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M 

orocco has decided 
to return to teaching 
three major school 
subjects in French, 
starting in the first 

grade rather than the third at state 
schools, ending three decades of an 
experiment in “Arabisation”.

The decision to return to French 
was announced in February by Mo-
roccan King Mohammed VI during 
a cabinet meeting following a pro-
posal by Education Minister Rachid 
Belmokhtar.

Belmokhtar’s plan marked the 
end of the Arabisation policy 
launched 30 years ago. Mathemat-
ics, natural sciences and physics are 
to be taught in French and public 
primary schools will be put on an 
equal footing with private schools 
in teaching French.

Belmokhtar’s proposal had been 
strongly criticised by Arabic lan-
guage supports, including Prime 
Minister Abdelilah Benkirane and 
his Justice and Development Party 
(PJD).

The push for French is a major 
blow to supporters of the Moroccan 
dialect (darija), who claim it can 
easily substitute for classical Arabic 
in education because it is widely 
used, including in parliament.

In the early 1980s, the govern-
ment led by the Independence 
Party decided to “Arabise” public 
education with the implicit bless-
ing of late King Hassan II in a bid 
to strengthen conservatives and 
Islamists at the expense of the left-
ists.

Retired French teacher Ahmed 
Rissouli said the new require-
ments come after three decades of 
a “failed” education system.

“Teaching French from the first 
grade is better for schoolchildren, 
who will love it more and progress 
much faster,” said Rissouli. “Stu-
dents who study scientific subjects 
in Arabic find themselves with a 
great dilemma in higher education 
where the same subjects are taught 
in French.”

A report from the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD), titled Universal 
Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to 
Gain, revealed that Morocco ranks 
73rd in basic academic skills. The 

analysis was based on test scores of 
15-year-old students in mathemat-
ics and science in 76 developed and 
developing countries.

The ranking reflects Morocco’s 
degrading educational system de-
spite the king’s call in 2013 for im-
provement.

“The situation of the educational 
sector requires a halt for an impar-
tial test of conscience which will al-
low the evaluation of achievements 

and identification of weaknesses 
and dysfunctions,” King Moham-
med VI said during a speech in Au-
gust 2013.

Private education in Morocco is 
growing at the expense of public 
schools. The percentage of stu-
dents enrolled in private schools 
increased from 9% in 2009 to 15% 
in 2015, according to Global Initia-
tive for Economic, Social and Cul-
tural Rights, a research centre on 
inequalities in access to education.

A report published in April 2015 
by the UN Committee on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights warned 
that uncontrolled growth of private 
education in Morocco “generates 
discrimination in education and is a 
source of human rights violations”.

The challenge is sociological 

since the Arabisation of education 
created a social divide.

“Morocco will earn a great deal 
behind this reform as students will 
boost their skills and master the 
language of Molière,” said Rissouli.

The reform, which also introduc-
es English in the fourth grade, sig-
nals that Morocco is leaning more 
to the West at the time of the rise of 
Islamism in the MENA region.

“For the reform to succeed, the 
necessary means, especially the 
human resources, infrastructures 
and the latest teaching technolo-
gies, are required to achieve the vi-
sion’s goals,” said Rissouli.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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Arabic remains a ‘beautiful language’, 
says Arab science and culture chief

Saad Guerraoui

Schoolchildren listen to a teacher as they study during a class in the Oudaya primary school in Rabat, 
at the start of the new school year in Morocco.

The challenge
 is sociological
since the 
Arabisation of 
education created a 
social divide.
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A 

rabic remains a 
beautiful 
language but a 
pan-Arab effort 
is needed to 
make it attrac-
tive to young 
people, said 

Abdullah Hamad Muhareb, 
director-general of the Arab 
League Educational, Cultural 
and Scientific Organisation 
(ALECSO).

The UN General Assembly in-
cluded Arabic among its working 
languages in 1973 but the classical 
form of Arabic is facing a crisis 
among young people who are 
shifting towards other languages 
and colloquial Arabic.

The attraction and love of 
Arabic was nurtured over genera-
tions and centuries by religious 
tradition and artistic expressions 
such as calligraphy and poetry as 
crucibles that sustained fascina-
tion with the language. However, 
globalisation has made other 
languages appear more important 
and on a more local level dialects 
have developed, diluting classic 
Arabic.

“Arab youth are shunning 
Arabic because they feel it is a 
difficult language,” Muhareb said. 
“That is because of problems in 
the educational system. That was 
not the case 30 years when young 
Arabs loved it more.

“The truth is not that way. 
Arabic is a beautiful language and 
can be made more attractive to 
young people.”

More than 250 million people in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
speak Arabic, besides languages 
such as Kurdish, Berber and 
Mehri. As the language of the 
Quran, Arabic is used with vari-

ous degrees of proficiency by the 
1.6 billion Muslims around the 
world.

“Nowadays, young people do 
not find an adequate environ-
ment at the educational system’s 
various stages that attract them to 
the language. They leave the high 
school stage hating Arabic be-
cause teachers do not help young 
learners love the language,” said 
Muhareb.

“There are teaching tools 
beside books that can encourage 
young minds to embrace and love 
Arabic.”

That is not the case in most 

Arab countries.
“The situation of Arabic is an 

issue of great concern for us,” 
Muhareb said. “Promoting Arabic 
and developing and upgrading 
education in Arabic is very impor-
tant but this needs huge invest-
ments.”

The head of ALECSO cited the 
need for good teachers, which re-
quires higher wages, more attrac-
tive books as well as adaptations 
of Arabic teaching to the internet 
age and social media.

“Many things are required to 
upgrade and bolster Arabic lan-
guage in relation with youth. We 

can borrow from experiences of 
teaching foreign languages such 
as English, Spanish and French,” 
Muhareb said. “We have good 
ideas, initiatives and proposals 
but we do not have the money. 
Arab states have it and they have 
to play their roles to protect and 
expand Arabic.”

Arabic increasingly faces com-
petition from foreign languages, 
mainly English, as young people 
look for better opportunities in a 
globalised economy. Arabic also 
faces the challenge of coexistence 
with home languages, as Berber 
and Kurdish groups and other 
minorities work to reclaim their 
heritage and central governments 
loosen their grip on societies and 
cultural identity.

Berbers in Morocco and Algeria 
are rebuilding links with their 
language. Schools have opened 
classes for pupils and academies 
after governments recognised 
it after it being long confined to 
homes or festivals.

Unofficial estimates put the 
number of Berbers, also referred 
to as Amazighs, at nearly 20 mil-
lion in Morocco and Algeria and 
at about 600,000 in Libya.

According to longtime Lib-
yan ruler Muammar Qaddafi, 
Amazighs were of “Arab origin” 
and their language “a mere dia-
lect”. Registration of non-Arab 
names was forbidden, Libya’s 
first Amazigh organisation was 
banned and anyone involved in 
the group’s cultural revival pros-
ecuted.

Asked about language claims by 
linguistic and cultural minorities 
in the Arab world, Muhareb said 
he was sceptical of the motives 
behind such demands.

“Why are these claims appear-
ing now? These minorities were 
present all the time. The minori-
ties have dialects. Those who live 
in Arab cultural environment are 
Arabs,” Muhareb insisted.
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“We have good 
ideas, initiatives 
and proposals 
but we do not 
have the money.”

Abdullah Hamad Muhareb, director-general of the Arab League Educational, Cultural and Scientific 
Organisation (ALECSO).


