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A 

lthough most countries 
in the Middle East and 
North Africa have made 
significant strides in 
children’s education, 

the region has an estimated 22 mil-
lion children who are either out of 
school or at risk of dropping out.

A report by the Out-of-School 
Children Initiative (OOSCI), a joint 
programme by the UN children 
and cultural agencies, depicted the 
complex and challenging context in 
a region in which protracted crises, 
poverty and high levels of inequal-
ity between and within countries af-
fect school enrolment.

The number of out-of-school chil-
dren in MENA declined from 15 mil-
lion in 2008 to 12.3 million in 2015, 
the report said, adding, however, 
that the figure does not fully cap-
ture the number of children forced 
out of school by the crises in Syria 
and Iraq.

The OOSCI said more children are 
in school in MENA today than ever 
before yet work on education re-
mains unfinished. “There are many 
reasons why MENA children don’t 
go to school. These include conflict, 
gender discrimination, educational 
quality, poor school environments 
(including violence in schools) and 
an epidemic of drop out, especially 
from the lower secondary level,” the 
report said.

Gender parity in education in 
MENA is among the worst in the 
world. Discrimination against fe-
males is rampant in rural and poor 
communities, where girls are often 
undervalued because they are not 
expected to work. Many families 
do not encourage girls to learn, the 
report said, and others do not want 
them to walk long distances to at-

tend classes where infrastructure 
is poor. In addition, early marriage 
is a problem in many countries, the 
report added.

Poverty and child labour are 
barriers to children’s enrolment 
in school in poor and rural areas, 
the report said. Though school is 
officially free in all countries in 
the region, there are associated 
costs, such as uniforms, transpor-
tation and fees for private tutor-
ing, which is sometimes necessary 
for students to succeed in class. 
In addition, children who work to 
help sustain their families are less 
likely to go to school and those 
who enroll in the primary stage are  
more likely to drop out.

In many places, particularly ru-
ral areas, schools are overcrowded 
and under-equipped. Teachers of-
ten lack training and motivation 
and children leave school with few 
educational achievements; many 
lack basic literacy and numeracy. In 
some cases, school environments 
are dangerous or unsanitary and 
children are exposed to violence 
from teachers and peers.

Consequently, demand is weakest 
where the quality of schools is low 
and the costs of sending children to 
school instead of having them work 
are high. In areas where there is 
widespread unemployment among 
graduates, formal education is less 
valued and parents are less encour-
aged to make sacrifices to send their 
children to school or have them 
complete their education.

Insecurity and displacement, 
however, are the main impedi-
ments to children attending class in 
conflict-ridden countries. In Syria, 
for instance, schools came under di-
rect attack, were looted and school 
buildings were appropriated for 
military use. For refugees and inter-
nally displaced children, barriers to 
education include cost, language, 
insecurity, complicated or slow bu-

reaucracy and not having the right 
papers for registration. At the same 
time, large refugee influxes place a 
huge burden on the school systems 
of the countries they flee to.

The OOSCI, which is tasked with 
improving interventions that ad-
dress the issue of out of school 
children, recommended that Arab 
governments focus primarily on re-
solving the problem of dropout and 
prioritise retention.

“Ensuring that children attend 
school regularly requires addition-
al financial and human resources. 
These should be used to increase 
support for weaker students, en-
sure curricula are relevant and 
improve the school environment, 
especially where corporal pun-
ishment is practised,” the report 

said, stressing that “all efforts 
for improved school retention 
should put the role and capacity of  
teachers at the centre.”

Other recommendations included 
mobilising the community and the 
political establishment to reduce 
the practice of early marriage; pro-

viding financial incentives for poor 
rural girls to help delay marriage; 
expanding school infrastructure to 
facilitate access to school, particu-
larly for girls living in rural areas; 
and recruiting more female teach-
ers to act as role models for girls.

The report called on the interna-
tional community to protect educa-
tion for conflict-affected children 
by ensuring sufficient funding for 
education in emergencies. “Acceler-
ated learning programmes should 
be taken to scale by governments 
together with partners, particularly 
for adolescents who have missed 
out on education due to conflict,” it 
said.
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Staying at school. Schoolchildren listen to their teacher at the Oudaya primary school in Rabat. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (Reuters)

Despite progress, too many children 
remain out of school in MENA region

O
ne of the demo-
graphic hallmarks 
of the Middle East 
and North Africa is 
the high percentage 
of the population 
under age 15. While 

the figure varies by country, over-
all the region is home to more than 
100 million school-age children.

A “youth bulge” such as this is 
not an inherently bad thing — if a 
country’s bulging young popula-
tion receives adequate education 
and job skills and enjoys a sup-
portive social structure. China and 
India have seen their populations 
surge in the past several dec-
ades — the result of earlier youth 
bulges — and the result has been 
greater economic productivity and 
national wealth.

However, a youth bulge that 
reaches maturity without a good 
education is a recipe for disaster, 
which is why the crisis in educa-
tion in MENA countries should 
raise serious alarms. A generation 
that is not prepared to succeed in 
the fast-moving 21st century will 
become a lost one, characterised 
by frustration, despair and hope-
lessness.

A lost generation can eas-
ily become a dangerous genera-
tion, prone to manipulation by 
demagogues and extremists who 
offer simplistic answers and false 
promises of hope and glory. While 
a well-educated generation can 
boost a society’s overall growth 
and prosperity, a lost generation 
becomes a burden, a drag on 

growth and a constant source of 
political instability.
The MENA region is staring at 

a disaster in the making and Arab 
countries have no time to lose. 
UNESCO, the UN cultural agency, 
reports that, region-wide, 8.7 mil-
lion children of primary and sec-
ondary school age are not enrolled 
in school. Another 5.3 million are 
of primary school entry age but 
received no pre-school education, 
which is a significant marker of 
academic success. This does not 
include children who drop out 
of or otherwise fail to complete 
secondary education.

The turmoil that has wracked 
the region since 2011 has made the 
problem worse — much worse, in 
the cases of Syria, Iraq and  
Yemen — and the remedies harder 
to carry out. Political upheaval and 
demands for economic reform, 
however, cannot be used as an ex-
cuse to avoid addressing the MENA 
region’s feeble education systems. 
Financial resources are part of the 
answer, for sure, but most govern-
ments face budget pressures that 
do not allow for massive spending 

programmes and foreign funds are 
unlikely to appear, even when they 
are promised.

Education need not be a hostage 
to budgets. Arab countries need to 
make education a national priority, 
even a national mission, and they 
need to start thinking outside of 
the box: The private sector, civil 
society organisations, charities, 
wealthy individuals who have ben-
efitted from good educations and 
want to give back to society — all 
can be mobilised towards the goal 
of ensuring that children, even 
those living in or having fled from 
war zones, receive solid educa-
tions.

Online capabilities have greatly 
expanded the options for how 
knowledge is communicated and 
reduced the imperative to build 
schools. Knowledge is so easily 
accessed on the internet that it is, 
in effect, a virtually free commod-
ity. Even refugee students living 
in camps could gather in a cen-
tral location every day for online 
courses. Young college graduates 
could be asked to spend two years 
teaching in underserved parts of 
their country — perhaps in lieu of 
military service.

These are not budget-busting 
suggestions. They would require 
competent coordination and on-
site supervision by trained staff to 
ensure that specific national stand-
ards and educational objectives 
are met but this would not require 
an insurmountably large financial 
investment.

What is most required is inspir-
ing and visionary leadership. 
There is no time to waste and there 
are no excuses.

On education, Arab world has no time to waste

Online capabilities 
have greatly 
expanded the 
options for how 
knowledge is 
communicated 
and reduced 
the imperative to 
build schools. 
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children in the region 
are either out of 
school or at risk of 
dropping out.

Approximately 
22 million 

Pressing priority. Young boys attend their class at school in 
eastern Mosul.                                                                                         (Reuters)
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