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Abstract – Some of the most dramatic growth in the provision of primary and sec-
ondary education over the last decade has occurred across countries of the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA). Yet student achievement across MENA is lagging com-
pared to many other parts of the world. Low quality of education is a primary concern
and one of the greatest challenges facing education and government leaders across the
region. This paper summarises recent evidence regarding student learning in the MENA
region and draws on Galal’s model of policy formulation in considering ways that
governments across the Middle East might address this problem.

Résumé – ÉDUCATION DE QUALITÉ AU MOYEN-ORIENT – L’enseignement
primaire et secondaire des pays du Moyen-Orient et de l’Afrique du Nord (MENA) a
connu l’une des croissances les plus spectaculaires au cours de la dernière décennie. Les
résultats scolaires des élèves de la région MENA accusent cependant un retard par
rapport à de nombreuses autres régions du monde. La qualité insuffisante de l’ens-
eignement constitue dans cette région un souci majeur et l’un des plus grands défis
auquel sont confrontés les responsables des secteurs éducatifs et des gouvernements. Les
auteurs de cet article font la synthèse des données récemment collectées sur l’appren-
tissage des élèves dans la région MENA et se réfèrent au modèle de Galal pour la
formulation de politiques, en examinant les moyens par lesquels les gouvernements du
Moyen-Orient pourraient s’attaquer au problème des résultats insuffisants de
l’apprentissage scolaire.

Zusammenfassung – BILDUNGSQUALITÄT IM NAHEN OSTEN – Im letzten
Jahrzehnt ist das Bildungsangebot im Primar- und Sekundarbereich in den Ländern des
Nahen Ostens und Nordafrikas (MENA) mit am stärksten gewachsen. Dennoch hinkt
die MENA-Region in puncto Schulleistungen hinter vielen anderen Weltregionen her.
Die mangelnde Bildungsqualität ist ein wichtiges Thema und eine der größten Her-
ausforderungen für Funktionsträger des Bildungswesens und der Regierungen in der
gesamten Region. In diesem Papier werden Erkenntnisse über schulisches Lernen in der
MENA-Region zusammengefasst. Bei den Überlegungen, wie die Regierungen in
Nahost das Problem mangelhafter Schulleistungen angehen könnten, wird auf Galals
Modell zur Erarbeitung politischer Handlungskonzepte zurückgegriffen.

Resumen – LA CALIDAD DE LA EDUCACIÓN EN ORIENTE MEDIO – Durante
la última década se ha registrado uno de los crecimientos más espectaculares en
provisión de enseñanza primaria y secundaria a lo largo y a lo ancho de los paı́ses de
Oriente Medio y Norte de África (MENA, por sus siglas en inglés). Sin embargo, el
rendimiento escolar de la región MENA están quedando a la zaga de muchas otras
partes del mundo. La baja calidad de la enseñanza es una de las principales preocu-
paciones y uno de los mayores desafı́os para los responsables de la educación y
gobernantes de la región. En este trabajo, los autores resumen los datos recogidos
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recientemente sobre estudiantes de la región MENA y se aproximan al modelo de
polı́ticas formulado por Galal en cuanto a la búsqueda de caminos para que los gobi-
ernos de Oriente Medio aborden estos problemas de bajo nivel de aprendizaje.

Education in the Middle East: the discrepancy between quality

and achievement

Some of the most dramatic growth in the provision of primary and secondary
education over the last decade has occurred across countries of the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA). However, this growth is accompanied by a
paradox. Teachers across MENA countries, albeit with some notable excep-
tions, tend to be relatively well trained, well paid (compared to other jobs), en-
joy high levels of job security and have moderately good student-teacher
ratios. Yet student achievement across MENA lags behind many other parts
of the world. Given the centrality of the teacher’s role in student learning, how
can this discrepancy be explained? The authors draw on Galal’s 2002 frame-
work of educational reform, as elaborated by Welmond (2006), to examine this
paradox and how countries might address the problem of low achievement.

Background

The history of modern education in the MENA region reflects that of other
developing regions in many aspects. Following the end of the colonial peri-
od, during which access to formal education was limited (Akkari 2004),
post-independence governments introduced publicly-funded mass education
systems, which helped new governments to build their nations, secure politi-
cal legitimacy and win public support. In the process, they also largely dis-
placed pre-modern Islamic education systems that centred on the madrasa,
the mosque and the kuttab (Kadi 2006).
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During the second half of the twentieth century, education increasingly
came to be seen as an important investment in human capital. Despite con-
siderable historical and cultural variation across the region, the establish-
ment, expansion and reform of education systems was by and large a
centrally-driven, top-down enterprise (Welmond 2006). The labour-intensive
nature of education also meant that large numbers of teachers swelled the
public sector. In many MENA countries, the public sector provided the
foundation for a new middle-class culture in which technicians and bureau-
crats work as clients of governing regimes (Gregg 2005). At the same time, a
much smaller number of traditional teachers associated with pre-modern
Islamic education systems continue to function, often – but not always – in
a complementary capacity. In some parts of MENA, such as rural Morocco,
government-sponsored primary teachers have been shunned by communities
and traditional teachers, or foqaha, who see them as outsiders (Tawil 2006).

Successive reforms by governments across the MENA region have, at dif-
ferent times, sought to enhance national identity, expand enrolment to for-
mal education for eligible children and adults, and improve the quality and
efficiency of education services delivery (Welmond 2006). Nonetheless, the
MENA region is facing what many view as an educational crisis (UNDP
2002). Three converging factors contribute to this crisis: an increase in the
educational disparity within countries, a decrease in the quality of education
despite high per capita education expenditures, and a mismatch between
labour market needs and the output of educational systems (UNDP 2002).

Virtually all countries within the MENA region share a major concern: how
to improve the quality of education (UNDP 2002: 54). Yet while there is general
consensus that the quality of education in the MENA region poses a problem,
there is little agreement as to why this is the case (Heyneman 1997). One result is
that teachers in the MENA region have come under increasing scrutiny. Despite
a scarcity of available studies on education quality in the region (UNDP 2002:
54; Akkari 2004: 152), teachers are increasingly viewed as a key issue.

Teachers mediate students’ access to content and control the classroom
activities most directly related to learning. As such, they have the greatest
influence on student achievement. Even other materials- or technology-based
innovations depend heavily on the support of the classroom teacher for their
success (Chapman et al. 1993). Nevertheless, teachers in the MENA region
have been criticised for using outdated teaching strategies that overempha-
sise student test scores (Bacchus 2006; Benard 2006), propagate a culture of
elitism, fail to deliver differentiated instruction and neglect the need for pro-
fessionalisation (Heyneman 1997). Thus, most countries consider that an
improvement in educational quality must go hand in hand with a drive to
improve teachers and teaching practices.

Until now, successive educational reforms, as they relate to teachers, have
concentrated on ensuring that schools are equipped with adequate numbers
of qualified teachers. In this sense, governments in MENA have largely suc-
ceeded in addressing the daunting challenges with which they are confronted.
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Large numbers of teachers have been hired and trained according to each
country’s own national standards. More recently, in-service training in
new pedagogical practices and the opportunity to use globalised curricula
(Coupe et al. 2004; GlobalSchoolNet 2007) are being offered to the existing
cadre of teachers, most of whom are still civil servants (Welmond 2006).

Nonetheless, achievement rates continue to disappoint and there is wide-
spread concern in the region that educational investments have not yielded
the intended – and expected – learning outcomes. Indeed, poor quality has
become the Achilles’ heel of education in the Arab world, a flaw that under-
mines its quantitative achievements (UNDP 2002: 54).

Methodology

This study was conducted as a document review supplemented with targeted
interviews with key policy-makers and education development experts in the
MENA region. The study employed the World Bank designation of MENA
countries since it is widely used in other literature. However, data on the full
set of countries were not always available, hence the narrower list used in
some tables. Documents were identified through an extensive search of
books, journals, web-based information and donor agency reports.

To supplement the document review, eleven interviews were conducted
between December 2005 and February 2006 with policy-makers and educa-
tion development experts in the MENA region. Interview participants were
selected through mixed purposeful sampling, involving both maximum
variation sampling (to select as wide a range of countries as possible) and
critical-case sampling (to ensure that those we interviewed had knowledge of
important education projects or reforms). Seven participants held positions
at education ministries or universities in the region. Four participants were
Western consultants based in the region. The interviews followed a 20-ques-
tion interview protocol based on Galal’s 2002 framework for effective educa-
tional reform. They were conducted by phone, and lasted from 60 to 90 min
each. Two participants were interviewed twice. Eight interviews were con-
ducted in English and two in French.

The pursuit of quality

In its most common use, education quality refers to the extent that an education
system is able to achieve the generally accepted goals of education, central to
which are cognitive knowledge and skills development (Randall 2004). For the
most part, education systems are deemed to be of higher quality when students
demonstrate higher levels of learning. While education systems have multiple
goals (e.g. the development of relevant employment skills or attitudes that pro-
mote civic engagement), most observers still regard the transmission of cognitive
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knowledge as its principal objective (Chapman et al. 2005). From this perspec-
tive, improving quality involves taking actions that increase student achievement.

Student achievement across MENA

While there is substantial anecdotal evidence that student achievement across
MENA countries is low, systematic evidence of educational quality, measured
against either national learning objectives or international standards, is lim-
ited. Only Jordan, Oman and Egypt have attempted to assess the performance
of their students in relation to national learning standards (Berryman 1997).
Moreover, only a few MENA countries have participated in international
assessments of students’ learning achievements in mathematics and science.

Both types of assessments have shown mediocre levels of learning for the
region’s students (Berryman 1997). For example, only Iran, Morocco and
Tunisia participated in the 2003 Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS) comparison of fourth-grade students’ mathematics
and science achievement.1 Student scores from these countries placed all three
countries (along with the Philippines) at the bottom of the 25 countries which
participated in these two studies in both science and maths (National Center
for Educational Statistics 2005; IEA 2005). Of the 45 countries that partici-
pated in the 2003 TIMMS study of eighth-grade mathematics and science
achievement, ten were MENA countries. In the mathematics comparison,
nine of those ten were placed in the bottom third of participating countries.
Only Israel scored higher, coming 19th. In the science study, Israel, Jordan,
and Iran were in the middle third of the country distribution; the remaining
seven countries were in the bottom third of participating countries (Table 1).

Perhaps a more telling indicator is the change in national rankings identi-
fied by the three studies (1995, 1999 and 2003), although the number of
MENA countries that participated in more than one of these studies is lim-
ited. In eighth-grade maths, Israel showed substantial gains in student
achievement between 1999 and 2003, whereas student test performance de-
clined in Jordan, Iran, and Tunisia during the same period.2 In eighth-grade
science, Israel, Jordan, and Iran showed positive change, while student
scores in Tunisia dropped. These international comparisons suggest that stu-
dent achievement is low and does not appear to be improving across most of
the MENA countries for which data is available. Hence, governments and
educational leaders find themselves faced with the central question of how to
improve student achievement. What kinds of actions can be taken that can
have a meaningful and positive impact on student learning? (Table 2).

A framework for considering national strategies to raise education quality

A useful framework for considering possible government responses to low
education quality is provided by Galal (2002) and elaborated by Welmond
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Table 1. Differences in average mathematics scale scores of eighth-grade students, by
country: 1995, 1999, and 2003

Country 1995 1999 2003 Differencea

(2003–1995) (2003–1999)

Singapore 609 604 605 -3 1
Republic of Korea 581 587 589 8m 2
Hong Kong SARb,c 569 582 586 17m 4
Chinese Taipei – 585 585 � #
Japan 581 579 570 -11. -9.

Belgium-Flemish 550 558 537 -13. -21.

(Netherlands)b 529 540 536 7 -4
Hungary 527 532 529 3 -2
Malaysia – 519 508 � -11
Russian Federation 524 526 508 -16. -18.

Slovak Republic 534 534 508 -26. -26.

(Latvia-LSS)d 488 505 505 17m #
(Australia)e 509 – 505 -4 �
(United States) 492 502 504 12m 3
Lithuaniaf 472 482 502 30m 20m

Sweden 540 – 499 -41. �
(Scotland)b 493 – 498 4 �
(Israel)g – 466 496 � 29m

New Zealand 501 491 494 -7 3
(Slovenia)e 494 – 493 -2 �
Italyg – 479 484 � 4
(Bulgaria) 527 511 476 -51. -34.

(Romania) 474 472 475 2 3
Norway 498 – 461 -37. �
Republic of Moldova – 469 460 � -9
Cyprus 468 476 459 -8. -17.

(Republic of Macedonia) – 447 435 � -12.

Jordan – 428 424 � -3
Islamic Republic of Iran 418 422 411 -7 -11.

Indonesiaf – 403 411 � 8
Tunisia – 448 410 � -38.

Chile – 392 387 � -6
Philippines – 345 378 � 33m

South Africah – 275 264 � -11

Note: Countries are sorted by 2003 average scores. The tests for significance take into
account the standard error for the reported difference. Thus, a small difference between
averages for one country may be significant while a large difference for another country
may not be significant. Parentheses indicate countries that did not meet international
sampling or other guidelines in 1995, 1999, or 2003. See appendix A for details regarding
2003 data. See Gonzales et al. (2000) for details regarding 1995 and 1999 data. Countries
were required to sample students in the upper of the two grades that contained the most
number of 13-year-olds. In the United States and most countries this corresponds to
grade 8. See Table A1 in appendix A for details. Detail may not sum to totals because of
rounding.
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(2006). They posit three approaches (engineering, organisational and public
accountability) to improving education practice and argue that effective
reform requires adopting appropriate measures in each case. Each approach
places a somewhat different constellation of demands on education decision-
makers. The engineering approach sees education as a production function in
which the quantity, quality and mix of inputs determine educational outputs
and longer-term outcomes. When outputs or outcomes are unsatisfactory, the
quantity, quality of combination of inputs must be improved. The organisa-
tional approach3 views education as a principal-agent problem. The principal
(e.g. a ministry official) is interested in particular outcomes (such as good
quality education), but has to rely on an agent (e.g. teachers) to obtain these
outcomes. The challenge, therefore, is for individuals at one level of the sys-
tem to get individuals at a different level of the system to act in desired ways.
The public accountability approach concerns the relationship between citizens
and policy-makers. This approach posits that citizens can improve educational
outcomes provided that they are able to influence the way in which decision-
makers, politicians and education managers formulate education policies, set
education priorities and allocate resources.

Engineering approach

From an engineering perspective, the main responsibility of government and
education officials is to secure sufficient financial resources for education,

Table 1. Footnote continued

Source: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), 1995, 1999,
and 2003.
–Not available.

�Not applicable.

#Rounds to zero.
mp< .05, denotes a significant increase.
.p< .05, denotes a significant decrease.
aDifference calculated by subtracting 1995 or 1999 from 2003 estimate using unrounded
numbers.
bMet international guidelines for participation rates in 2003 only after replacement
schools were included.
cHongKong is a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China.
dDesignated LSS because only Latvian-speaking schools were included in 1995 and 1999.
For this analysis, only Latvian-speaking schools are included in the 2003 average.
eBecause of national-level changes in the starting age/date for school, 1999 data for
Australia and Slovenia cannot be compared to 2003.
fNational desired population does not cover all of the international desired population in
all years for Lithuania, and in 2003 for Indonesia.
gBecause of changes in the population tested, 1995 data for Israel and Italy are not shown.
hBecause within classroom sampling was not accounted for, 1995 data are not shown for
South Africa.
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Table 2. Differences in average science scale scores of eighth-grade students, by
country: 1995, 1999, and 2003

Country 1995 1999 2003 Differencea

(2003–1995) (2003–1999)

Singapore 580 568 578 -3 10
Chinese Taipei – 569 571 � 2
Republic of Korea 546 549 558 13m 10m

Hong Kong SARb,c 510 530 556 46m 27m

Japan 554 550 552 -2 3
Hungary 537 552 543 6 -10.

(Netherlands)b 541 545 536 -6 -9
(United States) 513 515 527 15m 12m

(Australia)d 514 – 527 13m �
Sweden 553 – 524 -28. �
(Slovenia)d 514 – 520 7m �
New Zealand 511 510 520 9 10
(Lithuania)e 464 488 519 56m 31m

Slovak Republic 532 535 517 -15. -18.

Belgium-Flemish 533 535 516 -17. -19.

Russian Federation 523 529 514 -9 -16.

(Latvia-LSS)e 476 503 513 37m 11
(Scotland)b 501 – 512 10 �
Malaysia – 492 510 � 18m

Norway 514 – 494 -21. �
Italyg – 493 491 � -2
(Israel)g – 468 488 � 20m

(Bulgaria) 545 518 479 -66. -39.

Jordan – 450 475 � 25m

Republic of Moldova – 459 472 � 13m

(Romania) 471 472 470 -1 -2
Islamic Republic of Iran 463 448 453 -9. 5
(Republic of Macedonia) – 458 449 � -9
Cyprus 452 460 441 -11. -19.

Indonesiae – 435 420 � -15.

Chile – 420 413 � -8
Tunisia – 430 404 � -26.

Philippines – 345 377 � 32m

South Africah – 243 244 � 1

Note: Countries are sorted by 2003 average scores. The tests for significance take into
account the standard error for the reported difference. Thus, a small difference between
averages for one country may be significant while a large difference for another country
may not be significant. Parentheses indicate countries that did not meet international
sampling and/or other guidelines in 1995, 1999, and/or 2003. See appendix A for details
regarding 2003 data. See Gonzales et al. (2000) for details regarding 1995 and 1999 data.
Countries were required to sample students in the upper of the two grades that con-
tained the largest number of 13-year-olds. In the United States and most countries, this
corresponds to grade 8. See Table A1 in appendix A for details. Detail may not sum to
totals because of rounding.
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convert these into more direct educational inputs, (e.g. teaching staff,
students, buildings and textbooks), and allocate the right number and
combination of inputs to foster delivery of education in a way that yields
desired outputs and outcomes (Windham and Chapman 1990). Teachers are
widely considered the central input within a production function model
because they mediate the influence and impact of most other inputs. They
control the introduction of new practices, manage the time that students
spend learning tasks, and largely determine the adoption of innovative pro-
cedures at the classroom level. In these respects, teachers operate as the gate-
keepers of educational reform. Policies that shape teachers’ recruitment,
preparation and conditions of work are central to enabling a country to
achieve a return on its educational investment.

Faced with low student achievement, a reasonable first line of response
would be to examine the adequacy of teacher supply and conditions of tea-
cher service, such as workload and salary. These inputs are largely under the
control of government and, within an engineering approach, adjusting the
supply and working conditions of teachers – given their centrality to student
learning – would be a first line of intervention. The dilemma facing govern-
ment and education leaders is that across much of MENA, many of the tea-
cher-related interventions aimed at improving student learning (e.g. adequate
staffing, well-trained teachers and relatively good working conditions) have
already taken place, yet student achievement continues to lag behind other
regions.

Table 2. Footnote continued

Source: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), 1995, 1999,
and 2003.
–Not available.
�Not applicable.
mp< 05, denotes a significant increase.
.p< .05, denotes a significant decrease.
aDifference calculated by subtracting 1995 or 1999 from 2003 estimate using unrounded
numbers.
bMet international guidelines for participation rates in 2003 only after replacement
schools were included.
cHongKong is a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China.
dBecause of national-level changes in the starting age/date for school, 1999 data for
Australia and Slovenia cannot be compared to 2003.
eNational desired population does not cover all of the international desired population in
all years for Lithuania, and in 2003 for Indonesia.
fDesignated LSS because only Latvian-speaking schools were included in 1995 and 1999.
For this analysis, only Latvian-speaking schools are included in the 2003 average.
gBecause of changes in the population tested, 1995 data for Israel and Italy are not shown.
hBecause within classroom sampling was not accounted for, 1995 data are not shown for
South Africa.
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Teacher supply

The rapid increase in student enrolment during the 1980s was followed by a
levelling or decline in enrolment rates in the late 1990s. While the number of
teachers also increased during the 1980s, the number has now either stabi-
lised or continues to rise, even as student enrolments drop. Only in a few
countries has the number of teachers actually declined in line with the rate
of student enrolment (see Tables 3 and 4). Consequently, there is currently
an ample supply – and, in many cases, an over-supply – of teachers across
most of MENA.4 Key factors contributing to this development include suc-
cessful efforts to raise student participation rates, declines in the number of
school-age children, restrictive civil service laws that protect teachers’ jobs
and a lack of attractive alternative employment options for teachers.

In Jordan, for example, the average student-teacher ratio has declined from
39:1 in 1970 to 20:1 in 2004, indicating that more teachers have been hired rel-
ative to the number of students enrolled (World Bank 2004a). In urban areas
of Egypt, the student-teacher ratio has fallen from about 23:1 in 1993 to about
20:1 in 2000 (World Bank 2002: 14). Current projections suggest that, by 2010,
the average class size in Egypt will fall below 20 at the primary and below se-
ven at the secondary levels, causing government outlays for personnel to dou-
ble (World Bank 2002: 38). Likewise, in Libya, student-teacher ratios have
fallen sharply over the past 10 years (World Bank 2004: 40).

Similarly, a sharp decrease in Iran’s school-age population has resulted in
a substantial surplus of teaching staff. Between 1993 and 2003, Iran’s popu-
lation of 0–14 year olds dropped from 9.29 to 7.8 million, with further de-
clines expected (World Bank 2005: 4). In the late 1990s, Yemen estimated
that its available body of teaching staff was large enough to cater for all
children aged 6–17 and consequently practically halted its teacher recruit-
ment process and reduced its pre-service training intake (World Bank 1999a:
15, 18). In Tunisia, while the primary school-age population is projected to
fall by six per cent by 2015, the number of primary teachers is not expected
to decline (World Bank 2003a, b: 2). Few incentives exist for Tunisian teach-
ers to leave teaching, as teacher salaries are competitive and comparable
with private-sector employee salaries (World Bank 2003a, b: 32).

In short, more teachers relative to the number of students has translated into
lower student-teacher ratios and smaller class sizes region-wide. Student-teacher
ratios have either stayed the same or declined over the last 10 years, resulting in
smaller class sizes (though aggregate data may mask regional disparities within
individual countries). While lowering class size can, for the most part, be attrib-
uted to demographic change rather than intentional policies, MENA countries
have failed to seize the advantages that lower class size is presumed to offer.
Instructional practice has not improved, nor has student learning increased de-
spite the potential of smaller class sizes to enable individualised instruction.

The over-supply of teachers raises the possibility of governments boosting
educational quality by being more selective in their choice of teachers or
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improving the training and preparation of teachers already in the system.
Indeed, from an engineering perspective, low student achievement might signal
the need for more or better teacher preparation. Yet not only are there adequate
numbers of teachers across MENA, the proportion of teachers considered by
their governments to be suitably qualified for the level at which they are teaching
has increased (Miric and Chapman 2006). Lack of formal training (at least of
the length and type now mandated by governments in the region) does not ap-
pear to be the main reason why students are performing poorly. This suggests
that either (a) teacher preparation programmes are ineffective; (b) that these
programmes are effective in what they teach but are imparting the wrong knowl-
edge and skills; (c) teachers receive adequate training but, once trained, do not
(or cannot) utilise their training in the classroom; or (d) some combination of
the above. It is not yet clear which of these represents the root problem.

Many of the engineering strategies governments would typically use to
improve education quality have already been implemented, yet achievement
lags. As crucial as sufficient inputs are to ensuring an effective educational
process, it will take more than adjusting the amount or mix of inputs to the
education process if student performance is to improve.

Organisational approach

The central issue in Galal’s organisational approach is how central govern-
ment can influence teacher practice at the classroom level. Generally, this is
accomplished through a combination of incentives to encourage the desired
behaviour, and monitoring and accountability measures to ensure that the
desired behaviours actually occur.

Teacher incentives consist of direct and indirect monetary and non-
monetary benefits offered to teachers as extrinsic motivators (Kemmerer 1990).
Direct benefits include salaries, allowances and fringe benefits. Indirect benefits
include things that improve teachers’ working lives, such as subsidised housing,
food, teacher guides, in-service training, status in their community, choice of
location for the next assignment, and recognition and approval of significant
people in the teacher’s life (Kemmerer 1990; Chapman et al. 1993). The most
powerful incentives are those that link direct compensation (as opposed to non-
monetary rewards) to the performance of the target behaviour (Windham and
Chapman 1990). As people generally prefer their compensation in a form that
allows them to choose their work benefits, teachers’ salaries, although they can
be seen as an engineering approach input, also shape teachers’ behaviour and
thus form an input in the organisational approach (Table 5).

Teacher compensation poses a paradox across much of MENA. As a
proportion of GDP, teachers’ salaries are relatively high, suggesting that
teachers do better economically than many others in their respective coun-
tries (Miric and Chapman 2006). In Tunisia, for example, the average
annual salary of a primary school teacher is about 3.2 times the per capita
GDP (World Bank 2003a, b: 21). Meanwhile, experienced teachers in Jordan
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can earn up to 290% of the per capita GDP (World Bank 2004a: vi).
However, this may not be fully appreciated by the teachers, many of whom
still regard their pay as low. Salary satisfaction depends heavily on the
benchmarks used and teachers in the MENA region tend to compare them-
selves with teachers in other parts of the world, particularly the West (Miric
and Chapman 2006).

At the same time, there is frequently a difference between how teachers’
salaries are perceived by their countrymen and how teachers view their own
situation. In Algeria, for example, teachers see themselves as underpaid,
whereas the general public perceives them as generally overpaid. In Tunisia
and Oman, most citizens believe teachers to be well paid (Miric and Chapman
2006). Teachers observe that few of them can afford cars and, in some coun-
tries (e.g. Egypt, Yemen and Iraq), are more poorly remunerated than less-
educated compatriots, such as taxi drivers. On the other hand, citizens gener-
ally perceive teachers as having stable jobs, generous holiday allowances and
ample opportunities to earn extra income. In some MENA countries, teachers
supplement or even far surpass their regular salaries through private tutoring
(see Table 6, below).

With notable exceptions, MENA countries have exceeded other regions in
terms of public expenditure on education as a proportion of GDP, with a
large proportion of those funds allocated to teacher remuneration. This con-
centration of funds going into salaries is clearly illustrated in Egypt, where
increases in education spending over the past decade (especially since 1997)
have been allocated almost entirely to wages and salaries. Oman spends 95%
of its recurrent resources on salaries and student transportation (World
Bank 2001: 17). In Lebanon, 84.7% of the Ministry of National Education,
Youth and Sports’ budget is allocated to school staff salaries – a high pro-
portion compared to OECD countries where the average wage bill amounts
to 82% of total expenditure (World Bank 1999a: 19). Again, in Jordan, the
education budget is skewed overwhelmingly towards salaries and allowances
(World Bank 2004a: vii).

Although MENA countries have invested heavily in teacher salaries, it
has not necessarily been in ways that lead to better instructional practices at
the classroom level. In particular, salary increases have been awarded on the
basis of criteria other than the quality of teaching (e.g. seniority). Conse-
quently, the substantial investment in salaries does not necessarily operate as
an incentive to teach more effectively. Where salaries have increased substan-
tially, there is little evidence to suggest that this has improved student learn-
ing outcomes (see Ayyash-Abdo 2000).

At the same time as governments are seeking incentives that encourage
productive teacher behaviour, teachers are also presented with a number
of ‘‘perverse incentives’’ that encourage them to pursue other directions
(Chapman and Miric 2005). Perhaps the most clearly perverse incentive in
MENA is the emergence of private tutoring. In Egypt, for example, private
tutoring is in great demand because of the highly competitive and restricted
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university entrance examination that can only be taken once (World Bank
2002: 42; Bray 2000). While research indicates that students who receive pri-
vate tutoring perform no better than other students (World Bank 2002: 14),
the pervasiveness of the practice suggests that parents think it does. Yet de-
spite the fact that parent see private tuition as a way of compensating for
weaknesses in the education system, it may in fact weaken the system still fur-
ther by encouraging teachers to withhold their best work during school hours
(Bray 2000).

Incentives are only half the picture. An essential feature of principal-agent
relationships is the monitoring and evaluation process which enables organi-
sations (through supervisors) to keep track of workers (e.g., teachers). Empir-
ical data document the importance of supervision in teacher effectiveness
(Rogers et al. 2004). However, across MENA, lax or ineffective teacher
supervision is frequently cited as a weakness of the education system, as
recent studies have Egypt, Lebanon, Yemen and Iran indicate (World Bank
1999b, c: 20; 2002: ii; 2005: 30). In Lebanon, the success of teachers in private
schools is credited in part to the better systems of supervision and account-
ability in those institutions (World Bank 1999b: 20).

Constraints on more effective supervision include teachers’ political clout,
head teachers’ limited supervisory skills and experience, and bureaucratic
inertia. There is room to improve incentives and accountability systems, but
the changes are likely to come at a political cost that governments must be
ready to accept.

Public accountability approach

Across MENA, central level managers have experienced difficulty in imple-
menting effective incentive systems capable of shaping teacher practice. One
potential solution, widely advocated by international organisations, has been
to shift responsibility for linking incentives to classroom practice from the
central ministry to individuals and organisations closer to the community
and schools themselves (Winkler 1991, 1999). This move towards decentrali-
sation has been one of several factors sparking government interest in the
public accountability approach. This approach involves three major strate-
gies: (a) decentralisation, which seeks to diversify and share responsibility
for the conditions of teacher service and supervision of teacher practice;
(b) efforts to involve teachers in the political process, for example through
teachers’ unions; and (c) a move to professionalise the teaching force as a
means of encouraging teachers to take greater responsibility for the
outcomes of their work (Welmond 2006).

Decentralisation

Seen by some as a means of improving the responsiveness of schools to their
communities, decentralisation can take different forms (e.g. devolution, dele-
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gation, deconcentration and privatisation). One essential feature that all of
these forms of decentralisation have in common, however, is the progressive
delegation of responsibility, and presumably authority, for decision-making
to lower levels of the education system. Depending on the country, this may
give communities more say in the hiring and supervision of teachers, the
construction and maintenance of facilities, and the ways in which school
funds are spend (see also: Bray 1996; Rondinelli 1983). According to how
decentralisation is implemented, it may also give teachers greater control
over their own teaching.

Advocates argue that decentralisation will encourage greater community
participation, more financial support for schools, decisions that respond bet-
ter to local conditions, closer supervision of teacher behaviour, and more
pressure on teachers to perform well. Opponents suggest that decentralising
authority and responsibility will simply shift old problems to levels of the sys-
tem less equipped to cope with them, and that decentralising management in-
vites corruption and inefficiency. They point out that, since communities do
not necessarily speak with a single voice, decentralisation has in the past led
to increased tension at the local level. Both groups may be right. Whether
decentralisation is a force for positive change or simply creates confusion is
determined largely by the way it is actually implemented.

When it comes to the issue of decentralisation, there is some necessary
overlap between the industrial organisation approach and the political
accountability approach. While decentralisation is often considered a corner-
stone of political accountability, it frequently accords parents and community
leaders to oversee teachers in a principal–agent relationship. The former may
have trouble assuming their role, as they may be unsure what mechanisms are
available to them to encourage (or coerce) desired teacher behaviour. This
shift can also be complicated for teachers, as they are answerable to parents
and community members on some dimensions of their work, yet still respon-
sible to state authorities on others.

Most MENA countries have formulated official policies endorsing some
level of decentralisation, though there is considerable variation in the form
and extent of its implementation. In Libya, Iran, Yemen and Lebanon, for
example, the policy is being pursued aggressively. In Libya, where the move
to greater decentralisation has been particularly ambitious, 50% of the
administrative budget and 60% of the development budget have been decen-
tralised (World Bank 2004b: 52). Lebanon, meanwhile, already has one of
the most privatised – and therefore decentralised – education systems in the
world. In Iran, where primary and secondary education are already quite
decentralised, the education system is a five-tier structure in which manage-
ment has been fairly widely decentralised at the provincial level (World Bank
2005: ii).

In 1997, the MoE in Yemen de-concentrated central ministry responsibili-
ties to the governorate level. Its aim in doing so was to streamline and
strengthen administrative processes, thereby eliminating line management,
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re-allocating central-level administrators to governorate-level offices, and
reducing the salary budget (World Bank 1999a: 6). Similarly, the Palestine
education ministry has allocated authority for decisions concerning teacher
deployment to individual districts and schools in an effort to trigger a faster
and more flexible response to ever-changing circumstances (World Bank
2004c: 60). Morocco has proposed a system of administrative decentralisa-
tion and community involvement in school management at the central, re-
gional, and school levels (World Bank 2004d: 2). Education legislation
(2000) in Djibouti provides for the inclusion of parents and students in
school management committees (World Bank 2003a, b: 4).

Other countries recognise the need for greater decentralisation, but have
made somewhat less progress in implementing it. Jordan, for instance, has some
mechanisms in place to enable financial and administrative decision-making at
decentralised levels; however, these are not underpinned by the autonomy or
incentives needed to hold MoE staff accountable for results (World Bank
2004a: ix). Similarly, Egypt recognises the need to strengthen schools manage-
ment by decentralising decisions, promoting accountability and ensuring that
educational managers have the information they need to inform their decisions.
A stated objective of the Egyptian MoE is to devolve school management
responsibilities to local levels and involve parents in primary and secondary
schools (World Bank 2002: 6). As a step towards achieving this, the govern-
ment is expanding the training of primary and lower-secondary head teachers
so that they are equipped to assume more responsibility (p. 11).

Despite these efforts, however, continued reports of teacher dissatisfaction
with their lack of control (over the curriculum, instructional materials used
and their conditions of employment) indicate that teachers in the MENA
region may not yet have assumed much decision-making responsibility. In
Morocco, for example, teachers believe that curricular changes had been
imposed on them from above and that they had little influence over what to
teach, how to teach, and how much time to spend teaching it (Benmansour
1998). In Saudi Arabia, a cycle of recrimination seems to have developed
between educational administrators – who blame teachers for failing to
achieve the goal of teaching critical thinking –and teachers – who blame
administrators for the rigidity of the curriculum and students for not want-
ing to learn how to think (Al-Qahtani 1995). One implication of these exam-
ples is that the effectiveness of decentralisation strategies depends, in large
part, on the quality of the head teacher’s leadership within a school. While
community input may introduce innovative ideas, that input is likely to face
continued obstacles if devolution of authority does not extend to teachers.

Several factors might explain the slow adoption of decentralisation in
education systems across MENA. First, it has often been implemented as
top-down decentralisation by central governments in response to advocacy
for decentralisation by external organisations (e.g. World Bank, bilateral aid
agencies). Second, although decentralisation is advocated as a means through
which community members can have a greater say in local decisions about
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schooling, they are often uncertain about what they want from their schools.
They are sometimes unsure what characteristics indicate an effective school
and lack dimensionality in the way they assess their local school (Chapman
et al. 2002). Third, communities are conservative. Parents and teachers may
perceive any change as a threat to the balance of advantage across students.
They are often unwilling to risk their children’s future by adopting new ideas
that would change the way their schools operate. Finally, decentralisation can
foster inequities and threaten social cohesion, as richer communities are able
to finance their schools at a much higher level than poorer communities. This
can exacerbate gender and regional inequities, as illustrated in Egypt, where
competing views within a single community on how to upgrade schools has
resulted in limited changes and mixed outcomes (Herrera 2003).

While the need for greater decentralisation across much of MENA is clear,
there is also a risk that the concept has been ‘‘oversold’’. Some observers fear
that, compared to their counterparts in other parts of the world, parents and
community members across the region may have less experience of participat-
ing in formal political channels, including that of public education (DeJong
et al. 2005). At the same time, the extent to which community input can influ-
ence teachers who already feel constrained by top-down authority structures
is questionable. If MENA countries are to move towards a more decentra-
lised decision-making process, it is vital that these concerns be addressed.

While a number of MENA countries have implemented decentralisation
strategies, this move has not, to date, been met with as much enthusiasm or
pursued as aggressively as it has in sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America.
While the extent to which communities contribute financially to schools var-
ies across the region, many citizens consider the provision of schooling to be
a central government responsibility and one that competes with the demand
for community resources from other sectors (e.g. health and water conserva-
tion). A further reason for the slowness in embracing this movement may be
that education systems across the MENA region have tended to operate as
‘‘steep hierarchies’’, which shape and control the flow of communication. In
doing so, they control patterns of staff interaction and, in particular, the for-
mation of peer networks, which operate as gatekeepers and facilitators of
new ideas and practices (Savage 1990).

The dynamics of steep hierarchies influence the dynamics of decentralisa-
tion, since the nature of a country’s educational hierarchy has implications
for receptivity to educational reform. Teachers’ lack of enthusiasm for new
ideas and methods is sometimes interpreted as teacher resistance, whereas
the real problem is in fact the energy that each local network must spend in
order to consider a new idea without the encouragement and support of a
peer group. Inertia often prevails. Indeed, devolution of responsibility and
authority within a steep hierarchy tends to increase pressure and expecta-
tions on school-level staff, which in turn adds a further, complex and unwel-
come dimension to teachers’ working lives (see Benmansour 1998; Abu-Saad
and Hendrix 1995). While this complexity can be partially offset through
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well-designed in-service professional development training, such support is
not always provided as part of the decentralisation process.

However, teachers’ crucial contribution to the success of decentralisation
policies should not be understated. Although teachers in the MENA region
do not yet appear to have been greatly affected by official decentralisation
policies in their daily work, they are viewed by some MENA policy-makers
as influential agents who hold the key to the eventual success or failure of
decentralisation initiatives (Miric and Chapman 2006: 74). In Egypt, for
example, the success of decentralisation is viewed by some as largely depen-
dent on the cooperation of teachers (Miric and Chapman 2006). In Oman,
the Ministry of Education is attempting to involve teachers in the country’s
contested decentralisation process, largely because teachers are viewed as
independent thinkers, trusted agents of change and loyal civil servants (Miric
and Chapman 2006).

Yet although teaching remains a popular career choice in most MENA
countries, largely due to the job security it offers (see Table 7, below), and
despite the large number of people who enter the profession, teachers as a
public sub-group may wield less political influence than they did two to three
decades ago. One reason for this is that teachers’ prestige appears to be slip-
ping in many MENA countries, especially in urban areas (see Table 8). In
Tunisia, for example, where teaching is still a prestigious profession, the
social status of teaching is declining because there are too many teachers with
degrees and too few teaching positions available to provide them all with
employment (Miric and Chapman 2006). Even rising educational levels
among teachers does not appear to have halted the decline in their social sta-
tus, in part because teachers are no longer the only educated people within
rural communities (Miric and Chapman 2006) (Tables 9, 10).

Unionisation and professionalisation

Another aspect of the public accountability framework discussed by Galal is
greater teacher ownership of their own work and accomplishments, as

Table 7. Prevalence of private tutoring in the MENA region

Algeria 15–20% of teachers tutor privately
Egypt About 90% of teachers tutor privately, increasing their

salary by 5 to 10 times, and placing them in the middle-class
income bracket

Iraq More than 50% of teachers tutor privately – depending on
their reputation – which increases their salary by half

Jordan Quite a bit
Oman Very little
Tunisia About 60% of teachers tutor privately
Yemen Very little

Source: Interviews with key informants in each country.
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evidenced by the emergence of unions and teacher professionalisation move-
ments. Neither of these appears to have developed strong roots in MENA.
Internationally, teachers widely view their unions as a means of assuring
political accountability. However, unlike other parts of the world such as
Latin America, where teacher unions tend to facilitate collective responses to
government policy, teachers in the MENA region appear to implement gov-
ernment policy (or not) as autonomous, unorganised service providers. They
appear to act as individuals who may inadvertently shape national policy
due to the collective impact of their large numbers and social visibility
(Miric and Chapman 2006). For example, some observers in Jordan suggest
that general policy pronouncements from the Jordanian monarchy that
encourage decentralisation and professional autonomy have had no signifi-
cant impact on teachers (Miric and Chapman 2006).

Table 9. Primary incentives for becoming and remaining a teacher in the MENA re-
gion, selected countries

Algeria Job security, job affinity
Egypt Job security, respectability
Iraq Job security, pensions, housing, time off
Jordan Job security and pensions
Oman Availability of home-town jobs, three-month summer holidays,

short working days, high salaries, job security
Tunisia Job security, paid vacations, relatively good pay
Yemen Prestige

Source: Interviews with key informants in each country.

Table 10. Teacher status/prestige in the MENA region

Algeria Not very prestigious; has declined sharply since the 1960s
Egypt Declining prestige mixed with resentment – higher prestige in rural

areas and for good private tutors. Profession attracts university students
with higher grades. Teachers working as private tutors are categorised
as middle-class

Iraq Fairly prestigious in rural areas, less so in urban areas and/or in
comparison to medical, engineering and scientific profession.
Categorised as middle-class

Jordan Very low (higher in rural areas) – lack of autonomy, salary covers essentials
only, high teacher workload, profession attracts mediocre university
students. 60% would probably prefer alternative work

Oman Declining but still prestigious (higher in rural areas) – most in-demand
profession. Salaries almost on a par with doctors but with fewer
accompanying responsibilities, classified as a middle-class profession

Tunisia In decline since the 1950s due to a lack of jobs and higher number of
people with higher degrees, but still prestigious

Yemen Prestigious – not as prestigious as a doctor, but more so than any other
civil service job. Classified as a middle-class profession

Source: Interviews with key informants in each country.
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There has been much discussion of efforts to professionalise the teaching
force by preparing teachers in the MENA region to teach in a knowledge-
intensive world (UNDP 2002: 55; World Bank 1999a). Advocates recommend
transforming the way in which teachers are prepared and trained, changing
the professional structure within the education system in order to promote
better teacher performance and participation (UNDP 2002: 59), and training
teachers in knowledge-constructing processes, computer technology and edu-
cational software (Badran 1999). They further argue that there is a need for
teachers to develop stronger problem-solving and risk-taking skills, as well as
a greater trust in the collaborative process, both with other educators and
with the communities served by their schools (Hargreaves 2003).

Such strategies could serve to enhance government policies that call for
more employer and parent involvement in schools. In most Gulf countries, for
example, parental involvement in government schools is limited to teacher-
parent councils. Such involvement is more pronounced in private schools,
which often view this as one of the main keys to their success (Al-Sulayti
1999). Such concerns draw attention to the quality of teacher–parent interac-
tions in government schools and point to greater teacher professionalism as a
means of increasing overall participation and collaboration.

Summary: the dilemma of low quality

As stated at the outset of the article, despite the fact that teachers in MENA
countries generally tend to be well trained and paid, with secure jobs and
good student-teacher ratios, student achievement is still comparatively low.
Galal’s framework indicates that one reason for this may be that the alloca-
tion of inputs has not been consistently managed in a way that promotes
the desired educational outputs, namely student learning. However, while
more inputs may be useful and necessary for education systems striving to
improve their effectiveness, it is unlikely that simply increasing the number
of resources will yield the desired results if they continue to be distributed as
in the past. Future resources must be allocated in more strategic ways.
Galal’s framework suggests three distinct ways in which resources could be
allocated more strategically.

From an engineering perspective, a more nuanced approach to teacher-
related interventions – and, in some cases, a reassessment of existing practices
that have proven successful in an era of rapid educational expansion – may be
useful in improving student performance. In terms of the changes that could
be made, some are easily identified: for example, funds currently spent on tea-
cher salaries in countries with a surplus of teaching staff could be redirected to
other inputs, such as textbooks and learning materials. Others changes are
more difficult to identify. There are no magic strategies that, if implemented,
would have a major impact (Chapman et al. 2005). Meta-analyses of the
relationship between education inputs and student achievement indicate that
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each of these inputs only partially explains why student learning is lagging,
and that the relationship between inputs and achievements differs depending
on the country setting (Anderson et al. 1989; Fuller 1987; Hanushek and
Luque 2003). To be effective, educators need to have a clear understanding of
which inputs and instructional processes increase student learning and which
can be reduced without seriously compromising achievement, yet many lack
this awareness. Furthermore, there has been a lack of consensus to date
regarding the relative importance of the different inputs, which has impeded
effective collective action.

By contrast, most MENA governments have not yet adopted an organisa-
tional approach to education quality that emphasises incentives and account-
ability. To date, these governments have not been particularly effective at
using incentives in ways that effectively shape teacher practice towards the
provision of better instruction. Benefits and conditions of service are generally
distributed in a manner largely divorced from teachers’ classroom perfor-
mance, undermining the effectiveness of current incentive systems as means of
promoting higher education quality. To better link incentives and performance
requires the operation of a valid, clear and consistent accountability system –
and only when MENA countries implement such a system is the quality of
classroom teaching likely to improve.

However, the incentives/accountability approach is still essentially a top-
down strategy and one that has met with only limited success across MENA.
Galal’s third approach, public accountability, shifts decision-making power
in ways that allow and encourage local educators and community leaders to
take more direct responsibility for the outcomes of schooling. While some
MENA countries are already fairly decentralised, the governance of educa-
tion in the region as the whole is still characterised by steep hierarchies in
which teachers and communities have relatively little power. While it is likely
that countries will increasingly embrace decentralisation in education (for
reasons that often extend beyond the educational merit of the move), par-
ents and community leaders will need considerable support and training to
ensure that they participate in ways that foster and encourage quality in
their local schools. Even then, it is likely that the impact of decentralisation
on schooling will be largely mediated and controlled by local school head
teachers.

The main challenge facing MENA is how to raise the quality of school
instruction and, by extension, student learning. To address this, education
ministries across the region will need to employ strategies associated with all
three of Galal’s approaches simultaneously. This will entail (a) developing
teacher preparation programmes that can introduce new teaching methods
to trainees that may lack the prerequisite knowledge and have very different
beliefs as to what constitutes effective teaching; (b) finding ways to either
reduce or better utilise the teaching force; (c) creating strategies that moti-
vate teachers and establish classroom conditions that foster higher quality
instruction; and (d) engaging parents and communities in ways that broaden
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responsibility for implementing these reforms. As Galal (2002) has argued,
meaningful efforts to improve education quality will require a thoughtful
application of inputs, an effective application of incentives, and clear and
consistent accountability measures, all undertaken by means of partnerships
between education authorities, parents and communities.

Notes

1. While some Arab countries have argued that TIMSS is biased in favour of coun-
tries with better resources and more experience in test-taking, it still represents one
of the most credible comparisons currently available.

2. Based on a comparison of data from 1995, 1999 and 2003 from the International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS).

3. Galal (2002) refers to this as the industrial organisation approach.
4. A recent UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2006) regional profile projects a teacher

shortage by 2015, based on an estimated 6.5% teacher turnover rate. It also
forecasts that countries will make significant progress in achieving EFA goals.
Nonetheless, the current picture is generally one of over-supply.
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