition into Stage Two or beyond.

Recommendations for increasing student retention rates
and facilitating successful degree completion include the
development of numerous practical and proven student-
centered retention and effective learning strategies. They
are as follows:

(Note: First, recognition of newly established programs or initiatives
is overdue.  These include the recent hiring of a Retention
Specialist and the new “PALS” peer tutoring program.) Other
recommendations include

1. A New University Student Orientation Program that
focuses on students who are academically prepared, as
well as students who are academically underprepared
(where most of the focus generally resides). Also, the
establishment of an Honors Program motivates academic
high achievers who have a greater capacity for learning,

2. A University Retention Steering Committee. These
have met with great success elsewhere. According to
Nutt (2003), “these committees report to both the Vice
Presidents of Academic and Student Affairs, establishing
that campus-wide collaborations, with advising as the
central focus, are necessary for establishing effective
retention efforts (Nutt, 2003, para. 8).

3. The Establishment of an Institutional Research (IR)
Office. An IR office is desperately needed to examine
trends and make recommendations based on readily
available census data, student evaluations, and other
statistical data. This research provides two key examples
for this need.

First, in Burgess and Samuels (1999) article on student
retention, they found thatsequential courseinstructorstatus
seems to be a predictor of college student success. For
both developmental and regular courses, college students
that take the first course in a sequence from a part-time
instructor, and the second course in the sequence from
a full-time instructor are underprepared for the second
course, less likely to complete the second course, and
less likely to pass the second course with a “C” or better.

The increasing trend in higher education is the widespread
use of part-time instructors. According to Burgess
and Samuels (1999), many part time instructors teach
developmental and remedial courses, especially in English,
reading, and mathematics; therefore, the students in need
of the most assistance are taught by those least involved
in the university. In addition, part-time faculty is often
asked to teach a substantial load without the pay, benefits,
and support facilities of full-time faculty. As Burgess and
Samuels explain:

“Maricopa’s part-time faculty conditions of employment
are characterized by the following: no tenure or job security,
instant nonrenewal at the discretion of Department chairs
(lack of due process), generally inadequate or nonexistent
office space and facilities, and no remuneration for time
spent on student mentoring and counseling. Can it be that
part time instructors grade more easily and demand less
from the students in order to avoid student complaints,
which could jeopardize their continued employment?”

(para. 31).

Second, Langbein and Snider (1999) found that when
compared to mid-rated courses, enrollment in consistently
poorly rated classes significantly reduces the probability of



retention. However, in addition, they found thatenrollment
in consistently top-rated courses also significantly reduces
the probability of retention. In other words, the rising
expectations of the best and the brightest may, at times,
only be met by exiting the university. These are the student
we desperately want to keep! These are not drop-outs or
stop-outs as discussed earlier—these are “top-outs.” They
get bored, are not challenged, and leave.

4. A Re-examination of the Role of First Year and
Divisional Advising at AUK. In a recent survey of 1,000
colleges and universities in the US, only 12% offered
incentives or rewards that recognized outstanding advising
of first-year students (Policy Center on the First Year
of College, 2003). Research shows that only minor
consideration is given to advising in faculty promotion and
tenure decisions (Habley, 1988). In addition, over 2/3 of
postsecondary institutions surveyed (1987) have no criteria
for selecting advisors (Crockett, Habley, and Cowart,
1987). In fact, at AUK’s last faculty awards night, those
faculty members recognized were recognized for their
publications, not their teaching or service contributions.

Based on his review of five national surveys of academic
advising, it became fairly clear, fairly quickly that, as Habley
(2000) states, “...training, evaluation, and recognition and
reward have been, and continue to be, the weakest links in
academicadvising. .. Theseimportantinstitutional practices
in support of quality advising are at best unsystematic and
at worst nonexistent” (p. 40). This presents an excellent
opportunity for AUK to reexamine its current practices.

5. AUK must recognize its inability to fully accomplish
academic and career preparedness in the context of an
advertised American model of Higher Education in a
segregated learning environment. Mixed gender groups
and cooperative partnerships using face-to-face problem-
based learning methods to solve real world problems is not
a reality in the gender segregated classroom, and creates
insurmountable pedagogical and international accreditation
problems, as recently evidenced. AUK’s administrative
position thus far has been clear to faculty, staff, and students:
We are guests in this country. If this issue is to be addressed,
or changed, it must come from voters. That answer does not
seem to be satisfying anyone. The owners of this university
are not guests of this country. Clear guidance, direction, and
deliberate and immediate courses of action are needed. This
is a perceptual issue, and one less about local law, and more
about institutional longevity. Less about holdings, and more
about humanity. Less about short terms investments in
properties, and more about long term investments in people.
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In the interim, new AUK faculty should have the
opportunity, during new faculty orientation, to be exposed
to the latest teaching techniques appropriate to the gender
segregated classroom.

6. The Establishmentof aTeachingand Learning Technology
Center. AUK faculty are, due to intergenerational
differences and the rapid face of technology, generations
behind current students in command of technology. An
instructional technology development center is needed
to enhance multimedia and computer-based learning
approaches, aid faculty in developing and utilizing the
latest technologies in curriculum development and
curricula, and foster greater integration of on line course
management, to include platforms such as Web CT.

7. Other. AUK student and faculty recommendations
via self-report data for retention included: mandatory
fulfillment of prerequisites prior to course enrollment;
mandatory advising prior to course registration; availability
of 5-year course cycling plans via the web; a student
union; adequate health, recreation, and sports facilities;
a second-year experience; better, increased, and more
innovative university advertising platforms; and increased
enforcement of university standards that promote student
responsibility for their own actions.

Conclusion

In a recent edition of Inside Higher Ed, the author described
the new, for-profit university. He compared it to the
movie industry, where a few companies make movies,
and lots of others simply distribute them to theaters, on
television, and on DVDs. He described these universities
as follows:

“A small core of knowledge engineers who wrap courses
in to a degree to be distributed in cookie cutter institutions
and delivered by working professionals, not academics.
There is no tenured faculty, no academic processes; the
sole focus is on bottom line economic results. There
271° century institutions are not burdened with esoteric
pursuits of knowledge....they are market driven. [The] key
survival mechanism is the ability to rapidly evolve to new
environments and to position in the market. Since they do
notcarry tenured faculty, they can rapidlyjettison disciplines
of study that do not penetrate market. Since they do not
have academic processes, they can rapidly bring to market
programs that can capture market share....Not all have
the core capacities to compete long term in the market.
Some emerge quickly, and as quickly become extinct.”
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This is the thumbnail sketch of our primary market
competitors. Or, perhaps, this is the thumbnail sketch of
AUKs future. The present will determine our path, and
it begins with retaining the best and brightest faculty and
students.

Memory and Subjectivity

among Kuwaiti Youths:
Child Witnesses of the 1990
Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait

The 1990 Iraqi invasion and seven-month occupation
of Kuwait led to dramatic changes in the health and
mental health of Kuwaitis, with 20% higher rates of
mortality and increased post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) among Kuwaitis who remained in Kuwait during
the occupation (Public Health Impacts of Iraqs1990
Invasion and Occupation of Kuwait, Harvard School of
Public Health, June 29, 2005). In the aftermath of the
occupation, numerous studies of children, based on the
diagnostic criteria for PTSD—exposure to a traumatic
event and symptoms from each of three groups: intrusive
recollections of the trauma event, avoidance of reminders
of the event and emotional numbing, and hyperarousal—
established strong correlations between the Iraqi invasion,
PTSD and depression, with higher prevalence rates for
children than for adults (Abdel-Khalek 1997; Abdullatif
1995; Al-Naser et al. 2000; Hadi and Ilabre 1998; HSRPH
2005; KISR 2005; Llabre and Hadi 1997; Nader et al. 1993).
Yet, as Kirmayer, Lemelson and Barad (2007: 7) remind
us, “What distinguishes PTSD from other psychiatric
disorders is the attribution of causality and the role that
memory plays in its symptomatology”. The diagnosis
of PTSD represents one strand in complex memory
processes that are biological and personal, but also social,
cultural and political. The concept of trauma draws upon
culturally variable idioms of distress, linked to social divides
within Kuwait and access to resources, mental health and
otherwise. Trauma, as a primary “wounding” may direct
our attention away from the amplification of past traumas
by subsequent events and interactions (Hinton 2007: 447).
Moreover, adults and children adopt certain feelings,
ideas and ways of acting and remembering through direct
interaction, and by indirectly “attending to how persons
around them are representing and constructing their world

through language” (Capps and Ochs 1995: 10). Adults
and children use cultural knowledge to make sense of and
to narrate their own experiences of suffering. The effects
of trauma on our Kuwaiti child witnesses of the 1990
Iraqi invasion reflect a convergence of veridical recall,
socialization and enculturation practices of memory,
emotion and subjectivity, and the transgenerational
transmission of trauma through Kuwaiti parent-child
interactions, reconstructions based on family members’
accounts of trauma.

Using multiple methodologies—Ilibrary research, media
collections, participant-observations, semi-structured and
person-centered interviews, and family and community
studies—our research focuses on four key questions:

1) What are the relations of environmental contamination,
PTSD and depression pre and post the 1990 Iraqi invasion?
2) When does 2 memory become 7b¢ memory, affecting
subjectivity, meaning and emotion?

3) Is the U.S. War on Iraq triggering traumatic memories of
the 1990 occupation? 4) How do memory and subjectivity,
meaning and emotion, shape Kuwaiti familial and social
relations? Our combination of approaches allows us to
gather social, cultural and political contexts and meanings
of young Kuwaitis' ideologies, attitudes, emotions, and
actions in reference to the 1990 invasion and occupation
and the current US. War on Iraq. Through narrations
of violence, the impact on socio- and psycho-cultural
processes, we explore temporal and spatial convergences
of violence, fear and depression with other ongoing
events, ritual-religious calendars, the fetishization of
certain forms of violence, and narrations of violence that
have wider social, political, or religious consequences than
the acts of violence themselves.

Child PTSD and Depression

Shortly after the 1990 Iraqi invasion, Nader et al. (1993)
found many children who remained in Kuwait during the
occupation to have multiple war-related exposures. More
than 70 percent of the children in their study reported
moderate to severe post-traumatic stress reactions.
Witnessing death or injury and viewing explicit graphic
images of mutilation on television had a measurable
influence on the severity of children’s trauma. Several
years later, Al-Naser, al-Khulaifi, and Martino (2000)
reported a prevalence of PTSD of 28.4% in sample of
Kuwaiti citizens, with a higher prevalence of 45.6% in a
subsample of students, whom the authors suggest have
increased sensitivity to traumatic stress.



Hadiand Llabre (1998) assessed intelligence, posttraumatic
stress and depression among Kuwaitis one year after
occupation. They found a difference in levels of parental
depression between those who stayed in Kuwait as
compared to those who were out for all or part of the
occupation. Though Hadi and Llabre (1998) found low
levels of depression in children, they found depression
correlated with levels of exposure to violence and levels
of PTSD. Children who had a martyr or POW in the
family (Abdullatif 1995) and boys (Llabre and Hadi 1997)
reported higher levels of depression, with social support
a protective buffer for girls.

Abdel-Khalek (1997), in a survey of fears associated with
Iraqi aggression among Kuwaiti children and adolescents,
ages 13-17 years, identified three significant factors that
he named Iraqi Aggressor, War Machinery, and War
Correlates and Effects. Abdel-Khalek concluded that the
Iraqi aggression’s adverse effects persisted 5.7 years after
the trauma. In 2004, Abdel-Khalek (2004) reported higher
scores for Kuwaitis on the Arabic Scale of Death Anxiety
(ASDA) than their Egyptian or Syrian counterparts.

These psychological studies desctibe important expetiences
and concerns of suffers and survivors, and critical
generational and gender dynamics of trauma in the
aftermath of the 1990 Iraqi invasion and occupation. The
studies, taken together, point to the ongoing traumatic
effects of the invasion and occupation. Yet, as one strand
of human experience, studies based on the diagnosis
of PTSD or depression alone mask the reshaping of
experience through diverse memory processes that impact
social relations, Kuwaiti communal recovery, and a social,
historical analysis that might lead to collective political
responses. The question here is whether medicalizing
and individualizing collective trauma supports communal
recovery, a question that has important moral, political
and legal ramifications.

Memory, PTSD and Child Witnesses

Contrary to popular ideas about memory, memory does
not operate like a video camera, providing a continuous
photographic copy of events and experiences (Schacter
2003). Instead, multiple learning and memory systems
“extract details, meanings, and associations from the
stream of experience according to specific needs,
selective attention, and cognitive and perceptual salience
or relevance” (Kirmayer, Lemelson and Barad 2007:8).
Memories also change, undergoing repeated revision
and transformation with each attempt at recollection. We

AUK OCCASIONAL PAPERS May 2008 #2

literally narrate ourselves, reshaping an awareness of our
feelings and sense of identification with others through
everyday life (Capps and Ochs 1995). This undermines
claims that symptoms, such as flashbacks, are simply
replays of indelible records, rather than reconstructions
in complex memory processes. Symptoms, such as
flashbacks, may reflect veridical recall, obsessional worty,
vivid imagination or ruminations of ““worst case scenarios”
(Frankel 1994; Kirmayer, Lemelson and Barad 2007:8).

The diversity of these memory processes leads to
ambiguity and debate about what is veridical recall
and what is reconstructed, confabulated or fabricated
memory, particularly when the stakes of research, beyond
psychological health, incorporate moral and legal credibility
and economic claims for compensation. While studies of
PTSD and depression offer us useful foci for psychological
treatment and the basis for economic compensation from
perpetrators of traumas such as violence, they may also
mask complex, relational experiences and the confluence
of diverse social memory processes.

Nordstrom (2004:226) suggests that “part of the way
violence is carried into the future is through creating
hegemony of enduring violence across the length and
breadth of the commonplace world, present and future.
The normal, the innocuous, and the inescapable are
infused with associations of lethal harm”. Respondents
in our study, child witnesses of the Iraqi invasion and
occupation, vividly recalled the dangers of Iraqi check
points on main roads, and the destruction of community
centers, religious sites, public patks, schoolyards, and
marketplaces, places where war was brought home. Male
and female respondents recalled intimidation, control,
and powerlessness at Iraqi soldier checkpoints, and
sexually aggressive or inappropriate advances toward their
mothers. Male and female respondents reported fear,
anxiety, visual horror and a loss of control in response to
media portrayals of tortured and mutilated bodies.

Young men, out of the home more often than their
sisters, vividly described maimed and murdered bodies
in communal areas close to their homes: A 24 year old
described “torture houses”, with “piles of dead bodies,
a tortured man, still alive, led from the torture house to
an ambulance”. He recalled children playing football with
the head of a murdered Iraqi after the liberation. A 22
year old recalled “men being executed in front of my own
eyes”. He said, “I felt helpless, not only because I was
a child, but my family could not control anything...no
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one could protect me”. He said, “My older brother took
a soldier’s decapitated head and kicked it to me. I was
scared and still remember how I felt when I saw it”. A
22 year old recalled “seeing a dead man hanging from a
light post,” and “walking by workout facilities and cafes
with dead bodies”. A 23 year old remembered “children
making poisonous drinks as a game to kill Iraqi soldiers”,
to regain a sense of control, and to take revenge.

During the occupation places associated with safety, such
as the home, were recast as lethal and inhumane or as
refuges for Iraqi soldiers. Some Kuwaiti neighborhoods
were unchanged in terms of family composition, while in
others, neighbors moved away or houses were destroyed.
Respondents had strikingly different experiences depending
on their neighborhoods and whether or not the occupying
Iraqis were Bathists, whom our child witnesses described
as “aggressive” and “violent” or non-Bathists who were
“like children”. A 23 year old male described Bathist
soldiers breaking into his family’s home: “Iraqi soldiers
broke down our door. My brother spilled water on the
soldier, and he got angry; he yelled at my brother.” Living
in an area occupied by non-Bathists, a 24 year old male
said: “Soldiers cried; they didn’t want to be there. They
were forced. They needed food. The soldiers played with
children, and joked.”

Interestingly, all of our respondents described the occupation
as a time of their best and worst memories with their
families: A 23 year old female said: “It was perfect. No one
had to be there. Everyone was there because they wanted
to be there. We were never so close”. Others described
increased domestic violence, family conflicts, alcohol and
drug abuse, and increased promiscuity.

In the aftermath of violence, ‘basic trust’, as Luhrmann
(2000), Ewing (2000) and Robben (2000) suggest, may
define and flame social, cultural and political identifications,
critical to post-trauma healing and to the reconstruction
of trust in oneself and in the familial, institutional and
cultural practices that structure daily experience. The
mourning and social channeling of collective trauma—the
ways in which people collectively remember and forget
trauma—are powerful aspects of group identification and
recovery that impact the likelihood of future violence
(Taussig 1987; Volkan 1998; White 2005).

The issue of identity, whether familial, ethnic, religious
or national became a central feature in remembrances
of ‘trust’ during the occupation. Kuwaitis recalled their

families obtaining fake identification, using other languages
and dialects, and increased prejudice against Kuwaitis and
Palestinians. Identity and the feeling of betrayal emerged
through a majority of interviews. One respondent told
us, “They wrote Kuwait is for Palestinians” on city walls.
Another asked, “Why should there be trust? We trusted
Palestinians. We gave them jobs. They made money. They
were our brothers and look how they stabbed us in the
back.” A young woman of Palestinian family background
and Kuwaiti citizenship described increased isolation
and harassment, with Palestinians fired from jobs. Forty
thousand Palestinians were exiled. Respondents also felt
betrayed by Iraqis, particularly Saddam Hussein. One
young woman said, “We always looked up to Saddam
protecting us from Iran and then he invades us.” There
were accusations of relatives stealing from homes in
which they took shelter, so that ultimately, our Kuwaiti
respondents said they could trust only the members of
their immediate families.

The 2003 US. War on Iraq triggered intrusive images of
the 1990 Iraqi invasion and occupation, increased anxiety
and fear that Kuwait would again be invaded. Ongoing
media coverage of the war, walking through the Museum
of War (The Kuwait House Museum), and loud noises,
particulatly sirens, were additional triggers. A 23 year old
female said, “I felt paralyzing fear and stress when I heard
sirens. Months later when Kuwait was no longer in danger,
the government still kept testing sirens. I would wake up
during the siren testingand feel fearfuland short of breath.”

While the majority of our respondents had never been
diagnosed with PTSD or depression, they described
periods of depression, isolation, emptiness, and emotional
disconnectedness. They lacked a sense of loyalty or trust,
describing instead paranoia, dependency on friends and
family, anger and frustration, and the feeling of having no
future in Kuwait.

Embodied Memory and the Social Environment

The contested idea that trauma involves “embodied
memory” is framed differently in psychological and social,
cultural research (Brewin 2003; Connerton 1989; van der
Kolk1994;Stoller 1995). According to Kirmayer, Lemelson
and Barad (2007: 8-9), “The body (more specifically,
circuits involving subcortical and cortical areas of the brain
not accessible to consciousness) acquires associations
as conditioned emotional responses or habits...but this
does not yield declarative memory, and the origins of the
learned association cannot be directly described unless



the event was encoded in parallel as declarative memory in
the first place”. They suggest that “learned dispositions”
must be “represented and interpreted to construct a
declarative memory”. By contrast, Stoller (1995: 28-29),
drawing on Connerton’s distinctions between personal,
cognitive and habit memories, suggests that “habit
does not lend itself to the visual bias that is central to
discursive analysis... In their insistence of the discursive,
scholars transform the figurative into language and text.
And yet our memories are never purely personal, purely
cognitive, or purely textual”. For Connerton and Stoller,
separating personal, cognitive and habit memories from
social memories is meaningless. A young man, aged 20,
recalled, “I developed a twitch after frequent torture; my
nerves were extremely damaged. My family got depressed
because I became a drug addict during the war to escape
the pain I was going through. I got the drugs from the
Iraqi soldiers.” A 23 year old young woman said, “I heard
canons. It was always dark. My family and I felt isolated
because it was unsafe for us to leave the house. Life was
depressing and frightening and everyone felt anxious and
tense. I still can’t look at anything related to the war or
PO.WS. without feeling extremely very sad.” A 29 year
old woman recalled, “There was black smoke everywhere,
especially a few months into the occupation. It looked like
night time all day long. The sea was very contaminated.
I saw dirty and dead wildlife on the streets and ocean
coasts (mostly birds). My family and I were very anxious
the entire time because my uncle was in the Resistance
(al-mogawama). Soldiers raided and searched the house
to find him and execute him. I didn’t know where he was.
We were scared for his life because we never contacted
him or saw him during the entire war. I developed a fear
of bombs and loud noises. I still feel jittery when I hear a
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loud noise. I felt a serious lack of security and safety.

Child Witnesses: Concluding Remarks

Our preliminary findings suggest that young Kuwaiti adults,
child witnesses of the 1990 Iraqi invasion, experience
intrusive images of tortured and mutilated bodies triggered
by the 2003 U.S. War on Iraq. These intrusive images are a
confluence of veridical recall, obsessional worry, and vivid
ruminations of “worst case scenarios”. Young Kuwaitis
tend toward obsessive anxious vigilance about the U.S.
War on Iraq or complete disengagement; though few of
our subjects were diagnosed with PTSD or depression,
the majority report increased post-invasion depression
and aggression, using drugs and alcohol to self-medicate.
The young Kuwaitis in our study describe insecurity and
confusion about human accountability—who to blame for
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their traumatic experiences during the Iraqi invasion and
occupation. Some blame Saddam Hussein and the Bathist
Iraqi regime, while others blame the Kuwaiti Emir and
Royal family, the Kuwaiti government, or parents who “fled
from Kuwait”, failing to provide adequate security and
care. Our young Kuwaiti adults report increased mistrust,
nationalism and ethnic chauvinism, no sense of future or
future planning, and numbness and emptiness. Almost all
of our study respondents have an “escape plan”, meaning
that they hold the passport or a current visa of another
country to facilitate a quick departure from Kuwait.

The effects of trauma on our respondents reflect a convergence
of veridical recall, socialization and enculturation processes
during the occupation, and the transgenerational
transmission of trauma through Kuwaiti familial interactions,
reconstructions based on family members’ and community
reports of experience. Kuwaiti memories of the
occupation were closely tied to social, familial relations
and neighborhood. Temperament, biological factors,
experience within families and neighborhoods, and prior
experience with trauma might serve to protect some
children from serious psychological consequences—or
make them more vulnerable. For Kuwaiti young adults, itis
the temporal and spatial dimensions of trauma in relation
to self and other that become important in communal
recovery from the trauma of the 1990 Iraqi invasion and
occupation. Nostalgia of pre-invasion social cohesiveness
and safety, give way to traumatic aftereffects—personal,
cognitive and habitual—and the divides of history,
power and social position. These traumatic aftereffects are
entangled memory strands that foster ongoing insecurity,
mistrust, nationalism and ethnic chauvinism, requiring
psychological treatment, and relief that individuals may
need, as well as attention to social and political responses
that render trauma visible and account for the continuing
destructive presence of other forms of violence.
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A Complexity-informed
Basis for Social and Cultural
Change in the Gulf

It can be argued that social and cultural change in any
society is driven by three factors: resources, power
and identity. Because of the dynamic nature of the
interrelationship between these three factors, the
prosperity of all civilizations and societies peaks and
wanes. The current profile of the Gulf States has risen
in the 20th Century with Western dependence on oil and
could wane when this dependence disappears. This can be
explained through the process of globalization that links
access and control of scarce and desired resources with
power and identity (Woog and Dimitrov, 2004).

This first decade of the new millennium offers an opportunity
for the Gulf States to take stock of their position and to
be proactive in shaping and investing their current good
fortune in a new basis of power for coming decades.
The current and prestigious social and cultural dynamics
of the Gulf States have been due to their access to and
control of significant oil reserves upon which much of
the world depends.

While it can be expected that this dependence will continue
for several decades — especially as China rises as a world
economic power — economic principles will see alternative
sources of power become more viable, thus diminishing
the control the Gulf States have over oil production.
What, then, will source the prosperity and wealth of the
Gulf States and allow them and their people to maintain
their current identity and status? While still riding the
wave of fossil-fuel prosperity, now is an opportune time
for these nations to identify and gain control of access
to the desires resources of the future and thus maintain
their powerbase among the nations of the world and to
maintain or even enhance their current identity.

23

Given current global debate and trends, the resources
to be strongly desired by the world’s population in the
future are likely to be those of water and renewable
energy sources. These two resources will act as “attractors’
or oases around which nations of the world will cluster
for access. Those who control such sources of energy and
water — or perhaps the technology to harness them — will
achieve the power to develop or maintain identities of
high status and privilege.
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Understanding of this phenomena of complex systems — moving
from one set of ‘attractors’ to others, over time —empowers
the conscious observer to move to the new set of attractors
before others, and to capitalize on prime positioning,
particularly if that observer is able to control access by
others. Such is the position of the Gulf States: nations of
the world have had their fill at the oases of oil production
and their caravans are setting out to other destinations.
If the Gulf States are to maintain their current identity
and lifestyle, they too need to move on to be the eatly
colonizers of future oases, centered on technology that
delivers potable water and renewable energy. This paper
will elaborate on this social movement from a Complexity
Science perspective, charting a pathway of conscious
development that Gulf States might consider for their future.

With increased globalization and interaction among the
various people and cultures of the world, there might be
a tendency for the Gulf States to look to the seemingly
successful knowledge systems of the West as a way to
rationalize steps to a prosperous future. These knowledge
systems tend to be informed by conventional, Cartesian
science that emphasizes ‘control’ of dynamics to ensure
we can make predictions, with some certainty, and travel in
a direct line to an already conceived destination — which is
satisfactory for short-term development and social movement.
However, inthe present, increasingly globalized and
less predictable climate of human interaction, greater
confidence to move forward is more likely to come from
ComplexityScience’semphasisbothon ‘navigation’through
the unforeseen future dynamics and on the integrity of
the vessel we are navigating, This suggests moving with
the dynamics to be encountered, rather than seeking to
control or eliminate their influence; moving our Boom in
a series of strategic tacks — as the various economic and
social winds allow — towards the desired attractor of the
future. This Complexity Science approach might better
resonate with Arabic cultural values of negotiation and
re-negotiation, as environmental and social conditions
and networks change, and thus be a more comfortable
knowledge system upon which the Gulf States can rely to
chart the social and cultural change necessary to maintain
their prosperity in the coming century.

When Wasta and Liberal

Arts Conflict: A Case Study
of a Private University

Abstract

Rapid globalization and events after 9/11 have increased the
demand for local Western liberal education. This paper examines
the hurdles surrounding its adoption and adaptation in Arabian
Gulf settings. The hurdles stem from differing cultural assumptions
concerning knowledge precepts, identity emphasis and means of
problem resolution. Findings from different sources converge to
support the familiar thesis that particular practices are more likely to
be adopted if they are compatible with the society’s dominant social
valnes. In this context, positive management of cultural practices
such as intercessory wasta (personal connections to obtain special
benefits or consideration) becomes indispensable to establishing and
maintaining western liberal education systems in the Gulf.

1.0 Introduction

Varions versions of modernization theory, often couched in terms of
traditional-modern dichotomies, suggest that innovations are more
likely to be adopted if they are compatible with the dominant local
cultural practices. Similarly, contingency approaches suggest that
organizations establish congruence with their environment. However,
bothy approaches minimize the accommuodating or interactive aspects
of the host culture and environment. We are interested in fnowing
how western liberal education is being accommodated by traditional
authority structures in the Gulf.

The issue being addressed is the extent to which the introduction of
western liberal education has resulted in adaptation to its environment.
Thispaper briefly reviews the literature on higher education in the Gulf
to identify factors leading to the demand for western liberal education.
After which, issues are raised concerning the transferability of
western liberal education to the Gulf setting. The role of intercessory
wasta the practice of using intermediaries to obtain a better grade
or another concession without consideration to merit, is explored
in this accommodation process. After discussing the findings, the
paper goes on to offer intra-organizational and extra-organizational
suggestions including for the positive management of wasta.

2.0 Context

The setting for this study is a private university recently
established in Kuwait in cooperation with a U.S. university.
Although a number of students have attended other
schools, many admitted students are unprepared for



college work and have inadequate preparation in English.
Limited access to remedial, academic help for weaker
students and a shortage of student advisors exacerbate
the problem. Students frequently live with their parents
or other family member and commute from their family’s
homes where a relatively high standard of living is
enjoyed. Students appear to have ample time to focus on
studying and to be free from financial worries. However,
faculty members complain about lax student attitudes
towards attendance, their studies and that plagiarism,
cheating on exams and grade negotiations are rife.

Until now, there have been few incentives for academic
excellence; e.g. securing a well-paying job after graduation
is customarily more associated with wasta, a practice that
uses personal orinfluential connections of a family member
or associate. However, traditional avenues of employment
such as the government are tapering off. When pressed,
students, especially males, often concede that they worry
less about securing a good job than obtaining a degree
to improve their social status or enhance their marriage
prospects. In sum, studying often does not appear to
occupy an important role in the students’ daily lives and
familial obligations are often cited for not studying.

3.0 Literature Review:

3.1 Factors Leading To Western Liberal Education
Demand

Currently, the Gulf region is experiencing tumultuous
growth in secondary and post secondary private schools
and universities. Private universities represent about 27%
of the 149 university affiliated with the Association of
Arab Universities. Many of the current and future start-
ups of private universities are envisioned for the Gulf.
The demand for imported Western liberal education has
increased in the Gulf because of several contributing
factors. First, from the 1970’s onwards, the region saw
the demise of the Egyptian influenced system and a shift
to the credit point system prominent in the American
education system (Mazawi, 2004). Secondly, the quality
assurances for training and research are seen as higher
in US universities than elsewhere. Thirdly, even before
9/11, the relative numbers of Arab students studying
in the United States were on the decline resulting in a
cumulative 30% drop from 1999 to 2002 (Derhally, 2003).
Taken together, these factors have increased the demand
for local western liberal education as Middle Eastern
students find it harder to pursue studies in the West.
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Aless examined, but increasingly important reason for the
privatization of higher education in the Gulf is that the
region’s established public institutions of higher education
are finding themselves unable to accommodate their
burgeoning, young populations, (especially expatriates)
under the mounting shortages of professional educators
and limited public resources dedicated to higher education.
The brunt of future investment associated with higher
education will likely be borne by the private sector owing
to its flexibility in coping with the changing demographics,
shifting budget priorities of Gulf governments, private
market needs, and because of the potential for growing
financial returns. For example, one Kuwaiti education
company boasting 27,000 students at all levels, reputedly
earned about $35 million in fiscal year 2004.

Finally, educators have been imported from other countries
to the Gulf owing to historical shortages of local teaching
professionals. Various nationalities including Egyptians,
British, Indians, and others have preceded U.S. citizens
as administrators and teachers. With the increasing
participation and presence of the U.S. in the Gulf, comes
increased impetus and means for synchronizing education
in the region with the political and economic system over
which the U.S. currently holds hegemonic presence.

One American consultant in the United Arab Emirates
noted that a new university ,”is designed to reflect the
typical design of colleges and universities in the US...to
facilitate transfers to US institutions and entrance to US
graduate programs.”(Mazawi, 2004)

3.2 Transferability of Western Liberal Education

The quest for educational change, from a Gulf Arab
perspective, might be summarized as how to best
modernize Gulf education without disrupting or
changing its traditional social structures. Implicit in this
view is that elements in western liberal education can
be appropriated without having to resort to a wholesale
transfer. Education transfer, to use an analogy, becomes
a smorgasbord of sorts where the desired elements are
selected and less desirable ones are left off the plate. The
answer to the implicit question as to whether cultural
elements act as a facilitating or restraining agent to
modernization seems to stand on end. Wolfgang Zapf
(2004) in his examination of modernization process in
the context of the Middle East suggests that since there is
no unified Islamic front, it can be expected that there will
be different kinds and rates of adoption of technology
(and by inference, education). However, this observation
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glosses over the filtering effects of cultural variables.
For example, one study of technological transfer to the
Middle East suggests that culture variables tend to actas a
filter of sorts in information technology transfer (Straub
et.al, 2003).

While unexamined here, the theoretical underpinning
harkens back to an old debate between modernization
and dependency proponents: Can rational practices
based on the idealized meritocracy replace practices
based on traditional notions of kinship and affiliation?
In this context, can liberal western style education be
adapted to the Gulf without having to resort to an “all or
nothing” adoption approach? If traditional societies take
a smorgasbord approach to the transfer of western liberal
education and the resulting arrangement works, it is truly
like having ones cake and eating it, too.

3.3 The Compatibility of Liberal Western Education’s
Assumptions and Outcomes

Western liberal education is a relative newcomer to Arab
Gulf settings although its roots can be traced back to
Aristotle’s writings about education. According to the

American Association of Colleges and Universities
(AAC&U),

A truly liberal education is one that prepares us to live
responsible, productive, and creative lives in a dramatically
changing world. It is an education that fosters a well
grounded intellectual resilience, a disposition toward
lifelong learning, and an acceptance of responsibility for
the ethical consequences of our ideas and actions... [It]
requires that we understand the foundation of knowledge
and inquiry about nature, culture, and society...What
matters in liberal education is substantial content, rigorous
methodology, and an active engagement with the societal,

ethical, and practical implications of our learning”.
(AAC&U, 1998)

This brings us to the fore of our inquiry about the
compatibility of western liberal education ideals with
the culture and traditions of the Arabian Gulf setting
Conservative settings are not necessarily inhospitable to
the cherished ideals of western liberal education such as
tolerance and free thinking, but several cultural tensions
challenge the viability of liberal Western-style education
institutions in the Gulf. These include:

* Knowledge precepts concerning acceptable knowledge
versus knowledge for knowledge’s sake.

* The relative emphasis placed on collective versus
individual identity.

* The extent of reliance on mechanical versus organic
means of problem resolution and its corresponding
relationship to organizational development within
educational settings.

3.4 Knowledge Precepts

The philosophy behind Western-style liberal education and
knowledge acquisition can be summed up as knowledge
for knowledge’s sake. By contrast, knowledge acquisition
in Islamic societies stems from the principle that
knowledge be acceptable, i.e. praiseworthy, permissible
and not blameworthy. J.M. Halsted (2004) believes that
Islamic educationandwesterneducational philosophies are
fundamentally incompatible. While the Prophetic reports
(Hadith collections) indicate that knowledge without any
real use in human life is useless, the Quran seems to suggest
that any knowledge that contributes to one's personal
development is considered valuable. Utility, in that sense,
is left up to the individual and the society to decide upon.

There appears to be a growing body of opinion that
suggests that it is not the Quran, but its diverse cultural
interpretations that are responsible for the emergence
of oppositional thinking between Islamic and western
educational values (Bagheri and Khosrawi, 2000). In the
absence of any resolution to this underlying knowledge
dilemma, Gulf students, perhaps, like other Muslims
confronting conflictive western values, appear to have
developed dual frames of reference and communication,
one local-traditional and the other, global-modern
(Findlow, 2001). Suffice it to say that instead of a synthesis
of Arab cultural and religious heritage with growing
Westernization of lifestyles, two separate accounts are
kept, much like keeping two sets of accounting books;
each used for differing circumstances and needs.

3.5 Individual versus Collective Identity

Another factor that Western-style education institutions
challenge is the difference in relative emphasis on individual
identity versus collective identity. 1t is supposed that individual
identity is encouraged along with critical thinking in
western intellectual life. In contrast, the literature suggests
that traditional Islamic education is largely teacher and
text-oriented and by extension, emphasizes collective
identity and rote learning skills over individual identity
and critical analysis skills. This emphasis comes out of the
madressa (Islamic school) tradition for learning about Islam and the
Quran, a method where knowledge is transmitted by rote



memorization and repetition. This approach emphasizes
acquired content while critical analysis incorporating
the learner’s life experience is minimized. These dual
frames of reference are mirrored in four learning modes
that Shahin (2005) identifies as diffuse or foreclosed for
traditional orientations and exploratory or achieved for
modern otientations.

A lesser examined aspect of this collective versus individnal
identity dichotomy relates to the need to be accepted
as part of the collective group or risk isolation from
one’s fellow students and how this challenges academic
integrity. For example, students who engage in cheating
and plagiarism or bargaining over grades see these as acts
of collective cooperation and helping out one another.
The circumstances surrounding these acts are mitigated
because the perpetrator has a felt moral obligation to the
collective. The alternative, as noted, is to be isolated and
outcast from the group.

Taken from this socially constructed perspective,
as Kendall notes in her article on Kuwaiti students,
personalized relations justify cheating and treating grades
as negotiable items - even though, this challenges western
views of academic propriety:

In intimate social formations, particularly in families,
people make allowances for each other’s personalities and
predilections, adjusting their behaviors and discernments
to the perceived requirements of the moment. Under
such conditions, impartiality is impossible; under such
conditions, partiality is demanded. By contrast, where
people have few genuine moral obligations, where their
interactions are casual or commercial, where they are
ignorant of the factors playing upon others, they have
little basis for recognizing mitigating circumstances and
hence for exercising discretion. Under such conditions
appeals to impersonal rules and abstract standards are
indicative not so much of peoples’ ethical sophistication
and advance as they are indicative of their estrangement.
(Kendall, 1991:101)

3.6 Means for Problem Resolution

Most visitors to the Gulf region are likely to hear about
or experience wasta. The term refers to mediation or
intercession often to obtain services or some end through
personal connections. A distinction is made between
intermediary wasta and intercessory wasta. The former
has as its goal mediation to resolve inter-personal or inter-
group differences. In contrast, intercessory wasta has as
its aim a benefit for example, obtaining a driving license,
reduction of a penalty, getting a job, etc.
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In the context of education, wasta can refer to a connection
for the purpose of negotiating and inflating grades, using
influential outsiders and insiders to hire staff members
and instructors, admitting unqualified or under-achieving
students, pressuring faculty membersin various ways so that
some students receive special consideration and bending
of the rules in favor of certain outcomes, among other
things. “Intercessory wasta exemplifies the collective action
problem” where action furthering “individual interest
harms the collective interest” (Cunningham and Sarayrah,
1994: 9). In this case, the education and re-tooling of a
national workforce to participate in the global economy
are being put at a disadvantage because wasta drives out
competence based education and its emphasis on critical
thinking skills deriving from western liberal education.

4.0 Research Questions

The above literature review suggests three general themes
revolving around knowledge, identity, and means of
problem resolution. Specifically, these themes are: a) the
philosophical compatibility of western liberal arts with
Islamic precepts concerning knowledge; b) the inherent
bias towards individualist and critical forms of learning
found in western liberal education versus the collectivistic,
rote forms of learning found in Islamic cultures;
and ¢) depersonalized forms of problem resolution
within bureaucratic (organic) structures in contrast to
the personalized forms of problem resolution within
traditional non-bureaucratic (mechanistic) structures.

In turn, these themes surrounding the establishment of
Western-style education in the Arabian Gulf give rise to
the following issues:

* How much curriculum adaptation or modification can
be accepted before liberal education becomes devoid
of its premises and content?

* To what extent is successful diffusion of Western-style
education in a local traditional, conservative setting
possible?

* Who is adapting to whom? Is liberal education
adapting to its environment or vice versar

This paper focuses on the third issue because it partially
subsumes the other two issues and in examining the issues
surrounding adaptation we can direct our attention to
practical applications for the classroom and the education
system. In particular, the hypothesis addressed by this study
is: Intercessorywastais beingused toaccommodate western
liberal education to traditional authority structures in Gulf.
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5.0 Methodology
This study relied on the following research tools to guide
the study:

a. Student questionnaire (in the appendix)

b. Documents (university publications, pamphlets,
meeting notes and articles)

c. Participant observation of faculty, administrative
personnel, and students

d. Articles about the university found in local and
US newspapers.

6.0 Results

A convenience sample of 100 students, approximately 10%
of the total student population, was surveyed in 8 classes.
The sample had a nearly equal numbers of females (n=>52)
and males (n=406). There were more transfer students
(51%) than first time attendees (42%) in the survey. The
higher number of transfer students also contributes to a
higher average student age of 21.7 years, with a range from
19 to 28 years of age at a time when the school was only 3
years old. The most frequently cited motive for attending
the school was to be closer to their parents’ homes (27%),
followed by those who are enrolled secking a quality
education (25%). A third category was created combining
those students reporting enrollment because of low GPAs
(11%), and those awaiting transfer to another school (9%)
since the likely common denominator to both is a low
GPA at the time of matriculation. The mean average for
current GPA reported was 2.8 with a range from 1.3 to
4.0. Over half of the reported GPAs (61%) were above
C+ with 7% reporting GPAs below 2.0.

Nearly half of the students in the sample (49%) likely
lived and studied abroad for 1 to 5 years. The country
of residence abroad most cited was the US. (7%) in the
comments. Next, in order of frequency came Middle
Eastern followed by European, African and Asian
countries. One student reported living in 4 countries.
Among transfer students, the largest share (30%) had been
in only one other school. Another 12% had been in two
other schools. The most schools attended by a transfer
student were 8. The majority sampled (81%) indicated
that their education was financed by their parents although
around 22% of the students reported working and 13 %
paid their own tuition and fees.

Circumstantial information suggests that extended time
in school and delayed completion of college degrees
may reflect a larger local trend. In casual conversations

with students, a number had spent significant amounts
of time in undergraduate programs outside of Kuwait,
such as Bahrain, nearly completing their majors only to
return to Kuwait for various reasons. Given the limited
transferability of coursework, many have few options
other than to start over again, repeating earlier course work.

One third of the students sampled reported carrying a
load of 15 credit hours (33%). This is followed by those
reporting loads of 12 credit hours (28%), and 17 to 21
credits hours (11%). While the average reported credit
load (13.7 credit hours) seems reasonable, the average total
credit completion rate is less than expected. Assuming
an unchanging average credit load of 13.7 from the first
semester onwards (and ignoring any validity issues for the
moment), the average student would complete 54.8 in 4
semesters. However, the average credit completion rate (34
credits) is 62% of this projected figure (54.8). Lacking any
hard data, the course drop rates and withdrawal activity
merit further investigation, especially for their impacts on
the education process.

Survey questions focused on obtaining student opinions
and rankings of various aspects of the university such as
administration/registration, professors, fellow students,
activities, classrooms, and facilities. The students were
asked to identify problems within the university as well
as suggest solutions to address these problems. Overall,
sampled students ranked the school as above average
(42%), followed by average (37%) and below average at
nearly one-fifth of the sample (18%). Among students
surveyed, three factors were ranked above average in
the university; these include its professors (51%), fellow
students (45%), and Information Technology (44%).

Turning attention to written comments about rankings of
professors and students, students (n=14) identified their
fellow students as the thing that they liked best about
the university. In their comments; they identified their
friendships and their peers” helpfulness. In contrast, a few
students (n=4) identified the negative qualities about their
classmates’ attitudes, i.e. their high school-like behavior,
the lack of student body diversity and student proclivities
to gossip. The professors’ friendliness and understanding
were cited in some comments (n= 7), with one student
enthusiastically noting that “professors give great curves”
and that classes are “easy”. Friendliness and helpfulness
ratings notwithstanding, they may be equated, at some level,
with instructor willingness to give students concessions in
grading and student willingness to collaborate with each



other in the pursuit of higher grades. As one student put
it in a conversation, referring to her cool relations with
her fellow female classmates, “They don’t like me because
I don’t help them cheat.”

By contrast, the four items most frequently ranked
below average include: administration/registration
(62%), sports (56%), extra-curricular activities (49%) and
student advising (46%). The main feedback concerns
registration activities and its personnel. (Low rankings
for sports, extracurricular activities and student advising
reflect their absence; this point is revisited under student
recommendations.) Some students felt that certain
students receive preferential treatment owing to wasta that
is used on their behalf. Among the identified forms of
preferential treatment attributed to wasta were: registration
after the add/drop period has closed, access to classes
when registration has closed, choice of instructor, removal
of attendance warnings, matriculation with low GPAs and
grade changes. It is important to clarify that whether this
situation actually exists, the perception is that it does. In one
student’s assessment:

Ithink wastadoes exist. .., but truthfully L haven’tseen it firsthand,
but it is obvious with some of the students and the (privileges)
they have, especially with the registration department.

The presence of wasta, defined in the survey as getting
illegal or illicit favors through connections, is ranked as
being high or very high by 46% among those surveyed. It
is noteworthy that over twice as many students identified
wasta issues with registration (35%) as compared to
faculty (15%) in the survey comments. Some comments
about faculty mention instructors exchanging grades for
services or being influenced by wasta. One student aptly
summarized the concern in the following:

Wasta exists everywhere not only at (this university), but
the question (is) why is it at (this university) ...and it
provides an education. All students should be equal...
only their grades and hard (work) should determine what
they should get...

At the end, survey respondents were asked: If you were
appointed to improve anything yon want at (this university) what
would you do? Responses were categorized by subject. The
main suggestions for administration and registration,
courses, policies, faculty and students that emerged are:

* Improving registration procedures and upgrade their
staff qualifications.
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¢ Offering more courses with greater section availability.

¢ Implementing grade policies ensuring fairness.

* Integrating classes for males and females.

* Employing more and better qualified faculty.

* Demonstrating greater concern and fairness toward
student educational needs.

Given the students’ perception that wasta exists as an
unofficial practice and thatitinfluences grade assighments,
students are reinforced into viewing grades as negotiable
commodities instead of benchmarks for achievement. As
the student profile emerging from the survey suggests,
there are more incentives to negotiate grades if the student
has extensive time in school, a faltering GPA, a low course
completion rate and there is limited oversight of student
progress and needs by counselors and advisors.

By the same token, it is also easier for student counselors
and instructors to become remiss in their obligations
as standard bearers for quality work in learning. Hven
inexperienced ones soon come to realize that they will
be besieged by students (if not their wasta intercessors),
seeking to negotiate grades if their charges are not passing
at acceptable levels. It becomes expedient to devise
grading schemes that permit the largest number to pass
or overlook plagiarized content in papers. As one student
notes about grading: “If the professor is mostly afraid of
the position of the student’s background he will let him
pass and even with good grade. Not all professors do this,
but there are existing professors who really use ‘wasta’.”
(Spelling and grammatical errors kept for emphasis.)

This study and the literature seem to suggest that wasta
thrives where accountability is lacking; lines of authority
are unclear; and there is no organizational learning. Among
first impressions of newcomers to this university is that
there are no institutionalized procedures (partly because
by-laws and written rules are inaccessible); decision-
making and planning processes are not transparent;
and communication is inadequate. In sum, wasta is
symptomatic of an organization whose existing rules are
being un-enforced and structures that are being by-passed.

Wasta is, as one student put it, the “back door” to getting
things done. It continues because whatever formal alternatives
are not functioning for the student, faculty or the university.
What goes un-remarked is that while intercessory wasta
may solve the individual problems of today for a few, it
comes at the price of organizational gains at this private
Gulf University and others for the many, tomorrow.
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7.0 Discussion

Thesurvival of liberal educationinstitutionsin conservative
societies will depend largely on the flexibility of the various
parties involved to find some common middle ground.
Potential solutions to the problems associated with
establishing liberal education can be categorized along
intra-organizational and extra-organizational lines. In
both instances, decision-makers will need to be insulated,
especially at higher levels, from the negative practices
associated with wasta (e.g favoritism, cronyism, etc.).
Similarly, professionalism and transparency in practices
will need to be strengthened.

At the intra-organizational level, the task is to create a
learning organization that can respond effectively and in a
timely manner to challenges. Adoption of the following
measures should be given serious consideration:

(i) Employing more eatly warning mechanisms to advise
students of their situation and transform relations
with wasta intercessors that become guarantors of
performance instead of purveyors of influence.

(ii) Promoting critical thinking both in the classroom
and in the boardroom. Critical thinking challenges
the irrationalities in hiring and promotion of
professionals, admission of students, and other facets
of university operations that arise under current
wasta practices.

(iff) Improving teaching methods and encouraging innovation
in the classroom.

(iv) Fostering loyalty to the organization by providing
benefits and long term employment guarantees based
on performance outcomes (e.g quality teaching,
publications, and contributions to the university’s
mission).

(v) Democratizing the decision-making process for
internal operation of private universities through the
insertion of faculty and administrative representation on
university governance boards. This includes consulting
faculty members about academic standards and the
hiring or firing in their departments. Additionally,
students need to be consulted on issues pertaining to
academic curricula.

(vi) Examining means to encourage diversity within the
student population in Gulf universities.

At the extra-organizational level, attention needs to be
given to creating more backward and forwards linkages
that are involved in the quality assurance process. Where
appropriate, the means to attain this end could involve:

(i) Creation of private university councils at the regional
not just country levels.

(ii) Development of new national curricula standards for
universities and high schools.

(iii) Establishment of national entrance and exit exams
for universities and high schools.

(iv) Review and stricter enforcement of teacher and
administrator credential standards.

(v) Increased feedback and cooperation with regional
and local employers through councils, practicums and
other means to ensure that local education is meeting
labor market needs including program specialization
among different schools in the region to remove
unneeded duplication of programs.

The above proposed suggestions aside for a moment, the
touchstone to any proposed solution resides in rendering
an organizational structure that enables private universities
to both function effectively and compete efficiently.
Transforming intercessory wasta is key to promoting
both academic quality and competitiveness. Taking
steps to democratize the institution will help address
organizational learning needs and pre-empt some of the
worst of the potential organizational ills that could beset
western style liberal educational institutions in the future.
This process begins with improving communication
among all concerned and involving faculty in the major
decisions, at a minimum.

In the longer run, observers believe that higher academic
standards will enable Gulf universities to attract better
qualified professional faculty, administration and better
motivated students with higher academic standards and
achievements. Conversely, lowering the academic bar
will cause these universities to be magnets for poorer
performing student affecting a change in the institutions,
themselves, where they function like diploma mills
cranking out degrees with limited employment prospects.

As this paper has attempted to demonstrate, the promotion
of quality education and the maintenance of intercessory
wasta under current arrangements are intrinsically
contradictory and each carries a steep price tag. While there
are still prices to pay, metaphorically speaking, it might
just be possible to employ wasta in the service of western
liberal education’s aims if adequate attention is paid to the
context that wasta operates in. If the wasta intercessor
becomes the guarantor of student performance outcomes
eatly on and organizational learning is fostered in the
context of a system of backward and forward linkages
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for quality assurance, an organizational structure might References
be created that would accommodate western liberal arts
education in a traditional setting,

8.0 Discussion Questions:
Having briefly examined some potential solutions, various
questions remain:

1. Is the current course being taken by newly established
private Gulf universities leading to desirable outcomes?
If not, is the course reversible? To what extent are the
above proposals for improving the current situation plausible?

2. Can private universities with their current structures
face up to the serious academic challenges that lie
ahead without addressing wasta? Do the solutions lie
simply in reversing the priority of the objectives of
maximizing financial gains and academic quality?

3. Convention dictates that higher academic standards
enable a university to attract better qualified professional
faculty and administration as well as students with higher
academic standards who are eager to learn. Can private
Gulf universities maintain quality education and still
attract customers? Is it possible to have both?
Alternately, will enrollment quotas be met at the expense of

academic standards?
31

4. Can liberal western-style education be adapted in the
Arabian Gulf and circumvent an all or nothing adoption
premise?
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Rethinking
Entrepreneurship:
Integration in a Liberal
Education Context

Abstract

This paper describes a fundable, long-term strategy which
incorporates the study and practice of entrepreneurship
into the student experience at a high-quality liberal education
undergraduate university. Parts of the program are
already delivered by a business department and made
available to students in other programs through well-developed
linkages with other disciplines. The program is based on
entrepreneurship defined as the willingness to pursue
new product concepts, ideas and processes, and to obtain
the human, material and financial resources necessary to
implement a plan for achieving for-profit and non-profit
objectives. The context for the entrepreneurial activity may
be the creation of a start-up organization or the pursuit of
growth for existing small, medium or large organizations
across a variety of industries and non-profit organizations.
Thus, entrepreneurship is not just an end result, but an
orientation (or attitude) that is part of how an individual
recognizes and approaches the development of ideas in
any type of organizational setting. This conceptualization
and operationalization requires a dedicated, resource-based
focus on entrepreneurship. More specifically, the recasting
requires leadership through contributions to curticulum
development, the scholarship of teachingentrepreneurship
(e, pedagogy of experiential entrepreneurship),
and service to the larger community in collaboration
with business and government bodies. A long-term,
capacity-building, sustainable program that is situated
within an existing business department is envisioned.

Rethinking Entrepreneurship: Integration in a
Liberal Education Context

This paper describes a fundable, long-term strategy which
incorporates the study and practice of entrepreneurship
into the student experience at a high-quality liberal
education undergraduate university. The program would
be delivered by a business department and made available
to students in other programs through well-developed
linkages with other disciplines. The approach isin line with
the opportunities afforded by the university’s setting, which
builds on the track record of the Commerce Department
in cultivating entrepreneurship, and which augments
resources that presently exist in the department.
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What is Entrepreneurship?

The underlying concept of entrepreneurship is a departure
from the conventional association of entrepreneurship
solely with small business, and also a departure from the
notion that entrepreneurship be taught in one to three
isolated courses in the business curriculum.

Entrepreneurship is the willingness to pursue new
product concepts, ideas and processes, and to obtain
the human, material and financial resources necessary to
implement a plan for achieving for-profit and non-profit
objectives. The context for the entrepreneurial activity
may be the creation of a start-up organization or the
pursuit of growth for existing small, medium, or large
organizations across a variety of industries and non-profit
organizations. Thus, entrepreneurship is viewed not just
as an end result, but as an orientation (or attitude) that
is part of how an individual recognizes and approaches
the development of ideas in any type of organizational
setting. A bank employee who, for example, designs a new
investment package for a high net worth customer can be
just as entrepreneurial as a young graduate who opens an
outdoor store in an under-serviced market. Both recognize
opportunities and gather resources to package their
ideas in a competitive setting. Thus, an entrepreneurial
orientation encompasses not only &nowledge (e.g., how to
structure financing, how to bring a product to market,
how to analyze the competition ...), but entrepreneurial
skills (e.g., how to present ideas, how to deal with funding
agencies ...) and entrepreneurial atitudes and behaviors (e.g.,
confidence, risk-taking, adapting to conditions, action-
oriented ...). This multi-faceted view recognizes the
broad scope of an entrepreneurial orientation in action,
rather than limit it to “bums in [course| seats”.

Towards an Experiential Entrepreneurship Model

The pedagogical approach that provides the educational
foundation for the Entrepreneurship Model integrates
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model and Mitchell and
James’(1989) perspectiveof theopportunitycreatedthrough
a dynamic interactive relationship between an individual
and the environment. Joplin’s (1995) suggestion that
interaction with one’s environmentrequires planned reflective
activities enhanced the philosophy and approach used.

Experiential pedagogy is a participatory method of
learning which involves a variety of a person’s mental
capabilities. Scholars, such as Corsun, Inman and Muller
(1995) and Kolb, Rubin and Mclntyre (1974), quote an
ancient Confucius statement, "I hear and I forget; I see
and I remember; I do and I understand," to convey the
foundation of this pedagogy.
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What is experiential Learning?

The concept of experiential learning was developed by
David Kolb (1971). Kolb believed learning is a process
whereby knowledge is formed through the transformation
of experience (Vince, 1998). Kolb introduced a learning
cycle, which is one of the most well known illustrations
in management education. It is important in expressing
the nature of experiential learning, and has become a
significantsubjectin the experiential business environment.
Many different perspectives argue whether Kolb’s model
matched the reality of how well people actually learn
through experience.

Alon and Cannon (2000) defined experiential learning
simply as, “learning by doing”. O’Banion (1997) stated
that the experiential approach provided discovery and
involvement for students as they collaborate in the learning
process and assume responsibility for the decisions they
make. According to Kolb (1984), experiential learning
is a process in which knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience. Hoover (1974) stated
that, “Experiential learning exists when a personally
responsible participant(s) cognitively, affectively, and
behaviorally processes knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes
inalearning situation characterized by a high level of active
involvement.” The Association for Experiential Education
defines experiential education as, “a philosophy and
methodology in which educators purposefully engage with
learners in direct experience and focus reflection in order
to increase knowledge, develop skills and clarify values.”
Specht and Sandlin (1991) explained that "experiential
learning focuses on ‘doing’ in addition to the ‘hearing’
and ‘secing’ that occur in a traditional lecture class."
They also believe that experiential learning involves a
structured activity wherein material and principles which
are encountered are incorporated and applied to new and
dynamic situations.

There is widespread support of the benefits of experiential
pedagogy. Toncar and Cudmore (2000) found that
experiential learning activities increased the level of
student motivation and also long-term retention. Wynd
(1989) stated that “teaching methods that actively engage
students in the learning process enhance student learning
and development”. Gaidis and Andrews (1990) suggested
students learn better due to the active involvement with
concrete experiences.

Bridging the gap. According to Finney (2004) teaching
undergraduate business students is challenging as they

have little or no business experience which would allow
them to link theory with real-world practice. Experiential
learning allows business educators to bridge this gap. A
review of literature in this area suggests that business
educators are incorporating this pedagogy actively and
have been achieving positive results. One of the reasons
for the increased interest in experiential learning in
business education is due to the fact that the pedagogy
allows for development of student’s “real world” skills
(Alon & Canon, 2000).

Experiential pedagogy has been applied across various
business disciplines. Finney (2004), Bobbit (2000), Alon
and Cannon (2000), and Gremler et al. (2000) described
several successful applications in the field of marketing.
Falkenberg, Russell and Ricker (2000) reported on the
application of the experiential approach in a project
management course. Hogan (1992) reported on the
application in an organizational behavior course. Gruca
(2000) described an experiential application which integrated
the disciplines of marketing, finance, and technology.

According to Finney (2004) there is an increased level
of awareness and support for the development of
experiential-based courses in business. According to Finney,
the results obtained thus far have been encouraging,

Experiential learning in practice. An experiential
learning environment differs from a traditional classroom
environment by placing students in situations that allow
them to experience the challenges and processes of
practical life. Goal-otientation, teamwork, decision-making,
observation, thinking, and action-taking are major areas
that are developed in an experiential learning environment.
Experiential learning integrates theoretical knowledge
with practical acumen as students are required to work
in teams and demonstrate leadership skills. Community
organizations, government departments, and private
corporations now recognize that experiential learning
regimens have a significant, positive impact on the
development of learners.

Experiential learning has become popular in many
world, including Canada.
Experiential learning has been used in work settings,
military training, professional certification, independent
study, and entrepreneurial situations. For instance, in

countries around the

the workplace, companies are using experiential learning
in the training of employees, who are made to actively
experience, explore, and develop target skills and behaviors.



This type of training leads to enhanced productivity
within the organization.

Although experiential learning in entrepreneurship
may take place in numerous academic settings, very
few courses and programs have been documented and
evaluated. An article by Shawn P. Daly documented,
“Student-operated Internet business: True experiential
learning in entrepreneurship and retail-management,”
where students carried out their own business plans,
product
It also includes feedback from students and observations
and recommendations concerning the success of the
student-operated business. (Daly, 2001). Another
example is the University of Calgary’s MBA program that
documented a recent MBA course offered to students
who “create and grow their own expertise or lead and
sustain growth and development in an existing enterprise”
(Nikiforuk, 1997). Documentation of experientiallearning
courses like these provides valuable information and
opportunity for schools and instructors to use as a guideline

development and marketing operations.

for their course initiatives. The feedback and suggestions
that schools offer from their previous experience
provide constructive insight and guidance on how to
provide students with the greatest learning experience.

Another example close to the topic of this paper is the
Entrepreneurship and New Venture Creation (ENVC)
course at Mount Allison University for students who
are seeking to gain hands-on experience, while learning
the complexity of running a student-operated business.
Information from all aspects of the course is compiled,
and suggestions for improvement in particular areas,
such as the student evaluation process, are provided.
The dynamics of this experiential learning approach
have been successful as students build on their skills,
such as teamwork, leadership and problem-solving skills.
Documentation of the student’s feedback from their
personal experience with the ENVC course at Mount
Allison also suggests improvements for the course in
following years.

The entrepreneurial venture of learning by experience
clearly has benefits in ways that students understand
the complexity of running their own organization.
They employ a wider perspective within the business
world, and learn the importance of networking within their
community. The everyday classroom learning is important,
but does not provide the same type of skills that students
developed from these experiences. Experiential learning
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in entrepreneurship is successful in many educational
institutes that would agree to the importance of students
engaging in such practices (Daly, 2001).

In summary, Kolb (1978 & 1985) created the Learning
Styles Inventory (LSI)) because he was not satisfied
with the traditional methods of teaching management
professionals. His work helped people understand diverse
learning processes and acknowledge that each person
learns in a different way. People felt the need for this
type of learning methodology because they understood
the significance of integrated knowledge and experience
that could be applied to real-life situations. Experiential
learning has been found to be friendly to the brain, mind,
body, heart, and soul (Toncar & Cudmore, 2000; Wynd,
1989; Gaidis & Andrews, 1990).

Experiential pedagogy is a perfect match for the
entrepreneurship model of interest in this paper. The
review of the literature supports the Experiential
Entrepreneurship Model shown in Figure 1. Activities
in the curriculum delivered through experiential learning
approaches lead to the integration of entrepreneurial skills,
knowledge, attitudes and behaviors. Course feedback and
peer evaluation provide opportunities for summative
Recognition of success is
evident in student awards, and success in business plan
competitions, in business and in co-curricular activities,
as well as in teaching awards, faculty engagement in the

and formative evaluation.

attendant experiential pedagogy, research, funding, and
the ability to attract entrepreneurial speakers.

The University Context

The mission statement of the university reads as follows:
Mount Allison University is committed to the creation and
dissemination of fnowledge in a community of higher learning,
centered on [2250] undergradnate students, in an intimate and
harmonions environment. Our feaching, research and creative
enterprise are combined with extracurricular activities, in a liberal
education tradition, that emphasizes development of the whole
person. This integrated approach involves collaborative efforts among
all members of the University community and leads to superior
scholarship, cultural understanding and appreciation, personal and
social maturation, leadership development and informed citizenship.
(Academic Calendar, 2006-7, p. 1)

Bachelor degrees are offered in Arts, Commerce, Fine
Arts, Music, and Science. The University “shapes leaders
who are critical thinkers, problem solvers and creative
participants in society” (Academic Calendar, 2006-7, p. 1).
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The mission of the University and its setting in a small
town (pop. 5000) in the southeastern corner of the
province of New Brunswick offer several advantages for
those interested in the development of entrepreneurial
capability among students. First, the relatively open
curriculum fosters multiple ways of thinking, Any student,
for example, has access to courses in all disciplines and
interdisciplinary programs of the three faculties of Arts,
Science, and Social Sciences. Thus, students in Commetce
(located in the Faculty of Social Sciences) intermingle in
Commerce courses with students who are doing a major
in areas as diverse as Anthropology, Music, and Biology.
Students in other degree programs may do a Major or
Minor in Commerce. Secondly, the relatively small size
of the student body encourages interaction among
students within and outside the classroom. Third, with
about 95 percent of courses scheduled between 8:30
am and 5:30 pm, students have ample time to meet for
courses projects, as well as engage in extracurricular
and co-curricular activities. Fourth, the reputation of
the University attracts many national and international,
high-energy, multi-talented students who are able to make
a home for themselves in the residential atmosphere.
Last, but not least, the town, which has thriving
business and arts sectors is supportive of the University.

Some examples of how the advantages of the university

setting support the entrepreneurial model are as follows:

* Students have access to professors for consultation.

e Students are able to work in teams. Face-to-face
interaction is encouraged.

e Students have the time-space to handle complex
projects, such as starting a business.

» Students can engage in projects that span disciplines,
such as start biotechnology companies.

e Students can access the resources (e.g., registration,
licenses, etc.) needed to set up a business.

The Entrepreneurial Footprint in the Commerce
Department

Entrepreneurship happens through people. Mount Allison
has long been recognized as a premier university which
bringstogetherfacultyand full-time,undergraduatestudents
from across the world. These bright, highly respected
people come together in a small, residential, interactive
atmosphere. Not surprisingly, big things “happen” at
Mount Allison, and entrepreneurial activity is no exception.

In 1995-1996, the Commerce Department introduced
a course called Entrepreneurship and New Venture
Management, followed by the introduction of Small

Business Management in 1997-1998. These courses
were taught (often in rotation) by a professor who
subsequently became the first Director of the Dobson
Centre. (The Dobson Foundation funds a number of
centers dealing with entrepreneurship across the country.)
His interests were in micro-enterprise, specifically home-
based businesses; there were research collaborations
with a member of the Rural and Small Towns Program.

Over time, collaborations between the Dobson Centre and
the Commerce Department were increased in focus and
even stability. Introduction to Entrepreneurship (added
in 2001-2002), was taught by the Director, who also
collaborated with Commerce professors on the Business
Plan Competition and on various aspects of the operation
of the Dobson Centre (e.g;, invitations to speaker events,
case competition, micro-lending projects...). From the
perspective of the Commerce Departmentthe profile of the
Dobson Centre was certainly higher than it had ever been;
there were shared successes and teaching collaborations.

Within the Commerce Department, there has been a surge
in interest in entreprencurship over the past five years,
due to the addition of new faculty members, the presence
of capable students, and the emergence of university and
community collaborations. Some examples of Experiential
Entrepreneurship that have already been realized are listed
in the Appendix. Obvious examples are specific courses,
such as Entrepreneurship and New Venture Creation, and
the experiential pedagogy that provides the underpinning
for their delivery. External competitions provided venues
to hone presentation skills and reality checks on business
plans. More unusual is the opportunity for students to
extend their learning within the context of Independent
Study and Special Topics courses. (The course outlines
for these courses must be approved by the Department.)
Functional courses, especially in the marketing area,
also contain components, such as assignments and
projects, which contribute to the development of an
entrepreneurial orientation. Curricular activities that span
two or more courses, such as field trips that highlight
businesses that are new or grew from a small start-up,
also provide capacity for entrepreneurship. In the case
of the field trip to Hewlett-Packard in Boston, students
raised a substantial proportion of the funding required.
Occasions for guest speakers are also opportunities
to illustrate entrepreneurship in action, as are events
sponsored by student associations and projects supported
through student leadership development programs.



In short, Mount Allison students have a number of diverse
opportunities to gain exposure to entrepreneurship
knowledge in the classroom, as well as opportunities
to develop skills and behaviors through actual business
ventures and case competitions. In a very real sense
the development of these entreprencurial activities is
entrepreneurial in itself, in that faculty saw opportunities,
students and collaborators rose to the challenge, and
exciting and productive ventures emerged. The capacity
for this activity developed naturally (incubated, if you
will) within the hopper of the Commerce Department
with the addition of new faculty, capable students, and
interested community and university partners.

Going to the Next Level of Growth

The Commerce Department has already demonstrated
the capacity to foster interest and productivity in
entrepreneurial activity. The present capacity level will
likely continue, but it is probably near capping due to
competing academic interests, university processes, the
small number of faculty involved and limited resources.
Nevertheless, it is natural to look to the Commerce
Department to play a leadership role in cultivating an
entreprencurial orientation within the department, across
other disciplines, and within the larger community.

The next level of growth will need a dedicated,
resource-based focus on entrepreneurship. This recasting
will require some restructuring of the Commerce program,
focused commitment of faculty members, directed energy,
funding beyond “normal” operations, and communication
about this activity within and outside the University
with business and government partners. The goal is to
advance the reputation of Mount Allison University in
entreprencurship with a respected, sustainable approach.
The Commerce Department can provide leadership
through contributions to curriculum development, the
scholarship of teaching entrepreneurship (i.e., pedagogy
of entreprenecurship), and service to the larger community
in collaboration with business and government bodies.
Leadership will be based on the strengths and the track
record of faculty members, the Department’s interest
in experiential learning, the support of alumni, and the
on-going opportunity to engage motivated, full-time
undergraduate students.

To go to the next level of growth (to expand capacity),
the Department proposes that the following to be
implemented in two phases:

e}
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Phase I:

Direct entrepreneurship at Mount Allison University
from within the Commerce Department. Include the
development of innovative pedagogy and applied
research in the mandate. Pursue a niche in experiential
education in the entrepreneurship area, e.g., Financing
innovation and innovation in the performing and fine
arts sectors. (These two areas of interest exist already in
the Department.)

Mechanisms: Appoint a Director of the Dobson
Program in Entreprencurship with the mandate to
direct and monitor entrepreneurial education. The
Director will oversee the program and work with the
Program Manager to implement the program components.
Appoint a [Named] Chair of Entrepreneurship with
the mandate to foster and contribute to pedagogical
development and research in the area of entrepreneurship.
Hire a full-time Program Manager to handle the details of
program implementation, including working with
students on the components of the program.

Develop existing courses in entrepreneurship, such as
Comm 2361 Introduction to Entrepreneurship and Comm
3361 Entrepreneurship and New Venture Creation,
and new courses, such as Financing of Innovation,
Special Topics courses and capstone courses.
Mechanisms: Curriculum development within the program.
Build sustainable tutoring infrastructure for Comm
1001 Introduction to Business to support entrepreneutial
components in this highly subscribed course.

Develop teaching linkages with other departments at
the University in the arts, science, Music and Fine
Arts, and with the McCain Fellow during 2006-2007.
Mechanisms: Develop course modules on various
aspects of entrepreneurship which can be adapted
across departments and programs. These interdisciplinary
modules may be student-led and co-developed with
faculty from other disciplines.

Continue to provide stipendiary support for courses
in entrepreneurship.

Continue with micro-lending project.
Mechanisms: As established by the Dobson Centre.

Continue with the Nicol Business Plan Competition.

Set up a web site.
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* Develop outreach with students through ACE References
(Advancing Canadian Entrepreneurship) to augment
in-kind support from the University.

* Hstablish a speaker and reading series, named The
Entrepreneurial Mind, which highlights successful
entrepreneurs and innovation across a variety of fields.

e Establish a Student Award for Entrepreneurship.

Phase 1I:
* Establish an Entrepreneur-in-Residence program.

e Develop an internship for summer and international
opportunities.

e Seminar Series (outreach).

¢ Conference on Entrepreneurship (national & international
audience). Bring young entrepreneurs from across
the world together.

Summary

The implementation of the Experiential Entreprencurship
Model (EEM) requires a long-term strategy which will
incorporate the study and practice of entrepreneurship
into the student experience at Mount Allison University.
Due to the nature of University work, the Commerce
Department is interested in a long-term, capacity-building,
sustainable program thatis situated within the Department.
The structure and intent of the EEM assumes that this
entrepreneurship program will be sustained by adequate
resources well after the five-year implementation phase.
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APPENDIX

Examples of Experiential Entrepreneurship

Courses:

¢ Introduction to Entrepreneurship (with support of
Dobson Centre)

e Small Business Management

* Entrepreneurship and New Venture Creation

* Independent Study. In 2004-2005, two other students
(one in Biology and One in Commerce) were involved
in setting up a biotechnology venture through this
course. Another project was conducted by a Mount
Allison International Exchange student who had done
aninternship with FAST -- a 5-year-old, award-winning
Norwegian software company which conducts business
in Europe, the US and Japan.

e Special Topics in Business. In 2005, students from
the Entrepreneurship and New Venture Creation
course continued with their project under this course.

*  New course: Venture Capital and Finance of Innovation.

Components of courses:

e Fundamentals of Marketing: Students created and
developed marketing plans for new products and
services. 39

*  Services and Non-profit Marketing: Students worked with
a start-up service company.

* Marketing Research: Students did market positioning
studies for various new businesses. All teams had actual
clients, who received reports and saw presentations.

e Current Challenges in Marketing: Field trips included
visits to a variety of arts organizations, including a
Board of Directors meeting with Live Bait Theatre.

Cross-course activities:

e Field Trip to Boston 2006: This was a very successful
field trip to Hewlitt-Packard with 50 students. The
visit included a day with the US Country manager,
David Booth, and executives from the marketing and
IT areas. The students were enrolled in Human
Resource  Management and  Global  Context
of Business/Business Policy.

* Field Trip to Prince Edward Island 2005: This very
successful field trip with 49 students included a visit
to Diagnostic  Chemicals, Diversified Metals
Engineering, Padinox, and PEI Preserves, successful
Maritime businesses which started small. The students
were enrolled in International Marketing, Human
Resource Management, and Business Policy.
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Speakers:

*  Michael Wilson, CEO of Atlantic Industries Limited,
was a guest speaker in the Global Context of Business
course. He received an Entrepreneur of the Year award
from Ernst & Young in 2005. This privately-owned
engineering company operates globally.

e Paul Gilbert, VP of Marketing, Aeroplan, was the
guest speaker for Commerce Awards Night 2005.

e Mr. EHstey (a MTA alumnus) from ACOA was the
guest speaker for Commerce Awards Night 2004.
The Dobson Centre was also featured on the program.

*  Bruce McCubbin, Mooschead Breweries, “Developing
Entrepreneurship,” March 2005.

Co-curricular activities:

* ACE (Advancing Canadian Entreprenecurship Inc.), a
cross-campus organization.

e Commerce Society.
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Figure 1. Experiential
Entrepreneurship Model
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You Go Girl!
Watching Oprah in Kuwait

Abstract

This study examines motivations and perceptions among
Kuwait viewers of the Oprah Winfrey Show. Using
focus groups as the primary investigative tool, the study
probes the processes by which viewers from a context
far different than the target audience of the show adapt
the content to their own needs and lifestyles. Working
from an interpretivist approach, the authors attempt to
present explanations of the processes and devices that
reconcile the Oprah universe and the Kuwait reality in
viewers’ minds. Analysis is presented from rhetorical and
traditional communications perspectives.

Watching Oprah in Kuwait

Few media enterprises have been as successful as Oprah
Winfrey’s talk show and its derivatives. The influence
of the program and the personality around which it
revolves is clear in the United States and in many western
countries. The extent of this influence may be estimated
from television ratings data as well as various other
indicators such as the power of Oprah’ book club and
the popularity of related characters such as Dr. Phil. The
present paper investigates the spread of that influence
into a vastly different social and cultural environment.

Literature Review

The Oprah Winfrey show is broadcastin 122 countries has
won 35 Emmy awards, and has run for 20 seasons (Woing-
Ulrich, 2006). The financial success of Oprah Winfrey’s
media empire is measured in dollars and its various media
vehicles are tracked in Nielsen numbers and circulation
figures. Academics have also noticed the power of the
Oprah factor, for example, Moy, Xenos and Hess (2005)
investigated inter alia, political candidates’ appearances on
Oprah and found that for audience members, watching the
show was associated with increased civic participation.

Gersch (1999) investigated the Oprah Winfrey show with
a focus on its relationship to class and mobility, using the
show as an example of a talk show in which:

“...The host and guests usually serve as role models,
implicitly--and sometimes explicitly--holding out the
promise of class mobility. In this context, moving up the

social ladder is not tied to increased income but rather,
once again, to morality and social values.” (p. 270).
Gersch (1999) also pointed out that Oprah becomes
something of a personal friend to her viewers. This is
known as parasocial interaction, a point to which we will
return presently.

Peck (1994) analyzed the role of Oprah Winfrey’s talk
show (and Oprah herself) in addressing issues of race in
the United States concluding in part that ... The liberal,
therapeutic and religious discourses in the series contain
utopian sentiments in their quest to find meaningful
bridges across social differences.” (p. 119). According
to Peck (1994) Winfrey herself has been described as “a
comforting, nonthreatening bridge between black and
white cultures.” (p. 91).

Popular interpretations of Oprah’s influence can be more
extreme, often even taking on religious tones. Walker
(2004) writing in the New York Times described the
effects of products and services being “anointed” by
Oprah. Wong-Ulrich (2006) noted the impact of what
she termed the Oprah “blessing,” that can mean the
difference between spectacular commercial success and
dismal failure. One estimate even suggested that Oprah
Winfrey influences 20 to 25 percent of all purchases in
the United States (Silverstein and Butman, 2006). One
website that hosts online petitions listed 2184 signatures
recommending Oprah for the Nobel Peace Prize (www:.
ipetitions.com, 2007).

Not all estimations of the show’s effects are positive, of
course, as Abt and Seesholtz (1994) include the Oprah
Winfrey show in their indictment of the talk show culture
in general:

“Phil, Sally and Oprah always know best. They take the
roles of caring parents, understanding friend, knowing
therapist. They may not have professional credentials to
give advice, but they do so freely. Of course, they probably
make considerably more than therapists who still bother to
get professional training credentials and licenses.” p. 187.

The plethora of concerns and commentaries about Oprah
Winfrey and her talk show as well as the increasing reach of the
global television market deem it unsurprising that the impact of
the show should spread beyond the shores of the United States.
What may be surprising, however, is the extent to which Oprah
has taken root in other cultures — particularly in the present
case, a culture that has often been portrayed as being not only
vastly different but also as actively hostile to Western influence.



Kuwait is a small independent oil rich nation-state in the
Middle East. It is bounded by the Arabian Gulf to the
Hast, Saudia Arabia to its South and West and Iraq in the
North. The government is a traditional monarchy though
an elected parliament has been introduced in recent years.

Kuwaiti media comprises a mix of government owned
and operated enterprises existing alongside private
media outlets. Television is available through terrestrial
broadcasts from Kuwait TV and privately owned Al-Rai
television. However, the majority of people in Kuwait
receive their television content from free-to-air and/or
subscription satellite services. Kuwaiti audiences view the
Oprah Winfrey show on one or more free-to-air stations
available on satellite feeds in the area.

Much debate arose among Kuwaiti viewers when a
segment on Oprah Winfrey’s talk show in 2004 featured
a woman from Kuwait ostensibly describing the life of
Kuwaiti women as part of a special feature. For a small
and relatively obscure nation, the simple mention of
Kuwait on the Oprah Winfrey show was enough to draw
some attention. Indeed, the arrival of an Oprah camera
crew in the summer of 2004 spurred rumors that Oprah
was going to visit Kuwait (it later turned out that the crew
visited to shoot cover shots for the segment). Questions
and statements on the final segment (aired in October,
2004) regarding democracy and women’s voting rights in
Kuwait caused further controversy, as did the fact that the
woman interviewed just happened to be a member of the
ruling family (a niece of the Emir).

The Kuwait segment was far reaching in its effects not
only in Kuwait but also abroad. Extreme right wing
US commentator Debbie Schlussel (2005) took on the
segment, writing:

“Then there's Kuwait. Oprah says it's the only democracy
in the Middle East, even though (at the time this was shot)
women don't get to vote (they now do--but the vote, for
both genders, is meaningless). Huh? Kuwait is an Islamic
caliphate. It is ruled by an Emir and a royal family (the Al-
Sabahs), not to mention religious clerics.” § 5

This segment is a focal point for all discussions about
Oprah in Kuwait among audiences and investigators as
it presented a tangible point of intersection for Kuwait
culture and the Oprah Winfrey Show.
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The impact of foreign media has been a major concern
among media scholars for decades. McPhail (1981) wrote
about “electronic colonialism” while Herbert Schiller
(1976) wrote of “communicationand cultural domination.”
These and numerous studies reveal concerns about
detrimental roles of foreign media in the cultural and social
milieu of developing societies. Long before Oprah was
available via satellite in Kuwait, communication scholars
were interested in the impact of foreign content and the
extent to which content originating in culturally dominant
countries posed threats not only to cultural maintenance
but also to social and economic development.

While the political economy of cross-border media has
received much attention, there has also been much debate
about the cultural dimension of this exchange. The impact
of foreign media portrayals has been widely examined
(Tan, Tan & Gibson, 2003) with an enduring concern for
the extent to which foreign media can be said to influence
receiving audiences and their respective cultures.

Research Questions

The nature of the present investigation was primarily
investigatory. Little previous data existed on the specific
topic of interest — audience reception of the Oprah
Winfrey Show in Kuwait. Few studies existed on media
reception of foreign television by audiences in the states of
the Arabian Gulf area. This situation necessitated an open
approach and precluded hypothesis testing. We therefore
posed a number of open ended research questions.

We were interested in what attracts audiences to the
Oprah Winfrey show in a country so far removed from
US market. We therefore posed research question 1 as:

RQ1: What are the reasons that Kuwaiti viewers give for
watching the Oprah Winfrey show?
We were also concerned with the viewers’ perceptions
of Oprah Winfrey and the program and how they
reconcile the cultural differences between themselves
and the show’s host and content. Thus we posed
research question 2 as:

RQ2a:How do Kuwaiti viewers perceive cultural
differences between themselves and the content
of the Oprah Winfrey show?

RQ2b: How do Kuwaiti viewers reconcile cultural
differences between themselves and the content
of the Oprah Winfrey show?
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