ht.

J Educarional

Developmmr,

Vol.

17, No.

4, pp. 449-466.

0 1997

Elsevier Science Ltd

1997

All rights reserved. Printed in Great Britain
0736-0593/97 $17.00 + 0.00

PII: SO738~593(97)00022-9

THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND
NORTH AFRICA (MENA)
STEPHEN

P. HEYNEMAN*

The World Bank, Washington D.C. 29433, U.S.A.
Abstract - The quality of education is an issue in every region undergoing economic change, hence
it is a universal issue. Where the quality of education is already low, the need to raise it is more urgent.
In the Middle East and North Africa, data on educational quality are scarce. Nevertheless, available
data would suggest that the quality of education is low. The cause of the problem, however, is not a
scarcity of monetary resources but the inefliciency of managing the resources already allocated.
Many of the regulations and traditions for managing educational systems in the Middle East and
North Africa have their origin in the era of central economic planning. Changes are suggested in six
areas. These include: an end to early vocational tracking; coherence in content between curriculum,
examinations, textbooks and classroom teaching; a shift in textbook production away from state
monopolies; a professionalized teaching force with higher salaries differentiated by mandatory
re-licensing; creative financing and provision of higher education; and a significant improvement in
education statistics and indicators of progress. 0 1997 Elsevier Science Ltd

ECONOMIC

BACKGROUND’

Between 1960 and 1985, GDP/capita grew by
almost 4”/dyear in the countries in the MENA
region, a performance higher than every other
region except for East Asia. But between 1985 and
1994 the growth in GDP/capita fell precipitously
Growth in Egypt fell from about 4.5Xdyear to
OS%/year; in Morocco growth slipped from 2.2%
to 1.O%;in Algeria from 2% to -2%; in Jordan from
1% to -4%; and in Tunisia from 4% to 2.5%.
Why the change? There were local influences to
be sure - continued political instability, military
conflict, migrants suddenly returning from overseas. But there were other reasons as well -more
structural and more permanent reasons.
Previous growth had been state led. Oil prices
had been high. Manufactured and agricultural
products and services were protected from competition.
After 1985 these factors shifted. The public debt
created in order to force growth in production,
became burdensome. Oil prices slipped. Worker
remittances declined as labor in the Gulf was
replaced. Economic products and services were no
longer protected as they once were; balance of
payments began to decline, debt began to rise.

As a result of inflation the purchasing power of
salaries declined (Fig. 1). Because such a high
proportion of workers are employed in the public sector (Fig. 2), the decline in purchasing power
affected the efficiency of the public service . .
including all teachers. The first stages of adjustment - stabilization and financial sector reform
-have been set into place. But trade liberalization, public sector reform, and privatization have
just commenced.
Though the MENA region is well placed to
raise exports and services to the European Union,
other regions appear quicker and more nimble.
Between 1980 and 1990, GDP/worker declined by
2%iyear in the MENA region; and between 1990
and 1993, GDP/worker declined by 47dyear (Fig.
3). These declines in productivity seemed to affect
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Fig. 1. Differences in public and private sector wage rates in
Egypt.

*The views expressed here are those of the author and
should not be attributed to the World Bank.
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Fig. 2. Workers in the public sector as a share of total employment. Source: World Bank (August, 1995).

its comparative trade advantage. Of the private
capital invested in developing countries, only 3%
was invested in MENA, the same proportion
which was invested in sub-Saharan Africa. This
compares to 10% invested in ECA, 26% in LAC
and 58% in Asia. During the same period, the
value of manufactured export products/capita
increased from U.S. $100 to U.S. $1 IO/worker, a
change of about 10% in MENA. But this compares to an increased from $160 to $280/worker in
East Asia, a change of about 75% during the same
period. Increases in other regions were not as
dramatic, but nevertheless were higher than in
MENA - 30% in Central and Eastern Europe,
and 25% in LAC (Fig. 4).

By most standard statistical measures, economic performance of the MENA region compares unfavorably with most regional competitors.
The question now is what to do about it.
LABOR IMPLICATIONS
Countries of the MENA region need to reduce
the restrictions to free trade and lower the restrictions on domestic markets, including the restrictions on the flexibility of domestic labor market
information and by reducing labor market distortions. Among the more common distortions are:
using highly subsidized workers when general workers are readily available; maintaining unjustified
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pension benefits; and restricting wage flexibility in
the formal sector forcing the informal sector to
operate in an illegal fashion.
In general the public sector needs to be reduced,
both in function and in employees. Safeguards
against dangerous labor and child labor need to
be strengthened. Many well-intentioned regulations need to be reduced. But in general economic
confidence requires two things.
??

It requires a socially stable society. And social
stabilization cannot be achieved without an
effective and high quality system of public
education (Heyneman, 1995a).

??

Source:

World Bank (August. 1995)

And it requires improvements in skills in conjunction with the rise in expectations for labor
performance (Table 1).

The economies of the 1950’s required workers
to passively take orders in state-owned, hierarchical organizations and adhere to specific tasks
within a confined area of responsibility. Today,
new work place requirements will necessitate
more individual responsibility on less routine
problems. Workers will need to investigate problems themselves and assess the strengths and
weaknesses of business practices in which they
are involved. These will require a shift in the

Table I. Match between workplace and education quality

-

Future

Traditional
Workplace

Education

Workplace

Education

Passive order-taking in a
hierarchical work
organization; heavy
supervision to control
workers.

Teachers convey
knowledge to passive
learners.

Workers expected to take
responsibility for
identifying and solving
problems and for adapting
to change by learning.

Under teacher support and
guidance, students assume
responsibility for learning. in
the process developing
knowing-how-to-learn skills.

Emphasis on limited
responses to limited
problems and getting a
task done.

Emphasis on facts and
getting right answers.

Workers deal with nonroutine problems that have
to be analyzed and solved.

Emphasis alternative ways to
frame issues and solve
problems.

Focus on the specific task
independent of
organizational context or
business strategy.

What is to be learned is
stripped of meaningful
context.

Workers expected to make
decisions that require
understanding the broader
context of their work and
their company’s priorities.

Ideas, principles, and facts
are introduced, used, and
understood in meaningful
context.

Source: Golladay et

al.

(I 995).
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quality of worker skills, and therefore in the
quality of the schools expected to educate them.
In short, the expectations for education in the
next century are considerably higher than simply
putting young people in schools. But what is the
quality of education in the MENA countries by
comparison to other parts of the world, and how
do we know?
THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION
IN GENERAL
Evidence on the quality of education is generally scarce and, in many parts of the world, the
reliability of the evidence is on the decline (Heyneman, 1983, 1986, 1989, 1990, 1993a; Puryear,
1995). For the last eight years however, the OECD
countries have tried to reverse this trend. They
have noticed that good education information
was essential for improving trade and commercial
relations, and together they have cooperated in a
joint project to improve the quality and coverage
of their educational statistics (Table 2).
The number of internationally reliable education indicators in OECD countries has jumped
from 36 in 1992 to 51 in 1994 (Orivel, 1995) and
now cover a wide range of measurements, including private expenditures, salaries, student and
public attitudes about education, learning achievements, and labor market outcomes. However, less
than one half of these OECD statistics are available for countries of the MENA region, and those
which are available are often closed to public
access and review (Tables 3 and 4). This handicaps
analytic work on both educational quality and
public awareness of education progress and creates problems for comparisons to other parts of
the world.
If we begin the discussion of education quality
with a discussion of compulsory education, then
education systems around the world may be
thought of as falling into four basic categories
(Table 5).
Level A: At the lowest level are those systems
Table 2. Number and type of agreed education indicators in
O.E.C.D. countries

Resources/processes
Context
Outcomes
Total

1992

1993

1994

21
5
10
36

21
I
10
38

26
13
12
51

which commonly have access to only one or two
textbooks in a class. The teacher must copy the
content of the book onto a blackboard, then the
student must copy from the blackboard into an
exercise book. The teacher is poorly educated and
often makes errors in copying and interpreting
the text; the student too makes errors in copying
from the blackboard. Whatever content reaches
the student copybook becomes the source of
information to which the student has access. The
product consists of poorly organized facts, with
unsophisticated and often incorrect interpretations. This is generally the educational experience
throughout much of the poorest countries, in
Sub-Saharan Africa and parts of south Asia.
Level B: To reach the next level a country must
spend at least three times as much per pupil for
non salary expenditures as level A. Each student
has access to a personal textbook in each subject,
each year. This allows for a considerable expansion of knowledge and efficiency of presentation.
Nevertheless, the book itself acts as the sole
source of information, and expectations for student cognitive understanding rarely progresses
beyond what is contained in the book. Countries
such as the China and the Philippines have
acquired this level of educational quality.
Level C: To reach the next level a country may
have to invest in non-salary expenditures about 40
times that of level A. Classrooms at this level have
access to multiple reading materials, and regular
video programs to illustrate principles in science,
mathematics history and art. There is a quantum
jump in the expectations for teachers between
level B and level C. At level B teachers act as
providers of information; at level C they become
the managers of information. They are expected
to target reading materials differently to different
students in different subjects. Malaysia is an
example of a nation which has invested sufficiently to reach level C.
Level D: To reach the next level a nation must
invest in non-salary expenditures about 300 times
that of level A. Classrooms are equipped with a
wide variety of reading materials, video libraries,
computer software, and facilities for individualized instruction. As in level C, teachers are
expected to be efficient managers of information,
but in addition, they are expected to be up-to-date
on the state-of-the-art in both subject matter and
teaching technologies. Students are expected to
have acquired a firm foundation of skills in a wide
variety of sciences, languages, arts and mathematics; they are expected to distinguish strong and
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Table 3. O.E.C.D. education indicators - resources and processes
Resources and processes
FINANCIAL

Available in MENA’

RESOURCES

Expenditure on Education

Educational expenditure relative to GDP
Expenditure of public and private educational institutions
Expenditure for educational services per student
Allocation of funds by level of education
Current and capital expenditure
Sources of educational funds
Funds from public and private sources
Public funds by level of government
Share of education in public spending
PARTICIPATION IN EDUCATION
Participation in formal education
Early childhood education
Participation in secondary education
Transition characteristics from secondary to tertiary
education
Entry to tertiary education
Participation in tertiary education
Continuing education and training for adults
PROCESSES

Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
No
Notional
Yes

Yes
Notional
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No

AND STAFF

instructional time

Teaching time per subject
Hours of instruction

No
No

School processes

Grouping within classes

No

Human resources

Staffemployed in education
Ratio of students to teaching staff
Teaching time
Teacher education
Teacher compensation
Teacher characteristics

Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
No

EDUCATIONAL R&D
Educational R&D personnel
Educational R&D expenditure

No
No

*Available to officials in the Ministry of Education only. Countries in the MENA region generally do not publish
educational statistics for use by the general public.

weak evidence, and to solve problems in unfamiliar circumstances. Compulsory education investments in most OECD countries - Japan, Sweden
and the United States - are made with these
purposes in mind.
THE QUALITY OF EDUCATION
IN MENA
There is no single means to determine where
countries of the MENA region lie on this spectrum of quality. But there are some helpful indicators. In many of MENA’s school systems,
students are still limited to a single source of

information, a single textbook. MENA countries
also demonstrate the expenditure patterns in primary education which reflect countries at level B
(Fig. 5). OECD countries spend about twice the
amount on a student in higher education as they
do on a student in basic education. This is
understandable because higher education costs
more. The Asian ‘NICs’ (Singapore, Taiwan,
Korea, and Hong Kong) spend about three times
more on their higher education students; Gulf
States spend four times more. Countries in Latin
America spend about eight times more. Tunisia
spends nine times more. Low income Asian countries spend about 12 times more. But in Jordan
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Table 4. O.E.C.D. education indicators - contexts of education
Contexts of education
DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXT
Educational attainment of the population
Gender differences in education
Youth and population
SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT
Labor force participation and education
Unemployment among youth and adults
National Income per capita
OPINIONS AND EXPECTATIONS
Importance of school subjects
Importance of qualities/aptitudes
Public confidence in the schools
Educational responsibilities of schools
Respect for teachers
Priorities in school practices
Decision-making at school level

Available in MENA

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Notional
Yes
No
No
No
No
No
No
No

Results of education
STUDENT OUTCOMES
Progress in reading achievement
Amount of reading
SYSTEM OUTCOMES
Upper-secondary graduation
University graduation
University degrees
Science and engineering personnel
LABOR MARKET OUTCOMES
Unemployment and education
Education and earnings
Educational attainment of workers
Labor force status for leaders from education

No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Notional
No
Notional
Notional

N = 49; Yes = 43%.

higher education students receive 14 times more
and in Morocco 15 times more than do students
in compulsory school (Lewin, 1995, Figure 5). At
some point the question must be raised as to
whether the quality of compulsory education is
being neglected in lieu of higher education. In
general it might be assumed that countries which
spend over 10 times or more per student in higher
education have neglected the quality of compulsory education.
The comparative inattention to the quality of
compulsory schooling the MENA countries is
illustrated by the results of studies of academic
achievement. In general, students in school systems with low levels of books and pedagogical
materials learn less (Heyneman and Loxley, 1983).
Though countries have been participating in
national assessments for two decades, Jordan and
Iran are so far the only examples of countries
participating in the MENA region. The absence
of educational assessments constitutes a problem

in itself. Without this comparative information
MENA countries cannot assess classroom innovation, teaching effectiveness, or labor market
outcomes with their trading partners.
Nevertheless, the recent information from Jordan (Figs 6 and 7) is instructive for two reasons.
In both mathematics and science, 13 year olds in
Jordan had acquired less information than in
other countries in the 14 nation sample, and substantially less than countries which allocate similar levels of expenditures/student: Spain, Korea
Taiwan, Ireland and Hungary. But more importantly, students from Jordan seemed to perform
lower on the most important purpose of math
and science in a modern market economy which
is the ability to solve problems in a new and
unanticipated circumstance.
What is the level of resources brought to bear
on the teaching and learning in the MENA
region? In per capita terms the level of resources
invested in education is quite high (Fig. 8). But in
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Table 5. Categories of school quality
Level of expenditure on
non-salary
materials/student

Indicator

A

1

I textbook/class. With
some exceptions the
teacher has the only
available book. Pupils
expected to copy the text
from the blackboard and
memorize.

Rote memorization of
unsophisticated and
poorly interpreted
information.

Uganda, Liberia, Haiti

B

3:l

I textbook/student. Each
student has access to one
book in each subject.
Comparatively few
prerequisite pedagogical
skills.

Major expansion of
information and
efficiency of presentation;
little progress on
self-generated skills of
learning.

Philippines. Peoples
Republic of China

C

4O:l

Several textbook titles
available/student; pupils
in lower grades work on
locally-designed exercises,
teacher picks and chooses
from among the best or
the most appropriate
available materials;
requires significant
intellectual independence
on the part of teachers.

Range of pedagogical
programs based upon
individual student ability;
significant increase in the
mastery of cognitive
skills.

Malaysia

D

3oo:l

I5 titles to 40
copies/student available in
supplementary reading
materials in each school
in addition to a wide
variety of curriculum
packages, reference
books, maps, dictionaries,
film strips, lesson tapes,
documentary films and
computer-assisted
instruction. Significant
managerial skills required
on the part of teachers at
all levels of education.

Self generated habits of
learning; ability to
investigate new ideas and
to recognize strong and
weak arguments; major
improvement in congitive
creativity; wide exposure
to culture as well as
science.

Japan. U.S.A., Sweden

terms of actual monetary expenditures, the picture is more difficult to calculate because of currency fluctuations and non-market influences on
exchange rates. Estimating parity prices solves
these problems but only partly. Nevertheless,
according to UNESCO statistics, the average
Arab State spent approximately
U.S. $267/
student in 1990, about the same as the average
country in Latin America. OECD countries spent
about five times that amount, U.S. $1,327. In
higher education the figures were more equal

Product

Example

across regions. The average Arab State spent U.S.
$l,394/student, the average OECD country spent
U.S. $2,580, about double (Table 6).
But knowing the level of student expenditure
only partly explains the degree of quality. Countries use expenditures very differently. Some countries have very high rates of student drop out and
repetition; others, because of double or triple
shifts, have very short expectations for classroom
contact time (Table 7).
We have experimented with an ‘index’ which
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Source: Hayneman, 1993. p. 213, Lewin.

Fig. 5. Ratio of expenditures/student

in primary education with expenditures/student

combines all three characteristics (expenditures/
student flow/classroom
contact time). Two
OECD countries have been added for purposes
of comparison (Table 8). Though only experimental, the index is instructive. Morocco, Syria
and Algeria have school quality indices of about
0.18 or 0.21; Egypt has an index region of about
0.27. But Spain and Sweden have indices of 1.3
and 1.6, about seven times the average level for
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in tertiary education.

the MENA countries. The average OECD country spends five times more/student than the
average MENA country. But using the index
would suggest that school quality in OECD
countries is higher than in MENA by a factor of
seven. This would suggest that the gap in educational quality between MENA and OECD
countries is only partly due to differences in
student expenditures.
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But what are the explanations for the education
quality problems in the Middle East and North
Africa? And what can be done about them?
PROBLEMS OF EDUCATION QUALITY
IN THE MENA REGION
There is general consensus that the quality of
education in the MENA region is a problem, but
there is little agreement on why. The reason does not
appear to be solely financial. Countries continue to
allocate high proportion of GDP to education
sector investments, even higher than countries in
East Asia which arguably have achieved higher
results in terms of educational efficiency and academic achievement (Heyneman, 1993b).
Could it be a problem of culture? Is there
something which distinguishes the cultural traditions of the Middle East and North Africa from
other parts of the world? There are traditions of
conservativism, but the MENA region has no
monopoly on conservatism. Preserving social
tradition is a universal principle, and a natural
purpose of public schooling everywhere. It is true
that females do not participate in education in
equal proportions to their representation in the
wider population; but there is no religious explanation for this (Bowen, 1992), and it is also true
that female education participation is less than

correct

by cognitive

process.

equal in many parts of the world. If one ‘controls’ for GDP/capita, female educational participation
in the MENA region is not
significantly different from female participation
in Asia, Latin America or Sub-saharan Africa
(Heyneman and Esim, 1994). Though the gap
between male and female School Life Expectancy (SLE) is high in MENA; the gap between
male and female School Survival Expectancy
(SSE) is minimaL According to the 1995 World
Education Reporr (UNESCO, 1995, p. 40), this
pertains to Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Morocco,
Syria and Tunisia. What this implies is that low
access differentially affects females; but low
quality, at least in terms of school survival,
seems to affect both males and females equally.
But what then can explain the low level of educational quality in the MENA region?
Origin of educational structures. Educational
resources are not efficiently utilized in the MENA
region because the assumptions about education
management have not significantly changed since
the era of centralized planning. In the 1950s and
1960s it was commonly believed that economic
growth could be planned and managed by central
authorities, including growth in industry, agriculture, and services. It was also common to believe
that growth could be led by production in stateowned enterprises. These two assumptions helped

STEPHEN P HEYNEMAN

458

r

SINGAPORE
EGYPT
IRAQ
OATAR
COSTA RICA
ISRAEL
IRAN
BAHRAIN

THAIlAND
SYRIA
ELSALVADOR
JORDAN
HONG KONG
CHILE
ECUADOR
GUATEMALA
BOLIVIA
INDONESIA

-

ME
PERU

0

IO

source:
mthc

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

1995.p.39.

Fig. 8. Educational spending per student as a share of per capita GDP.

determine the structure and managerial principles of the education systems.
The first purpose of the school system was to
produce employees for public enterprises. Occu-

pational specializations could be anticipated
because growth was planned. The number of new
petroleum engineers, tractor mechanics, and dairy
farmers were determined by manpower forecasts.

Table 6. Public current expenditures/pupil by level, by region* in 1990

Sub-saharan Africa
East Asia
South Asia
Arab States
LAC
OECD

Pre-compulsory and compulsory education
(basic and secondary) (1990 $US)

Higher education (1990 $US)

58
76
104
263
267
1327

1405
668
593
1394
1911
2580

*Source: UNESCO: World Education Report, 1993. Paris: UNESCO, p. 104.
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Table 7. Efficiency and quantity of classroom time in
MENA
Country

Length of
school year
(hours)

Coefficient of
efficiency
(1990)*

Morocco
Algeria
Egypt
Yemen
FDY
YAR
Syria
UAE
Saudi Arabia
Qatar
West Bank and Gaza
Oman
Jordan
Iran
Tunisia
Sweden
Spain

.75
.84
.91

1140
810
1140

.57
.88
.74
.93
.84
.91
.83
.84
.86
67
1.00
.96

11;
910
900
1600
589
1040
810
1200
1025

*Ratio between the theoretical number of pupil-years that it
would have taken the graduates to complete the cycle of
education, had there been no dropout or repetition, and the
number of pupil-years actually spent by the cohort.
Source: UNESCO: World Year Book of Education 1993.
Table 5.

Second, access to higher education was also
governed by manpower planning assumptions as
to the ratios of manual/technical/professional
‘needs’ in the economy. Academic training was
assumed to be irrelevant for non-professional
occupations. It was assumed that there would be
little mobility across specializations, or between
the three occupational levels. Choosing a specialization was said to be necessary at a young age.
Because attendance was free of private cost,
individuals were offered little choice of specialization and little opportunity to change from one
program to another. The state opened and closed

Table 8. Index of school quality
Morocco
Egypt
Syria
Algeria
Spain
Sweden

.22
.27
.21
.I8
1.3
1.6

Index = (Expenditure/pupil) x (# of hours
intended/yr.) x [(index of efIiciency) in student progress in
grade by grade]
Expenditure/pupil = regional; average OECD = $1327;
.4rab States = f263.
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programs according to its plans; individuals had
little opportunity to follow their own estimate of
market demand.
Entry to specific faculties was pre-determined by
performance on academic examinations.3 Those
examinations contained questions which required
exposure to specific curricular experiences available
in specialized secondary schools situated in urban
areas. A student living close to a secondary school
with the prescribed equipment could study the
prerequisites of medicine and sit for the entrance
examination to a medical school. Rural students
and those from impoverished backgrounds generally were not able to enter the specialized secondary
schools in proportionate numbers. They therefore
tended to concentrate in terminal secondary technical schools or in higher education, in less selective
faculties of humanities and the social sciences.
Since entry into the higher cost technical faculties - of engineering, medicine, law - was
limited not by demand, but by administrative
decree, higher education was allowed to expand
more rapidly in the social sciences. This made
social sciences more prone to over-crowding and
lowered standards. Expansion of degree programs and facilities was determined on the basis
of general assumptions about economic needs,
therefore making managerial autonomy unnecessary at the institutional level. University chancellors were treated like other civil servants. Choices
on investments and efficiency were made at a
more central level. Salaries and terms of employment were uniform across specializations and
impervious to alternative demands because occupational choice was regulated. This educational
heritage is typical of countries emerging from the
era of central planning, including those in Eastern and Central Europe and the former Soviet
Union (Heyneman, 1994a).
One element from this heritage, however, is more
problematic in the MENA region because it seems
to distort the financing of the sector at large. This
concerns common practice of using secondary
technical education to ration higher education. In
some countries a majority of the students sitting for
the examination at grade nine are sent to technical
secondary schools in spite of the fact that programs
are terminal, and therefore naturally low in demand;
in spite of the fact that unit expenditures are higher
and the likelihood of employment lower. Where
there is reliable information, the salaries of technical education graduates tend to be lower than the
salaries of the graduates of general secondary
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schools. This is particularly true for females in Jordan and Egypt (Fig. 9).
It is argued that students ‘must be kept off the
streets’; that only 25% are ‘needed’ in the academic track leading to the baccalaureate. Fear of
urban unemployment combined with no acceptable alternative mechanism for limiting the access
to (free) higher education, tends to distort the
financing of education throughout. One of the
reasons why basic education is not universal in the
MENA region, and is not able to reach 100% of
the female population in rural areas, is because of
the sizeable resources mis-allocated to maintaining structures of technical training for these social
reasons.4
RECOMMENDED

CHANGES

The economic assumptions governing the education sector have changed over the last several
decades, and therefore the management and
administrative arrangements of education should
change too. But what changes are recommended?
To be sure, there are many small ones. And there
are many different ways, speeds and processes by
which changes can occur. There is no science or
guideline for making changes of this nature; there
is no available road map. Each country has its own
schedule. The general recommendations mentioned below apply also to some of the OECD
countries, and to many countries in the Europe
and Central Asia region (Heyneman, 1994b).
There are six principal changes recommended.

One. Make compulsory education meaningful.
Most countries in the MENA region have legislation which governs the length of compulsory
education.’ But these laws are not well enforced.
Instead compromises are made about achieving
universal access to ‘basic education’ as distinct
from compulsory education. This distinction is
outdated. Compulsory education and basic education should be treated as identical. This would
imply that educational attainment should be
universal up to the end of compulsory schooling,
with no exception for females, rural children,
children of migrants, or ethnic minorities. Children should not be excused from school to perform illegal under-age functions in the labor
market.
Making compulsory education meaningful
implies too that terminal curricular tracks for
vocational and technical education should be
gradually eliminated. Student examinations within
the compulsory education years should change
from serving purposes of student selection to
serving the purpose of system-wide evaluation
and assessment. Terminal curriculum tracks are
more of a problem in Egypt; re-defining the role
of examinations is more of a problem in the
Maghreb. In both subregions, however, vocational training is used as a mechanism to absorb
students who have unwillingly been pushed out of
general education. In both, students in compulsory education should be offered a variety of
choice of occupational information and skill
training without regard to academic track and
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Fig. 9. Returns to education (wage with schooling/wage without schooling). Source: World Bank (August, 1995).
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with no penalty for choosing one over the other.
Rigid prerequisites for selection into elite academic training should be reduced or eliminated
during the years of compulsory education. Furthermore, it might be wise to gradually replace the
term ‘vocational education’ with ‘occupational
education’because manual (i.e., vocational) skills
are only one among many types of useful labor
force skills. Competence in some occupational
skills - key boarding, accounting, marketing might well be required for all graduates of compulsory schooling, in addition to one or more
foreign languages (Heyneman, 1995b).
In North Africa large quantities of vocational
training are delivered after students have left formal
education. In these cases, it might be more efficient
if provision were based on labor market demand; if
the possibilities to shift between subjects of study
were enlarged; and if opportunities to re-enter formal education, including formal higher education
were expanded.6
While unemployment is a grave concern in the
MENA region, as elsewhere, vocational programs should not be used as means to delay labor
market entry. Adding social functions to vocational education programs reduces their value to
consumers; reinforces their traditional low prestige; and fails to change employment prospects.
Programs of community service, work/study, and
trial apprenticeships are possible alternatives for
youth. These alternatives are lower in social cost
and likely to be higher in social impact.
Two. Make quality assurance mechanisms coherent. In every country, there are four mechanisms

to insure the quality of education. When coordi-
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nated and synchronized the education system can
be effective; when they are uncoordinated or
inconsistent with one another, the education system is weakened. These mechanisms include:
curricular objectives, examinations and other
assessments, teaching materials and classroom
teaching (Fig. 10). Typically, the curriculum is
loaded with objectives far in excess of what
schools can manage given the level of resources
(Heyneman, 1987a). Textbooks are designed without reference to the divergence in reading capabilities. Examinations are designed according to
academic principles divorced from the opportunity of students to learn. These are typical characteristics of a dysfunctional education system.
On the other hand, when new curriculum objectives are established they should be reinforced
through new educational materials (Heyneman,
1988); the question items on selection examinations (Heyneman, 1987b); and mechanisms by
which teachers are certified and promoted within
the teaching profession (Sandi, 1995). This raises
the chance that the school system will be internally coherent.
Three. Professionalization
of teachers. Many
countries seem to be struggling with similar
challenges with respect to the teaching profession. The profession is large, but remains undifferentiated on the basis of performance, creativity,
effort or competence. Teachers are selected on the
basis of having lower academic performance than
many other professions. They are trained in
institutions where quality assurance is lacking.
They are sent into a profession where compensation is based on their education attainment and

Fig. 10. Coherent mechanisms to reinforce educational quality.

STEPHEN P HEYNEMAN

462

length of teaching service, neither of which is
directly related to their performance. Existing
quality assurance mechanisms are insufficient to
distinguish among the more deserving teachers,
those with more scarce skills - such as those of
foreign languages or computer literacy; or those
who manage to stay abreast of professional
developments.
The teaching profession in the MENA region
suffers from additional problems. Salary scales
are undifferentiated from other parts of the civil
service. Classroom teaching remains undifferentiated from general administration. The size of
both has expanded so that countries may avoid a
crisis over ‘educated unemployment’. This expansion, however, has had the effect of lowering
average compensation levels; it has helped to
insure that dedication and performance will
remain unrewarded; and those with more marketable skills will leave. In effect it has lowered the
ratio of students/teacher without improving educational quality. The end result is a discouraged
profession unable to respond to new curricular
demands.
Amelioration
will require mechanisms to
strengthen the quality of the pre-service and
in-service training, better selection, and better
inspection. But these are not likely to bear fruit
without a thorough review of the system of teacher
compensation and professional incentives.
One method for addressing this issue is to
require that teachers proceed through a series of
certifications in their career as they do in some
parts of Eastern and Central Europe (Sandi,
1995). A teacher may begin a career as an apprentice (Table 9). Those who successfully pass the
examinations, may enter the profession as a grade
one teacher, with a salary level (B) considerably
more than that of the apprentice. Grade one
teachers are expected to keep abreast of their
profession on a regular basis. After six or seven
years, the grade one teachers may proceed through

a series of new examinations on their subject
matter knowledge, knowledge of didactics,
observed performance in the classroom, and their
contribution to the school and to the profession
at large. Those who pass, obtain a license of a
grade two teacher, and are then placed on a salary scale considerably higher than those at grade
one.
However, they also continue to update their
skills. Six years later they may be permitted to
proceed through a last series of examinations.
This final series would place those who pass at a
level of grade three, and would make them eligible for a wide variety of new responsibilities.
Content of the examinations can be updated and
improved continuously and hence be consistent
with changes in subject matter, technology, and
wider expectations for the profession. Training
and upgrading are the personal responsibility of
the individual teacher. The motivation to remain
in the profession is tested by the degree to which
teachers prepare themselves on their own time.
Those who do not pass would be expected to
remain in their grade, and eventually to leave the
profession once more highly qualified teachers
become available.
This process of sequential recognition of professional competence is not the only means to
create a professional teaching force. And where
these systems exist, they are not without criticism.
Moreover, there are many factors which must be
taken into account whenever one recommends an
idea from one part of the world to apply somewhere else.
Nevertheless, the four stages of professional
recognition are worthy of study. The process
implies that the first decade of teaching service is
spent learning new techniques and new information; the process does make it possible to weed out
poorly performing teachers; and it opens up the
possibility for recognizing and rewarding those

Table 9. Professionalization of teachers
% Reaching

100

80

50

20

Salary scale by
comparison to
apprentice

A

B

C

D

YearsTeaching

Exams*
0
1
Apprentice

2

3

Exams*
7
4
5
6
Grade 1Teachers

8

Exams*
9
10
11
Grade 2 Teachers

12
13
14
Grade 3 Teachers

*Based on: (a) Subject matter knowledge; (b) Knowledge of didactics; (c) Observed classroom performance; (d)
Contribution to the profession or to the school.
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whose professional efforts make them stand out
from the others.
Four. Educational materials. Many observers
agree that teaching materialsin the MENA region
are scarce, often out-of-date, and sometimes
poorly utilized. In general more public resources
should be spent on teaching materials. But spending more public resources for teaching materials
will not be sufficient to raise the level of educational quality unless attention is also paid to the
means by which the materials are produced and
selected.
The method of educational materials production in the MENA region stems from the era of
central economic planning, and is characteristic
of other parts of the world which now have to
adjust to the assumptions of having an open
economy, and an efficient public sector (Heyneman, 1988). The current method in MENA is to
subsidize a public producer monopoly. Subjects,
authors, production choices, graphics, supplementary materials in both print and non-print are
chosen by public employees usually within a
ministry of education (Fig. 11).
This method contrasts sharply with OECD
countries, including those countries such as France
and Japan with highly-centralized education systems. In OECD countries, educational materials
are financed through consumers rather than producers. Schoolsand teachers have theauthority to

Current Method
1 MOF

I

’

1
I
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order materials (both print and electronic software) from those available on the open market
approved by Ministry of Education for use in
public schools. The choice of production is in the
hands of private enterprise.
Open competition has the effect on educational
materials which it has on most products. Competition lowers the real cost, improves the quality,
and widens the choice. It must be remembered
that educational materials is a very large industry
with highly developed levels of professional and
technical skills. This is particularly true of education computer software. These skills are portable
and international. They are also tradable. Currently MENA countries have only a small regional
trade in educational products and software, but
this could easily change if the market demand
were to increase. These skills cannot be re-invented
within each Ministry of Education. The proper
public function is to set curricular standards, help
approve lists of materials which meet those standards, and assess the results. It is not to establish a
production monopoly for teaching materials.
Five. Higher education. Perhaps the most politically sensitive area of education is that of higher
education. However, in higher education the
options and choices are not significantly different
in MENA from OECD countries. There are five
basic influences on higher education policy
(Table 10). The first involves the percentage of the
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Fig. I I. Educational materials production in MENA: Current and future methods.
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Table 10. Higher education in the MENA region 1960-2020
1960

1990

2020

<lO%
Low
100%

20%
Low
100%

2@40%
High
<loo%

Inputs
High

Inputs
Low

Outputs and Student Choice
High

Issue
A
B
C
D
E

% of age group enrolled
Variety of higher education delivery
% of higher education budget
publicly financed
Mechanism of public finance
Quality of higher education

relevant age cohort with the opportunity to
attend. Most policies in higher education were
established thirty years ago when the rate of
attendance in higher education was less than ten
percent. These policies were effective then. Today,
however the proportion in higher education has
increased, to about 15%.‘The problem is that the
policies governing finance and delivery of higher
education have not shifted significantly since the
1960’s. The variety of delivery mechanism is
small; the non-public portion of the education
financing is low; and the mechanisms of finance
remain on fixed inputs. And because economic
growth has slowed, the growth in higher education participation has led to a decline in higher
education quality.
Nevertheless, even at 15%, the proportion
attending higher education in the MENA region
is low by OECD standards, and there is considerable discussion within the region of trying to
raise that proportion to 30 or even 40%. Given
constraints on economic growth however, it is
not feasible to further raise levels of participation and improve quality at the same time
without reforming the mechanisms of higher
education management and delivery. Today,
education in the MENA region is financed more
from public sources than in any other region,
and even more than health within MENA
(Table 11). If raising quality and access continue
as the general objectives, than countries in the

MENA region have little alternative to encouraging divergence of higher education delivery
mechanisms; to shifting public finance of inputs
to outputs or student choice; and finally to
stimulating non-public sources of higher education finance.
With respect to higher education, countries
generally have three choices. (i) they can either
have low access, high quality and low structural
innovation in higher education. Or (ii) they can
have high access, low quality and low structural
innovation. Or (iii) they can have high access,
high quality and high structural innovation. But
the tradeoffs between the three seem inescapable.
Six. Education information. One additional
area of reform in the MENA region has to do
with the information on the education system
itself. The MENA region is typical however of the
problems identified in a recent report of the U.S.
National Academy of Sciences (1995). Even with
respect to enrollment and progression, statistics
are often unreliable. More importantly there are
three areas on which information is lacking expenditures, learning, and labor market outcomes (Table 12). Moreover, there is little tradition in the MENA region for encouraging public
access to statistical information. This needs to
change too. Universities, consultant firms, private
businesses, political leaders on all sides deserve
open access to information on the progress of

Table 11.Distribution of health and education spending between government and non-government sources. BY region*
% Government
Health
Education
Latin American and the Caribbean
Asia & Pacific
Sub-Saharan Africa
Market Economies
Middle East and North Africa

61
39
53
61
51

53
53
66
70
90

% Non-Government
Health
Education
39
61
41
39
43

4-I
41
34
30
10

*Jacques van der Gaag: Private and Public Initiatives: Working Together for Health and Education, Washington, DC, The
World Bank, 1995, p. 16.
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Table 12. Educational information required in MENA
Expenditures

Salary
Non-Salary
Classroom
Private
t4hmiistrative

Academic Assessments

Labor Market
-

Over-time
International Comparisons
By Curriculum Objective
Educational level
Subject specialization

education. This is a common standard requiredof
all countries with ambitions to participate in a
worldwide open economy.

CONCLUSION
The choices in the MENA region are fairly
clear. To prosper economically, the region must
open its economies to international competition,
reduce the role of public sector in production,
manufacturing, and agriculture, and significantly
improve the quality and flexibility of its labor
force. To do this it must raise the level of educational quality. And this is expensive.
To reach these economic objectives by the year
2010, the MENA region should achieve universal
compulsory schooling, graduate 75% of the age
cohort from secondary education, and increase
participation in higher education to about 25% of
the age cohort. However, to do this will require a
large increase in education spending. Calculations for five countries with 61% of the total
population of the region, suggest that budgets
will need to expand at an average rate of about 7
percent a year (World Bank, October, 1995,
p. 7)F
Where are these resources to come from? It is
quite clear that they cannot come entirely from
public sources. And it is also clear that they would
not be effectively utilized unless the education
sectors are managed in different ways from the
past.
However, there is a new sense of vision in the
MENA region, and a new clarity of the future in
which the prerequisites for competitiveness are
fairly well understood. This implies that the support for sectoral reform is greater than ever before
and the opportunities for enhancing the effectiveness of international partnerships are much
greater.
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NOTES
1.Based on several recent publications: World Bank, World
Development Report, 1995: Workers in an Integrating World,
Washington D.C.: World Bank, June 1995; World Bank,
RegionalPerspectives on the WorldDevelopment Report, 1995.
Will Arab WorkersProsper or Be Left Out in the 21st Century?,
Washington D.C.: World Bank, August, 1995. World Bank:
Claiming the Future: Choosing Prosperity in the Middle East
and North Africa, Washington D.C.: World Bank, October,
1995; Golladay, Frederick L., Berryman Sue E., Wolff, Lawrence, and Jon Avins, ‘A Human Capital Strategy for Competing World Markets’, Washington D.C.: World Bank:
Human Resources and Social Development Division, July,
1995.
2. School Life Expectancy (SLE) is the total number of
years of education a child of a given age can expect to receive
in the future. School Survival Expectancy (SSE) is the total
number of years of education a child of a given age can expect
to receive in the future once that child is in a school.
3. In the 1950’sthis educational structure was also typical
of Western Europe. In Britain for instance, secondary schools
were specialized. Entry into university could be obtained
through secondary grammar schools. Graduation from secondary common schools was considered terminal; no entry to
university was permitted. Entry into secondary grammar
schools was determined by an examination at age 11. Since the
1960’showever, secondary education in Britain, as elsewhere
in Western Europe, has broadened. Today there are few specialized secondary school programs in which entry to university is prohibited; there is a wide latitude of curricular choice,
and wide opportunity for changing one’s choice of program
in response to changes in student interest and market opportunity.
4. OECD countries have struggled with the political and
economic dangers of youth unemployment, and have, at one
time or another, attempted to use vocational education as a
means to delay labour market entry. There is now a general
consensus that using vocational education to fulfill this function is a failure. It lowers the value of vocational training; it
exacerbates the anger of youth for whom prospects for
obtaining employment have not improved; and it wastes
resources. And there are less expensive means to delay labour
market entry which are more socially constructive - programmes of community service, work/study, and apprenticeship for instance.
5. In most countries compulsory education is nine years.
6. There are many ways to provide higher education cheaply
in response to this demand. Azad University is now the largest private university system in the world and enrolls about
half of all higher education students in Iran. The distance
university also enrolls about one half of the students in
Thailand.
7. In the 1960’s, the proportion in higher education in
Western Europe was also less than ten percent. Today it is
about 35%, and climbing. However, the same categories of
‘tradeoffs’ portrayed in Table 10 are facing authorities in
Western Europe.
8. Based on estimates of expenditures in Iran, Morocco,
Egypt, Jordan and Tunisia.
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