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The school marketplace mismatch
Arab education systems fail to prepare students for employment
Mona Alami

Beirut

U
nemployment in the 
Middle East-North Af-
rica (MENA) region is 
among the highest in 
the world, and many 

observers consider the lack of eco-
nomic opportunity — especially 
for youth — to be one of the main 
causes of the political upheavals 
shaking the area.

In a 2012 paper, Masood Ahmed, 
director of the Middle East and 
Central Asia Department of the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF), 
estimated youth unemployment in 
MENA to be about 25%, exceeding 
that of any other world region. A 
paper published by Ahmed el-Ash-
mawi for the British Council esti-
mated that unemployment costs 
the region as much as $50 billion 
per year.

And the situation could worsen: 
The MENA labour force is grow-
ing at an average annual rate of 
2.7%, with about 10.7 million new 
entrants expected to join it in the 
coming decade, the IMF says.

One of the main causes of persis-
tent youth unemployment is Arab 
educational systems producing 
graduates with skill sets that of-
ten don’t meet the needs of the job 
market.

In the Middle East “unem-
ployment tends to increase with 
schooling, exceeding 15% for those 
with tertiary education in Egypt, 
Jordan and Tunisia. We have had 
competencies and skills gaps for 
years”, observes Sherif Kamel, pro-
fessor of management information 
systems and former founding dean 
of the school of business at the 

American University in Cairo. Ac-
cording to the IMF, the duration of 
unemployment generally is shorter 
for youth than for adults, reflect-
ing the natural tendency of youth 
to more frequently change jobs. 
But the duration of unemployment 
for educated youth often is longer 
because they require more time to 
find a good job suitable for their 
skills and knowledge base.

This plays out differently in 
various MENA countries. “While 
the Gulf states’ wealth and small 
populations allow them to spend 
their way out of the problem, other 
countries with larger populations 
and a less dynamic private sector, 
such as Egypt and Jordan, find it 
difficult,” says Rodger Shanahan, a 
research fellow at Australia’s Lowy 
Institute for International Policy, 
who has studied the problem.

While most MENA countries 
have made important strides in 
providing basic education, entre-
preneurs regularly cite prospective 
employees lacking suitable skills as 
a major constraint to hiring.

“Unless the curricula is changed 
in terms of what the students are 
taught, how they are taught and 
the issues of critical thinking … 
problem solving and entrepreneur-
ship are promoted with a much im-
proved focus on science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics, 
the skills gap will still widen with 
the growing population in the 
years to come,” said Kamel.

In many Arab states the public 
sector is seen as a stable source of 
jobs. But it isn’t very dynamic and 
does not place pressure on the edu-
cation sector to change to meet la-
bour market demands.

“This means that the whole sys-
tem becomes somewhat ossified. 
Much of the Middle Eastern edu-

cational system is based on rote 
learning rather than critical analyt-
ical thinking, which brings its own 
challenges,” says Shanahan.

The IMF report and the experts’ 
comments suggest education sys-
tems in the region fail to produce 
graduates with needed skills, a 
problem that cannot be solved 
without revamping the education 
sector and the relationship be-
tween large employers and educa-
tors.

“It is because of the missing link 
between business/industry and 
the education sector that the la-
bour market problems are growing. 

These are the issues that need to be 
addressed.  Bridges need to be built 
between those sectors.

It is a multi-stakeholder ap-
proach that needs to be estab-
lished,” advised Kamel.

Vocational training, which for 
many is often associated with 
school dropouts, also needs to be 
increased. 

Contrary to popular perception, 
vocational training is an efficient 
way of aligning labour supply 
with industry’s demand for skilled 
workers and could have positive 
repercussions on the employment 
rate.

“One of the critical success fac-
tors is investing in and appre-
ciating vocational training and 
changing the cultural [bias] that 
led people to look down on it and 
undermine its importance as com-
pared to higher education,” Kamel 
said, adding that teaching methods  
and pedagogy also need to be im-
proved.

Shanahan adds: “Apart from 
that, policies that stimulate private 
enterprise need to be developed 
so that this sector, rather than the 
public sector, becomes the driver 
of the economy and the largest em-
ployer.”
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Unemployment, poverty rise in Syria
Younes Ahmed

Damascus

W
ith the Syrian civil 
war in its fifth year, 
official unemploy-
ment hit a record 
42% during the first 

quarter, swelling the country’s pov-
erty rate and exacerbating the hard-
ships of one-third of a population 
displaced inside the Arab republic.

The astronomical joblessness 
rate puts added pressure on the 
regime of President Bashar Assad, 
which controls just four of Syria’s 
14 provinces. The others are in the 
hands of either armed rebels seek-
ing to topple Assad or the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Aware that the bulk of his people 
are famished, Assad hastened to 
amend his social security laws to 
prevent the private sector from dis-
missing more workers, but critics 
said the change failed to bear fruit.

He also made cosmetic changes to 
education law, hiring 75,000 newly 
graduated teachers over three years 
ending in 2014 in state-run schools 
but that effort stopped when more 
provinces fell out of state control.

As for the social security law, ex-
perts argue that additional changes 
are needed to ensure that workers 
would not be arbitrarily dismissed 
and that those already fired must 
receive indemnity retroactive to 
the date they lost their jobs.

Syrian Labour Minister Khalaf 
Abdullah said recently that a state 

committee deliberating the desired 
changes in the social security laws 
may need another six months to 
complete its work.

With no immediate solution in 
the offing, more Syrians are joining 
the ranks of the unemployed.

According to the state Syrian 
Commission for Family Affairs and 

Population, nearly one-third of 
Syria’s population of 19.8 million 
is displaced internally. It said the 
displaced fled from conflict zones 
to the four provinces under govern-
ment control: Latakia and Tartus on 
the Mediterranean coast, Damascus 
in the south and Al-Hasakah in the 
north-east. The four, however, fall 
outside the jurisdiction of com-
mercial hubs, such as the northern 
province of Aleppo.

“Because of the lack of work op-
portunities in the adopted homes 
of the displaced who fled the hard-
ships of war to safer areas, unem-

ployment jumped to a record high, 
unprecedented in the history of 
the Syrian Arab Republic,” Hadeel 
Asmar, the commission’s director, 
said in an interview. Akram al-Qash, 
a commission board member, said 
joblessness shot up to 42% from 
8.4% prior to crisis, which began 
with peaceful demonstrations on 
March 17, 2011, and escalated into a 
full-scale war.

“At least 70% of the unemployed 
are young men and women,” Qash 
pointed out. He called for “ambi-
tious strategies” to find them jobs 
in the private sector.

Qash said the closure of an esti-
mated 50,000 private sector facto-
ries and institutions, each employ-
ing between five to 100 workers, “is 
the main reason for the unemploy-
ment, which threatens our social 
fabric and the lives of thousands of 
families living under the poverty 
line”. According to the state General 
Establishment for Social Insurance, 
more than 600,000 Syrians working 
in tourism, hotels, travel agencies 
and banks were laid off arbitrarily 
during the past four years.

A 44-year-old Syrian, who identi-
fied himself as Salem, worked at a 
trade firm in Deir ez-Zor province, 
which is under ISIS control. “Three 
years ago, my boss fired me without 
paying my indemnity for my ten 
years of service in his firm,” Salem 
said.

He has been looking for a job 
since but said, “There are 130 others 
like me who worked in the firm and 
are jobless now.”

“I blame our situation on the 

shortcomings of the labour law and 
the corruption in the social insur-
ance system.”

Another worker, 49-year-old 
Suleiman, who was employed at a 
plastic factory in the Damascus sub-
urb of Jobar, said the amendment to 
the social insurance law “came late 
and is useless to me”.

“I worked for 21 years in the fac-
tory and when I was laid off, I didn’t 
receive any compensation because 
the social insurance law did not pro-
tect me,” he explained. He pointed 
out that even the amended law does 
not protect him because “it is not 
retroactive and would only serve 
new cases”. For economist Sulei-
man Saloom, the public sector is 
Syria’s “weakest link”.

“There are 65 state factories that 
shut down and the education sector 
was heavily damaged because hun-
dreds of schools were closed since 
they fall outside the state’s jurisdic-
tion,” Saloom said.

“Prior to the crisis, the education 
sector was of significant importance 
because it absorbed the bulk of the 
newcomers to the workforce,” he 
maintained. He said at least 50,000 
new graduates used to be hired in 
government schools annually.

Displaced Syrians gather for food rations in Damascus.
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