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Education and Talent

Education
and Talent
How does MENA Score?
There is nothing new about the inextricable link
between education and talent for success in today’s
business environment. What is new is that never
has there been more of an emphasis on talent, with
all that the word embodies and never has the
resource pool in the region been faced with as many
challenges as it faces today.
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Today’s education scores poorly
Education is the pillar stone that talent is built upon. Yet
in almost any survey covering the Middle East North
Africa (MENA) region, our educational systems and
institutions and, by extension, our students, invariably
score poorly. In a recent study by Deloitte, the region
scored well below the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries’
average in terms of education spend as a percentage of
GDP, grade results and percentage of the population
with secondary and tertiary school education. It would
have been convenient to attribute these findings to

limited financial resources, but that would also have
been misleading. Per capita income and other wealth
measures in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries are among the highest in the world, yet they
score poorly in terms of educational attainment
measures such as curriculum and teachers. Teachers are
generally recruited from the lower third of university
graduates with a focus on quantity rather than quality.
Low teacher to student ratios (1:12) are unlikely to
compensate for the need to hire better qualified
teachers, with what this entails in terms of revised salary
and pay scales to attract such teachers.

Tertiary students (millions)

Tertiary enrolment by region, 1970 to 2007
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Raising the bar
There are no silver bullets or magical cures to the
ailments we face in our educational systems, though
concerted actions by governments and businesses are
likely to go a long way towards building a wellprepared talent pool that is competitive and
employable in today’s world .
Curriculum facelift: a revamp of current curricula to
bring them more in line with actual requirements is
needed. This includes a focus on sciences and a
departure from the current learning systems so that
skills development and knowledge retention and
transfer become the primary objectives of the
education process.
Investment in teachers: without qualified and trained
teachers, it is unlikely that our students will come out
properly educated; this certainly applies to all levels of
schooling but the emphasis should be on primary and
secondary schooling. A shift in the mindset of what is a
teacher and his or her stature in the community is
necessary to make this happen. In Singapore, for
example, teachers must be among the top 30% of their
graduating peers, are expected to have high
competency levels, not only in numeracy and literacy
but also in interpersonal and communication skills and
continue to receive 100 hours of professional
development yearly. Additionally, pay scales, particularly
at entry and early levels have to be at, or ahead of,
market levels to attract the right caliber of teachers. In
the Netherlands, as another example, this is known as
“frontload compensation,” introduced in 1990 to
attract better quality graduates.

Learning has
progressed and so
have its tools. Time
to hone our skills.

There are no silver bullets or
magical cures to the ailments we
face in our educational systems,
though concerted actions by
governments and businesses are
likely to go a long way towards
building a well-prepared talent
pool that is competitive and
employable in today’s world.

A Middle East Point of View | November 2010 | 9

Entrepreneurship: some organizations across MENA,
most notably Injaz Al Arab (member of Junior
Achievement Worldwide) have been quite active in
introducing youth entrepreneurship through the primary
and secondary school systems. This has met with
varying degrees of acceptance (and conversely,
resistance) by the respective Education ministries as the
programs require embedding in the curriculum and in
some cases, the ministries were adamant not to make
any changes to their curricula. Injaz aims to reach one
million students in the Arab World, though this will only
be achievable through the support and buy-in from the
governments and the private sector alike.

Technical competencies alone are no
longer sufficient for a successful
career. Employers invariably refer to
the lack of employability skills
among today’s graduates, such as
effective communication and
leadership attributes.
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Employability and Competitiveness
These two principles are the natural extension and
outcome of a successful education system and process.
Technical competencies alone are no longer sufficient
for a successful career. Employers invariably refer to the
lack of employability skills among today’s graduates,
such as effective communication and leadership
attributes. Recent surveys in the UK (2010 CBI Education
and Skills Survey) revealed that almost half of employers
were dissatisfied with the business and customer
awareness of graduates and a quarter were unhappy
with graduates’ time management and problem solving
skills. Although no such surveys may be readily available
in the region, it is more than likely that such findings
would be prevalent within employers looking for a
qualified graduate pool. Addressing those challenges is
the responsibility of governments as well as the private
sector as both have a significant stake in ensuring an
employable and competitive graduate population.
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Businesses can contribute through structured programs
of engagement by bringing the workplace knowledge
to the teachers and into the school environments. This
engagement can, and should, extend beyond programs
on entrepreneurship such as Injaz and extend to
teachers through training workshops and to students
through better alignment between the educational
process and the demands of the workplace. Surveys
have revealed that a high percentage of students in
graduating classes either had no or very little contact
with employers – hardly the foundation for a successful
recruit. Businesses need to be well represented at
placement offices at universities, but they also need to
participate at the secondary school level.
Governments on the other hand should not only
facilitate the involvement of business in the education
process, but should insist on it through agreed formal
programs. Teachers are the facilitators of such programs
and should be encouraged (and rewarded) for making
them happen. The focus should shift from current
textbook tuition only to a more holistic and pragmatic
approach that equips students with the necessary tools
that best prepare them for the work environment.
On a personal note
I recently conducted an informal questionnaire by asking
friends and acquaintances in the region whether any of
their children are studying for, or planning on, being
teachers. The not surprising, though equally
disappointing answer was that none of them had. Until
we are able, as a society, to overcome this hurdle and
make the teaching profession a socially, professionally
and financially rewarding one that attracts our top
graduates, all other programs and initiatives discussed
above are unlikely to yield the expected results. The
onus and responsibility to do so is shared by all of us in
the private and the public sectors.

Until we are able, as
a society, to overcome
this hurdle and make
the teaching
profession a socially,
professionally and
financially rewarding
one that attracts our
top graduates, all
other programs and
initiatives discussed
above are unlikely
to yield the expected
results.

Sources: Deloitte study
Omar Fahoum, Chairman & Chief Executive of Deloitte
in the Middle East, is a frequent participant in the World
Economic Forum panels on Talent & Education in the
Middle East, and a board member of Injaz Al Arab.
Deloitte in the Middle East Corporate Responsibility agenda is
focused on Education and skills building reaching out, through
employee volunteerism, to Arab youth across the region.
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