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Early Childhood in the Arab Countries:
Status and Challenges

Executive Summary

This report is an overview of the current status of early childhood care and education (ECCE) in 15 Arab
countries based on their responses to a questionnaire commissioned by UNESCO. It identifies challenges
and major constraints and concludes with recommendations for the concerned parties. The report can be
used as a framework for national action plans in ECCE and as an advocacy tool.

The report is organized into five sections. Section 1 highlights the importance of early childhood in the
international educational and development policy agenda using research evidence from neuroscience,
developmental psychology, economics, and social sciences. It supports the urgency of placing early
childhood on the global agenda by making a legal argument based on the UN “Convention of Child Rights”
(CRC) and Education for All (EFA) whose first goal is expanding care and education in early childhood. The
CRC covers a whole spectrum of rights: civil, political, economic, social and cultural from birth to age 8.
The report adopts the holistic definition of ECCE which involves “supporting children’s survival, growth,
development, and education- including areas of health, nutrition, hygiene, cognitive, social, physical, and
emotional areas from birth until age 8 in formal, non-formal, and informal systems”.

Section 2, the core of the report, covers the current status of ECCE in the Arab countries. It begins with
the social and political factors that impact ECCE notably civil strife and military confrontations, income
disparities, declining fertility and child mortality, changes in family structure, and health conditions. The
section then traces the developments in policy and governance in ECCE from Western missionaries and
Koranic schools to women’s associations to government and private sector, describing the range and type of
provisions of the programmes in health and education, rural and urban areas, and to all children especially
the marginalized.

Arab countries have no agreed upon common term when discussing early childhood, thus leading to various
positions about priorities, types of programmes, policies and regulations. Many of these policies lack action
plans and programmes comprehensive enough to care and educate young children or to provide clear
measurable indicators for evaluation. Governance requires a leading or coordinating body to integrate
several services of ministries (education, health, social welfare), which also intersect with various layers of
government (national, municipal, and local community providers) and a range of interest groups. According
to the survey findings, the integrating body is present only in four countries three of which has national
childhood councils and one has a lead ministry.

Findings about health programs show that the countries have improved their health care services for
children (08- years), especially in the area of immunization and reproductive health, but shortcomings
remain in nutrition services and school health programmes with problems of malnutrition in some cases.
There is variation among countries in the type of services provided and data reporting, and most have
drawbacks in the follow-up, monitoring and use of indicators for improvement.

Access to early childhood services varies between children 0 - 3 and 3 - 6, it is fairly low for children 0 - 3
and usually privately operated or government financed. As for children’s access to pre-primary education,
measured in terms of gross enrolment, it varies widely among countries: from GER above 80% to under
5%. The majority of ECCE programmes are concentrated in cities and in the for-profit private sector, but
five countries have programmes targeting children from low socio-economic backgrounds. One finding that
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warrants attention is that the gender ratio among children 4- 6 in preschools slightly favours males (ratio=
1.10 - 1.15). Morocco stands out with an extremely high ratio (2.08).

Marginalized Children include those living in rural areas, children with special needs, disadvantaged and
at-risk children. Adequate statistics on availability of services to children (08- years) in rural and remote
areas is lacking in most countries. Most countries seem keen to provide programmes to serve children
with special needs; several countries integrated them into public schools, but the information on quality of
services, performance indicators and the proportion of children beneficiaries is not available. It is worth
noting that the majority of these programmes serve children aged 5 years and above. Some countries
reported having programmes for orphaned children, but many countries did not provide accurate data.
Most countries have educational and social programmes for disadvantaged children mainly the poor. As for
at- risk children who live in environments that do not protect them from violence, abuse or exploitation,
relevant programmes exist in some countries. However, there is dearth of information on refugee children
who live in emergency situations, which indicates shortcomings in dealing with the grim situation for these
children who are exposed to the risks of poverty, malnutrition and poor educational services.

Policies for compulsory education exist for the age group 68- years with no accurate statistics on availability
of services as this age group falls under primary education services. Early childhood strategies are also
reported but only eight countries specified the target age group.

Section 2 also addresses the issue of quality in ECCE programmes. The data shows that the majority of
countries have established laws and licensing regulations for nurseries and preschools for the private sector
and community associations. Special departments at the ministries of education or social affairs monitor
and evaluate the extent of compliance. In some countries, assessment tools or periodic site visits are used
to assess service quality and take punitive measures in case of violation. One indicator of quality, child/
teacher ratio, varies among the six countries that cited it. However, in reality, the stated ratio is always
raised to accommodate more children. Another quality indicator is teacher qualification requirement for
ECCE personnel. Usually, formal qualification requirements exist mainly for teachers working in education
programmes (preschools) more than care programmes (nurseries). The extent of enforcement of regulations,
however, is not reported.

ECCE funding relies on government support, regional and international donors, civil society and parents,
with variations by project and programme.

Section 3 discusses key challenges and obstacles reported by the 15 countries. It is interesting that some
of these challenges were cited in the Arab Regional Conference (2004) such as lack of effective regulatory
and quality control, inadequate training of teachers and insufficient funding and lack of strong public
commitment. The countries reported more challenges such as low salaries and lack of job security, shortage
of training and specialized academic programmes, low access in rural and remote areas, and shortage of
early intervention programmes and academic nature of the curriculum. There is need for inclusiveness of
marginalized children; investment in disadvantaged young children should become a public policy initiative
that promotes fairness and social justice.

Section 4 describes the initiatives taken by some countries to develop ECCE programmes notably building
more preschools, improving quality through training of preschool teachers, updating and developing
curricula, and expanding access. The section also identifies the following opportunities for improvement
of ECCE services: (1) political will to bring ECCE to the official agenda; (2) compliance with the international
agreements Convention on the Rights of the Child, the EFA and the MDGs; (3) development of national
strategies and action plans; (4) adherence to laws and legislations on licenses, infrastructure and physical
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facility requirements, and staff performance appraisal; (5) establishment of specialized ECCE departments
in the concerned ministries; (6) creation of special academic departments and training centers; (7)
development of continuous and sustainable regional and international support for ECCE projects; and (8)
design and implementation of monitoring and evaluation criteria.

The final section affirms that quantitative and qualitative progress has occurred in recent years in ECCE in
the 15 Arab countries covered in the study, particularly in the health sector and enrolment in ECCE services.
Nevertheless, a lot remains to be done thus the report concludes with recommendations to each Arab state:

1. Adopt a national strategy and a clear action plan with specific budget.

2. Establish a leading agency for ECCE planning, implementation, follow-up, evaluation, and
coordination.

3. Develop programmes for children (0 - 3 years) especially for the marginalized children. (Catch them
early)

4. Adopt parenting education programmes and reach marginalized children.
5. Pay greater attention to the transition years (68- years).
6. Make better use of regional and international support for ECCE projects.

7. Establish a national data center and laboratory to track various ECCE age groups and programme
quality across multiple years and relate findings to child, adolescent, and adult groups.
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