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Women in Arab States strive to overcome bias-induced knowledge gap 
 
Girls outperform boys in schools when given opportunities, says Arab Human Development Report 2005
 
Women in Arab countries cannot achieve equal status without the elimination of a profound knowledge deficit resulting from deep inequality between the sexes in both access to and the quality of education, says the Arab Human Development Report 2005.
“Despite the tremendous spread of girls’ education in Arab countries in the last five decades, Arab women remain poorly prepared to participate effectively and fruitfully in public life by acquiring knowledge through education,” the Report contends. 

 Even amid signs of progress like increasing enrolment rates and better test scores for women, the Report points out that the Arab world remains in the lower ranks internationally in the education of women, especially at the higher levels of schooling. 

This deficit in education is a major factor in preventing women in the region from realising their full potential, harming society as a whole, the authors say. 

The Report, entitled Towards the rise of women in the Arab world, further argues that progress in education would catalyse broader societal changes in the region: “The release of Arab girls’ and women’s captive energies in the fields of knowledge and creativity through the creation of a familial and societal environment that rewards high achievement regardless of gender, would be the freshest sign of spring in the blossoming (izdihar) of the Arab world.”

Fewer than 80 percent of girls attend secondary schools in all Arab nations except for four, and women’s participation in college education trails only South and West Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, the Report points out. Women in Arab states who do make it to university largely concentrate in literature, humanities and social sciences, fields that don’t often lead to significant opportunity in the job market.  One-half of women are illiterate, compared with one-third of men. 

The Report, sponsored by UNDP, points out that great differences exist between Arab countries in giving women access to knowledge. The school enrolment rate of girls in several Arab oil-producing countries and in Jordan, Lebanon, the occupied Palestinian territory and Tunisia is in fact higher than that of boys, the Report says, while the highest relative rate of deprivation of education occurs in the less-developed Arab countries, such as Djibouti and Yemen, and in those with the largest populations, such as Egypt, Morocco and Sudan. 

Still, the Report celebrates the signs of progress in women’s learning in the Arab world.  Data show that equality between the sexes in higher education has been achieved in twelve Arab countries (Algeria, Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, the occupied Palestinian territory, Oman, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Tunisia).  Enrolment of girls in primary school is at least 90 percent that of boys in all Arab states except the Comoros, Morocco and Yemen. And government efforts to close the gender gap in education have borne fruit: In the occupied Palestinian territory, for example, the rate of girls in applied skills training rose from 38.9 percent in 1995 to 45.1 percent in 1999, when more schools near their homes were opened to girls.  These hints of progress signal the substantial latent power in the Arab world, as yet untapped as a source of broader freedom in all areas of society, the Report says. 

Deep deficits remain, though, and those deficits begin at the early stages of child development, for boys as well as girls: According to UNESCO data, the Arab child on average is provided with 0.4 years of pre-schooling, compared to 1.6 years in Latin America and the Caribbean, 1.8 years in Central and Eastern Europe and 2.2 years in North America and Western Europe.  The Report says that “in general, most countries of the region fail to give the necessary priority to this level of education. For the most part, reliance is placed on for-profit private institutions or women’s organisations, indicating a belief that the support of small children is considered basically a women’s issue and not a public priority.”

The Report points out that at many levels of education the teaching material itself is infected with gender bias. Images and constructs in the curricula invariably confine a woman to the roles of mother, homemaker and housekeeper.  Most set texts in Arab schools, the Report reveals, limit women to a specific context, usually domestic.  The illustrations used in school curricula reveal this bias graphically.  Rarely do education-ministry textbooks show a female reading a book or sitting in a library; the only place where she needs to be, in these books, is in the kitchen or the fields.

But when given the chance to learn, Arab women often distinguish themselves: “Dropout rates for girls are lower than those for boys in all the countries for which data are available with the exception of the United Arab Emirates … The percentage of girls repeating a year is lower than that of boys in the countries of the region for which data are available with the exception of the Sudan,” the Report says. 

In fact, the Report continues, “Girls’ share among top scorers in all Arab countries where data are available is over 50 per cent. The fact that, on average, girls make up less than half the total enrolment in education serves to confirm their higher level of academic achievement. Noticeable, too, is the higher level of academic achievement of girls in a wide variety of circumstances, in rich and poor Arab countries alike and under the most obstructive of military occupations, underscoring the intrinsic, non-circumstantial nature of their success.”

The Report takes special note of the field of astronomy as one area in which Arab women have shined especially brightly:  “Astronomy and the space sciences have sparked the interest of women scientists from the Arab East to the Arab West and from such diverse disciplines as physics, mathematics, geology and geography. Four of these women have ascended the arduous path of astrophysics, a branch of science that emerged from the fusion of astronomy and physics.” Like most prominent Arab women in the sciences, three of these luminaries, Maha Ashour-Abdalla, Shadia Rifai Habbal and Leila Abdel Haqq Belkoura, graduated from Arab universities before obtaining advanced degrees and conducting research abroad.

In light of achievements like these, the need to eradicate the continuing gender bias in education in Arab countries becomes even more urgent, and the Report thus calls for decisive action: “Discrimination needs to be investigated, brought to a halt and punished.”  

Indeed, the Report says that “equality between men and women in the acquisition and use of knowledge would deliver tremendous gains, benefits that would elevate Arab society in all branches of human endeavour.”  

*  *  *
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