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Tunisian minister of Education:
‘Cultural life in schools is crucial’
Tunis

S
ince his appointment 
in February 2015 as 
Tunisia’s minister of 
Education in the 
previous government 
and during his 
renewed mandate 
among the current 

leadership, Néji Jalloul has opted 
to take the difficult road to reform 
national education in Tunisia. 
That is a journey that has taken 
him towards head-on collisions 
with union representatives and 
some parents.

Education specialists and 
observers agree that elementary 
and secondary education in 
Tunisia has regressed, placing the 
country’s future in jeopardy. The 
drop in educational standards 
started before the revolution of 
January 2011 and worsened during 
the transition period.

Like all other sectors, education 
suffered from instability and lack 
of direction with various adminis-
trations giving it a different 
emphasis during the post-revolu-
tion period.

Jalloul, 59, is an academician 
from the University of Manouba 
who specialises in Islamic history 
and movements. He studied in 
Tunisia and completed his formal 
education at the Sorbonne in Paris. 
From the beginning of his career, 
his approach to educational 
reform was based on reinfusing 
quality education and stopping 
extremist ideologies in the 
educational system.

Among his first decisions as 
minister was banning wearing the 

niqab by female students and staff. 
He went as far as firing teachers 
and administrative staff who had 
insisted on wearing the niqab on 
school grounds.

Jalloul also proposed reducing 
the number of instruction hours 
for scientific subjects, such as 
maths and physics, and replacing 
them with artistic and cultural 
subjects, including music, dance 
and sports. The objective was to 
produce a “happy and balanced 
child”, he said.

Some social media activists, 
teachers and parents criticised the 
idea, accusing Jalloul of “diluting” 
education. Others welcomed the 
push for cultural subjects, 
particularly in light of studies that 
showed that students majoring in 
sciences were more likely than 
those majoring in the arts to be 
co-opted by extremist groups.

Jalloul, speaking to The Arab 
Weekly, insisted on the necessity 
to reform national education so 
the result was a balanced and 
happy individual with a passion 
for living a full life.

“A decent educational space 
must be provided and cultural 
activities in schools must be 
encouraged,” he said. “I did 
declare that we need to make more 
room for more hours devoted to 
music and dance and some 
thought I was just being provoca-
tive and do not realise how 
important is culture in combatting 
threats to society such as terror-
ism.”

“America discovered since 1972 
that engineering students were the 
ones carrying right-wing and 
extremist ideas. The Americans 
decided that dealing with intoler-
ance begins with enriching 
cultural life in schools and 

universities,” Jalloul said.
Under Jalloul’s direction, the 

Education Ministry has put in 
place an evaluation matrix, the 
first of its kind in developing coun-
tries.

The evaluation revealed weak 
points in the country’s education 
programmes when compared to 
international standards. Tunisia 
trails by three years when it comes 
to the protection of students from 
risks and dangers. The country has 
the lowest average number of 
required school days and each year 
about 100,000 cases of school 
dropouts are recorded.

Jalloul connected the falling 
standards in Tunisian education to 
numerous factors, including 
deficient infrastructure, the 
combining of grade levels in some 
rural areas and poorly trained 
teachers and administrators.

The minister did not deny that 
education reform is subject to 
political pulls and pressures. The 
education reform steering com-
mittee includes people with 

Islamic sensitivities and others 
with leftist leanings. Jalloul, 
however, insists that “education 
reform [in Tunisia] is a civilisa-
tional project and a social concern. 
We deal with it within this 
framework.”

Regarding the controversy 
produced by his progressive views 
on Islamic education in schools, 
Jalloul explained that this subject 
matter is essential in educating 
children and giving them a 
spiritual boost.

“The proposed progressive 
content for this subject does not 
conflict with Islamic principles. 
Our heritage is progressive and our 
Tunisian Sufism is progressive and 
Tunisian jurisprudence is progres-
sive,” Jalloul said. “Islam in 
Tunisia is largely connected to the 
concept of humanity, which 
centres on the importance of 
mankind. That’s why I consider 
Islamic philosophy progressive.”

Emna Jibran is a Tunisian 
journalist.
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Tunisian Minister of 
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Normalising disabilities in Arab societies through cartoons
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London
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n Arab societies, people with 
disabilities have lived largely in 
the shadows and, until recent-
ly, their condition has been one 
of quasi-invisibility. It is easier 

to deny the existence of a condition 
than to have to deal with it.

However, in Jordan, three people 
came together to start an animated 
cartoon series dedicated to educat-
ing, entertaining and inspiring disa-
bled children.

Team Hero, the brainchild of 
Reem al-Franji, Khalid Abu Sharif 
and Mutaz Jarrar, features char-
acters with different disabilities, 
showing how a child with a certain 
infirmity can be a hero in his own 
way.

In a region in which many people 
are unaware on how to deal with 
disabled children, the project aims 
to introduce the right etiquette. 
This way, children without disabili-
ties can be heroes by treating disa-
bled children with kindness.

Franji’s engagement stems from 
personal experience: She is the 
mother of two children with spe-
cial needs. “When I joined a par-
ent support group through an NGO 
[non-governmental organisation] 
to work with children with disabili-
ties, I realised that there is a need to 
be more positive in looking at disa-
bled children,” she said in a Skype 
interview.

Abu Sharif observed that “there 
is only one other cartoon that is 
linked to special needs and it does 
not really discuss the issue. It just 
has a character with Downs syn-
drome and it shows their daily ad-
venture but it doesn’t really edu-

cate the kids about it.”
Although the cartoon is focused 

on characters with disabilities, 
there are other issues addressed, 
Abu Sharif explained.

“We want to take it a step further 
and educate children about men-
tal and physical disabilities as well 
as social issues such as children’s 
rights, racism and integration. We 
want to have an emotional engage-
ment with the child so they feel 
empowered and may bring a lesson 
home.”

As Team Hero targets children 
aged 6-10, bright-coloured anima-
tion seemed to be the most suitable 
medium to engage them.

“We use jokes and cute teddy 
bears to keep the child interested. 
We also want to show our char-
acters to be funny, to show that 

people with a disability can have a 
sense of humour,” Franji said.

Animation comes at a high cost 
requiring a lot of effort and time. 
The project’s biggest challenge is 
budget although the producers ob-
tained sponsorships from several 
parties, including UNICEF Jordan.

Scriptwriting and preparation 
of each episode require a lot of re-
search to make sure it relates to real 
experiences of children with a cer-
tain disability, Abu Sharif said.

“We assembled a team of special-
ists in child education to review, 

guide and counsel us because there 
is no room for error. We research 
their (children’s) background, fami-
lies, parents… We go the whole nine 
yards,” she said.

“Every child is different as there 
is a big spectrum within each dis-
ability. Not every episode is exactly 
what every child has experienced in 
their lifetime,” Franji added.

Although the programme crea-
tors are Arab, they stress that dis-
ability is not linked to a certain 
ethnicity or race. “We have Arab-
looking characters and one white-
skinned character with ginger hair,” 
Abu Sharif said.

It took three-and-a-half years 
to complete season one, which 
consists of 13 10-minute episodes 
available in Arabic and English. 
The team members initially used 

their own funds to build the pro-
ject. They hope the cartoon series 
will be enough of a success to en-
able them to leave their jobs and 
dedicate all their working time and 
effort to the project.

“A TV show usually has a whole 
list of staff names at the end where-
as we only have three names on this 
cartoon but we take pride in doing 
this with such limited (human) re-
sources,” Abu Sharif said.

Team Hero is more than just a 
cartoon; it is a series of life les-
sons. The makers hope to educate 
the public enough to know there 
is more to disabled children than 
their disability.

“A vast majority of children with 
special needs and disabilities in the 
Middle East remain uneducated,” 
Abu Sharif said. “Schools reject 
these children because other chil-
dren do not know how to deal with 
them. There is a specific culture 
around special needs which creates 
a forced distance. We want to tackle 
this. We want to break it down.”

All Arab states are signatories of 
the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, which 
requires governments to amend or 
introduce legislation that ensures 
persons with disabilities do not face 
discrimination or exclusion and are 
afforded equal opportunities, es-
pecially in education and employ-
ment.

With armed conflicts raging 
across large swathes of the Arab 
world, the prevalence of disability 
is likely to grow and force govern-
ment to catch up.

For more information about 
Team Hero, contact Mutaz Jarrar at 
bd@teamherocartoon.com.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

The 13 10-minute 
episodes are 
available in Arabic 
and English.

Snapshot from the cartoon series Team Hero showing a playground. The series is designed to raise 
awareness about children with disabilities.


