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M  

illions of students in the Arab world have 
started the new school year. The sight of 
children streaming into classrooms and of 
young men and women heading to higher 
educational institutions gives reason to 
rejoice, but also cause to ponder.

The Arab world has made tangible pro-
gress in primary school enrolment. In 2012, 

enrolment rates passed the 90% mark in Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, 
Jordan, Morocco, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. 
UNESCO figures, however, show that there is hard work ahead for a 
number of Arab countries. Enrolment rates were 71% in Mauritania 
and 51% in Sudan.

Attending school once was synonymous with hope in the Arab 
world. A good education was seen as the ultimate social elevator. 
But the 2011 uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa revealed 
the shortcomings of education in the region.

The tragic irony in many parts of the Arab world, especially in the 
Maghreb and Lebanon, is that employability is reversely propor-
tionate to the level of education. University graduates are less likely 
to find a job than young people with secondary school-level educa-
tion.

The type of training received by university graduates does not 
match the needs of the private sector while the bloated public sector 
has ceased to be an alternative for employment. Young people in 
many Arab countries have come to believe that a fruitful job search 
will require more than academic qualifications. It also will require 
wastas and a lot of luck.

Educational institutions in the Arab world do not deliver a train-
ing that is up to global standards. The performance of Arab students 
in TIMSS tests is below global averages in science and mathemat-
ics. No Arab university ranks among the top 200 universities in the 
Times Higher Education World University Rankings.

Most public schools lack the resources to provide proper scientific 
and computer training. Furthermore, many schools must accom-
modate refugee children in addition to their regular students. The 
number of Syrian students in need of education is, for instance, 25% 
more than the 300,000 Lebanese students in public schools.

Lack of confidence in public education is pushing Arab parents to 
seek private education and special tutors. This widespread phenom-
enon is creating a double-tier system in which only the well-to-do 
stand to get a proper education.

Quality in education — or rather the lack of it — is in many regards 
the crux of the matter. Education is not promoting life capabilities 
nor instilling young people with the necessary mindset to succeed 
in the modern world. Educational systems are focused on teaching 
cognitive skills, which are not enough to prepare students to be fully 
productive in their own societies or to be real citizens of the planet.

Students should be receiving training that allows them to par-
ticipate in the development of their own countries and not to view 
the world from the vantage point of would-be migrants. Moreover, 
education should instil them with proper value systems that make 
them impervious to radicalisation and hate.

Many of the headline crises in the Arab world demand immediate 
attention. But so does education. The issue may not be in the daily 
headlines, but is, in fact, one of the Arab world’s biggest crises.

Serious education problems 
face the Arab world as 
children go back to school
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Welcome to Syria, 
Mr Putin

R 

ussian President 
Vladimir Putin is 
combining his 
military move into 
Syria with a diplo-
matic effort to 

convince the United States that 
Russia and Bashar Assad are 
indispensable in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). Putin 
wants Washington to acknowl-
edge that Russia is a great power 
and cannot be ignored, in 
particular in the Middle East.

How should Washington react?
The forward operating base the 

Russians are deploying near 
Latakia certainly represents a 
major escalation of Moscow’s 
engagement in Syria. At the very 
least, there is a need to ensure 
that Russian air operations do 
not come into conflict with 
coalition combat missions. No 
one needs an incident in which 
Russian and US forces come to 
blows. The coordination to 
ensure this does not happen can 
be done quietly out of the public 
eye.

It is not clear whether the 
Russians intend to use their 
deployment to attack insurgents 
in Syria. Their base could be a 
defensive move, one intended to 
keep western Syria safe for the 
Russian naval facility at Tartus as 
well as for the regime’s Alawite 
supporters and possibly for 
Assad if he is forced from 
Damascus. For the moment at 
least, the housing being built can 
accommodate about 1,500 
troops. That’s a far bigger 
commitment than the few 
advisers Russia maintained in 
Syria in the past but it is not a 
large enough force to make much 
of a difference in the ongoing 
civil war.

If they do decide to engage 
insurgents, the Russians are 
unlikely to distinguish between 
what the US-led coalition thinks 
of as relative moderates and 
jihadi extremists associated with 
ISIS or Jabhat al-Nusra. Nor are 

they likely to have much 
more success than the 
coalition against the 
extremists, unless they 
deploy far more 
substantial ground 
forces. From the coalition 
perspective, this Russian 
deployment is small and 
aimed, at least in part, at 
the wrong targets (the 
forces the coalition 

considers to be moderates).
So should the United States 

resist the Russian deployment, 

negotiate with Moscow or do 
something else?

There is an argument for not 
doing much to either foil or 
accommodate Moscow. There is 
little risk that 1,500 Russians can 
accomplish much on the military 
side beyond protecting western 
Syria from being overrun and the 
Alawites slaughtered. Any 
damage the Russians do to 
relative moderates will not be 
decisive and it is at least as likely 
that the extremists will inflict 
significant losses on the 
Russians, than the other way 
around.

As for the Russian argument 
that we should all unite with 
Assad to defeat the terrorists? 
That suggestion is not really 
worthy of a response.

 Assad and his forces have 
made it clear for years that their 
real enemies are the relative 
moderates that the coalition is 
supporting.

Assad has no realistic 
possibility of re-establishing 
control over all of Syria. His 
military tactics of besieging 
civilian areas and terrorising the 
population with barrel bombs 
have done far more to generate 
terrorist recruits than to reduce 
their numbers. Russian forces, 
who honed their tactics in 
Chechnya, may kill a lot of people 
but won’t be any better at 
counter-insurgency warfare.

If there are to be negotiations, 
the coalition would do best to 
continue to insist that they be 
based on the June 2012 UN 
communiqué, which called for a 
mutually agreeable transitional 
governing body with full 
executive authority. There is no 
reason to abandon that oblique 
formula, which in practice 
precludes Assad from power 
even if it does not name him.

So rather than take the bait, 
Washington should keep its cool 
and resist the temptation to 
overreact. The Russian 
deployment would not have been 
necessary if Assad were strong 
and getting stronger. Moscow is 
already overstretched in Ukraine. 
Letting the Russians double 
down on a bad bet in Syria is the 
right approach.

Daniel Serwer is senior research 
professor of conflict 
management at The Johns 
Hopkins University School of 
Advanced International Studies 
in Washington. He tweets at @
DanielSerwer and blogs at 
www.peacefare.net.
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GIVE ME YOUR TIRED, YOUR 

POOR, YOUR HUDDLED MASSES 

AND 10,000 SYRIANS, 

(IF MR TRUMP DOESN’T  MIND).


