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Summary
Any romantic notions in the West that the 2011 Arab uprisings could create 
instantaneous democracy in countries that have succeeded at toppling their 
leaders are already shattering. In the absence of strong political parties and 
viable civil society structures in most of the Arab world, these uprisings are 
proving to be only the first step in a process that will not follow a clear path and 
will take years to unfold. Much trial and error will take place and the region 
will experience multiple ups and downs before stable political and economic 
systems take hold.

The challenge of replacing both leaders and regimes with ones that fol-
low democratic norms is huge and certainly not automatic. As the Arab world 
starts this long transformation, a self-evident but often ignored fact is that 
democracy will thrive only in a culture that accepts diversity, respects different 
points of view, regards truths as relative rather than absolute, and tolerates—
even encourages—dissent. Without this kind of culture, no sustainable system 
of checks and balances can evolve over time to redistribute power away from 
the executive. Nor can a mechanism be developed to check abuses by any state 
institution. As the first phase of the uprisings gives way to nation building after 
decades of authoritarian rule, people in the Arab world will discover that their 
societies are not equipped with the skills and values needed to accept different, 
pluralistic norms of behavior.

Looking beyond the euphoria of the moment thus requires changes not 
only to the political structure and individuals—electoral law, constitutions, 
leaders—but also serious and sustained changes to the countries’ educational 
systems. The current education reform efforts in the region heavily focus on 
such “technical” aspects as building more schools, introducing computers to 
schools, improving test scores in mathematics and sciences, and bridging the 
gender gap in education. While necessary and important, the reform’s cur-
rent emphasis misses a basic human component: Students need to learn at a 
very early age what it means to be citizens who learn how to think, seek and 
produce knowledge, question, and innovate rather than be subjects of the state 
who are taught what to think and how to behave. These attributes are essential 
if the region is to move away from its traditional reliance on “rents” in the form 
of oil and outside assistance, and toward the kind of system that empowers its 
citizens with the requisite skills to build self-generating, prosperous economies 
and achieve a quality of life that can come through respect for diversity, critical 
thinking, creativity, and exercising one’s duties and rights as an active citizen.
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Introduction
Numerous citizenship education programs in countries in Europe and North 
America have imparted skills to students that are critical to the democratic 
process, thereby impacting students’ intentions and predispositions toward 
civic and political participation.1 These programs encouraged such behaviors as 
social and moral responsibility and personal efficacy. In acquiring such knowl-
edge and skills, students become more likely to serve and improve the com-
munities around them.2 A recent international study found 
a direct correlation between students’ knowledge of their 
civic community and their actual level of engagement in 
it.3 Moreover, even the simple practice of democracy in 
school, such as through student elections, can raise the lev-
els of student efficacy. 

In examining current education reform in many Arab 
countries, a set of key questions regarding citizenship edu-
cation is warranted. Are students taught what it means to 
be a citizen? Do they know at an early age—not just through formal learning 
but, more importantly, through practice—that there is usually more than one 
side to any particular issue, and that they should seek information about, and 
debate the many sides of, the issue? Are they taught to question, inquire, par-
ticipate, work in teams, and communicate? Are they taught to uphold values 
such as freedom, equality, and respect for human rights? Or is “knowledge” 
spoon-fed to them in a manner that discourages questioning?

Whole generations in the Arab world were ingrained with the notion that 
allegiance to one’s country means allegiance to the ruling political party, sys-
tem, or leader, and that diversity, critical thinking, and individual differences 
are treacherous. This kind of citizenship education is grievously outdated, but 
it is doubtful that current education reform in the Arab world will remedy 
that. Further, there exists today an unwritten alliance between governments 
on the one hand, and authoritarian political parties and religious institutions, 
on the other hand—the two major political forces in the Arab world, against 
any radical education reform. Both sides want their version, their interpre-
tation, to be the only one imparted to the next generation in order to keep 
a monopoly on what students are taught about history, religion, and values. 
Students are not supposed to question, think about, analyze, or consider any 
other interpretations. 

There has been no real interest in comprehensive education reform. Rather, 
the reform has focused on the “engineering” aspects. But improvements to 

Democracy will thrive only in a 
culture that accepts diversity, respects 
different points of view, regards truths 
as relative rather than absolute, and 
tolerates—even encourages—dissent. 
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There has been no real interest in 
comprehensive education reform. 
Rather, the reform has focused on 

the “engineering” aspects. 

the physical infrastructure of schools and even curriculum 
revisions are of limited value, unless they are coupled with 
a much greater investment in the human infrastructure of 
a free, democratic citizenry. As Arab societies attempt to 
compensate for lost time because of decades of political 
stagnation, they cannot afford to ignore the importance 
of educational systems that emphasize citizenship in all 
its aspects. 

Education Reform in Arab 
Countries: The Failure So Far
Most Arab governments have attempted to improve their educational systems 
by addressing mainly the “technical” or “engineering” aspects. A study by the 
World Bank reported that the Middle East and North Africa region, which 
includes eighteen Arab countries, has invested heavily in education: about 5 
percent of gross domestic product over the past forty years. The study identi-
fied 34 education reform programs in fourteen countries, with more than 900 
reform measures, or an average of 65 per country.4 Reform measures covered 
aspects such as pedagogy, teaching capacity, and management.5

Education statistics show that almost all Arab states have achieved impres-
sive gains in access to free primary education and, to a lesser extent, to second-
ary education. The average net enrollment rate in primary schools in Arab 
states jumped from 75 percent in 1999 to 84 percent in 2008. In secondary 
schools, the net enrollment rate in several states exceeded 70 percent in 2007.6 
The average number of years of schooling of the total population aged fifteen 
and above has risen appreciably in each country since 1960.7

Despite this progress, several Arab countries are unlikely to reach the tar-
get levels specified by UNESCO in its drive for “Education for All” by 2015. 
Those states’ net enrollment rates in primary schools are well below 70 percent, 
and they have not yet realized gender equity. The overall adult illiteracy rate 
in the Arab region remains high (28 percent in 2006).8 Dropout rates are 
high, as are grade repetition levels in primary schools, which top 10 percent in 
some countries.9 The status of early childhood and care education in the Arab 
region remains unsatisfactory; the gross enrollment rate (proportion of chil-
dren enrolled in preschool) is less than 20 percent, far below the world average 
of 41 percent.10

The World Bank assessment suggests that reform measures by Arab govern-
ments are not invested in quality building. The overwhelming share of reform 
measures (76 percent to 93 percent) in the pre-K, basic, and secondary grades 
focused on the “technical” dimension of reform, such as the construction of 
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schools and provision of teaching materials, mainly textbooks. This superseded 
the human capital objectives of improved equity, efficiency, and quality.11

When it comes to student learning outcomes, most Arab educational sys-
tems have failed. They are not producing graduates with the skills and knowl-
edge required to compete successfully in today’s global economy.12 Reform 
programs implemented in several states fell short of addressing important com-
ponents of the educational system that reflect the quality of education, such 
as performance indicators, citizenship skills, methods of teaching and assess-
ment, status and qualifications of teachers, governance, and accountability.13 

Education reform initiatives have produced no tangible change in teach-
ing methods. Teaching in most Arab states continues to be didactic, teacher-
directed, and not conducive to fostering critical thinking, creativity, and 
problem-solving capacity.14 Teachers communicate in classrooms using text-
books that contain ostensibly indisputable knowledge.15 Assessment of student 
learning relies on memorization of definitions, facts, and concepts rather than 
the ability to think critically, as noted in national and international tests.16

Fourth- and eighth-grade students from the Arab states who participated 
in the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) tests 
in 2003 and 2007 scored significantly below average.17 Likewise, the scores 
of fourth graders who participated in the Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) test on reading, mathematics, and science in 2003 and 
2009 were significantly below average.18 Fifteen-year-old students from the 
Arab states who took the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS) test in 2006 had the same outcome.19 Despite variations in the perfor-
mance on these tests from one state to another, the results irrefutably demon-
strate that the levels of learning achievement in Arab educational systems are 
generally low.20

In Tunisia, despite changes introduced to the educational system under Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2000, 2002, and 2004, students’ academic performance 
did not improve. Fourth and eighth graders who participated in the TIMSS and 
PISA tests from 1995 to 2007 consistently performed poorly. In the TIMSS 
mathematics test, Tunisian fourth graders scored worse in 2007 than in 2003; 
their average score dropped significantly below the international average (figure 
1). The most proficient Tunisian fourth graders failed to approach even the 
average proficiency level of students from the top five performing countries. 
The same scenario applies to the performance of fourth graders in science, 
although their average score did improve slightly from 2003 to 2007 (figure 2). 
Tunisian eighth graders also scored significantly below the TIMSS scale average 
in mathematics and science, though their average scores in both areas improved 
from 2003 to 2007. In the PISA test in mathematics, science, and problem 
solving, Tunisian students scored significantly below average in both years.21
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A poor record in education quality also prevailed in Egypt during the regime 
of ousted president Hosni Mubarak. Improvement in learning outcomes result-
ing from national reform plans that started in 1997 and the implementation of 
a “National Standards of Education in Egypt” in 2003 was nil. Eighth graders 
who participated in the TIMSS tests in mathematics and science scored poorly 
in both 2003 and 2007, falling significantly below the TIMSS scale average (fig-
ures 1 and 2). Rather than improve, their average score in mathematics dropped 
from 2003 to 2007. In science, the average scores of Egyptian eighth graders also 
fell from 2003 to 2007. As is the case in Tunisia, the most proficient Egyptian 

Figure 1. Achievement in Mathematics: Grades 4 and 8
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Figure 2. Achievement in Science: Grades 4 and 8
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students in the TIMSS tests failed to reach the average scores of students in the 
top five performing countries in both mathematics and science. Even among 
the brightest, most capable, Egyptian students, performance is unsatisfactory.22

These examples from Egypt and Tunisia show that education reform in 
Arab countries has failed to improve student learning, but that should come 
as no surprise: The focus of the reform was neither citizenship education nor 
twenty-first-century skills.23 Redirecting the emphasis of reform toward devel-
oping such skills will certainly be challenging, given that they promote values 
and behavior that are likely to destabilize entrenched regimes. Meanwhile, in 
Egypt and Tunisia, where authoritarian regimes are being deconstructed and 
democracies are “under construction,” this shift in education reform toward 
citizenship should be welcomed by the new regimes in order to support their 
political and social transformations.

Citizenship Education: 
Concepts and Definitions
Citizenship education is not a recent global phenomenon in K–12 schools. Its 
beginnings date to the writings of Plato and Aristotle. Plato was an advocate of 
“true education,” which “inspires the recipient with passionate and ardent desire 
to become a perfect citizen.”24 Aristotle viewed the citizen as a free resident of 
a city-state who is directly involved in governing.25 For centuries, a main objec-
tive of Western educational systems has been to prepare students for citizenship 
roles. These roles have been constantly evolving and taking on new meanings 
in response to legal, cultural, social, and political changes, notably the French 
revolution in the eighteenth century, student movements in Europe in the 
1960s, and the civil rights movement in the United States in the late 1950s and 
1960s.26 Prominent social scientists such as Montesquieu and Rousseau were 
instrumental not only in developing the meaning of citizenship but also in nur-
turing the idea of challenging the status quo and creating a new political order. 

More recently, elements of citizenship education were introduced in the General 
Conference of UNESCO as early as 1974, which issued the “Recommendation 
Concerning Education for International Understanding, Cooperation and 
Peace and Education Relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.” 
This position was based on the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and was followed by a framework of action in 1995 that also included education 
for democracy. Equally important are the UN Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child of 1959 and the more recent Convention on the Rights of the Child, a 
binding document for all UN members since 1989.27

Although the term “citizen” was coined in the West and developed as a 
concept by Western thinkers, it is not Western-specific without any global rel-
evance. Rather, it is a universal notion that can be applied to all parts of the 
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world. In the Arab region, the word “citizen” (muwatin) is a noun linked to the 
root word watan, which has been used by Arabs since the days of pre-Islam. It 
refers to one’s permanent place of residence, or homeland.28 There is reference 
to it in statements by the Prophet Muhammad.29 In a widely known part of 
the Nahj Al-Balagha, Imam Ali bin Abi Talib said, “Poverty in the homeland 
makes it a foreign place of residence, and wealth in a foreign place of residence 
makes it a homeland.”30 While the term muwatin (citizen) does not exist in 
Islamic jurisprudence, it is present as a notion in more than one text and event 
in Islamic history.31 More important, Western connotations of citizenship, 
such as the existence of a social contract between the individual and the ruler 
based on free will, and the concepts of equality, tolerance, and social justice, 
are compatible with Islam.32 Thus, teaching these concepts in an Islamic soci-
ety will not necessarily be deemed anti-Islamic. 

Today, the notion of citizenship education is related to, though distinct 
from, that of civic education. The term “civic” refers to the “principles, mecha-
nisms and processes of decision making, participation, governance, and legisla-
tive control” that exist in societies.33 Civic education deals with the knowledge 
and understanding of political institutions, concepts, and processes of civic 
life. It also encompasses education for human rights, peace, and democracy. 
Civic education incorporates concepts related to the rights of the individual 
into instruction of the democratic processes of government.

Citizenship education is a broader concept. In addition to knowledge and 
understanding, citizenship education encourages “opportunities for participa-
tion in both civic and civil society,” as well as ways of interacting with and 
shaping one’s own community and society.34 Responsible citizenship is taught 

first by parents along with other civic values and attitudes; 
schools take on this role later, beginning with preschool or 
the primary grades.

It is conceptually useful to place the range of approaches 
to citizenship education across countries on a continuum 
(figure 3). At one end is the minimal interpretation, civics 
education. It is based on formal education and didactic 
teaching, with little opportunity for student interaction 
and initiative. At the other end, the maximal interpreta-

tion is citizenship education. It is based on a mixture of formal and infor-
mal approaches; it is participative and inclusive, and encourages investigation, 
debate, and critical thinking.35

Because of the lack of a unified concept of citizenship in Arab countries, this 
paper relies on the definition provided by the International Civic and Citizenship 
Education Study (ICCS) conducted in 2008 and 2009. According to ICCS, 
citizenship education encompasses three main aspects: (1) knowledge of civic 
concepts, systems, and processes of civic life; (2) skills of civic participation, 

“Education for citizenship,” 
encompasses two other notions: 

“education about citizenship” and 
“education through citizenship.” 
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problem solving, and negotiation; and (3) disposition, a sense of belonging, 
values, and ethics.36 The purpose of citizenship education is to develop well-
rounded, responsible citizens who know their legal rights and duties, and apply 
this knowledge to evaluate government policies and practices. Moreover, nurtur-
ing students to become citizens who work for the common good has a positive 
impact on their communities and societies. Developing the skills and competen-
cies of citizenship has the added benefit of enabling students to compete in the 
rapidly changing global job market as they approach adulthood.

This approach, which can be termed “education for citizenship,” encom-
passes two other notions: “education about citizenship” and “education 
through citizenship.” Education about citizenship is simply minimal civics 
education that provides knowledge and understanding of history and politics. 
Education through citizenship teaches students through involvement in civic 
activities inside the school, such as voting for the school council, and out-
side the school, such as joining an environmental group in the community. 
Education for citizenship covers the aims of both of these approaches; in addi-
tion, it targets values and dispositions and is linked to the entire experience 
of students in schools.37 These values of citizenship are central to the human 
development approach38 and underpin the most common national goals of 
citizenship education in many countries: to develop the capacities of the indi-
vidual and promote equal opportunity and the value of citizenship.39

Citizenship Education: A Key 
Element of Education Reform 
Education for citizenship plays a key role in education reform by promoting 
most of the twenty-first-century skills and the European Union’s “key compe-
tences for lifelong learning,” namely: communication in the mother tongue; 

Source: Adapted from David Kerr, Citizenship Education: An International Comparison, April 1999, 11.

Figure 3. Citizenship Education Continuum
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communication in foreign languages; mathematical competence and basic 
competences in science and technology; digital competence; learning to learn; 
social and civic competences; sense of initiative and entrepreneurship; and cul-
tural awareness and expression.40 Education for citizenship also contributes to 
reforming the classroom environment and nurturing a democratic culture in 
the entire school among students, teachers, and administrators. To apply this 
approach to citizenship education, administrators and teachers of all subjects 
should develop their own competence in citizenship skills through in-service 
and professional development programs. 

In many parts of the United States, for example, citizenship education pro-
grams go beyond teaching about American history, institutions, and the con-
stitution; students are also provided with opportunities to practice such civic 
skills as problem solving, persuasive writing, collaboration, and consensus-
building, as well as communicating with public officials about issues of con-
cern.41 Developing and nurturing these skills requires a teaching and learning 
approach that emphasizes open discussion and active learning that has been 
shown to be far more effective than the didactic, lecture-based approach.42 
This effectiveness was confirmed in the two largest-scale international  
studies,43 which found that the classroom climate most conducive to high levels 
of civic knowledge is characterized by openness to discussion of political and 
social issues.44 

Furthermore, in a classroom environment that fosters collaboration, cre-
ativity, and cultural sensitivity, young people learn to be able to live not only 
within the confines of their own local community or nation-state, but also in 
other parts of the world. As more and more individuals migrate to other states 
to compete, connect, and work in teams, their competence in these skills, par-
ticularly in local and global citizenship, is becoming even more important. 
These skills empower the youth to address the challenges of a globalized world, 
such as population movements within and between states, minority rights, 
popular uprisings, and rapid improvements in information and communica-
tion technologies.45 In the United Kingdom, for example, the issue of how 
young people can be sufficiently prepared for these challenges is an “urgent 
consideration” for education policymakers and practitioners.46

Researchers and activists assert that citizenship education plays an impor-
tant role in education reform. It “motivates and inspires young people, because 
it is relevant to their everyday lives and concerns.”47 By giving students a sense 
of empowerment to change their society, the impact of citizenship education 
on learning performance is expected to be significant. Without citizenship 
education, attempts at education reform will be missing a key twenty-first-
century competence, namely civic competence, which also contributes to the 
development of most competences required for lifelong learning.  
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Status of Citizenship Education 
in Some Arab Countries
Education reform initiatives in Arab countries for which data are available and 
accessible have either ignored or unsatisfactorily addressed citizenship educa-
tion. School curricula typically include a civic education component—one that 
reflects the state ideology, laws, and policies—as well as a strong ethics section 
emphasizing moral and often religious values and norms. The concepts, con-
tent, and methods of teaching and assessment vary considerably from one state 
to another and sometimes even from one school to another within the same 
country, such as in Lebanon. This variation in the curriculum and related 
student activities is not surprising given the different political regimes and edu-
cational systems in the region.

Still, in most Arab countries, humanities and social sciences curricula in 
schools instill obedience and submission to a regime rather than freedom of 
thought and critical thinking.48 Several researchers who analyzed the edu-
cational systems in Egypt and Tunisia concluded that the outgoing regimes 
consciously created systems that produce dependent and submissive students49 
who are less apt to challenge authority. Participatory activity available to stu-
dents in Tunisian public schools was limited to cultural associations and sports 
clubs. Students were not allowed to engage in debates. Nor did they receive 
tolerance or respect if their opinions differed from those of their teachers.50  
Samia, a Tunisian student, elaborated: “Young teachers are more understand-
ing, as well as women, and are more willing to respect the student, while the 
older say to you, ‘But what do you know?’ Young people have no right to stand 
up to their elders.”51

In Egypt, the teachers, curriculum, activities, and administration in public 
schools have failed to promote or support democratic values and practices.52 
A big gap exists between the concept of citizenship education espoused by the 
Ministry of Education and the content of social studies textbooks. An analyti-
cal study indicated that tourist attractions rather than citizenship are empha-
sized in school textbooks because tourism is a main source of national income.53 
Basic concepts in citizenship education such as rule of law, social justice, and 
political participation are rarely mentioned. Yet citizens’ dependence on the 
government for the provision of goods and services is exaggerated. The term 
“authority” prevails in the social studies textbooks over the term “citizen” (by 
nearly two to one), a clear indicator of state dominance of citizens.54 

In Jordan, a number of education reform initiatives undertaken by the gov-
ernment have been aimed at capacity-building, reducing the illiteracy rate, 
expanding early childhood care and basic education, and eliminating the gen-
der gap, but none emphasized citizenship education. For example, the project 
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supporting “Jordan’s Education Reform for a Knowledge Economy” (ERfKE) 
identified schools’ needs and conducted training for teachers and principals 
on modern teaching methods, supervision, leadership and self-assessment, 
and integrating technology in teaching.55 Nowhere in the project is citizenship  
education addressed. 

In Sudan, the U.S. Agency for International Development’s program in 
education focuses on primary education, girls’ education, teacher training, and 
institutional development. The program aims to build the human and insti-
tutional capacity of ministries, increase access to basic education, improve the 
quality of services, and promote transparency and accountability.56 Education 
reform in Sudan does not address the component of citizenship.

Supported by the European Union, Syria’s five-year plan (2006–2010) 
aimed to increase access to education, improve teacher training, enhance 
assessment, reduce dropout and repetition rates, develop curricula, and intro-
duce information and communication technology to classrooms.57 Here, too, 
the state’s reform plan did not address citizenship education.

A number of Arab governments have attempted to design and use new cur-
ricula, textbooks, and related activities that deal with issues closely related to 
such civic and citizenship education as character development, human rights, 
rights of the child, peace studies, and dispute resolution. Such programs and 
projects are found in quality private schools in some Arab countries, such as 
Egypt, Lebanon, and Oman. These schools developed their own civic educa-
tion curriculum, complete with a mandatory community service component.58 
However, no comprehensive database lists these programs and projects or 
quantifies their efficacy regarding learning outcomes. Of the published studies 
on civic and citizenship education in Arab countries, most have considerable 
limitations in terms of coverage, representativeness, and depth of analysis.

Among the examples that stand out is the United Nations Development 
Program study of education and citizenship in Lebanon in 2007, which was 
designed to be comparable to the 1999 study by the International Association 
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) that investigated out-
comes among ninth graders. In comparison with the 28 other countries that 
participated in the 1999 study, Lebanon was classified among the lowest- 
performing group of countries. While its score in civic content knowledge was 
the highest among this group, its score in civic skills was the third lowest. One 
noteworthy finding is that Lebanese students had the lowest score on the ques-
tion of accountability in democratic systems.59 Their answers in various areas 
were contradictory and portrayed a mismatch among concepts, attitudes, and 
actions. For example, while students strongly endorsed the concept of civic 
participation, their involvement in voluntary associations and clubs was very 
limited. The study points to serious weaknesses in Lebanon’s educational sys-
tem and school climate and to the overriding influence of family on students’ 
social and political values.60
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It is evident from the above discussion that the political commitment to 
produce independent, creative students has been weak in Arab countries for 
reasons of self-preservation—doing so would produce citizens capable of 
challenging authority—be it political, religious, or traditional. Essentially, 
well-informed, independent-minded students represent a vital threat to a gov-
ernment’s standing orders. Educational systems in these countries are therefore 
generally unwilling to promote the social values that flourish in democratic 
societies. Diverse opinions are emphatically not given voice, which has the 
effect of dulling attempts at informed debate and limiting citizens’ capacity to 
reform their governments. 

As nations such as Egypt and Tunisia seek to democratize, the degree of 
active engagement by citizens in public life will determine the strength of their 
burgeoning democracies. More than one-third of today’s Arab population is 
currently in or about to enter the K–12 system (up through fourteen years of 
age).61 Thus, citizenship education in schools can play a key role in prepar-
ing millions of young people in emerging Arab democracies to become well-
informed participants in their localities and national governments and in the 
global community as well.

Challenges to Citizenship 
Education in Arab Countries
Education for citizenship in Arab countries will face three main challenges: 
shortcomings of the educational systems, international and domestic contex-
tual factors, and funding. 

Educational Systems

Shortcomings of educational systems in Arab countries pose a serious challenge 
to citizenship education initiatives. Of the major shortcomings, the weakness of 
governance and the inadequate preparation of teachers are the most pertinent.

Governance

Undoubtedly, quality citizenship education is dependent on good governance 
and management at both the central government level and the local school level. 
Given the nature of political systems in Arab states, ministries of education 
assume a highly centralized role and continue to be dominated by authoritarian 
management systems. Furthermore, most ministries lack vision, appropriate 
strategic planning, efficient supervisory units, and competent human resources.

Under poor governance, a new initiative in citizenship education will be up 
against the challenge of dealing with incompetent officers, many of whom are 
corrupt, resistant to change, or disinterested. Leaders of such initiatives should 
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find innovative ways of securing approval for their programs from government 
agencies and sustaining these programs under unfavorable conditions.

Teachers

The role of teachers in the education process cannot be understated; teachers 
and teaching quality are “the most important organizational factors associated 
with student achievement.”62 Quality in education is strongly associated with 
the presence of qualified teachers.63 Recruiting and retaining highly qualified 
teachers is therefore imperative. These teachers are expected to be creative in 
dealing with a wide range of situations and catering to various student needs. 
They must also continuously improve their knowledge, technical and social 
skills, and teaching methods. Regardless of their competence in their subject 
matter, teachers must be qualified to prepare students for active citizenship as 
part of twenty-first-century skills. For example, science teachers are respon-
sible not only for teaching the course syllabus, but also for promoting a class-
room culture characterized by creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and 
social responsibility. 

Shortage, status, and qualifications of teachers represent another handicap to 
the reform efforts. About half the Arab states for which there are adequate data 
are experiencing a shortage of trained primary school teachers.64 Substantial 
proportions of teachers in most Arab states at all school levels lack adequate 
academic qualifications, proper academic preparation, pre-service training, and 
readiness for the challenges of a changing society.65 Salary and status of the posi-
tion are low by international standards.66 This problem is compounded by neg-
ative factors such as teacher absenteeism and lack of professional development 
at schools. Teachers are frequently overwhelmed with duties that are not related 
to teaching, such as supervision of students in the playground and places of 
detention and participation in administrative and extracurricular activities.67

Given this situation, recruitment and provision of pre-service and in-service 
training for any new program in citizenship education will be challenging. 
Besides mastering knowledge of the citizenship subject, teachers should be 
trained to direct and monitor the development of skills and practical experi-
ence of students in citizenship through a variety of activities in school and out 
of school. Furthermore, teachers in all subjects must be trained to promote 
citizenship values such as equality, open discourse, and critical thinking by 
integrating these values into their subjects. 

Context

Citizenship education can be better understood when placed within its inter-
national and domestic contexts. The international context refers to the impact 
of globalization, while the domestic context covers a host of socioeconomic, 
political, and cultural factors.
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International Context

Globalization has been defined as the significant economic, political, and cul-
tural changes in society that lead to a more global social policy, including 
citizenship education policy.68 At the economic level, globalization has resulted 
in new information and communication technologies, such as computers, cell 
phones, and the Internet. The proliferation of global media, such as satellite 
television stations, the Internet, YouTube, and social media networks, such as 
Facebook and Twitter, has permeated the lives of young and old alike.69 In the 
Arab region, as figure 4 shows, there has been a significant annual rise in the 
percentage of the population using the Internet since 2001. However, not all 
segments of Arab society view these changes favorably. Some influential con-
servative groups, which vehemently oppose the spread of Western values and 
norms, pressure governments to impose strict surveillance on the content of 
the new globalized media—while using some of these same media to promote 
their own positions and counterviews.
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Domestic Context 

The nature of the political and educational systems, economic characteristics, 
strength of civil society, and social values are domestic contextual factors that 
determine the definition and approach to citizenship in a particular country. 
Each of these variables refers to a continuum from one extreme situation to 
another. For example, the political system may range between autocracy and 
consolidated democracy. Economies vary from the very rich to the very poor; 
from the socialist, centralized system to the capitalist, free market system. 

Source: World Bank, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.P2. 
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Moreover, a nation’s history and cultural and socio-political structures signifi-
cantly affect the context in which citizenship was conceptualized and incor-
porated into an education curriculum. The particular traditions and values 
corresponding to Islamic societies, for example, are distinct from those based 
on Christianity or Confucianism. 

While a society’s religious, political, and socioeconomic background make 
up the primary context influencing its definition of citizenship education, the 
home and school environments and local community constitute a second set 
of factors.70 The manner in which a school is governed, the means by which 
curriculum is imparted, and the experience students take away from their edu-
cation are all contextual factors that will influence how citizenship education 
as a concept is implemented. 

Serious shortcomings in socio-political and economic systems at both the 
local and national levels in Arab countries will influence their citizenship edu-
cation programs. Loyalty to one’s ethnic or religious group is fierce; authoritar-
ian values dominate; opportunities for participation in governance processes 
and decisionmaking are limited; and freedom of speech and belief are con-
strained. The resistance of hard-line religious groups and authoritarian politi-
cal parties to democratic values will be a major obstacle. Most political regimes 
are nondemocratic; corruption prevails and public accountability is scant; lib-
eral freedoms are outlawed; and people live in constant fear of repression. In 
many Arab countries, public workers overwhelmingly depend on their states to 
sustain their livelihood, and illiteracy and school-dropout rates remain high. 

It will therefore be very difficult to launch a citizenship education program 
in entrenched autocracies where the program’s objectives and values are incom-
patible with the interests of elites and other dominant groups. By contrast, such 
programs are more likely to be welcomed in states that are undergoing political 
and social transformation.

Funding

For most Arab countries, it will be an uphill battle to initiate and maintain a 
new citizenship program as a key component of education reform in the face 
of strong conservative views that emphasize teaching the basic subjects of lan-
guage, mathematics, and sciences. The challenge is augmented when admin-
istrators compete for the scarce financial resources available to the educational 
system. It is also difficult to secure funds when states face violent domestic or 
international conflicts or natural disasters that cause potential education fund-
ing to be diverted to security or emergency relief.

Nevertheless, it is feasible to implement the “education for citizenship” 
approach under dire funding conditions because it is not restricted to a specific 
subject. Its themes, topics, and delivery methods can be integrated into vari-
ous subjects and extracurricular activities. The challenge lies in recruiting and 
training qualified teachers who are eager to take up this task. 
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The Way Forward

A number of scholars consider today’s understanding of the role of the citizen 
to be a contemporary construct unique to the Western experience and doubt 
whether the concept of citizenship can apply to Arab society.71 Many non-Western  
nations have nonetheless adopted democratic systems, written constitutions, 
and supported civil society.72 Given the power of indigenously driven demands 
for democracy despite its Western origin, Arab countries forging new democra-
cies will likely construct unique definitions of “citizen” and “citizenship.”

A new Arab initiative in citizenship education must first achieve a clear defi-
nition of concepts, goals, and approach. Terms and concepts such as “citizen,” 
“equity,” “diversity,” “human rights,” and “identity” should be clearly defined. 
It is also imperative to define the relation between citizenship and identity. In 
the Arab region, a citizen has multiple identities that vary from one country to 
another, but the most common are religious, tribal, ethnic, and national identi-
ties. Any citizenship education program needs to address each of these identities 
that exist in its social setting. For example, religion is an important element 
in education reform for many reasons. Historically, education was conducted 
in places of worship and controlled by the clergy, who served as both teachers 
and administrators. Religion is also a cultural phenomenon in all societies; it is 
a moral resource and a component of social diversity that democracy espouses. 
Again, the challenge is recruiting qualified teachers who can accept issues from 
the point of view of people from religions other than theirs.73 

This paper endorses the “education for citizenship” approach, which is best 
suited to meet the impact of global change and to consolidate or stimulate 
political reform. Education for citizenship has a national as well as a sub-
national dimension at the levels of the state, local community, family, and 
school. Yet all significant events, issues, and places have become intercon-
nected, and all systems, including education, have developed global (or cos-
mopolitan, universal) dimensions.

Young people today need to be both national and global citizens in order 
to expand their capacity to compete in an interdependent world and a global-
ized economy. This requires education reform to have specific learning goals 
and innovative delivery methods and practices, with an explicit component of 
citizenship education. This component encompasses a set of core learning out-
comes, skills, values, and dispositions that can apply to most, if not all, Arab 
countries. This set should qualify as universal and applicable to various social 
settings. Each country can add to this core what it deems relevant and useful in 
its particular case. For example, the notion of multiculturalism is not relevant 
to all Arab countries and should therefore be avoided as a core concept despite 
its importance at the global level. Figure 5 illustrates the relationship between 
core and country-specific concepts. 

Although the contextual factors within each country inevitably affect the 
curriculum of any particular citizenship education program, by twelfth grade 



18 | Education for Citizenship in the Arab World: Key to the Future

a student in any Arab country should be able to analyze and reflect on his 
multiple identities; the structure and functions of the national political system 
and other international systems; legal and moral individual rights and respon-
sibilities; notions of power, privilege, equity, and social justice; diverse belief 
systems and ideologies; global themes and structures; and national, regional, 
and global contemporary issues and events.74

To compete in today’s globalized world, it is crucial for young Arabs to pos-
sess a set of core skills that are nurtured, in part, through citizenship education 
in schools. The capacity to think independently and creatively, communicate 
effectively, analyze and observe change processes, and respond to challenging 
situations will separate the winners from the losers in the global competition.75 
Young Arabs need a school that develops and nurtures an interactive, respect-
ful, and culturally sensitive climate in classrooms. In such a climate, ample 
opportunities are presented for students to get involved in decisionmaking at 
school and in the community and to engage in national and global issues. 
Furthermore, a variety of performance assessment strategies should be applied 
to test these and other problem-solving competencies. 76

Figure 5. Selected Core and Country-Specific Citizenship Concepts
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In addition to knowledge, skills, and school climate, citizenship education 
in Arab countries should aim to develop appropriate social and political val-
ues and dispositions, which are important determinants of behavior. Belief in 
human dignity, individual freedoms and equality, responsibility, and concern 
for the common good through public service are the type of universal values 
and dispositions imparted by citizenship education programs and the school 
climate that promotes such values.77

Conclusion
Citizenship education in the Arab world is a key element in education reform 
and in the development of future pluralistic societies as well as sustainable polit-
ical systems and economic models. Of the key challenges 
facing the implementation of such education reforms, per-
haps the biggest is not one of a technical nature but more 
of political will. The political establishments and powerful 
religious institutions have had a monopoly on the truth 
in modern times, and neither of them has called for, let 
alone attempted, any serious process under which students 
would gain the tools and freedom to learn how to chal-
lenge authority. Quite the opposite. Governments have strived to educate stu-
dents in a way that would make them docile and unlikely to question political 
authority. At the same time, governments have failed miserably at creating jobs 
for an Arab world where 70 percent of the population is under thirty years of 
age (figure 6). 

Figure 6. Unemployment, Youth Total  
(Percent of Total Labor Force Ages 15–24)
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The whole approach to education 
reform in the Arab world must, 
therefore, be revisited. Current 

reforms are conspicuously lacking. 

Religious establishments, meanwhile, have also worked to maintain their 
monopoly on interpreting religion in a narrow manner not commensurate with 
the practices of early Islam or of the main religious scholars of only a hundred 
years ago. As a result of these self-preservation practices, whole generations of 

students have been deprived of achieving their full poten-
tial, and they have not been equipped to compete in the 
domestic or global market. If the objective was to create 
and maintain docile societies, what has been achieved, in 
fact, is the very opposite. The recent uprisings have irrefut-
ably demonstrated that Arab publics are no longer willing 
to be silent about the failure of their political systems in 
providing both freedom and bread.

The whole approach to education reform in the Arab world must, therefore, 
be revisited. Current reforms are conspicuously lacking. Research into the dif-
ferent education reform measures under way in many Arab countries must 
point out the glaring gaps between what these efforts encompass and what 
they do not, as well as suggest ways to bridge the gaps. More than educational 
systems will suffer if this issue is not seriously addressed. The very cause of a 
prosperous, democratic, diverse, and peaceful future for the region is at stake.
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