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OVERVIEW 

Tunisia is a North African country with a population of 11.8 million (UNFPA, 2020). Tunisia has a 

relatively young population, with 66.8 percent of the total population between the age
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HIGHER EDUCATION 

The University of Tunisia was established in 1960, as the first university in the country. There are now 

13 public universities and a network of 25 higher technological studies institutes under the direct 

supervision of the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research (Ministere de l’Enseignement 

Superieur et de la Recherche Scientifique MESRS). In 2000, Tunisia established a legal framework for 

regulating the private higher education sector. While the number of private higher education providers 

was 47 (19.2 percent of total HEIs) in the academic year 2013/2014, this number increased to 74 in the 
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higher education, and has made increased ICT usage a key goal of the current reform process (Oxford 

Business Group, 2017). 

RESEARCH 

Scientific research is organised largely in universities within research laboratories or research units 

established in accordance with national priorities. In Tunisia there are:  

1. 39 scientific research centres  

2. 392 research laboratories  

3. 215 research unities  

4. 37 doctoral schools  

The main research fields in Tunisian research centres are: Computing and ICT; Agriculture and 

Biotechnology; Social Sciences and Economics and Medical Sciences (MERIC-Net, 2019). Tunisia’s 
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year 2013/2014, the total number of newly enrolled students in public universities was 71,915, this 

number dropped to 54,265 in academic year 2018/2019 (MESRS, 2019). 

Table 3: Development in Enrolment between 2013–2019 

 2013/2014 2014/2015 2015/2016 2016/2017 2017/2018 2018/2019 

Public 

Universities  
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Table 4
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Table 7: Graduates across All Levels2 by Discipline in Academic Year 2018/19 in Public 

Universities  

Graduate Specialisation Total number of s
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gender equality, e.g. Finland, Norway, and Sweden, had lower participation rates for women in STEM 

than the countries with low gender equality, e.g. Arab countries such as Tunisia.  

Figure 2: Proportion of Women PhD Graduates in the Different Fields of Science, 2010 

 

Source: SHEMERA, 2014 

The SHEMERA (2014) study found that in 2010, although women comprised 76 percent of all PhD 

graduates in the natural science and engineering subfield life science, they represented just 41–42 

percent in the subfields engineering and engineering trades and mathematics and statistics. The study 

also reported significant vertical segregation in terms of career progression. 
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In addition to the overall problem of unemployment, women’s careers in the natural sciences, and 

particularly in chemistry and physics, are thought to be inhibited by gender-based values that become 

more marked after graduation (Jaziri, 2019). For example, studies have found that Tunisian engineers 

indicate that traditional gender perceptions and expectations tied to familial roles did not fit with 

women’s participation in engineering careers, and women engineers often choose teaching since it is 

culturally and logistically difficult to be on an engineering project site (DeBoer, 2016; Zghal, 2006). 

The report Education and Scientific Development in Organisation of Islamic Cooperation Countries 

2016, published by the Turkey-based Statistical, Economic and Social Research and Training Centre 

for Islamic Countries (SESRIC, 2016) found that women researchers represented around 47 percent of 

the total number of researchers in Tunisia. This percentage increased in the following years to reach 

56.1 percent (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, UIS, 2020), and placed Tunisia at the top of African 

countries, with the highest share of women researchers. 

Figure 4: Proportions of Men and Women in a Typical Academic Career, Students and 

Academic Staff, 2004/2010 

 

Source: SHEMERA, 2014 

Note. ISCED levels in the figure refer to ISCED 1997. ISCED 1997 level 5A = ISCED 2011 levels 6 and 7; ISCED 1997 level 6 = ISCED 

2011 level 8. Grade D = Assistant; Grade C = Assistant Professor; Grade B = 
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• Grade E: Key personnel of University Hospitals 

• Grade F: Master technologist (“Maître technologue”) 

• Grade G: Technologist 

• Grade H: Assistant technologist 

Figure 5: Women as a Share of Total Researchers  

 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), 2020 

There is very little recent information about women’s academic careers in Tunisia. The country is 

sometimes included nominally and fleetingly in regional studies of academia (e.g. Greene & Richmond, 

2016; Karam & Afiouni, 2014), or in regional studies of women’s careers more generally (Afiouni & 

Karam, 2017) but, in the absence of readily available gender-disaggregated datasets, these studies often 

rely on raw data from university websites, for example. 

Table 9: Researchers by Type of Employment and Headcount 

 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), 2020 

Women were reported to make up 40 percent of all academics in 2010 (Cheikh, 2010), 47 percent in 

2012, and more than 50 percent of all academics according to the latest count of 2018/2019. The total 

number of academics was 21,823 (of whom 11,233, or 51.47 percent, were women) (MESRS, 2019).  
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Table 10: Distribution of Full-time Faculty 2018/2019 

Grade Total  Women’s Share 

Professor 1,562 322 (20.61%) 

Senior Lecturer 1,047 326 (31.14%) 



CHEER Country Report: Tunisia Humboldt Foundation 

 16 

Canada, Asia, and other regions of the world. This cooperation focusses mainly on students’ mobility, 

study visits, exchange of teaching staff, and research activities. 

All Tunisian HEIs have participated in a significant number of Erasmus Mundus, Tempus and 

Erasmus+ projects (137 projects in the period 2008-2015). These projects have reinforced the exchange 

networks between institutions of higher education in the southern Mediterranean countries and the EU. 

Tunisia’s thirteen public Tunisian universities are active and increasingly cooperating with partners in 

Europe and other regions in the world.  

Besides the projects financed by the EU within the framework of the Erasmus+ programme, the 

Horizon 2020 programme, the Tunisian-European bilateral agreements, etc., Tunisia has several 

bilateral agreements with Asia, the US and the neighbouring countries. The General Directorate of 

International Cooperation at the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research is the body 

designated to enter into and sign any of these agreements. The main tenets of these agreements are 

higher education, research, innovation and technology, and students’ mobility. In addition to higher 

education, some of these agreements relate to culture, languages, secondary and primary education. 

Regionally, Tunisia has cooperation with neighbouring Maghreb countries in higher education and 

scientific research. Tunisia has a well-established student exchange programme with Morocco. A similar 

mobility programme with Algeria is underway. 

Furthermore, Tunisia is building new cooperation opportunities with some African and South African 

countries in higher education and scientific rese
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of 9,499 Tunisian students in tertiary education. Germany is in second place, with a total of 5,599 

students, followed by Romania with a total of 1,152 students. In the academic year 2016/2017, a total of 

85 Tunisian undergraduates and 45 Tunisian postgraduates studied in the UK. The most popular 

subject areas for Tunisian students in the UK include business and administrative studies, social studies, 

engineering and technology, and languages (UUK, 2018). 

• Tunisia has a number of opportunities for international mobility: 

1. Simple study mobility: concerns Bachelor’s and Master’s students who spend one 

semester or one year in a European university. These scholarships are granted within 

the framework of a mutual agreement between the institution of origin and the host 

institution on issues such as the recognition of the applicant’s level, the transfer credits 

for courses and examinations completed externally (outside the degree awarding 

institution). In addition to that, the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific 

Research offers each year a certain number of master’s degree scholarships (for one or 

two years) for the benefit of selected students. These scholarships concern some 

European countries and Canada. 

2. Going on an engineering student mobility for a final graduation project (Projet de fin 

d’études: PFE): concerns only the realisation of the End of Studies Project “PFE” in 

the final year. The evaluation of the project occurs at the degree awarding institution. 

Most of these scholarships are funded by a national specific programme managed and 

run by the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research. 

3. Training mobility scholarships: targets mostly doctoral students who are conducting 

research in research institutions and laboratories in Europe and elsewhere. National 

and international institutions, with a low involvement of European scholarship 

programmes, fund these scholarships. 

4. Co-tutorship for doctoral studies: some doctoral students benefit from a co-tutorship 

agreement between their home universities and a hosting university. The students 

spend one semester in each of the two universities during the three years of doctoral 

studies. At the end of their studies, students obtain a double doctoral degree or a joint 

doctoral degree, depending on the terms of the prior agreement. The mobility in this 

context commits doctorate supervisors to look for funding from different resources. 

Funding for mobility comes from resources provided by the home research institute, 

and bilateral agreements' support or national programs funded by HERSM  the 

Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research (MESRS) (bourse d’alternance). 

Professorial exchanges bring a number of teachers from France to Tunisian universities. They are 

placed at universities as professeurs vacataires, or visiting professors. By law, they cannot be employed 

as full professors unless they are Tunisian or are married to a Tunisian (DeBoer, 2016). 
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CURRENT DEBATES ON GENDER AND MOBILITY 

Questions have been posed about how gender relates to opportunities and experiences of 

internationalisation (Morley et al, 2019, 2020). Mobility is seen as vital in an academic’s career because 

it provides scholars with opportunities for interaction with other scholars internationally and for further 

professional development. However, opportunities can be highly gendered – especially in Africa 

(Prozesky & Beaudry, 2019). Internationalisation makes visible the patriarchal premium (Bhandari, 

2017; Jöns, 2011; Matus and Talburt, 2009; Myers and Griffin, 2018; Rosner, 2015). Leemann (2010) 

suggested that mobility is not viewed as a social experience whose value is neutral, but as something that 

has value precisely because it can be drawn into fields of asymmetrical gendered relations. She argued 

that women academics are less geographically mobile than their male counterparts, and that greater 

geographic immobility can put women at a disadvantage with regard to tenure. 

STUDY LIMITATIONS 

SCHOLARSHIP 

There is a lack of quality studies on higher education in Tunisia. The descriptive, official 

documentation (e.g. European Commission, EC, 2017) does not include consideration of gender. The 

material that does focus on gender frequently overlooks differences among Tunisian women, and tends 

to present them as one category of analysis. Or 
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1. The Arab Spring has been closely entangled with higher education in Tunisia – both in terms of 

producing a citizenry capable of overthrowing an authoritarian regime, and also in relation to 

subsequent reforms, many of which have focussed on internationalising the higher education 

system. 

2. Girls and women are enrolling and succeeding in the education system at all levels, and are 

enrolling in high numbers in STEM fields in higher education, including at doctoral level. 

3. Like many of the neighbouring countries, graduate unemployment is a major challenge – 

especially for women. Unemployment is a problem for graduates and postgraduates in Tunisia 

– even in STEM fields. 

4. 
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