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Chapter  16

INTRODUCTION

Egypt is located in a unique geographical location; 
it is a country bordering Africa, Asia and Europe 
(Hopwood, 1993). The Nile, which cuts through 
Egypt, has helped population to settle around the 

Nile valley and to cultivate its fertile land. This has 
helped in the rise of the ancient Egyptian civiliza-
tion, one of the oldest human civilizations. This 
civilization has laid the foundations for most of 
the world’s current civilizations. It was based on 
an effective education system. Such a system that 
has, for example, produced architects who built 
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the famous pyramids, physicians and surgeons 
who performed delicate medical operations, 
chemists who mummified bodies of pharaohs 
in a manner that has preserved these bodies for 
several thousand years using techniques that still 
bewilder scientists.

Such an education system has also produced 
the first known accountants and auditors in history 
(Woolf, 1912). It has produced astrologists who 
could place the statue of the Pharaoh Ramses in a 
certain location where the sun would shine on his 
face only twice each year, on his birthday, and on 
the day he has ascended the throne. Archaeologists 
are still discovering new secrets of this civilization 
whose secrets never seem to end.

Egypt has passed in the following years through 
periods of ups and downs. Evidently the education 
system was affected by these fluctuations through 
the years. The eighteenth century has been a period 
of deterioration and isolation to the extent that the 
invasion of Egypt by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1798 
has produced a cultural shock as the Egyptians 
were faced by mysteries they never heard of, such 
as the artillery which caused panic as well as other 
erstwhile modern inventions. The only education 
system available at the time was mainly religious 
education and some related studies including 
language study of only one language. The only 
university education was “Al-Azhar” University, 
a university which was founded in the year 972 
for religious education (Amar, 2005).

THE FOUNDATIONS OF CURRENT 
HIGHER EDUCATION IN EGYPT

Mohamed Ali Pasha became ruler of Egypt in 
1805. His reign lasted until 1848 and he founded 
the Egyptian Royal dynasty which lasted until 
1953. A man of vision and ambition, he decided 
to create an advanced modern society and a strong 
army and this required a modern education sys-
tem which he started as soon as he had secured 
his grip on power. His ambitious education pro-

gramme started in 1813(El-Rafii, 1989). This year 
represents the first phase in the development of 
higher education in modern Egypt, which could 
be divided into four phase as follows:

Phase (1): 1813 to 1908

In 1813 Mohamed Ali decided to send students 
to Western Countries for education, they were 
referred to as educational missions i.e. students 
on governmental grants to study in these coun-
tries. The first group consisted of 28 students 
who were sent to Italy and Britain in 1813. Later 
he started sending students to France. The total 
number of students sent to these countries during 
the period 1813 to 1847 was 319 students. They 
studied almost all branches of the then available 
disciplines (El-Rafii, 1989).

At the same time he started the foundation of 
high schools. These included a School of Engineer-
ing (1816), a School of Medicine (1827), a School 
of Pharmacology (1829) a School of Minerals 
(1834), a School of Languages (1836), a School 
of Accounting (1837), a School of Agriculture 
(1836); as well as many military schools covering 
various military specializations. (El-Rafii, 1989).

Later Ismail Pacha, grandson of Muhamed Ali 
and ruler of Egypt (during the period 1863 to 1879) 
expanded the education system. Education during 
his era witnessed expansion and quality led by 
Aly Pasha Mubarak, minister of Education and a 
graduate of France as well a famous scholar called 
Rifaa El-Tahtawy who was sent to France with 
the students as a religious scholar for guidance to 
students. He later wrote a famous book entitled 
“Description of Paris”, in which he described all 
aspects of life in France. Both became leaders 
in what has become known in Egyptian history 
as “The Period of Renaissance”. They played a 
crucial role in the development of the education 
system and the cultural environment. This period 
witnessed several valuable publications and the 
rise of some famous scientists and scholars in 
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