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“How should higher education institutions reinvent themselves to become more sustainable in 

light of what they have learned from this pandemic”—with a focus on the AUB experience. 

Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,  

[Introduction to the case of AUB and Lebanon] 

Since its foundation 154 years ago, the American University of Beirut has had more than its fair 

share of challenges. Throughout, the university and its medical center have been a point of refuge 

to many, whether through medical services during world wars, 15 years of civil war, and regional 

unrest —or in becoming the place, time and time again, for socio-political change in the region, 

revolutionary thought and action, and historical shifts in ideology.  

The mission was one and uninterrupted: “to provide excellence in education, to participate in the 

advancement of knowledge through research, and to serve the people of the Middle East and 

beyond.” AUB has continued to serve as an inclusive and inspiring space for dialogue and 

transformative education to all, without discrimination.  

Since the outbreak of this pandemic and the immense global wave of change that accompanied 

it in how we live and perceive life, AUB has found itself also managing new crises in the face of 

an unprecedented economic crash in Lebanon, a steep devaluation of the local currency, and a 

resulting socio-political unrest and civic revolution. The pandemic and the procedures to curb it  

made the repercussions of an already-present downfall all the more grave. What more critical 

time and place to disseminate knowledge? AUB remained an official venue for medical service, 

research, multidisciplinary collaboration, and the distribution of information. 

[The role of higher education remains key] 

The time has come for higher education to ride that wave of change: to anticipate it, and to adapt 

and even find opportunity within it. To continue with their mission, higher education institutions 

must remain relevant—to people, their lives, their struggles, their perceptions, and their hopes 

and fears for the present and the future. 

We learn as we teach, and through lifelong learning, which we strongly believe in. We see what 

works in pedagogy and how it can best be applied as the circumstances demand. With a 



 

 

commitment to inclusive and accessible education and our civic engagement and neighborhood 

initiatives, we make members of the community our strong partners. Our youth inside and 

outside our classrooms are our best teachers; they speak to us of their conditions and their 

aspirations, and we—together with them—work towards attaining them. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed our vulnerability: as humans, as a structure, and as a globe. 

It has shown the interconnectedness of our world and the necessity of global citizenship  as we 

take more responsible decisions and consider their impact over time and space. It has taught us 

the importance of flexibility and agility in responding to global needs… the critical role of research 

and innovation, the fundamental need to be many steps ahead in our knowledge seeking and 

dissemination, and the indispensable advantage of far-sightedness in everything we do. There 

are many lessons to be learned, and it is the duty of higher education to allow these lessons to 

guide us all to a more sustainable world. 

It is time for higher education institutions to intensify their research collaboration, their 

partnerships, and their exchange of best practices and expertise. This pandemic has posed global 

predicaments with global impact, and only the globe—the whole globe—will be able to mitigate 

its possibly adverse aftermath.  

We are already looking beyond the pandemic – we always have been. We keep our eyes on our 

raison d’être. Our mission to lead, educate and serve continues and it imposes an obligation that 

we take very seriously.  

Thank you. 


