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Arab education shortcomings overshadow ‘back to school’ season

PJD takes lead in Moroccan elections, 
coalition needed to form government

Beirut

A 

s millions of Arab stu-
dents stream back to 
schools and universities 
after summer vacation, 
it is a time of financial 

stress for many parents who often 
prefer private schools to get their 
children a better education and 
improve their future employment 
chances.

Although the Middle East and 
North Africa region has made great 
strides in education, for too many 
students “schooling” has not been 
synonymous with “learning”. The 
generally poor quality of education 
and the disparity between what 
students learn in school and the 
skills required in the job market 
have impeded economic growth 
and employers’ ability to hire local 
workers, according to a World Bank 
report.

The report, Education in the Mid-
dle East and North Africa, said that 

school systems in the region are 
generally of low quality, notably so 
in the state sector, and that basic 
skills are not being learnt. This is 
particularly true in Lebanon, where 
less than 25% of students are en-

rolled in state schools.
“The situation in public schools 

is not improving at all. Enrolment 
has been dropping since 2007 as 
the majority opt for the private sec-
tor because of poor quality of pub-

lic education,” noted Maha Shoeib, 
an education expert and professor 
at the Lebanese American Univer-
sity. “Even if some private schools 
are of poor quality, the only thing is 
that you have accountability there, 
which is not the case in public 
schools.”

Unmotivated teachers lacking 
proper training and outdated cur-
ricula are a core part of the prob-
lem. “We need reforms badly,” 
Shoeib said, noting that between 
1994 and 2010 there were at least 
four attempts to reform education 
systems. However, corruption and 
sectarian considerations and lack 
of political will hindered efforts to 

introduce changes.
Attempts to reform educational 

systems have also been resisted 
elsewhere in the region. In Jordan, 
the Ministry of Education’s removal 
of some Quranic quotes and sayings 
of the Prophet Mohammad from el-
ementary school textbooks angered 
parents and teachers.

Reformers in Algeria are being 
harshly assailed by Islamists and 
conservatives.

Acquiring education is gener-
ally synonymous with hopes for 
a better future. In the Arab world, 
the shortcomings of education are 
compounded with dealing with 
refugees from war-torn countries. 
Many schools must accom modate 
refugee children in addition to their 
regular students. The number of 
Syrian children in Lebanon in need 
of education is 25% more than the 
300,000 Lebanese students in state 
schools.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Casablanca

T 

he ruling Islamist Justice 
and Development Party 
(PJD) won the largest num-
ber of seats for the second 
time in Moroccan legis-

lative election polls but still must 
compete with the secularist Authen-
ticity and Modernity Party (PAM) to 
fashion a coalition government out 
of a fragmented political scene.

The October 7th vote for the 
House of Representatives took 
place amid a climate of stability five 
years after constitutional reforms 
introduced by King Mohammed VI. 
The Moroccan monarch delegated 
limited but unprecedented powers 
to the elected prime minister after 
protests in 2011.

The Interior Ministry announced 
that the PJD had won 125 seats in 
the 395-seat legislature, followed 
by the PAM with 102 seats. Istiqlal 
— the Independence Party — was 
next with 46 seats, early returns in-
dicated.

Those results show a gain of 18 
seats by the PJD but the PAM more 
than doubled its 2011 election wins 
of 47 seats. Istiqlal had 60 seats in 
the previous legislature.

Winners in about 80% of the 395 
House seats parliamentary had 
been determined by early October 
8th. Many of the last-determined 
seats were reserved for women and 
young people to be chosen from the 
lists of the winning parties.

The initial results reflect the po-
larisation of the Moroccan political 
scene and the two leading parties 
have ruled out any coalition be-
tween them.

PJD’s comfortable lead makes it 
likely to return as the primary party 
in the next government. However, 
PAM could forge alliances with par-
ties that had been in the previous 
coalition to form a strong opposi-
tion, which will make it tougher for 
the new Islamist-led government to 
pass legislation.

Lowering the minimum threshold 

to enter the parliament from 6% to 
3% made it possible for most of the 
30 parties that competed to claim at 
least one legislative seat.

Overall turnout was estimated 
at 43%, which was considered dis-
appointing but perhaps a sign of 
unhappiness among the electorate 
with the current leading parties.

Moroccan Interior Minister Mo-
hamed Hassad downplayed PJD ac-

cusations of voter fraud by authori-
ties in favour of its liberal rivals.

“The election was transparent 
and had gone well,” Hassad said.

Prime Minister Abdelilah Ben-
kirane, who is the PJD leader, sug-
gested that the party would accept 
the result, telling supporters in 
Rabat: “Today is a day of joy for all 
Moroccans because it’s a day where 
democracy won.”

Morocco’s Islamists forged a coa-
lition government with liberals, 
conservatives and communists fol-
lowing 2011’s election. The outgoing 
government is credited with imple-
menting a number of reforms, such 
as the overhaul of state pension 
funds by raising workers’ contribu-
tions and retirement age to 63 by 
2022 despite trade unions’ strong 
opposition.

The Benkirane-led government 
also continued the trend of higher 
foreign direct investment (FDI). 
Morocco has seen its FDI rise more 
than 11% since 2010. The vigilance 
of security institutions, which 
foiled many terror attacks in recent 
years, also helped boost the climate 
of stability.

However, the Islamist party, 
which has been shaken recently 
by scandals, failed to deliver on its 
promise to curb unemployment and 
fight corruption, which were among 
pledges that drew Moroccans to 
vote for them in 2011.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Students line up to enter a classroom in their new uniforms on the 
first day of classes in Baghdad, Iraq.

For too many 
students in 
the Arab world 
“schooling” has not 
been synonymous 
with “learning”.
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A Moroccan voter casts his ballot at a polling station for the parliamentary elections, in Rabat,
on October 7th.
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The vote took place 
amid a climate 
of stability five 
years after reforms 
introduced by King 
Mohammed VI. P2
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