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Countries Did Better 

than Others

CHAPTER 6

While the MENA region as a whole may have focused too much on the
engineering of education and too little on incentives and public ac-
countability, this observation does not apply equally to all countries.
MENA countries vary among themselves in the reform approach they
followed, as well as in the education outcomes they have been able to
achieve. The purpose of this chapter is to attempt to explain these vari-
ations in outcomes by exploring whether countries that performed well
had education systems that exhibit better engineering of education, in-
centives more aligned with outcomes, and greater public accountability
than those that performed less well. We chose to focus on the current
features of the education systems as our explanatory variables because
these features reflect all past reform efforts. Furthermore, they enable us
to avoid the problem of missing or mis-specified information about re-
form episodes in the past.

Notwithstanding the limitations of a small sample, the bottom line of
the analysis is that countries like Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon possess ed-
ucation systems that exhibit better engineering, more aligned incentives,
and greater public accountability than countries like Djibouti, Iraq, Mo-
rocco, and Yemen. Correspondingly, Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon are
relatively more successful in providing more equitable access and higher-
quality education to their population than the latter group of countries.
This conclusion holds even when countries vary in the level of per capita
income, as the performance of Jordan and Lebanon relative to that of
Saudi Arabia illustrates. In addition, while a conflict can have a damaging
effect on education, this conclusion is not inevitable, as the experiences of
Lebanon and the West Bank and Gaza demonstrate.

To elaborate the above conclusions, the rest of the chapter is organ-
ized as follows. The first section assesses education outcomes for a sam-
ple of 14 MENA countries, with the objective of ranking their perform-
ance in relation to one another. The sample covers, alphabetically,
Algeria, Djibouti, Arab Republic of Egypt, the Islamic Republic of Iran,
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166 The Road Not Traveled

Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab Re-
public, Tunisia, West Bank and Gaza, and Yemen. The second section
explores whether the better-performing countries possess education sys-
tems that exhibit relatively better engineering, more aligned incentives,
and greater public accountability than the least performers. Finally, the
chapter concludes with a summary of the main points made.

Variations in Education Outcomes among 
MENA Countries

The first step in attempting to explain the relative success of MENA
countries in achieving education objectives is to measure how much
progress they have made in relation to one another. Variations in educa-
tion outcomes are essentially the dependent variable that we will attempt
to explain in the next section, drawing on our 14 case studies.

To this end, we first outline the methodology we use to construct a
composite index of the performance of each country. Next we apply this
methodology to assess the performance of the education systems in
achieving the following objectives: access, equity, quality, and efficiency.
Finally, we add it all up to reach an overall relative ranking of the per-
formance of the education systems of the countries in the sample.

Methodology for Ranking Countries

In constructing the composite index of education outcomes by country,
we took the following considerations into account:

• The extent to which countries were successful in achieving access, eq-
uity, quality, and efficiency in the provision of education to their pop-
ulation. The rationale for including all four objectives is that a coun-
try may, for example, do well on expanding access, but only to a small
segment of the population. This outcome would be inferior to an-
other, in which a country was able to improve access to most of its
population. A similar point can be made if one country was able to
provide good quality education, while another was able to provide the
same level of education quality but more efficiently.

• The extent to which progress was made at different levels of education,
including primary, secondary, and tertiary. After all, we are interested
in assessing the overall performance of the education system, because
it is progress on all fronts that affects the level, quality, and mix of
human capital a country can use to pursue its development objectives.
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Why Some MENA Countries Did Better than Others 167

• The extent to which countries were able to reach high levels of educa-
tional attainment today as well as the progress they made over time.
This is because not all countries in the sample started from the same
level of education attainment. A snapshot of the current standing of
countries will not credit some of them for the effort they exerted and
the resources they allocated to catch up with today’s better performers.

To construct the index, we relied on a number of proxies. The indica-
tors used to assess access are the average of net enrollment rates for pri-
mary education and gross enrollment rates for secondary and tertiary ed-
ucation. For quality, we averaged literacy rates and TIMSS scores. For
equity, we averaged an index of gender parity (at all three levels of edu-
cation) and the Gini coefficients of the average years of schooling. For
efficiency, we used primary school completion rates as a proxy for inter-
nal efficiency.1 The choice of indicators was dictated in most cases by the
availability of information for the entire sample. Even then, it was nec-
essary to estimate some missing data, using extrapolation or similar tech-
niques.

To add up these indicators, we needed two things: a way of adding in-
dicators with different denominators, and a set of weights to reflect the
relative importance of achieving each objective now and over time. To
make it possible to add indicators with different denominators, we nor-
malized all indicators such that they had values between zero and one. As
for weights, we opted for attaching equal weights to the four objectives
of education, as well as equal weights for the level of achievements today
versus progress made over time. Admittedly, our choice of weights is im-
perfect, as different countries may legitimately attach different values to
achieving different education objectives, and these weights may also
change over time. However, any attempt on our part to assign unequal
weights to different objectives would have involved differential treat-
ment of countries, with no solid foundations on our part to do so. 

Performance Building Blocks

Before presenting the overall performance of each country in the sample
relative to the others, we look first at the variations in relative perform-
ance with respect to enrollment, equity, efficiency, and quality. 

Expanding enrollment. As noted in chapter 1, MENA countries have
made tremendous progress in expanding education opportunities to a
greater proportion of their citizens. Enrollment rates grew at all levels of
education. Today, almost all countries can boast quasi-full enrollment at
the primary level and an acceptable level of access at the secondary. Al-
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168 The Road Not Traveled

though university enrollment tends to be lower than comparable coun-
tries outside the region, these rates have also been growing steadily.

Notwithstanding this success, not all countries in the sample were
able to reach the same levels of enrollment or to proceed at the same
pace. Indeed, there are large variations among countries, as illustrated in
figure 6.1 and discussed below.

With respect to primary education enrollment, MENA countries today
have an average net enrollment rate (NER) of 83 percent. However, Dji-
bouti scores only 33 percent, whereas Iran scores 99 percent.2 Primary
NERs grew 29 percentage points since 1970. Half of the countries in our
sample (Algeria, Arab Republic of Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco,
Syria, and West Bank and Gaza) currently have NERs above 90 percent.
The NERs for Kuwait and Iraq are around 85 percent and for Yemen
and Djibouti, 67 and 33 percent, respectively (see figure 6.1.a for details).

The majority of MENA countries in the sample accelerated access to
primary education over a period of one decade, following 1970. How-
ever, some countries experienced more erratic growth patterns. Algeria
took from 1975 to 1990 to expand access from 77 percent to 97 percent
NER. Jordan and Iraq experienced temporary setbacks in enrollment
rates before recovering and continuing their paths of growth in 1995.
Morocco presents an interesting case, with enrollments reaching 62 per-
cent in 1980, dropping to 52 percent by 1990, and then accelerating to
full enrollment by the end of the century. Finally, Kuwait had relatively
better-performing education systems until the 1990 Gulf War. Since
then, it has slowly tried to recapture its position and currently has a pri-
mary NER of 86 percent.

As for secondary education, gross enrollment rates today range from 22
percent for Djibouti to 94 percent for West Bank and Gaza (figure
6.1.b).3 On average, these countries’ secondary GERs today have
reached 2.5 times higher than those in 1970, from approximately 27 per-
cent to 70 percent. Secondary GERs for the Arab Republic of Egypt and
Jordan are 85 percent or more. Tunisia and Algeria are next to these top
performers, with a rate of about 80 percent. On the other hand, four
countries in our sample (Djibouti, Iraq, Morocco, and Yemen) still have
secondary enrollment rates below 50 percent.

Most countries experienced a relatively smooth progression for this
level of instruction. However, Kuwait experienced an erratic growth of
its secondary education: its 90 percent GER in 1985 was halved after the
Gulf War and then recovered through the 1990s. Iraq also experienced
an unusual trend: its GER went up from 24 in 1970 to 57 in 1980 then
went down to 42 in 2003. 

Finally, with respect to higher education, the GERs span from 2 per-
cent in Djibouti to 48 percent in Lebanon (see figure 6.1.c). The average
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a. Primary net enrollment rates, 1970 and 2003

b. Secondary gross enrollment rates, 1970 and 2003

 c. Tertiary gross enrollment rates, 1970 and 2003

FIGURE 6.1

Primary Net Enrollment Rates and Secondary and Tertiary Gross Enrollment Rates,

in 1970 and 2003

Source: Statistical Appendix.
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170 The Road Not Traveled

higher education for the region has quintupled from 5 percent in 1970
to 24 percent today. Lebanon was the first country to attain enrollment
rates over 15 percent (in 1970), followed by the Arab Republic of Egypt
and Syria (in 1980). By 1990, Jordan and Kuwait had surpassed this
benchmark. Algeria, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, and West Bank and
Gaza joined these ranks by 2000. Most of these 14 countries started to
accelerate enrollment in universities during the 1990s, almost doubling
GERs from approximately 13 percent to 20 percent. Again, Iraq and
Syria have recorded the slowest rate growth of higher education in the
region.

On access overall, figure 6.2 shows that Lebanon, Jordan, Arab Repub-
lic of Egypt, and the West Bank and Gaza did particularly well in compar-
ison with Djibouti, Yemen, Iraq, and Morocco. The rest of the countries
fell in the middle. Although the variance is relatively small at the level of
basic education, it goes up significantly at higher levels of education.

Equity. For many countries that had invested heavily in ensuring educa-
tion for all, it became increasingly apparent that reaching the last chil-
dren out of primary school required special attention. In most countries,
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Integrated Index for Access

Source: Statistical Appendix.
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women and the rural poor did not share the benefits of the modern ed-
ucation system to the same degree as men and the urban population. As
a consequence, addressing inequitable access for girls and rural popula-
tions to the basic education level became a growing priority for most
MENA governments. The results show that this is also an area where
considerable progress has been made throughout the region, although
there are significant variations among countries. These variations are ex-
plored below under two headings: gender parity and Gini coefficients of
the distribution of the average years of schooling in the adult population.

Starting with gender parity (shown in figure 6.3), today, all countries
but Algeria, Djibouti, Iraq, Morocco, and Yemen have a gender parity
index (GPI)4 above 0.95 at the level of primary education (figure 6.3.a).
On average, gender parity rates were 0.61 in 1970 and began to signifi-
cantly rise for most countries during the 1990s. Typically, female primary
enrollment rates lagged behind male rates, with male rates surpassing
100 percent before the gender gap began to decline. However, in Jordan,
gender parity was reached before full primary enrollment. For Kuwait,
Syria, and Tunisia, it took more than 15 years for the gender parity rate
to surpass 0.95, after the 95 percent primary GER was exceeded.5 Iraq’s
primary education gender gap has remained unchanged since 1985, with
an about 0.85 GPI.

Although few countries have high rates of secondary enrollment, most
have reached gender parity at this level of instruction (figure 6.3.b).
However, Djibouti, Iraq, Morocco, and Yemen have secondary education
gender parity rates below 0.95. For Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Kuwait,
Lebanon, and Tunisia, the gender gap for secondary education is smaller
than for primary. On average, these 14 countries have increased their
secondary education gender parity from 0.48 in 1970 to 0.91 today. Most
countries witnessed a steady increase of gender parity over this period.
However, Lebanon achieved secondary education gender parity earlier,
in the 1970s. Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Tunisia did not close the sec-
ondary education gender gap until the late 1990s.

Gender parity rates for higher education are even higher than for sec-
ondary education in most MENA countries (figure 6.3.c). In fact, only in
Djibouti, Iraq, Morocco, and Yemen do the proportions of male students
significantly surpass those of females. Most countries had achieved gen-
der parity by 1990. In Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, and
West Bank and Gaza, female students outnumber male students by a sig-
nificant margin.

Turning to the distribution of the average years of schooling in the
population, figure 6.4 shows that all the countries substantially improved
their education Gini coefficients, going from 0.77 in 1975 to 0.54 in
2000 on average.6 Jordan and Syria currently have the most equal edu-
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FIGURE 6.3 

Gender Parity Indices of Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Gross Enrollment Rates,

in 1970 and 2003
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cation distribution in the region, with education Gini coefficients of
about 0.45. The second-best-performing group includes Algeria, Egypt,
Iran, Kuwait, and Tunisia, whose coefficients range from 0.52 to 0.54. In
contrast, Iraq and Yemen still have high Gini coefficients of above 0.6.

Averaging the indices for the gender parity and education Gini coef-
ficients, the variations are greatest between the top and bottom per-
formers (see figure 6.5). Jordan, Kuwait, and Syria have the most equi-
table education systems, while Djibouti, Iraq, West Bank and Gaza, and
Yemen have the worst. The difference between middle and top perform-
ers is very modest, with the exception of Morocco.

Efficiency. Because of the difficulty in measuring the impact of educa-
tional efforts on student learning, sector efficiency is used as a proxy to
measure this impact. Within the broad category of efficiency, internal ef-
ficiency captures the ability of the system to produce graduates of educa-
tion systems. External efficiency reflects the ability of the education system
to address human capital needs in society, defined in macro or micro
terms.7 Of these two measures of efficiency, we focus on internal effi-
ciency. External efficiency will be dealt with in chapters 7 and 8 in the
context of addressing the link between education and domestic labor
markets and migration.
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174 The Road Not Traveled

Our efficiency index is based on primary completion rates (PCRs),
which measure the number of students who complete primary school di-
vided by the number of children in grade one.8 Completion rates in the
region range from 36 percent in Djibouti to 106 percent in the West
Bank and Gaza.9 The MENA 14 countries’ average completion rate has
grown gradually, from 72 percent in 1990 to 83 percent today (see figure
6.6 for more details).

Beside PCRs, we also had information about primary and secondary
repetition rates, which are given in the Statistical Appendix. These rates
vary a great deal from one country to another, ranging, for example,
from under 1 percent in Jordan to 14 percent in Iraq and Morocco for
primary education. Greater variations do exist with respect to repetition
rates in secondary education, ranging from 1 percent in Jordan to 27 per-
cent in Algeria in 2000. Notwithstanding the high costs of repetition
rates, we decided not to include repetition rates in the index of internal
efficiency. This is because these indicators tend to be policy driven rather
than based on knowledge acquisition. Countries could change the crite-
ria for repeating a grade or institute automatic promotion between
grades simply to increase internal efficiency. Also, while repetition rates
tend to be driven by student achievement, countries could change the

FIGURE 6.5 

Integrated Index for Equity
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Why Some MENA Countries Did Better than Others 175

threshold because of the limited space available at the subsequent grade
or education level. In these instances, repetition rates would not capture
internal efficiency per se, but, rather, policy decisions.

Quality. Measuring the quality of education can be approached from two
perspectives. First, it can be construed as fundamental quality: how many
students have attained the basic skills (however defined) to successfully
complete their courses of instruction and productively participate in the
national labor market, polity, society, etc.? Second, it can be taken to re-
flect an education system’s production of excellence: how many students
from a particular country have entered into “world-class” research uni-
versities; or how many national universities produce “world-class” re-
search or technicians/professionals?10

In chapters 2 and 3, we argued that investing in fundamental levels of
instruction should be a priority for countries interested in participating in
the global knowledge economy; however, fundamental quality is not only
about basic skills or basic education. At both the compulsory and post-
compulsory education levels, the transmission model of pedagogy (e.g.,
encouraging memorization) is being eclipsed by more focus on commu-
nication, analytical, critical, and organizational skills. Furthermore, there
are currently no standardized measures of excellence. One of the Arab

FIGURE 6.6 

Primary Completion Rate, 1990 and 2003
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176 The Road Not Traveled

Human Development Reports discusses the number of patents, aca-
demic prizes, articles written in refereed journals, etc., and these are rea-
sonable proxies for excellence. However, these data are too sparse at na-
tional levels and over time to rank countries using this indicator.

Consequently, our analysis here focuses on fundamental quality, which
we measure using two indicators: literacy rates in the adult population
and international test scores for math and science. Literacy rates provide
limited insights into the complex understanding of quality discussed
above, but they give a broad measure of the learning outcomes of MENA
education systems. International test scores, based on sample-based stu-
dent achievement, are only available for eight MENA countries in recent
years, but they present an important insight into the relative capacity of
countries to transmit knowledge and skills to students of basic education.

On average, adult literacy rates among these countries have doubled
since 1970 (from 38 percent to 72 percent).11 Adult literacy rates (shown
in figure 6.7.a) today range from 29 percent for Djibouti (estimation) to
93 percent for Kuwait. Algeria, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Tunisia have
made the most progress in raising adult literacy over the last 35 years.
Egypt and Morocco have increased their adult literacy rates the least
over the same period.12

The 2003 TIMSS scores provide a slightly different perspective than
the literacy measures on educational quality.13 The scores are given in
figure 6.7.b for all countries in the region that participated in the most
recent TIMSS. The most notable observations are the following: first,
the average for MENA countries is far below the world average, and far
below a top performer like Singapore. Within the region, Morocco and
Saudi Arabia scored particularly low on math tests, while Kuwait, West
Bank and Gaza, and Jordan scored the best overall.

Averaging the scores for the adult literacy rates and TIMSS indices,
Kuwait, West Bank and Gaza, and Jordan score particularly high, while
Iraq, Morocco, Yemen, and Djibouti score particularly low (figure 6.8).
Lebanon and Saudi Arabia rank higher on the literacy measures com-
pared to their relative position on TIMSS. The Arab Republic of Egypt
has a relatively modest level of adult literacy rates, but scores above av-
erage on TIMSS. 

Adding It All Up

It is difficult to ascertain which countries in the sample did better than
the others on the basis of achieving a single objective, given that not all
countries have made the same progress in meeting all objectives, and
given that they started from very different initial positions. Figure 6.9
depicts the results when all partial indices are added together for each
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Why Some MENA Countries Did Better than Others 177

country, as well as the contribution of achieving each of the four objec-
tives of education to the overall score. These results are relatively robust,
given that we draw on a large number of indicators and apply the same
methodology across all countries. In addition, they are not very sensitive
to any particular variable.14

Clearly, the difference in ranking is most visible between the top per-
formers (Jordan and Kuwait) and the least performers (Djibouti, Yemen,
Iraq, and Morocco) in the sample. The average performers, especially
Tunisia, Lebanon, Iran, Egypt, West Bank and Gaza, and Algeria, tend

FIGURE 6.7 

Adult Literacy Rates and TIMSS 2003 Mathematics and Science Average Scores
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to closely track the top-performing countries. This result suggests that it
would be useful to focus the analysis in the next section on contrasting
the features of the education systems of the top- and least-performing
countries, where most of the variations in performance are observed.

Beyond the simple ranking of countries, three observations can be
made on the basis of the analysis thus far: first, each group of countries
faces slightly different challenges. The top performers have achieved
relatively high levels of equitable access to education. Having reduced
adult literacy rates and attained reasonable levels of academic achieve-
ment for a large segment of the population, these countries are now
poised to engage in strategies to take on a new generation of education
reforms. The key challenges they face include retention at higher levels
of instruction; greater external efficiency; and higher levels of instruc-
tional quality—for all.

The middle performers seem to have their own specific mix of educa-
tion achievements and challenges. For example, whereas the Arab 
Republic of Egypt has reached universal primary education and reduced
the gender gap at all levels of instruction, literacy levels remain relatively
low and the quality of education could be improved. Algeria and Syria
are plagued with high dropout rates that limit their ability to develop

FIGURE 6.8 

Integrated Index for Quality
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post-compulsory levels of instruction. Saudi Arabia presents an unusual
mix of relatively high rates of literacy accompanied by low levels of pri-
mary enrollment. Thus, this group is in a position to consolidate past
achievements and tackle whatever unique problems each country faces.

As for the least performers, they stand out as having relatively low lev-
els of primary completion rates and, consequently, low literacy levels and
relatively little access to post-compulsory education. This group of
countries is still working to establish the full complement of a mass edu-
cation system. Djibouti and Yemen need to improve access and gender
equity in basic education. Morocco needs to speed up its reform effort—
which started in the mid-1990s after a period of slowdown from the mid-
1970s—with a special focus on reducing adult literacy and improving ac-
cess to post-compulsory education. Iraq presents a special case, with all
the challenges facing a nation in an intense conflict.

Second, five countries in the sample have experienced large-scale po-
litical conflicts since the 1960s. Yet, they have been able to retain their
positions as top or middle education performers. Despite the Six-Day
War for Jordan, the civil war in Lebanon, the Iran-Iraq War for Iran, and
the Gulf War for Kuwait, these countries were able to protect their ed-
ucation systems. For the Palestinians, who have experienced perennial
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conflict, reaching some relatively high levels of educational development
in the region is a considerable accomplishment. This observation sug-
gests that conflicts cannot be fully blamed for low progress on education
reform and low achievements.

Third, success in meeting education objectives does not always corre-
late with per capita income. Surely, countries with relatively high per
capita income such as Kuwait perform relatively better than poor coun-
tries like Djibouti or Yemen. However, it is also true that countries like
Algeria and Saudi Arabia, with relatively high per capita incomes, perform
less well than countries with lower per capita income like Jordan or
Tunisia. Thus, financial resources may be necessary for improving educa-
tion, but the availability of resources is by no means a sufficient condition.

Contrasting Education Outcomes with the Features 
of Education Systems

Is there a relationship between education reforms and education out-
comes in the MENA region? This is a difficult question to answer. At-
tribution in the education sector has always been difficult to ascertain,
particularly at the national level (rather than at a school or classroom
level, which also has its problems). Finding a clear link between reform
measures and an increase in access, student achievement, the usefulness
of what is taught, and the equity with which education is provided is con-
founded by several factors. First, most reforms take a long time to roll
out in the education sector: curriculum changes, teacher upgrading, or
promotion of private schools usually takes at least five years to fully im-
plement, let alone produce their full effect on outcomes. Second, coun-
tries may introduce reforms, but the quality of these reforms may not
necessarily improve the acquisition of knowledge. If, for example, evalu-
ation systems of teachers and schools are introduced without perform-
ance-based rewards, these evaluation systems are not likely to be effec-
tive. Nor would making information about school performance available
to the public be useful if citizens had no mechanisms to express their
concerns. Third, education reforms take place in a context, which does
not remain constant over time. Thus, education outcomes may improve,
but this may have little to do with education reforms; rather, a positive
external shock or a political turnover may be the relevant factor. Finally,
the business of establishing meaningful correlations, let alone causations,
requires a large sample, consistent cross-section or time-series data, and
formal techniques to process these data. Unfortunately, our sample is too
small and the data on reform measures are too imperfect to permit this
kind of analysis.
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Notwithstanding these confounding factors, much can be learned
from contrasting the education outcomes obtained in the previous sec-
tion with the current features of the education systems in our sample.
The justification for focusing on the features of the education systems
today, rather than on education reforms over time, is that past reforms
must by definition have impacted the way the education systems function
at present. The additional merit is that we avoid the problem of missing
information about particular reform elements or reform episodes, either
because these reforms were not documented or the information not
made public. In addition, by looking at the education systems compre-
hensively, we are likely to capture how the different components of the
system hang together. While the intervening factors cannot be systemat-
ically taken into account, this shortcoming is compensated for by the in-
sights that an in-depth analysis of case studies provide. Having said that,
we recognize that one cannot use the findings of a few case studies for
prediction of what is likely to happen elsewhere, but one can certainly use
them for prescription of what ought to be done going forward.

The rest of this section is structured around answering the following
questions: did the top-performing countries in the region engineer their
education systems better than the rest of the sample? Do they adopt bet-
ter incentives to motivate the actors involved in the education process?
Did they exhibit more public accountability toward their citizens?

Did the Top-Performing Countries Engineer Their 

Education Better?

Increasing equitable access to education, improving its quality, and en-
hancing its efficiency require, as a prerequisite, a well-engineered educa-
tion system. In exploring whether MENA countries that performed rel-
atively well have engineered their education systems better than the rest
of the sample, we were guided by the discussion in chapter 3. For the
purpose of the analysis in this section, we focus on four engineering fea-
tures: pedagogy, teaching capacity, structure of education and flow of
students, and resource mobilization. In each case, we make a qualitative
judgment about the relative success of each country on the basis of rele-
vant numerical indicators and expert opinion. Countries that meet best
practice are given a dark circle, those that do not an empty circle, and
countries that have gone halfway or whose reform is too recent are given
a half dark circle. 

The overall results of this investigation, which are elaborated below,
are shown in table 6.1. Suffice it to note at the outset that Jordan and
Kuwait seem to have education systems that are judged to possess better
engineering than those of Morocco, Iraq, Yemen, and Djibouti. The
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countries in the middle tend to exhibit mixed features. This conclusion
suggests that better-engineered education systems are capable of pro-
ducing relatively better education outcomes.

Pedagogy. The recent pedagogical approach in primary and secondary
schools emphasizes: (i) inquiry-based learning, privileging skills acquisition
to rote memorization; (ii) student-based learning, ensuring greater success
for all students enrolled, with greater individualized instruction; (iii) mul-
tiple-chance learning, allowing students to continue to pursue their educa-
tion, with possibilities of transferring between programs; and (iv) empha-
sis on technology, science, and foreign languages. The question is whether the
better performers in our sample of MENA countries adopted these rec-
ommended practices, while the least performers did not.

On the basis of available information, the answer seems to be yes. Jor-
dan, Tunisia, and Lebanon have gone the furthest in student-centered
pedagogy, while Morocco, Iraq, Yemen, and Djibouti have not even
begun the process. The better-performing countries have officially en-
gaged in a pedagogical reform effort that was inspired by recent interna-
tional trends. They have adopted pedagogical innovations in their cur-
riculum and textbooks; in their in-service teacher training; and in
equipping schools with Internet connections and computers. Some
countries in the middle also initiated similar pedagogical reforms, such
as Iran and the Arab Republic of Egypt, as illustrated in box 6.1.

TABLE 6.1 

Engineering Features of the Education Systems in Selected MENA Countries

Teaching Structure Resource 

Country Pedagogy capacity and flow mobilization 

Jordan � � � �

Kuwait � � � �

Tunisia � � � �

Lebanon � � � �

Iran, Islamic Rep. of � � � �

Egypt, Arab Rep. of � � � �

West Bank and Gaza �* � � �

Algeria � � � �

Syrian Arab Rep. � � � �

Saudi Arabia � � � �

Morocco �* N/A � �

Iraq � � � �

Yemen, Rep. of � � � �

Djibouti � � � �

Source: Education Reform Database.

Note: � = high, � = medium, � = low, * administered since 2003, N/A = not available.
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BOX 6.1 

Summary of Pedagogical Reforms in Tunisia, Jordan, Iran, and Egypt

Tunisian pedagogical reform is inspired by the Competency Based Approach that has
been popular in many OECD countries. Consequently, it is attempting to shift away
from the topic/information-based curriculum it had adopted for years to a new curricu-
lum that focuses on knowledge (savoir), skills (savoir faire), and attitudes (savoir être) with
specific emphasis on the core skills of reading, writing, and numeracy. Each unit of the
curriculum embodies learner-centered activities that integrate these three types of com-
petencies. The new curriculum is also characterized by the introduction of English at the
eighth grade of basic education to expand the multilingual skills of the Tunisian students.
The adoption of the new curriculum has been followed by the design and production of
a new generation of textbooks, assessment handbooks, and subject guides that embody
the objectives of the curricula and its implementation in specific subject matter. The new
competency-based curriculum has been generalized at the primary level and is being
adopted in upper basic and secondary education.

Jordan is another MENA country that has been at the forefront of curriculum reform
in the region. These reforms have targeted core subject areas such as Arabic, math, sci-
ence, and English. Jordan also introduced a new subject stream—Information Manage-
ment—to prepare secondary students for positions in e-commerce, information man-
agement, computer-based accounting, etc. The emphasis in the new curricula is both on
subject-matter skills and other transferable skills that are necessary for success in the pri-
vate sector, including communication, team work, analysis and synthesis of information,
self-directed learning, etc. The preparation of students for the knowledge economy rep-
resents the key strategic lens through which the reforms of the curricula and textbooks
have been undertaken in Jordan. In addition, Jordan stands as one of the first MENA
countries to have put the investments in information and communication technologies
in schools as an integral component of its plans to transform into a knowledge-based
economy: equipping all public schools with computers and Internet connections. Jor-
dan’s Ministry of Education (MoE) is expected to become the single largest user of in-
formation technology (IT) in the country—larger than all other users combined (World
Economic Forum 2002).

Iran’s education system has recently undergone pedagogical reforms. Since the 1990s,
active and cooperative methods of teaching and learning have been introduced in Iran-
ian schools. This concept was further developed since 2004 when the MoE declared its
intention to advance pedagogical reform by adopting student-centered approaches in teach-
ing and learning and active methods of learning in groups. Similar to other countries, the 

(Box continues on the following page.)
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In contrast to these pedagogical innovations, the remaining countries
continue to adopt an outdated pedagogy. Typically, curricula and text-
books are centrally developed to ensure that they are the same for all stu-
dents of each grade. There is a predominance of Arabic language, his-
tory, and religion subjects in the curriculum over math, sciences, and
technology. As noted in figure 6.10, the average percentage of total in-
structional time allocated to religious education in Grades 7 and 8 is
much higher in MENA than in other regions of the world. The philos-
ophy of the curricula and syllabi in nonreforming MENA countries em-
phasize memorization and standardization.

As for the use of information and communication technology (ICT)
in education, progress internationally has been impressive. ICT has in-
creasingly been employed in the management of the education systems,
in distance learning, and as a pedagogical device. Large investments have
been made in these activities with generally positive results, as explained
in box 6.2.

In the MENA region, the introduction of ICT into the education sec-
tor has not generally been accompanied by a clear strategy to ensure op-
timal impact and usage. The emphasis has been on investment in hard-
ware and software with little attention being given to ancillary support
services (such as training, maintenance, and monitoring). Other precon-
ditions for success, along the lines of those listed in box 6.2, are rarely
met. Jordan, Tunisia, and Algeria represent exceptions in some respects.
For example, Jordan and Tunisia declared ICT a key pillar in their de-
velopment strategy. Algeria created a national center in 2003 to facilitate

BOX 6.1 (CONTINUED)

pedagogical reform agenda includes changes in school curricula and textbooks, the eval-
uation system, the syllabus, the development of education standards, and the introduc-
tion of IT in the classrooms.

Egypt has also been active in implementing pedagogical reforms. Egypt has embarked
on a grand mission to redesign the curriculum so that the learning objectives revolve
around competencies and skills that promote problem solving and lifelong learning. In
addition, the use of IT is a large agenda both in teacher training and usage as a peda-
gogical tool in classrooms. Revision and further development of curriculum is also an im-
portant intervention. A common curriculum in selected core subjects for both technical
and general schools was implemented in addition to new electives to promote flexibility
in school curriculum and to foster student-centered learning.

Source: Zafeirakou 2006.
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the study, research, and consultation to diffuse pedagogical innovations
of the usage of ICT in education. However, it is not evident that any
country in the region has put in place all it takes to maximize the use of
ICT in education.

Teaching capacity. Teachers play a prominent role in the education sys-
tem. Their capacity to transmit knowledge to students in the classroom
is fundamental to the success or failure of the entire system. This capac-
ity is basically derived from teachers’ skills in pedagogical methods and
competency in particular subject matter. These skills presumably corre-
late with education, training, and experience. Thus, in the recruitment of
new teachers, policy makers tend to rely on such indicators as: (i) mini-
mum level of education needed to teach in academic institutions and
schools; and (ii) pre-service and in-service education (continuous educa-
tion). Once hired, policy makers make decisions that influence teaching
capacity in the classroom, including the deployment of teachers at dif-
ferent levels of education and teaching locations.

So, is it true that better-performing countries have more qualified
teachers than the rest of the sample? This question turned out to be dif-
ficult to answer. The only systematic data on teacher qualifications were
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compiled by UNESCO, but each country’s definition of qualified teach-
ers differs. No systematic information was available on pre-service or in-
service training for most MENA countries. It also turned out that all
countries in the sample have a high percent of qualified teachers (above
90 percent) in primary education. More variations were observed for the
qualification of teachers in secondary schools. For this reason, we ended
up characterizing the teaching capacity of the countries in our sample
using the latter indicator.

By this measure, two top-performing countries, Jordan and Kuwait,
have more than 90 percent of the teaching force equipped with the quali-
fications necessary to teach in high school. However, Tunisia and Lebanon
do not.15 At the other end of the spectrum, Iraq, and to a lesser degree,
Djibouti have a relatively high percentage of qualified teachers in second-
ary schools. Among the middle performers, Iran and Algeria do well,

BOX 6.2 

Information and Communication Technologies and Education

Countries around the world have invested heavily in equipping schools and faculties with
computers, labs, networks, and software to ensure that students have “hands-on” oppor-
tunities to master ICT. Also, computer sciences, information technology, programming,
etc. have become typical additions to course offerings at every level of instruction.

The use of ICT to improve education is observed in three areas. First is in the man-
agement of education systems to improve the quality of administrative activities and
processes, including human resource management, student registration, monitoring of
student enrollment and achievement, and planning. Although research is scant, the in-
troduction of technology in these areas appears to have had a positive impact, permitting
more school autonomy, better monitoring, more efficient resource allocation, and
greater transparency.

Second, ICT has been used in distance education. Education through correspondence
is a well-established tradition. With the new technologies, however, the avenues for
learning from home have multiplied exponentially, making education an international
commodity. Quality control, certification, and equivalency have become hot-button is-
sues as more education opportunities are made available online. 

Third, ICT has been harnessed as a pedagogical device. Sometimes this has been
through a melding of distance and traditional education (e.g., instruction in the class-
room via television, radio, the Internet, or through the use of presentational equipment
and software), as a passive means of conveying information. Sometimes it serves as a
hands-on tool used directly by students through interactive software, etc. The impact of
these experiments has been mixed. While some studies show little improvement in 
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while Egypt, Syria, and Saudi Arabia have about 80 percent of their teach-
ing force in secondary education with minimum qualifications. Overall
then, it is difficult to discern any pattern for the relationship between
teachers’ qualification and education outcomes, although this may rather
be a matter of definition of who is considered qualified in a given context.

What is more apparent, though, is that the region is likely to meet an
acute shortage of qualified teachers in the future. According to the UN-
ESCO, the majority of countries in our sample will face a challenge re-
cruiting the number of qualified teachers they will need to meet demand
in 2015 (table 6.2). The challenge is more visible for Egypt, Saudi Ara-
bia, Iraq, and Morocco. Given that Egypt was historically able to export
teachers to neighboring countries like Saudi Arabia, the expected short-
age in both countries indicates that a serious effort is needed to ensure
that the region does not face major bottlenecks in the future.

student learning (Sakellariou and Patrinos 2004), others show positive learning out-
comes (Kothari 2004).

Global expenditure on ICT in education is also increasing faster than other categories
of educational spending (OECD 2001). To make this expenditure effective, the literature
suggests that:

• Information and communication technology should be explicitly incorporated into
national policies and school curricula, reflecting a thorough analysis of its costs and
benefits.

• Teachers require appropriate training and support to effectively assimilate computer
technology into the teaching and learning processes and in their administrative du-
ties.

• The organization of instruction time and teaching and learning strategies must be suf-
ficiently flexible to allow for the most effective use of ICT in the classroom.

• The cost and sustainability of ICT need to be carefully calculated, and such analysis
must include adequate technical support.

• The introduction of ICT needs to be accompanied by a change of school culture that
encourages information sharing among students, schools, and other educational insti-
tutions and organizations, both nationally and internationally.

• ICT and distance education cannot be a substitute for good-quality and teacher-led
education.
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Structure and flow. The structure of education and flow of students
refer to the rules governing how the system is organized, how students
move from one level of education to another, what choices they have,
what subjects they study, and the timetable of schooling. Thus, it refers
to the number of years in a particular cycle of education, for example,
five or six years of primary education, two or three years of lower-sec-
ondary education, and three or four years of upper-secondary education.
It also refers to the rules concerning the administration of exit or admis-
sion exams. Finally, it refers to decisions about increasing or decreasing
school days and hours, the introduction of new academic subjects and
fields of study (for example, information technology), or the creation of
an academic department in higher education that did not exits before.

Among these elements of the structure and flow, the global trend is
one of eliminating exit examinations in basic education and increasing
transferability between academic fields and diversification of choices in
post-compulsory education. With respect to exit examinations at the end
of basic education, the problem is that such exams tend to cause bottle-
necks and prevent a sizable number of students from entering secondary
education, limiting advanced studies to a privileged few. It also encour-
ages teaching to the test and the proliferation of private tutoring. Ini-
tially these exams were believed to provide opportunities for social mo-

TABLE 6.2 

Primary Teacher Stocks, Flows, and Additional Teachers Needed to Reach UPE by 2015

(in 000) 

Primary teacher flows, 2004–15

Teachers to fill Total number of 

Primary teacher stocks vacancies due teachers needed 

Country 2004 2015 Difference to attrition (6.5%) for UPE and attrition

Jordan 39**# 44 4.9 29.9 34.8

Kuwait 12 17 4.4 10.2 14.6

Tunisia 59# 47 �12 27.1 27.1

Lebanon 32 29 �3.4 18.3 18.3

Egypt, Arab Rep. of 355**# 424 68.9 277.6 346.5

West Bank and Gaza 14 20 5.8 12.1 17.9

Algeria 170 157 �13 104.2 104.2

Syrian Arab Rep. 125** 125 �0.1 88.9 88.9

Saudi Arabia 204 341 137 186.6 323.6

Iraq 211 265 53.4 167.6 221.1

Morocco 148 158 10.4 109.0 119.3

Source: UNESCO Institute for statistics.

Note: The projected teacher stock for 2015 is based upon the estimated primary school–age population in 2015 plus 10% or half the current
rate of repetition all together divided by a pupil-teacher ratio (PTR) of 40:1 (or the current PTR if it is below the benchmark).
# Data refer to 2003.
***UIS estimates.
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bility so that all could be part of the country’s elite in the process of state
building. However, very soon urban upper-class students gained an edge
because they were supported by families and private tutors (Massialas
and Jarrar 1991). Thus, many countries have eased their promotion poli-
cies by abolishing this exam system.

Transferability between academic fields and diversification of choices
in post-compulsory education are also on the rise. Students are increas-
ingly allowed to pursue various subject areas and still remain competitive
and flexible in their areas of interest. They are allowed to transfer be-
tween different types of institutions, whether from secondary education
to vocational or technical education to higher education. Transferability
is believed to expand the opportunities for students to gain various skill
sets for future employment. In short, it is increasingly recognized that
rigid systems are costly both to the individuals and to society.

In contrast to these trends, several MENA countries continue to re-
tain exit exams in basic education, permit very limited transferability of
students between fields of knowledge, and offer very limited choices in
post-compulsory education. Egypt, Algeria, Syria, and Saudi Arabia con-
tinue to administer exit examinations at the level of basic education, lim-
iting student enrollment in secondary education and promoting private
tutoring. (The proliferation of private tutoring and its adverse impact on
the poor are illustrated by the example of Egypt in box 6.3.) Among the
better-performing countries, Jordan, Kuwait, and Tunisia abolished the
exam system in basic education, but so did Morocco, Djibouti, and
Yemen. It is interesting to note that, in the latter three cases, easing the
promotion policy has not increased the transitional rate to secondary ed-
ucation, which suggests that expanding enrollment at this level of in-
struction takes more than abolishing exit exams. 

Although student choices at the level of post-compulsory education
may have increased in MENA in recent years, transferability between
different types of academic institutions remains limited in the majority of
cases. Very few students have the option of pursuing higher education at
the university level after pursuing vocational and technical education,
with some exceptions. Jordan and Tunisia, for example, developed non-
formal vocational training programs that are more responsive to em-
ployers’ training needs. The two countries are also developing alterna-
tive formal post-secondary education options to better meet labor
market needs through short-track (usually two-year) technology, busi-
ness, and other trade-oriented schools. One example of this is Tunisia’s
Instituts Supérieurs des Etudes Technologiques (ISETs).

At the university level, some countries have focused on adopting the
(License, Maîtrise, Doctorat) 3–5–8 degree cycles that are being stan-
dardized throughout Europe. This change aims to: (i) increase gradua-
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BOX 6.3 

Private Tutoring in Egypt

Private tutoring in Egypt has shifted from being a remedial activity into a prevalent fea-
ture of the education system. This trend holds to varying degrees across all levels of ed-
ucation and different income groups.

According to the Egypt Human Development Report (2005), 58 percent of surveyed
families stated that their children take private tutoring. According to CAPMAS (2004),
households spend on average around 61 percent of total education expenditure on pri-
vate tutoring, up from 44 percent in 2000. Private tutoring exists across levels of educa-
tion, but reaches its maximum intensity in secondary education. 

Both poor and nonpoor households alike seek private tutoring for their children. Ac-
cording to a UNDP survey (1997), 51 percent of poor students take private lessons while
this figure goes up to 60 percent for the rich. The rich spend more. According to CAP-
MAS (2004), per-household expenditure of the richest quintile on private tutoring is
more than seven times that of the poorest (see the table below).

Share of education expenditure and private tutoring to average 

household expenditure by quintile, 2004

Education expenditure Private tutoring

Poorest quintile 5 2

Second quintile 6 3

Third quintile 7 5

Fourth quintile 9 6

Richest quintile 16 10

All Egypt 9 6

Private tutoring seems to be the product of three factors, according to Assaad and El-
badawy 2006:

• The system restricts entrance to higher education through a one-time examination.
Because the exam score is critical for a student’s career path and future earnings, fam-
ilies are willing to invest in tutoring as a form of intergenerational wealth transfer.

• The growth in school-age population has undermined the quality of education re-
flected in a very high class density and poor classroom teaching quality. This has in-
tensified competition for seats in the general secondary stream and in universities and
increased the demand for private tutoring.

• Finally, teachers’ salaries are very low. This creates a strong incentive to make more
income through private tutoring, which can earn them on average 10 times their gov-
ernmental salary.

Sources: Assad and Elbadawy 2006; Egypt Human Development Report 2005; CAPMAS 2004; UNDP 1997.
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tion rates in universities, as it provides students more flexibility to craft
their own degree programs, and (ii) provide visibility and eventually
equivalence between MENA and European universities. Tunisia,
Lebanon, Algeria, and Egypt are in the process of making this transition.

Resource mobilization. Historically, most MENA countries expanded
access to both compulsory and noncompulsory education by means of
public resources. Education was provided essentially free of charge at all
levels. The education authorities both planned and executed the con-
struction of schools, the recruitment and payment of instructors, the es-
tablishment of curricula, and examinations and the provision of teaching
materials. As budget constraints became more binding over time, some
MENA governments became more aware of the need to promote the ef-
ficiency and financial sustainability of the education system. To this end,
some countries have attempted to diversify the revenue base through
charging fees and encouraging private provision of education, while oth-
ers have not.

Within our sample, the better-performing countries have increasingly
relied on households to contribute to the cost of publicly provided edu-
cation through the payment of fees. The same countries have also en-
couraged private provision of education, especially at the tertiary level.
This group includes Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon. Tunisia is an excep-
tion, where the government continues to take full responsibility for the
provision of education. By comparison, none of the least-performing
countries in our sample have initiated any systematic effort at mobilizing
private funds for financing education. Iraq, Syria, Yemen, and Djibouti
hardly charge any fees, nor do they have private education systems. The
rest of the sample has a mixed record. While Iran, the West Bank and
Gaza, and Egypt have moved in the direction of the top performers, Al-
geria, Syria, and Saudi Arabia have not.

In addition to these broad patterns, some countries in the region are
experimenting with novel initiatives to mobilize resources, although the
application of these experiments is not systematic and remains limited in
scope and coverage. These experiments include expanding educational
opportunities through community partnerships and delegating education
provision to nongovernmental actors. With respect to expanding educa-
tional opportunities through community partnerships, the initiatives typ-
ically consist of either a matching of funds for school construction or in-
kind contributions to establish the needed schools (e.g., state
construction/community cession of land, state materials/local labor). Dji-
bouti, Egypt, Iran, Morocco, and Yemen have all engaged in such exper-
iments to increase primary enrollments, particularly in rural areas, or of
girls. In other cases, the government would delegate the provision of cer-
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tain education services, such as adult nonformal education or preschools
services, to NGOs in return for providing training, learning materials,
and stipends for instructors, or in the form of a block grant.

Did the Top Performers Align Incentives with Better Education

Outcomes?

Besides the engineering of education, motivating the actors involved in
the provision of education is vital to improving education outcomes. As
explained in chapter 4, aligning incentives with better outcomes involves
the evaluation and monitoring of performance of schools/teachers, and
linking this performance to pecuniary and nonpecuniary rewards. But all
this will work only if schools are given sufficient autonomy in operating
decisions.

Against this backdrop, the question addressed in this section is
whether the top performers in our sample of 14 MENA countries were
more successful in aligning incentives and granting managerial auton-
omy to schools than the rest of the sample. In answering this question, a
distinction is made between public and private providers of education, as
the two face very different sets of incentives. Our main conclusion, as
will be elaborated below, is that the top performers rely to a much larger
extent on the private sector for providing education than do the least
performers. Indeed, Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon are leading the region
on engaging the private sector in education. Otherwise, both the top and
least performers essentially do not provide public schools sufficient au-
tonomy, nor do they hold them accountable through appropriate evalu-
ation, monitoring, and rewarding mechanisms.

Does this mean that the only way to align incentives with better edu-
cation outcomes is to rely on the private sector for the provision of edu-
cation? The answer is no. There are world-class public education insti-
tutions. Private provision of education does not guarantee equitable
access to education; rather, it may lead to cream-skimming and rejection
of low-performing students. Moreover, the quality of regulation of pri-
vate schools is as important to good outcomes as the motivation to max-
imize profit. Thus, a balance is needed between engaging the private sec-
tor, preferably at the level of tertiary education, while injecting elements
of evaluation, monitoring, and rewards in public schools, coupled with
greater school autonomy. In some ways, this is the road not traveled as
yet by almost all MENA countries.

The rest of this subsection is organized as follows. First we discuss the
degree to which schools are given autonomy in managing resources and
activities. Next, we discuss the extent to which our sample of countries
addressed issues of evaluation, monitoring, and rewards successively. 
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School autonomy. A key feature of recent reforms in developed and devel-
oping countries to improve education quality in public schools is school
autonomy. Many responsibilities are transferred from the central authori-
ties to schools, including program design and implementation, recruit-
ment, supervision and evaluation of teachers, and sometimes revenue di-
versification. In return for greater autonomy, schools are held accountable
for results. In a fundamental way, the principal (the central government) is
changing the contract with public schools, so that the latter are held ac-
countable for results rather than adhering to prespecified processes. Inter-
national experience seems to support the notion that school autonomy
matters for good education outcomes, as demonstrated in box 6.4.

To explore the extent of autonomy in public schools in our sample, we
constructed a table that traces key managerial decisions by who makes
them. The results, shown in table 6.3, indicate that none of our sample
countries, successful or not, has delegated much of the operating deci-
sions to schools. It is of course legitimate that ministries of education re-
tain the decisions pertaining to the development of education plans, the
allocation of resources according to national priorities, and the appoint-
ment, evaluation, and rewarding of school directors. The problem is that
they tend to do “more.” Ministries of education tend to appoint, evalu-
ate, and remove teachers. They decide on salaries and promotions. They
design and oversee exams and in-service training. In other words, they
make most of the managerial decisions, leaving schools with very little
autonomy. Not surprisingly, schools are not held accountable, either.

The story is quite different in private schools, which typically enjoy a
high level of operational autonomy, subject to the overall guidance of a
board of trustees. The board of trustees sets the rules of the game, ap-
points, evaluates, rewards, and removes top management, and allocates
resources according to expansion plans, leaving operating decisions to
the school/university director. Private provision of education is also gov-
erned in most countries by government regulations to ensure equitable
access for all and to maintain certain minimum standards regarding the
curriculum, school infrastructure, and the like.

Historically, the private sector played a modest role in the provision
of education in the MENA region, but this picture has changed over
time. Egypt, for example, changed the regulations in 1992 to make it eas-
ier to establish private universities. Even Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria
have all recently loosened controls over private education as well.
Lebanon, Kuwait, Iran, Jordan, and West Bank and Gaza were already
ahead of the pack in allowing private provision of education. By now, al-
most all countries in the sample have some private involvement in edu-
cation. However, the variance is large, going from 68 percent in basic ed-
ucation in Lebanon to only about 1 percent in Tunisia.
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With the growing involvement of the private sector in education, all
MENA countries have had to put in place a regulatory regime. As shown
in table 6.4, these regulations deal with the curriculum, owners’ qualifi-
cations, fees, graduation certification, teachers’ qualifications, registra-
tion of school, and reporting of basic information. Some countries, in-
cluding Egypt, Iran, Lebanon, and Morocco, even provide subsidies to

BOX 6.4 

School Autonomy Matters: Examples from International Experiences

A growing number of countries around the world are moving toward granting more au-
tonomy to schools. Research has shown that decentralization to the school level has a
positive impact on student performances. The following examples from Latin America
illustrate this point.

El Salvador: Positive
El Salvador’s EDUCO reform found that parents in EDUCO schools participate more
actively in school affairs and establish more direct relationships with teachers than par-
ents in traditional public schools. This greater local participation has had a positive ef-
fect on education outcomes. Controlling for school and student characteristics, one
study found that students in EDUCO schools did not perform worse on achievement
tests despite the fact that they come from poorer families, and that students’ absence
owing to teacher absences are significantly lower in EDUCO schools (Jiminez and
Sawada 1999). 

Brazil: Positive
While school councils and the direct transfer of resources are not significantly related to
better student performance, the election of school directors was found to be positively
associated with higher test scores in Brazil. This is based on an analysis of three compo-
nents of the education reform and the impact of each innovation on educational per-
formances. 

Nicaragua: Positive
The results of a study conducted in 1991 on Nicaragua indicate that school autonomy—
especially in decisions related to staffing and monitoring of teacher activities—improves
student performance (King and Ozler 1998). Moreover, math and language scores were
significantly higher in schools where teachers felt more empowered and influential in de-
cision making. 

Source: King and Guerra 2005, “Education Reform in East Asia: Policy, Process, and Impact.” East Asia
Decentralizes. World Bank Publication.
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these institutions. Moreover, countries differ in terms of the areas cov-
ered by the regulation. For example, in Lebanon, one of the pioneers in
private education in the region, all regulations are technical in nature,
covering the curriculum, graduation certification, registration of school,
and reporting of basic information. On the other hand, Egypt and Iran
include provisions regarding fees, reflecting a greater concern for equity.

All in all, public schools enjoy limited autonomy, especially in the areas
of human resources and pedagogy. This observation applies almost
equally to all countries in our sample, whether or not they are top per-
formers. However, MENA countries differ a great deal in the extent to
which they rely on the private sector to provide education services. Given
that the private providers typically enjoy greater autonomy than their
counterparts in public schools, and given that school autonomy matters,

TABLE 6.3

Locus of Decision Making in Basic and Secondary Education

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

Jordan Tunisia Lebanon Iran Egypt Algeria Morocco Yemen Djibouti

Policy

National strategy � � � � � � � � �

Action plan � � � � � � � � �

Planning

Creation and closure of 

primary schools N/A �� � � �� �� �� �� N/A

Establishment of input and 

infrastructure norms N/A � � � � � � � �

Finance

Resource allocation � � � ��– � � � � �

Human Resource Management

Selection of primary and 

secondary school directors � � � � � �* � �� �

Recruitment of teachers � � � � � � � � N/A

Management of in- and 

pre-service training N/A ��** N/A � � �� � �� �

Establishment of teacher 

responsibility �� N/A � � � �� � � N/A

Supervision of teachers �� � �� � � �� � �� �

Pedagogy

Definition of curriculum and 

textbook content � � � �+ � � � � �

Setting standards and 

exam management � � � � � � �� �� �

Note: � = central ministries; � = provincial and regional administration; � schools; N/A = not available.

* In Algeria, primary school directors are appointed at the regional level, but secondary school directors are appointed by the ministry.
** In Tunisia, pre-service training for teachers is administered by the ministry, but in-service training is administered regionally.
– In Iran, resources are determined by the central ministry, but the allocations to schools are determined at the regional level.
+ In Iran, curriculum is determined by the ministry, but curriculum for pre-primary education is determined regionally.
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it is not surprising that the better performers in our sample have greater
private sector involvement in education than do the rest of the sample.

Evaluation, monitoring, and rewards. Even if MENA countries were to
have provided schools with sufficient autonomy, that would not have been
enough to assure better-quality education. Accountability is the other side
of the coin. To enhance accountability, it would have been necessary for
the principal (the central government for public schools and
owners/board of trustees for private schools) to establish mechanisms to
evaluate the performance of schools/teachers, to monitor their perform-
ance in the interim period, and to reward them for achieving better re-
sults. These mechanisms are important for both public and private
providers alike. The main difference is that the private sector does have a
built-in mechanism (profit) to trigger interest in creating and enforcing
these mechanisms. For public schools, it will take a conscious effort on
the part of policy makers to institute such mechanisms. The question is
whether MENA countries have moved in this direction, and whether the
top performers are doing better than the other countries in the sample.

To answer these questions, we constructed a table summarizing what
the MENA countries are doing on evaluation, monitoring, and rewards,

TABLE 6.4

Regulations Affecting Private Schools, mid-1990s

Regulations affecting private 

primary and secondary schools

Country Permitted Regulated Subsidized

Jordan Yes C No

Kuwait

Lebanon Yes CGR Yes

Tunisia Yes CRT No

Iran, Islamic Rep. of Yes CEF Yes

Egypt, Arab Rep. of Yes CF Yes

West Bank and Gaza Yes – –

Algeria Yes (since 2000) n/a n/a

Syrian Arab Rep. Yes – –

Saudi Arabia

Morocco Yes C Yes

Iraq – – –

Yemen, Rep. of Yes No Yes

Djibouti

Sources: UNESCO 1995 & 1998; Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics and Ministry of Education 1996;
Egypt Five-Year Development Plan 1997; International Encyclopedia of Education 1994; Yemen Statistical
Yearbook 1997; World Bank 1994 and 1997.

Note: C = curriculum ; E = owners’qualifications and/or physical status of building and grounds; F = fee lev-
els; G = graduation certification; t = teachers’qualifications; r = registration of school and reporting of basic
information.
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both in public and private schools. The results are shown in table 6.5.
Two main observations regarding the way the table is constructed for
both the public and private sector schools are in order before proceed-
ing further. For public schools, the following criteria were used to assess
their evaluation, monitoring, and rewarding systems: 

• Evaluation was judged on the basis of whether the country partici-
pates in international tests (e.g., TIMSS) and whether it has a national
accreditation system. The two yardsticks clearly do not measure the
performance of schools or teachers directly, but they can be taken to
reflect a country’s concern for quality.

• Monitoring was judged on the basis of whether the country has effec-
tive parents’ associations and a system of inspection.

• Rewards were judged on the basis of whether the country links the
performance of schools/teachers to any kind of reward, be it re-
sources, pecuniary payments, or career development. 

For private schools, evaluation, monitoring, and rewards were judged
simply on the basis of the percent of student enrollment in private insti-
tutions at all levels of education in a given country. The higher the pri-
vate sector involvement, the better the incentive system. The presump-
tion is that private providers are interested in attracting the best teachers
they can find and rewarding them according to market conditions.

TABLE 6.5 

Industrial Organization Features of the Education Systems in Selected MENA Countries

Public Private

Countries Evaluation Monitoring Rewards Evaluation Monitoring Rewards

Jordan � N/A � � � �

Kuwait � N/A � � � �

Tunisia �* � � �* � �

Lebanon �* N/A � �* � �

Iran, Islamic Rep. of � � � � � �

Egypt, Arab Rep. of �* � � �* � �

West Bank and Gaza �* � � � � �

Algeria � � � � � �

Syrian Arab Rep. � � � � � �

Saudi Arabia �* N/A � �* � �

Morocco �* � � �* � �

Iraq �* �* � �* � �

Yemen, Rep. of � � � � � �

Djibouti � � � � � �

Source: MENA Education Reform Database.

Note: � = high; � = medium; � = low; * administered since 2003; N/A = not available.
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Meanwhile, they are also interested in monitoring and evaluating their
performance to keep their students from going to another school. Be-
cause parents are also paying for education, they are expected to
strengthen the capacity of schools in monitoring the performance of
teachers. 

Based on the above, our broad conclusion is that three of the top-per-
forming countries (Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon) are also those that
have relatively better evaluation, monitoring, and rewarding in public
schools and greater private sector participation. Tunisia—whose success
may be attributed to good engineering rather than more aligned incen-
tives—is an exception. In contrast to the top performers, Morocco, Iraq,
Yemen, and Djibouti hardly have any private sector providers. As will be
discussed below, they have some evaluation and monitoring mechanisms,
but like the rest of all countries in the sample, have no performance-
based reward systems.

To discuss some of these issues in the context of public schools, con-
sider evaluation first. As noted already, none of our countries have a sys-
tem of assessing individual schools or teachers. However, some of them
have opted to participate in international assessment tests of student
achievements. Three of the top performers, Jordan, Tunisia, and
Lebanon, have participated in TIMSS. In contrast, only one of the least
performers, Morocco, participated. Iraq, Yemen, and Djibouti have yet
to join other countries in assessing their students’ achievements in math
and science against similar students elsewhere. Among the average per-
formers, Egypt, Iran, and West Bank and Gaza participated in the 2003
TIMSS.

In addition to participation in international assessment tests of stu-
dent achievements, some countries in the sample developed their own
national assessments of students (or quality assurance systems). Going
beyond end-of-cycle examinations, Jordan and Tunisia began to intro-
duce assessments of student learning outcomes for planning and ac-
countability purposes. Jordan has instituted learning assessments that
target grades three, six, and nine. Similarly, Tunisia is putting in place a
national assessment system, focusing principally on languages, math, and
science; and targets the fourth, sixth, eighth, and tenth grades. Similar
initiatives are also reported for Egypt, Yemen, and Morocco, but these
initiatives are at an early stage of implementation.

Turning to monitoring, all countries in the sample have a highly cen-
tralized system of inspection, conducted by the central ministry. In prin-
ciple, such a system could help in monitoring school performance, but in
reality it is considered by most observers as a mechanism for verifying
compliance with ministry directives. A similar view is held with respect
to parent–teacher associations (PTAs). Most countries have adopted this
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system in the hope that parents would help monitor school performance
because they have a stake in the outcomes and because they are in touch
with the schools almost daily through their children. However, PTAs are
also seen by many to be a matter of formality rather than an effective in-
strument for monitoring school performance.

Finally, when it comes to performance-based rewards, there is very little
to say. For all countries in the sample, public school teachers and uni-
versity professors receive salaries according to a pre-specified civil serv-
ice code and are promoted fundamentally on the basis of seniority. Ac-
quiring a higher degree during their tenure or obtaining in-service
training may make some difference for the level of compensation and/or
career development, but there are no clear and predictable links between
these rewards and student achievements. Some countries compensate
teachers in the form of higher salary or free housing (or both) for work-
ing in rural areas or in more challenging schools, but this differential
treatment is clearly not linked to performance either.

A similar observation holds with respect to schools. In particular, we
could not find any case in the MENA region where schools are system-
atically accorded more resources or greater autonomy when their stu-
dents perform better over time or better than other schools after taking
their socioeconomic conditions into account. Ironically, Tunisia accords
more resources to the least-performing schools to enable them to catch
up with better-performing schools, possibly creating perverse incentives.
What we could find is a school block grant that is given on the basis of a
proposal prepared by the school or university to meet certain outcomes,
such as enrolling children in rural areas or girls in schools.

Do the Top-Performing Countries Exhibit Stronger 

Public Accountability?

Public accountability is the third leg in the analytical framework that, to-
gether with engineering and incentives, is supposed to explain the varia-
tions in education outcomes presented at the beginning of this chapter.
The premise of this section is that countries that give their citizens more
voice broadly and education-specific voice mechanisms in particular are
expected to have better education systems and better education out-
comes than those that do not. Voice provides a vehicle for different
stakeholders to reconcile their conflicting demands on education and for
citizens to influence public policies regarding education objectives, pri-
orities, and resource allocations. These mechanisms can be proposed by
the ruling elite or in response to pressure from citizens, but in either case
their effect can be positive. The question is whether this premise holds
in our sample of 14 MENA countries.
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The short answer is that it does. As will be elaborated below, our top
performers, especially Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon, enjoy relatively
higher public accountability than do our least-performing countries, save
Morocco. The citizens of our middle-performing countries, including
Iran, Egypt, and Algeria, enjoy moderate levels of public accountability.
Morocco and Tunisia represent a glaring exception to this conclusion,
with Morocco ranking high on public accountability but low on educa-
tion outcomes, while Tunisia ranks low on public accountability and high
on educational outcomes. These cases serve as a reminder that it takes a
combination of good engineering, aligned incentives, and public ac-
countability, or a reasonable combination thereof, to attain good educa-
tion outcomes. Below, we explore the relationship between public ac-
countability and educational outcomes, followed by a discussion of some
voice mechanisms.

Political accountability and education outcomes. The importance of
public accountability for better delivery of social services is well estab-
lished in the literature by now (see, for example, MENA World Bank re-
port on Governance 2003, and World Bank World Development Report
on Making Social Services Reach the Poor 2004). Greater public ac-
countability is associated with open societies, greater transparency, and
opportunities for contestability. These virtues allow citizens to become
actively engaged in monitoring service delivery and induce policy
change. They also have the effect of making service providers and gov-
ernment officials more accountable for the quality of services and for im-
plementing the right policies for the benefit of citizens.

To explore this premise, we rely on an Index of Public Accountability
(IPA), which was constructed for the MENA region by the World Bank
Governance Report (2003). The IPA assesses how well citizens can ac-
cess information, hold their leaders and public officials accountable for
their decisions and actions, and become involved in selecting and replac-
ing those in authority. The IPA is calculated using 12 indicators. These
indicators include measures of political rights, civil liberties, freedom of
the press, combined polity score, regulation of executive recruitment,
competitiveness of executive recruitment, openness of executive recruit-
ment, executive constraints, regulation of participation, competitiveness
of participation, democratic accountability, and transparency and ac-
countability.

Plotting the IPA against our index of education outcomes shows a
positive correlation between the two variables (figure 6.11). Among the
top performers in our sample, Jordan, Kuwait, and Lebanon rank high-
est on the index of IPA relative to their neighboring countries. Iran,
Egypt, and Algeria rank in the middle on both the public accountability
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index and the education outcomes index. Yemen ranks low on both in-
dices. As noted before, two exceptions stand out: Morocco and Tunisia.
Morocco ranks high on public accountability but achieves modest edu-
cational outcomes, while Tunisia ranks low on public accountability but
achieves high educational outcomes. The best way to explain this anom-
aly is that Tunisia has made effective use of the other components of the
analytical framework, especially the engineering of education.

Voice mechanisms. Clearly, more open societies provide a wider range of
voice mechanisms to citizens than do less open societies. Nevertheless,
all rulers need legitimacy and the consent of their citizens to stay in
power. Thus, they, on their own or in response to pressure from citizens,
may initiate constitutional changes to make education a right for all cit-
izens. They may decide to decentralize the provision of education to sub-
national levels, as a first step toward democratization, and as a way of al-
lowing citizens to exercise some influence over education policies. And
they may change the rules governing information disclosure and make
collected information about school performance, national and interna-
tional test scores, and resource allocation available to the public. These
decisions commit the executive branch to meeting certain objectives
and/or provide citizens with mechanisms for expressing themselves.16

The question is whether MENA countries have attempted to do this,
and whether there are variations across our sample of countries.

Consider first the provisions related to education in the constitutions
of some MENA countries. This is one area where most nations in the re-
gion have made clear commitments, although the nature of these com-
mitments varies. The constitutions of Algeria, Egypt, Iran, and Syria not
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only guarantee the right of education to all citizens, but also to be pro-
vided free of charge. Jordan and Lebanon’s constitutions also guarantee
the right of education for all, but no commitment is made that education
will be provided by the state for free. These constitutional commitments
were made typically in the wake of independence from colonial powers
and have put pressure on governments to deliver. In recent years, how-
ever, most countries are increasingly relying on the private sector for the
provision of education and private tutoring is mushrooming, both of
which are turning free education gradually into a “false entitlement.”

Next, consider decentralization. It was argued in chapter 4 that a
carefully designed decentralization to local states could empower citizens
if it is paired with free local elections and representation of citizens on
local councils. If not, decentralization could erode public accountability.
It further reduces the consistency of education policies across states
while giving citizens no effective voice. Thus, decentralization is a po-
tentially useful instrument for enhancing public accountability, but its
usefulness depends on the way it is designed and implemented.

In the MENA region, more and more countries are increasingly
adopting programs of decentralization of decision making to subnational
governments. The delegation of responsibilities covers many areas of
service delivery, including education. However, there are no systematic
assessments of the effectiveness of decentralization in the region. Thus,
we cannot ascertain its value from the point of view of enhancing public
accountability.

Finally, consider information, which is fundamental to public ac-
countability. Indeed, it is almost impossible to see how accountability
could be enhanced in the absence of relevant information about differ-
ent aspects of education. Even if the media were fully independent,
NGO associations and advocacy groups unrestricted, and citizens able to
express themselves freely, the lack of information would prevent them
from holding politicians accountable for outcomes. The examples of
how information can change policies are numerous. From the WDR on
making services reach the poor, making the information available about
the resources allocated to schools and how much actually reached them
in Uganda caused a strong reaction from citizens and led to a shift in
favor of schools.

In the MENA region, information disclosure acts leave much to be
desired and NGO laws are restrictive, but there are signs that things are
changing for the better. Civil society is now playing a more active role in
several areas, including education. Newspapers, television shows, and the
Internet regularly feature education debates, sometimes with scathing
analysis of government efforts. Also, a number of independent institutes
and academics are conducting and disseminating research on education
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issues. One example of this is the Arab Human Development Report
(2003) on knowledge in the region. Notwithstanding this progress, more
reforms are needed to make information more available in a timely fash-
ion and to strengthen the role of civil society.

Summing Up 

The purpose of this chapter was to find out whether the more successful
countries in the MENA region have education systems that exhibit bet-
ter features of education engineering, stronger alignment of incentives
with education outcomes, and greater political accountability than those
who lagged behind. Although our sample is too small to make general-
izations and the model ought to be tested using a large global sample, the
findings from our 14 case studies suggest that the predictions of the
model hold.

The analysis from MENA countries over the period 1970–2003 fur-
ther reveals a number of noteworthy observations:

First, there are significant variations in outcomes among countries. Jordan,
Kuwait, Tunisia, and Lebanon were relatively more successful in provid-
ing access to reasonable-quality education for most of their populations
than were the rest of the countries in sample. The challenge facing this
group of countries is to go beyond creating a mass education system for
all to a modern education system capable of coping with increased glob-
alization and technological innovations worldwide. At the other end of
the spectrum, Djibouti, Yemen, Iraq, and Morocco lag behind consider-
ably. The main challenge facing this group of countries is one of ex-
panding the coverage of quality education at all levels and eradicating il-
literacy. Finally, there is another group of countries in between, which
includes Iran, Egypt, West Bank and Gaza, Algeria, Saudi Arabia, and
Syria. The challenge facing this group is mixed, depending on each
country’s initial conditions.

Second, the more successful countries seem to have education systems that ex-
hibit a good mix of engineering, incentives, and public accountability. This ob-
servation lends some support to the analytical framework and suggests
that it can be used for prescription of future reform efforts in the region,
and possibly elsewhere. However, there were exceptions. The contrast
between Tunisia and Morocco was highlighted, with Morocco enjoying
greater public accountability but low educational outcomes and Tunisia
representing the counter case. This suggests that suboptimal solutions
are feasible with potentially positive results.

Third, and finally, more countries are increasingly relying on the private sec-
tor for the provision of education at all levels. While this move resolves some
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of the incentive and monitoring problems in schools, its success requires
a strong regulatory regime and a special attention to issues of equity. It
should also be recognized that the role of the private sector in education
is likely to remain limited into the foreseeable future. Thus, no country
can afford to slack in its effort at reforming public schools.

Endnotes

1. Unfortunately, a consistent time series and cross-section data on measures
of external efficiency were not available for the countries in our sample.

2. NER is defined as the ratio of the number of children of official school age
(as defined by the national education system) who are enrolled in school to the
population of the corresponding official school age.

3. GER is defined as the ratio of total enrollment, regardless of age, to the
population of the age group that officially corresponds to the level of education.

4. “Gender parity rate” equals GER for girls divided by GER for boys.
5. Gross enrollments do not correct for overage of children in primary educa-

tion (due to repetition or late starting age). As a consequence, countries with
high gross enrollment rates and low gender parity rates usually have a substan-
tial number of overage boys enrolled in primary school.

6. Education Gini coefficients, as an analogue to Deaton’s definition, measure
the ratio to the mean (average years of schooling) of half of the average school-
ing deviations between all possible pairs of people (Thomas, Wang, and Fan
2001).

7. There is also allocative efficiency, which is concerned with how much edu-
cation can be produced with a given amount of resources. However, comparable
data on this measure are scarce, especially for the whole sample over a sufficiently
long period.

8. Because of data limitations, we were not able to include completion rates at
the secondary or tertiary levels. 

9. It is possible to have a completion rate of more than 100 percent when stu-
dents who graduate outnumber students in the first grade, typical of countries
with a declining 6-year-old population.
10. There are potential links between the two types of quality: a country with a
broad base of skilled adults may produce more excellence. There may be trade-
offs, too: should a country invest in upgrading a university or creating a research
center or would resources be better used to expand literacy among out-of-school
youth?
11. Adult literacy rate is the percentage of people ages 15 and above who can,
with understanding, read and write a short, simple statement on their everyday
life.
12. We also have information about youth literacy measures, which focus on the
15- to 24-year-olds. This information is given in the Statistical Appendix.
13. TIMSS is designed to help countries all over the world improve student
learning in mathematics and science. It collects educational achievement data at
the fourth and eighth grades to provide information about trends in performance
over time together with extensive background information to address concerns
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about the quantity, quality, and content of instruction (http://timss.bc.edu/
timss2003.html).
14. We tested the effect of deleting one variable at a time to see if the ranking
of countries changed, but found no evidence of reversal. Indeed in no case did
the top performers change position with poor performers. Some countries in the
middle sometimes came ahead of others within the same grouping. 
15. According to the UNESCO institute of statistics database 2006, Lebanon
surprisingly has a very low percentage of teachers with minimum qualifications
at all levels of education, including primary (60 percent), lower-secondary (ap-
proximately 75 percent), and upper-secondary (approximately 35 percent). How
much of this is due to the country’s definition of qualified teachers and how much
is a reflection of weak teaching capacity could not be verified. 
16. When voice cannot be expressed within an institutional framework, it is
sometimes expressed in an extralegal manner (e.g., student demonstrations,
protests by parents by not sending their kids to school). Such practices are not
unheard of, for example, in Egypt, Jordan, Yemen, and Morocco.
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