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W
ith the 
back-to-
school 
season in 
full 
swing, 
Lebanon 
is seeking 

to woo its school-age population 
back to public education, a sector 
traditionally seen of lower quality 
than private education.

“We want to attract Lebanese 
students who have been mostly 
accommodated by the private 
sector to our public schools, now 
that they are being refurbished 
and rejuvenated,” said Lebanese 
Minister of Education Marwan 
Hamadeh.

“We are not seeking to compete 
with the private sector but we 
want to provide a good quality 
education to those who don’t 
have the means to go to a private 
school,” he said in an interview 
with The Arab Weekly.

Although literacy rates are 
approximately 99% for young 
Lebanese, the country has been 
struggling to increase the quality 
of public education, notably at 
the elementary and complemen-
tary levels, since the end of the 
civil war. The tremendous influx 
of Syrian refugees in recent years 
has strained the public education 
system and led some Lebanese 
parents to move their children 
from public to private schools 
despite high tuition fees.

The World Bank said nearly 75% 
of Lebanon’s 491,455 elementary 
age students attended private 
schools in 2015. Transition rates 
from elementary to secondary 
education plunged in recent 
years, as have gross enrolment 
rates in higher education.

“Lebanese students have been 
(gradually) deserting the public 
sector since the war,” Hamadeh 
said, “but now is the chance for 
them to return to the public sector 
as it is being overhauled and 
because private schools are 
becoming very expensive.”

Hamadeh said World Bank 
grants and loans worth $204 
million would allow the public 
education system to become as 
competitive as the private sector. 
The focus would be on training 
teachers, renewing school 
programmes, refurbishing and 
building new schools, especially 
in underdeveloped areas, and 
reinforcing the structure of the 
Ministry of Education and Higher 
Education (MEHE).

“We have to offer good quality 
education and have succeeded in 
increasing the number of Leba-
nese students who adhered to the 
public sector (this year),” the 
minister said, adding that 160 
kindergartens had been estab-
lished in public schools across 
Lebanon.

“Currently, public education is 
attracting students in secondary 
classes in view of the good results 
in official exams but we have 
some lagging in the elementary 
and complementary cycles and 
that’s where we are focusing our 
efforts,” Hamadeh added.

MEHE’s back-to-school cam-
paign this year was launched 
under the motto of “school 
heroes.” Hamadeh explained the 
aim was “to reach all children in 
Lebanon in education,” including 
young refugees.

“We are expecting some 25,000 
new Syrian children in schools,” 
he said. “They are basically 
children born in Lebanon after 
2011. They are now in ages eligible 
to go to school. We don’t know 
when they will go back to Syria 
but, for the moment, we are ready 
to accommodate them for the 
academic year 2017-18.”

Out of an estimated 480,000 
Syrian school-age children in 
Lebanon, approximately 240,000 
are enrolled in schools. Many 
refugee parents do not register 
their children for various reasons, 
often either because they help 
them earn a livelihood or they 
have no legal papers.

The MEHE developed a strategy 
under its “Reaching All Children 
with Education” (RACE) pro-
gramme in 2014 to strengthen the 
public education system with the 
priority to increase enrolment of 
Syrian refugee children. They are 

mostly enrolled in public schools 
in an afternoon shift specifically 
tailored to non-Lebanese.

Alternative education pro-
grammes are also offered, 
including a new accelerated learn-
ing programme piloted for both 
Lebanese potentially dropping 
and out-of-school Syrian refugees 
to be taught in public schools to 
allow them the possibility of 
catching up to the formal educa-
tion system.

As Lebanon is saturated with 
professionals such as lawyers, 
doctors and engineers, more 
students are enrolling in voca-
tional schools both in the public 
and private sectors, Hamden said.

“Every year we have thousands 
of graduates from vocational 
schools and these find jobs much 
quicker than professionals,” he 
said. “These are skills for exporta-
tion because in Lebanon they find 
competition from cheaper foreign 
labour, including Syrians and 
Egyptians.”

Lebanon is home to 42 universi-

ties and higher education acad-
emies, many of which were 
established during the civil war 
and afterward, undermining the 
standards of higher learning for 
which Lebanon has been recog-
nised.

“There are good universities 
and others that must disappear,” 
Hamadeh said, noting that a draft 
law has been proposed “to 
establish a national agency for 
quality assurance in higher 
education that would hold 
(private and public) institutions 
accountable for [services pro-
vided] to the public.”

“Definitely, we have been 
paying the price (in education) of 
15 years of civil war and 20 years 
of (political and economic) 
instability,” Hamadeh concluded.

MEHE’s budget of $1.2 billion, 
amounting to 11% of the country’s 
budget, is the second biggest after 
the Defence Ministry.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly Travel 
and Society section editor.
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Lebanon promotes ‘back to public school’ drive

New chance. Lebanese Minister of Education Marwan Hamadeh.                           (Lebanese National News Agency)
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gypt has made signifi-
cant strides in battling 
illiteracy, with 20.1% of 
Egyptians now consid-
ered illiterate, down from 

25.9% in 2013 and 39.4% in 1996.
However, figures released by the 

Central Agency for Public Mobili-
sation and Statistics (CAPMAS ) to 
mark International Literacy Day, 
mean that about 14.3 million Egyp-
tians, not including those under 
the age of 9, cannot read or write.

“This is a very high rate that we 
should be ashamed of,” said Egyp-
tian MP Magda Bakry, a university 
professor who sits on parliament’s 
Education Committee. “We must 
know the reasons why the com-
plete eradication of illiteracy is 
becoming impossible despite all 
the resources allocated for the Na-
tional Literacy Programme.”

Egypt offers free education to 
millions of citizens in tens of thou-
sands of schools and dozens of uni-
versities but Egyptians are divided 
on the quality of free government 
education, particularly in poor 
rural areas, with many question-
ing why literacy rates are increas-
ing so slowly. Some argue that the 
government must invest more in 
the National Literacy Programme. 

Others say the authorities should 
look to a new solution.

The programme offers literacy 
classes to anyone who is not in 
school, both children and adults. 
The National Literacy Programme 
involves specialist teachers pro-
viding literacy courses to help 
students learn the Arabic alpha-
bet to read and write at a basic 
level. Many of those who pass the 
course pursue formal education 
at special Ministry of Education  

classes for adults.
Literacy rates among Egyptian 

adults, particularly in rural areas, 
are lower according to age. CAP-
MAS figures show the illiteracy 
rate for young Egyptians aged 15-
24 standing at 6.5% compared to 
57.1% for those 60 and older.

The National Literacy Pro-
gramme is failing to attract a req-
uisite level of adult students who 
never had the opportunity to at-
tend school or who dropped out of 

education. Government figures in-
dicate that at least 200,000 pupils 
dropped out of primary and mid-
dle school in 2016. One of the main 
reasons cited for doing so was to 
work at a young age to support the 
family.

“In some areas, children earn a 
living by working and their fami-
lies depend on the money they 
earn,” said Hanan Salem, a sociol-
ogy professor at Ain Shams Uni-
versity. “Some children even reach 
school age and are never enrolled 
in school by their parents, who 
need them to work to cater for the 
needs of the family.”

There are about 1 million work-
ing children in Egypt, official fig-
ures indicate, although civil so-
ciety organisations estimate the 
number to be much larger, possi-
bly as high as 3 million.

Salem said that illiteracy is not 
just an impediment to economic 
progress but a possible security 
threat.

“They can easily be influenced 
by radical groups that have their 
own skilful way of swaying the un-
educated and turning them against 
the whole society,” she said.

The General Authority for Lit-
eracy and Adult Education, the 
state agency responsible for im-
plementing the National Literacy 
Programme, said it cannot be held 
solely responsible for the failures.

“Illiteracy is a national problem 

and this is why all state institu-
tions and all society must join 
hands with us to solve this prob-
lem,” said Essam Qamar, the head 
of the authority.

He stressed that the General 
Authority for Literacy and Adult 
Education would launch a number 
of new efforts that aim to com-
pletely eradicate illiteracy by the 
end of 2019. To achieve this goal, 
it is undertaking new measures, 
including offering incentives, such 
as vocational education to bolster 
attendance in literacy classes.

The authority convinced the 
government to require illiterate 
drivers to attend literacy classes 
before they are given or allowed to 
renew driver’s licences.

“These measures are very im-
portant if we want to eradicate il-
literacy altogether,” Qamar said. 
“Sorry to say, a lot of people fail to 
attend literacy classes, either be-
cause they want to use this time to 
work and earn a living or because 
they do not want to learn.”
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Getting there. Students walk to school on the first day of their 
new school year in Giza, south of Cairo.                                        (Reuters)                                 

In Egypt, illiteracy rates down but problem remains

Lebanon is seeking 
to overhaul its 
public education 
sector with $204 
million from the 
World Bank.

20.1% of Egyptians 
are now considered 
illiterate, down from 
25.9% in 2013.


