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Abstract

In the past decade, universities have achieved excellence in Sustainable Development Goal 4, which is
about quality education. Globalization has increased the number of international students leaving their
home countries for higher education,subsequently returning to serve their local institutions. Such
transitions are a hub of increased indigenous knowledge, aproduct of the interaction between the local
challenges with local resources. It is considered a significant contributorto sustainable development. It
involves a critical appraisal of the home institutions in the light of cultural and educational experience
gained by international students in host countries. This fund provides them with an intellectual platform
to compare and contrast educational standards, academic procedures, and teaching methodologies
owing to a diverse and greater exposure. The current study draws on data from the understanding and
experiences of 10 Pakistani international students who left their home country after 16 years of
education and spent almost 4- 5 years at international universities. Data was collected through in-depth
interviews and analyzed in terms of broad themes. These includethe necessity for up-to-date
educational practices and curriculum, the call for restructured and modernized teaching pedagogies, the
requirement forcompetent teachers and teaching approaches, the need to promote indigenous research
and innovation, and the necessity for collaboration between academics and industry.The findings are
significant for reform policies of the higher education institutions to achieve the sustainable
development goal of quality education.

Key words: Sustainable Development Goals, Pakistani Higher Education Institutions, Teaching
Pedagogies, Academic and Industry, Indigenous Knowledge.
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Introduction

In the past semi-centennial, sustainability has materialized as a compellingnotion. This concept has shifted
the direction of the educational landscape towards overcoming the emerging challenges of tenacitywhile
conceptualizingeffective mechanisms to do so (Zahid et al., 2020). In addition to providing sustainable
education and popularizing research activities, the current agenda of educational institutions today
includes integrating sustainability into educational systems and mandates. This concept is called
sustainable higher education(Alghamdi et al., 2017). Under this approach, educational institutions are
expected to organize their education system including teaching activities, teacher training, research
topics, budget matters, and day-to-day affairs to promote sustainability while overcoming the presenting
obstacles in doing so. Educational institutions are globallytaking practical steps to incorporate this into
their system (Habib et al., 2021).

Higher education institutions pursue a broader agenda of sustainable development. The Brundtland
Commission Report described it as the "development that is capable of meeting theneeds of the present
generation as well as the needs of future generations." Under the framework of sustainable development,
educational institutions worldwide are urged to commit all available resources to assist students in
overcoming economic difficulties (Zahid et al., 2018). However, limited advancements are seen in
developing countries to explore and embrace sustainable development. Owing to this, limited literature,
measures, and legislation regarding sustainability in higher education institutions of developing countries
are available as compared to developed nations (Sady et al.,, 2019). There is hence anexigency for
educational institutions to take practical steps to incorporate sustainable development.

Pakistan is the sixth-largest country in the world in terms of population, according to the annual report
published by the State Bank in 2009. As a developing nation, it has been struggling since its independence.
While battling challenging political and economic instability, security and leadership issues, and
allegations of religious extremism and terrorism, it also struggles with a lack of defined policy and funding
(zahid et al., 2020). As a result, the development process of Pakistan has slowed down further; particularly
in pursuit of incorporating the goals of sustainable development (SDGs). Moreover, poverty and poor
literacy rates are major impediments to Pakistan's pursuit of SDGs(Khan & Khan, 2018b).

In such a situation, education and educational institutions play an unparalleled role in domestic
development. Unfortunately, Pakistan experiences a dire educational system nationally (Malik et al.,
2019). Indigenous historical literature demonstrates that throughout the last six decades, Pakistani
politicians and government officials have placed greater emphasis on crafting policies on education and
the economy than incorporating actual initiatives (Parveen et al., 2011). The grim circumstances are
exacerbated by the dearth of teacher training, lengthy curriculum, dated test process, and an ineffective
evaluation system offered in higher education institutions (Khushik & Diemer, 2018). Pakistan's
educational institutions demonstrate a calamitous situation (Hussain et al., 2019). The pace of establishing
universities and colleges in Pakistan has accelerated in the recent decade (Kayani et al., 2015). These are
serious obstacles to the provision of quality education.

Moreover, reports on educational institutions' performance are described as unsatisfactory. According to
a Times Higher Education survey, Pakistan had only three academic institutions that ranked among the
top 500 (Ali et al., 2013). The curriculum, in particular, that has been in place for years needs modification
to meet the needs of the present-day market. Examination system reforms are necessary to ensure that
students prepare the entire curriculum rather than preparing for only certain examination materials under
this archaic educational system (Khan et al., 2017; Malik et al., 2019). Similarly, contrary to international
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educational standards, students play a passive role in the learning process in classrooms. The Pakistani
educational system demands teachers to prepare students for tests, not to provide conceptual clarity
(Gujjar et al., 2010). Under this teaching method, instructors are hence prohibited from providing any
recommendations to higher authorities regarding the school system or students. Such an education
system inhibits the success of the national economy (Akhter, 2013; Ullah et al., 2011). As is it difficult to
attain sustainable development goals without developing the education system; there is an urgent need
to reform the current educational structure nationally.

Pakistan's educational status began to improve in the 1990s as the government implemented proposed
educational programs that were advocated. During this period, one of the most significant educational
changes was the creation of Pakistan's Higher Education Commission (HEC). Founded in 2003 by the
Pakistani government; HEC was aimed at promoting higher education, increasing educational standards,
and satisfying globalization demands in Pakistan's higher education notably (Kayani et al., 2015; Zakaria et
al., 2016). Due to the internationalization of education, the Higher Education Commission of Pakistan
(HECP) placed great emphasis on student mobility to contribute to the progress and integrity of Pakistan's
educational system. This was done by providing grants to students to study abroad. Notably, the trend of
students’ mobility became more systematic with the establishment of the Higher Education Commission
of Pakistan (HECP) in 2003. Thousands of students were sent overseas with hopes that such students
would develop a comparative understanding of education systems in their host and home nation upon
their return after receiving their degrees. This exposure would aid them in identifying loopholes in the
education system of the home country and suggesting better practices in the impacted domains
(Alandejani, 2013a, 2013b).

The purpose of the present study is to highlight the important role of Pakistani international students in
achieving sustainable education, sustainable universities, and a sustainable community and to emphasize
the need to take practical steps in this regard. For the said purpose, the current study records the
observations of students who have studied abroad and served in their home country’s educational
institutions upon their return. The observations of the participants provide a fresh insight as they
compared various domains of the local and foreign education systems including pedagogical approaches,
assessment criteria, and quality of different standards. Their experiences and views are a robust source
for policymakers looking for educational reforms in the country. The current study is based on the
premise that the development of an indigenous knowledge fund in terms of improving educational
systems can be seen as a step toward sustainable solutions for the education and the economy of a
country. In this context, the study highlights the comparative observations regarding the educational
systems of faculty members working at Pakistani universities after completion of their degrees from
abroad. By emphasizing the experience and suggestions of the Pakistani faculty members, the study
reduces the gap between the awareness of international standards in education and the ground reality of
local education systems. It also contributes to the knowledge and experience of faculty members working
in Pakistani universities as a crucial aid to the sustainable development goals of Pakistani institutions to be
at par with developed higher educational institutions internationally.

The results of the present study will give a new direction to various stakeholders i.e. students, educational
institutions, policymakers, and higher education institutes in particular to achieve sustainable
development goals. Further, as Pakistan is a developing country, the gap in the literature regarding
sustainable development goals will be reduced, which will surely help other developing countries to take
practical steps to achieve the SDG goals.The study tries to answer the following questions. First, to what
extent do foreign-qualified faculty members working at Pakistani institutions observe a difference
between the Pakistani and foreign educational systems, and how did these educational practices affect
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the achievement of long-term sustainable development objectives?Second, how do Pakistani faculty
members propose local education systems may achieve sustainable development goals to strengthen
Pakistan's economy based on their educational experiences gained while studying abroad?And final, how
can higher education institutions in Pakistan contribute to the country's long-term educational and
economic development goals, according to foreign-qualified faculty members working at Pakistani
universities?. The reminders of the paper consist of a literature review, followed by the methodology and
findings, and ends with the conclusion and way forward.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Studying abroad succors societal transformation. Experience in a different political, cultural, social, and
economic environment aids in inspiring transformation in educational institutions (Fry, 1984; Tamas,
2014).Therefore, developing countries encourage their students to study abroad to contribute to societal
development on their return back homeand contribute to improving local educational and economic
conditions (Alandejani, 2013a; Senanayake, 2006). Before the Covid-19 pandemic, UNESCO projected that
over five million students studied abroad; including 20% of these studentsbeing recipients of scholarships
to study overseas. The global trend of students studying abroad has caused a surge in research on student
mobility and the internationalization of higher education (Bashir et al., 2019). Globally, the United
Nations’ 2015 Sustainable Development Goals program elevated the eminence of international higher
education and student SDG as clause 4B stated that “by 2020, less-developed master students will be
given scholarships for education and vocational training (in technical, engineering, and science programs)
in established universities.” With the SDGs, over 150 nations aimed to enhance international scholarships
for students to study at these universities(Khan & Khan, 2018b; Michael, 2008). This participationwas
projected to facilitate national development projects and assist in achieving the SDGs.

Students studying overseas contributeimmensely to the sustainable development goals of nations both at
the micro and macro levels. International students improve their personal, institutional, local, and
national capabilities while studying abroad. This increased skill and academic aptitude not only assist the
economy in their country but also leads to a global economic rebirth (Zakaria et al., 2016). Thus,
international students are seen as a valuable human resource for developing countries. Overseas
education opens horizons for experiencing new academic cultures; aiding students in developing
sensitivity towards the functionality of education systems in prestigious educational institutions. As a
result, apart from their training in the preferred area of study, they acquire a novel understanding, which
enables them to critically examine the education system they experienced back home (Bashir et al., 2019;
Teichler, 2009).In addition, their knowledge and understanding of the education system of foreign
universities evolve into a new approach and perspective for intervening in the education system in the
home country. These students could serve as the best source to implement new knowledge, suggest
curriculum changes, and introduce new teaching methods in the light of their experiences studying
abroad (Brandenburg et al., 2019).

In several studies, upon their return after completion of their degree, international students favorably
affected their home universities and helped to improve their educational institution's culture (Orindaru,
2015). Small (2015) cited the University of Hawaii students as an example who gained exposure to diverse
cultures, faiths, and traditions, thereby refining their perspective. With this new and polished perspective,
these students educated and shared their experiences with their parent university students and
professors. This included offering answers to new challenges, improving and reorganizing educational
environments, recommending improvements to the university based on their academic experiences, and
undertaking research to benefit the local community. Similarly, Students at the American University of
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Beirut helped restructure the education system, compiled new textbooks, and promoted numerous
political ideas. This improved the country's integrity and student employment (Baytiyeh, 2017; Campbell
& Neff, 2020; Perna et al., 2015). About 17,500 Australian Government Scholarship Program graduates
also established the "Australian educational mafia" which aided the growth of municipal government.
However, the implementation of these students' ideas and vocabulary on repatriation is greatly
influenced by university rules, instructor attitudes, and government assistance. How much they can help
implement the students' ideas. It is also imperative to decipher how conducive the environment may be
provided to these ideas (Kalisman, 2015; Senanayake, 2006).

Incorporating the knowledge and understanding of these students for educational reforms in the home
country means developing the “local indigenous knowledge fund”. In common parlance, an indigenous
knowledge fund refers to knowledge acquired from local resources and experience(Mawere, 2015). The
students who join the home country’s educational institutions after studying abroad can be seen as local
resources with foreign qualifications and hence contributors to the indigenous knowledge fund(Allwood &
Berry, 2006; Senanayake, 2006). The local indigenousknowledge fund can be enriched by incorporating
the learning experience of international students who had the experience of foreign education and return
to aid the nation’s educational system. On similar grounds, Higher Education Commission in Pakistan and
other policymakers working in academic and administrative positions at Pakistani universities can use this
Pakistani indigenous knowledge as an enriched resource to introduce reforms and reconstruct the current
educational structure of Pakistani higher education institutions. Currently, more than 50,000 scholars are
studying in established universities abroad and about half of those students return home to work in
Pakistan's higher education institutions (Abbasi, 2018). Many of these students are now faculty members
at Pakistani universities.The present study takes into account the observations, experiences, and
suggestions of such students as an auxiliary to the indigenous knowledge fund for reforming the
education system of the country according to sustainable development goals.

The framework of this study is based on transformational learning. Transformational learning abets in the
comprehension of a concept in both the human and social contexts. As proposed by Mezirow(2000),
transformational learning is defined as the process of replacing previously learned skills, methods, and
ways of thinking with novel knowledge, thinking, and methods of working to improve a situation.
Transformational learning assists participants in comprehending their experiences in other
cultures(Mezirow, 2000; Tisdell, 2009). It also describes how students with limited knowledge acquire new
knowledge perspectives, skills, and competencies. The transformational learning approach is rapidly
gaining traction. Aside from Mazirow's (2000) traditional transformational learning aspects, the literature
emphasizes that this approach should be used in a variety of educational perspectives including in the
context of students, teachers, and institutions.

This approach is hence deemed appropriate for the current study in three ways. Firstly, under this
approach, prior knowledge serves as the foundation for new knowledge that guides future actions.
Transformational learning of cultural perspectives, in particular, emphasizes the importance of students
sharing transformational educational experiences and knowledge construction experiences in their own
or other cultures (Simsek, 2012).Secondly, the transformational learning perspective has a wealth
ofliterature on the learner perspective. Literature emphasized the importance of a sustainable society by
implying that students should not be confined to the classroom but should be given opportunities to solve
society's problems (Christie et al., 2015). These students should also be involved in such activities so that
they can recreate society by practically applying what they have learned (Nohl, 2015). Similarly, teachers
bear a responsibility to provide students with updated knowledge and techniques. As a result, teachers
must constantly transform and update their knowledge and teaching methods (Lee & Brett, 2015).
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Competent teachers, students, and educational institutions indeed lay the groundwork for acompetent
society. Thirdly, achieving sustainable development goals and creating a sustainable society is not
probable unless local educational institutions undergo continuous change while matching international
educational and market standards (Bostrom et al.,, 2018; Lange, 2012). Consequently, continuous
transformation is required for the growth of students, teachers, educational institutions, and society
holistically.

Methodology

The term "methodology" refers to the process through which new information is obtained. The current
study was qualitative.ln a qualitative study, the goal is to gain a better understanding of a phenomenon
through the viewpoints of the people who participated (Bengtsson, 2016). As a result, in-depth interviews
spanning 60-80 minutes were used to document the students' perspectives. Snowball sampling was used
to recruit these faculty members. Each participant received a detailed email outlining the study's
objectives. All candidates provided their agreement voluntarily and knowingly, and as a result, their
interviews were conducted.

The current qualitative study recorded the experience and views of Pakistani faculty members who were
teaching at various Pakistani universities after their return from studying overseas. The choice of these
professors is appropriate as they are equipped to draw comparisons between the educational institutions
of their home and foreign educational institutions abroad based on their education and teaching
experience. The sample comprised five male teachers and five female teachers; including six full-time
faculty members and four contract employees who were likely to remain in their positions in the future.
These individuals were between the ages of 30 and 45. Participants belonged to Lahore (4), Multan (2),
Islamabad (2), and Peshawar (2). Well-known Pakistani public sector universities and colleges employed
them. Eight of the participants were married while one was single and one was a widow. The service life
of these faculty members ranged from three to 12 months. Theycompleted their education in Germany
(3), Hungary(2), the Netherlands (1), Indonesia (1),the UK (1), Austria (1),and China(1). Except for one
female participant who served in a place other than her parent city to meet the HEC obligation to serve
the sponsoring university for five years after completing her, all participants served in their home cities.
When conducting qualitative research, the sample size should be decided by the amount of information
required to answer the study questions (Bengtsson, 2016). That is why a sample size of ten participants
(10)was selected (see table 1).

The current study used an in-depth interview methodology. In addition to getting primary information,
the interview method has the advantage of allowing follow-up interviews for any clarification. This aids in
understanding and clarity. Interviews with faculty membersbegan with two general questions: How would
you describe your educational experience in the foreign university?In light of your experience abroad and
current teaching experiences at Pakistani higher educational institutions, what are your views on
educational standards at Pakistani Higher education institutions? Whatchanges would you suggest for
improving the education system in the universities of the home country and making it align with the
achievement of sustainable development goals?To get a detailed answer to above mentioned general
inquiry, various probing questions were asked. All interviews were transcribed to create categories of data
in line with the qualitative approach of the current study.
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Table 1: Demographic Information of the Participants

Participant Gender Teaching Parentinstitute Host institute Degree obtained

Id Experience Public or
(months) private sector

P1 M 12 Public Sector Germany Management Science
P2 M 15 Public Sector Germany Social science
P3 M 9 Private Sector Germany Applied science
P4 M 20 Public Sector Netherlands Agriculture
P5 M 18 Public Sector Indonesia Pure science
P6 F 22 Public Sector UK Social science
P7 M 24 Private Sector China Food and Nutrition
P8 M 6 Public Sector Austria Management Science
P9 F 10 Public Sector Hungary Social science
P10 F 19 Private Sector Hungary Health Science

Thematic data analysis was conducted on the collected data. This method allows researchers to obtain
detailed information from the raw content/transcripts by using a coding system. The codes aid in gaining
insight into a certain group's perspective on a given phenomenon. These codes are merged to establish a
specific theme (s). The concept of a theme can be defined as the common and shared experiences of a
particular group regarding the phenomenon being studied. A study's theme is derived from participants'
shared perspectives on a particular point of view. To conduct the analysis, the transcript/data was
repeatedly read and studied to gain insights into themes. Since the principal focus was the content,
therefore, an inductive approach was used to make categories of the information obtained from the
interview and pre-existing coding was avoided (Patton, 2014).

All the interviews were audiotaped and immediately transcribed after the completion of an interview
method. With an initial understanding of participants’ experiences and an emerging awareness of their
impressions of the data, the researchers then reviewed the interviews paying closer attention to
participants’ voices, from which five significant meaningful themes emerged. It is imperative to mention
that many key themes emerged from this research, such as instructional practices, nature of the
curriculum, qualification of teachers, critical thinking, and integration of educational and economic sectors
These themes were classified into broader categories by similarities and differences in the available
data/transcripts which resulted in five final themes including the need for competent teachers and
teaching approaches, the necessity for up-to-date educational practices and curriculum, the requirement
for collaboration between academics and industry, and the need to promote indigenous research and
innovation.

Results

The result of the study highlighted 5 major to attain sustainable development goals through higher
education institutes, including the necessity for up-to-date educational practices and curriculum, the call
for restructured and modernized teaching pedagogies, the requirement for competent teachers and
teaching approaches, the need to promote indigenous research and innovation, and the requirement for
collaboration between academics and industry (see figure 1). The resultant themes and participants'
guotes are presented below.

ISSN (P): 2709-9962 Bashir, Zahid & Jamil (2021) 335



Asian Social Studies and
Applied Research (ASSAR)
Published by ASAR Council

||||||| Volume 2 Issue 4
November, 2021

I — ISSN (E): 2709-9229

Figure 1: Main theme, Subthemes with illustrative quotes
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INDIGENOUS RESEARCH AND
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Sustainable Development Goals(SDGs)

Challanges Associated with Pakistani Higher Education to attain

THE REQUIREMENT OF
LINKAGE BETWEEN
ACADEMIA AND INDUSTRY

“How can we contribute to the country's economic prosperity with such
an outdated curriculum? The present curriculum does not satisfy both
local and global market trends ”, another participant added (p9).

"Overseas universities are constantly developing their curricula in line
with global requirements, under which their students benefit academically|
and find it easy to secure a job. Whereas Pakistan’s education system
consists of memorizing things and getting the best grades by repeating this
information in exams. This kind of education system mentally paralyzes
the students and they cannot play their part in the development of
university, society, and the economy"(p3).

"In Pakistan, | have no doubts about the professors' credentials. However,
reaching the country's sustainable development goals and economic
growth would be very difficult without a coordinated effort between
education, responsibilities, research, and the economy. More training is
required for teachers in this area".(p5).

There is a mixed trend in research among Pakistani students. Our
universities offer the option of choosing an optional subject with research
in a sixteen-year education program. Most of the students opt for optional
subjects due to marks and cramming systems and thus failing to develop
research skills. In this regard, there is a need to create awareness among
the students and promote research as much as possible” (p7).

For instance, in foreign universities, the experience gained during a thesis
or research increases the market value of graduate students. This implies
that there is harmony between the education and market sectors in foreign
countries. (p1).

The Necessity For Up-To-Date Educational Practices And Curriculum

Participants stressed the importance of altering the curriculum to meet current needs. Research proposals
must consult outcomes from the last five years as international colleges' curriculum is constantly revised.
Pakistan's curriculum was deemed obsolete. Students also cited a lack of a framework for frequently
monitoring courses concerning market demands and international norms.

"I would say that our outdated curriculum is a big factor in our higher education institutions'

struggles. (p2).
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“How can we contribute to the country's economic prosperity with such an outdated curriculum?
The present curriculum does not satisfy both local and global market trends”, another participant
added (p9).

Call for Restructured and Modernized Teaching Pedagogies

The development of classroom methods, assessment, and curriculum was the focus of the second theme.
Pakistani students emphasized modern and evolving requirements as they discussed the examination
structure and curriculum. Participants highlighted how the students had been studying for years in
Pakistani educational institutions and how they have done well in exams by preparing particular stuff.
However, their presence in classrooms remained non-existent. Higher education institutions remained
unable to fulfill their potential under such a system of education. Participants agreed that Pakistani
educational institutions should seek and follow policies prevalent in the developed world's higher
education institutions so that students can play their role in society's progress.

For instance, a faculty member said,

“Overseas universities are constantly developing their curricula in line with global requirements,
under which their students benefit academically and find it easy to secure a job. Whereas
Pakistan’s education system consists of memorizing things and getting the best grades by repeating
this information in exams. This kind of education system mentally paralyzes the students and they
cannot play their part in the development of the university, society, and the economy” (p3).

Another participant observed,

“The method of education abroad, books, practical, tutorials, and mini-research projects have been
designed in a way that discourages rote memory, and students have to engage in deep learning to
succeed. The concept of memory-oriented learning and assessment seems alien and misfit in their
actuated educational practices”. Their policy is to enable the students to think outside of the box.
He further added that he had to shift his approach from memorizing to understanding to adjust
there. (p4).

One of the participants highlighted

The culture of corruption in Pakistani universities, particularly favoritism in assessing students,
whereas, the foreign model is much more transparent (p8).

The availability of academic resources was also considered an important aspect of the education system.
One of the participants was of the view that

“if the university is to contribute to economic and social development, it must provide an

uninterrupted supply of the best resources, promote the best research, and improve the quality of
teaching” (p1).
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The Requirement for Competent Teachers and Teaching Approaches

The participantsshed light on the importance of teacher training and development for Pakistani
education. They compared the qualifications, dedication, and intellectual flexibility of educators in
Pakistan and overseas when making their comparison and emphasizing the teachers' training.

One participant suggested a need to work on education to achieve a sustainable society
highlighting that competent faculty members play a critical role.For instance, teachers abroad
provided them with free extra training sessions after university hours and helped in meet
educational challenges, a practice that is rare in Pakistani universities (p5).

Another participant was of the view that “the teachers had an exceptional academic background
and had won awards of excellence in their research areas and therefore guided students in an
innovative way that reflected in their academic results”. He added that “Pakistani institutions need
to have well-qualified and skilled teachers to meet international standards” (p1).

One of the participantsreported,“Teachers would welcome students’ opinions even if it is about
justifying the content of an assignment”. He observed that in comparison, “Pakistani teachers are
fixed and seldom show flexibility” (p4).

A participant who informed that teachers in foreign universities appreciate critical skills and innovation on
part of students highlighted a quite important area of comparison. These observations focus on the
qualification, dedication, and intellectual flexibility of the teachers.

“The students are encouraged to think original and out of the box and are not discouraged even if
the topic is controversial”. Pakistani professors lack this mentality, despite my efforts as a new
faculty member to put my efforts into reality in my class (p3).

In Pakistan, | have no doubts about the professors' credentials. However, reaching the country's
sustainable development goals and economic growth would be very difficult without a coordinated
effort between education, responsibilities, research, and the economy. More training is required
for teachers in this area (p5).

The Need to Promote Indigenous Research and Innovation

Listing shortcomings in the Pakistani research curriculum, the participantsstressed promoting research-
oriented syllabi. Students believed that addressing society's problems should be part of the educational
process so that students get familiar with them on a personal level and come up with answers. Such an
approach will help preserve indigenous knowledge while reducing the need for external aidseeking
solutions to problems. According to academic research, universities want to help students find solutions
to the difficulties of today's technological age. As a result, the curriculum should be created such that
students can easily find solutions to the problems plaguing society today.

One participant was of the view that

“There is a mixed trend in research among Pakistani students. Our universities offer the option of
choosing an optional subject with research in a sixteen-year education program. Most of the
students opt for optional subjects due to marks and cramming systems and thus fail to develop
research skills. In this regard, there is a need to create awareness among the students and promote
research as much as possible” (p7).
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Another participant suggested,

“I strongly encourage my students to bring indigenous challenges and work on them. To me, the
purpose of the research is to follow the research procedure by choosing to work on limited or
large-scale solutions to real-life problems, with research ethics in mind. By doing this, indigenous
knowledge at the national and international level will increase, and research in students will also
be promoted” (p9).

The Requirement for Collaboration Between Academics and Industry

Graduating students from four-year colleges and universities hoped to land the greatest job possible.
Getting a job was reported as easier for students when they had an education that fulfilled the market's
standards as well as their own. Participants discussed the need to modernize and standardize the course
materials and content because of this. They agreed that a syllabus should be introduced that is per global
standards and can provide students with both theoretical knowledge and practical/vocational training.

To make it simpler for students to seek employment post-graduation, these professors pushed for
changes to the existing curricula in higher education institutions that aligned with market demands.
Because of this, the local market places a high value on education and experience to contribute to the
recovery, survival, and growth of the country's economy. Most students stressed the relationship
between colleges and the local, state, and federal economies.

For instance, in foreign universities, the experience gained during a thesis or research increases the
market value of graduate students. This implies that there is harmony between the education and
market sectors in foreign countries. (p1)

Another participant stated, “The courses taught in Pakistan do not provide practical knowledge
other than being updated, which makes it difficult for students to perform in the job market in
general, reported a similar concern. Above and beyond, the link between market requirements and
trends and our course outlines is missing” (p4).

Discussion and way forward

The purpose of the present study was to review the important role of Pakistani higher education
institutions in sustainable development. To assess this construct, interviews with Pakistani graduates who
completed their degrees from overseas-developed universities were conducted. These faculty members
emphasized the role of higher education institutions in achieving sustainable development, highlighting
the current performance of Pakistani educational institutions and the barriers to achieving sustainable
development goals.Furthermore, theysuggested reforms based on their own experiences at foreign
reputed institutes for enhanced performance of the Pakistani higher educational institutes to achieve
sustainable development goals.

The first research question imploredthe participants to chronicle the current practices in Pakistani higher
education institutions assessing the extent to which educational practices in Pakistani higher educational
institutions differed from western higher educational practices for the attainment of long-term SDGs. The
second research question urged participants to describe their teaching and learning experiences at
Pakistani higher education institutions. Similarly, the third inquired them to present their suggestion and
reforms they proposed to contribute to Pakistan’s long-term educational and economic development
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goals. The three research questions resulted in five themes. These themes were grouped under three
research questions consisting of qualified and experienced professors; updated educational techniques; a
more effective interface between academics and the market; respect for innovation. These themes were a
product of the responses to questions about the general procedures of Pakistani higher educational
institutions compared to their host universities overseas. Previous research findings support the
responses of these participants.

The first theme highlighted the necessity of rewriting Pakistan's university curricula. Courses developed to
examine the real issues in society should develop a curriculum that is in line with market development.
Students can contribute to the country's economic prosperity significantly in this regard (Barrett et al.,
2015; Raza & Naqvi, 2011). Although teachers in Pakistani higher education institutions praise the current
syllabus, they are interested in reforming the curriculum to align it with current educational requirements
and market trends. There are several problems with the existing curriculum in Pakistan (Ali & Baig, 2012;
Mahmood, 2010). Officials recognize these drawbacks and are eager to adapt them to better meet
modern needs. Some private and semi-government universities are considering collaborating with
overseas universities to establish curricula. Public institutions however are urged to take measures that
are more concrete in this direction. Currently, available research confirms that increasing sustainability
awareness in higher education is essential for the achievement of sustainable development goals (Sady et
al.,, 2019). Organizations hire individuals with little skill as well as unauthorized degrees creating an
upheaval in the system (Khan & Khan, 2018a). Pakistani authorities have already raised concerns about
degree verification. As a result, universities must restructure and redesign their mission, policies,
instruction, and curriculum to reflect this new information (Malik et al., 2019). It is impossible to attain
sustainable development goals through education if sustainability is not part of the curriculum. Students
will not be able to learn technical, economic, social, or environmental skills, nor will they be able to
identify solutions (Ali & Baig, 2012; Irby et al.,, 2015; Kalsoom & Qureshi, 2019). This necessitates
collaboration between the government and policymakers of the country. If the redundancy of the
curriculum persists, Pakistani graduates and degree holders may experience increased employment
difficulties.

According to this study’s, second theme, educational institutions bear a significant amount of
responsibility for helping to identify answers to global problems under the Sustainable Development
Goals. It is hence necessary to research and disseminate findings to society in accordance with the norms
and regulations to benefit the masses. This methodology will be valuable to students as it exposes them
to concrete problems while receiving intellectual stimulation from colleges and universities. Educators
must emphasize active and collaborative learning, challenging students intellectually as well as signifying
the development of higher-order life skills. This enables students to succeed in both personal and
professional endeavors in the future (Sayed & Ahmed, 2015). For a contented student population and
prosperous economic growth, the implementation of the aforementioned teaching approaches is
necessary for higher education institutions.

The third theme highlighted that the positive and professional actions of teachers were critical in assisting
students to contribute to the attainment of sustainable development goals throughthe educational
system (Malik et al., 2019; Michael, 2008). The study's findings indicated that Pakistani universities'
pedagogical culture and instructional procedures require reform(Ali et al., 2009). Additionally, instructors'
qualifications, teaching abilities and tactics, effective communication, subject quality, curriculum, and
collaboration between theory and practice all contribute to the quality of teaching. Hence, educational
institutions must not only train teachers in new teaching aids and novel teaching methods, but also
introduce problem-based, active, and inactive teaching strategies(Reid & Johnston, 2010). The diverse
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stakeholders, including students, professors, educational institutions, and market representatives are
urged tocollaboratively work together to solve matters. The current study corroborates previous research
indicating that teaching and learning are the primary drivers of HESD. Universities rely on highly qualified,
knowledgeable, and efficient faculty to enhance their performance by conducting research and delivering
education on a national level, implementing its agenda, and increasing the university's global ranking.
Holistically, the practices of the Pakistani educational system need to be ameliorated(Jumani & Abbasi,
2015; Kalsoom & Qureshi, 2019; Khan & Khan, 2018b).

The fourth themeemphasized the necessity of promoting Pakistani higher educational institutions'
indigenous research and innovation (Michael, 2008). Discussions focused on fostering indigenous research
and development. The progression of educational institutions and the stability of the economy
necessitate the introduction of collaboration, cooperation, and partnership between educational
institutions, local markets, and industry (Lee, 2014; Sady et al., 2019). Various types of research activities
may be carried outbecause of this collaboration. Participants in this research believed that a lack of an
indigenous research culture prevents students from becoming aware of contemporary concerns and their
solutions. As a result, they experience drawbacks when seeking employment in the competitive market.
Students must hence be encouraged to conduct research as part of the Strategic Action Plan (Hussain et
al.,, 2019). It is also necessary to facilitate national and worldwide research possibilities through
collaboration and cooperation in academia (Malik et al., 2019). According to the findings of this study,
faculty members working at Pakistani universities stressed the importance of research and promoted a
research culture at their respective institutions and in the curricula. To achieve sustainable development
goals, address the dearthofknowledge, and alleviate poverty, local and indigenous knowledge can work in
tandem with science to make a significant impact (Ambros & Biberhofer, 2018).

The necessity to link academic and market developments is also emphasized in the fifth theme (Appe &
Barragan, 2017). Research purports that universities have been introducing new curricula and research
cultures, as well as promoting studies that benefit society in terms of both social and economic progress.
Basic and applied research-based intellectual capital is as critical to the long-term sustainability of higher
education institutions as primary and human capital are to the growth of society. Unfortunately, the vast
majority of research is conducted not to address societal issues, but to advance one's career, gain status
in the hierarchy, or generate money (Aleixo et al., 2018). Teachers must be encouraged to engage in
research for the betterment of society than for personal gains. For undergraduate and postgraduate
students, research culture can undoubtedly act as an incubator (Calafell et al., 2019; Hussain et al., 2019).
Students who are involved in practical research under the guidance of academics and a research culture
can contribute to the growth of the institution and play a significant role in the national economy.
Likewise, current literature underscores a need to establish a cogent link between the culture of
universities, academic practices, and achieving sustainability targets (Hussain et al., 2019; Lee, 2014).

Achievement of sustainable development goals in Pakistan is the end goal for effective
internationalization in educational institutions. It is imperative to identify the national obstacles to
achieving these goals. The current study highlighted themes signifying fundamental areas where the
education system of Pakistan in higher learning institutions needs improvement. To uplift the education
system in line with the agenda of sustainable development, faculty, curriculum, and research expertise
are the three principal areas where policymakers must focus. Universities are urged to implement a
course of study that focuses on solving real societal problems. Undergraduate and graduate students
should be urged to research as part of their coursework. Students who have an undergraduate
background with research variants are more likely to pursue graduate-level research subjects. To create
harmony between the educational and economic sectors, the implementation of up-to-date employee
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recruiting with modern instructional approaches and procedures is recommended. Fresh Pakistani faculty
members who have studied in universities in rich countries, and who are regarded as forerunners of the
indigenous knowledge fund, can help make this change far more effective and efficient. Conclusively, the
internationalization of Pakistani universities can only be achieved with sustainable solutions by
incorporating comprehensive reforms in the education system.

Data Availability Statement

The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current study are available from the
corresponding author on reasonable request.
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