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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Arab world is at a crossroads. With youth, the region’s greatest asset, facing immense challenges,

including low quality of education, high unemployment rates, and a changing employment landscape,

governments need to rethink their approach to education and training. This includes considering

innovative models to support youth's access to quality higher education that effectively prepares them

for an unpredictable future. This policy brief presents the perspectives of Arab youth and employers on

skills building, career readiness and the potential role that online and blended learning (a combination

of face-to-face and online) can play in addressing these challenges. The brief concludes with

recommendations that offer substantial promise for improving the educational experiences and career

prospects of youth in the region.

THE PERSISTENT SKILLS GAP IN THE
ARAB WORLD

There is evidence to suggest that youth across
the Arab world are at a disadvantage compared
to their global counterparts when it comes to
obtaining a quality education that effectively
prepares them for the world of work. Although
enrollment rates in higher education have more
than doubled in the last decade and will double
again by 2030," on average, fewer Arab youth
enroll in higher education compared to youth
globally.

The latest regional enrollment rates are at 31%,
which is six percentage points below the global
average.? This, in addition to other factors, has
resulted in a skills gap, higher than in any other
region. According to the World Bank,® almost
40% of Arab employers' believe that the skills
gap is a major impediment to business growth,
compared to 26% globally and 14.5% across the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Percentage of employers who believe that
the skills gap a major impediment to business
growth
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In addition, Arab youth face the highest
unemploymentratesinthe world, with university
graduates making up nearly 30% of the total
unemployed pool in the region,* compared to
6% in the OECD® and 2.1% in the United
States,® as shown in Figure 2. While many
factors contribute to high unemployment rates,
such as political instability and the labor
markets’ inability to generate enough skilled
jobs,” the relatively low quality of higher
education, which does not effectively prepare
Arab graduates for employment, is no doubt
compounding the broader challenges related to
employment.®

i. Average based on data for Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Tunisia, Palestine, Yemen & Djibouti 1



Figure 2. University Graduate Unemployment Rate
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018; World Bank, 2017;
World Economic Forum, 2018

Labor markets are transforming worldwide,
both in terms of the number and nature of jobs
that are emerging. If not addressed, Arab youth's
lack of readiness for the labor market may be
further exacerbated in the medium or long term.
It is estimated that on average 47% of work
activities in the largest economies in the
region'are likely to become automated in the
coming years.? This shift will require new skill
sets, which will transform the way people work.
For example, in the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) countries alone, 21% of core skills that
will be required by 2020 will be different to those
that were needed in 2015."

Although we cannot foresee the ways in which
work will change beyond that, global trends
indicate that people will not only be expected to
be more educated, but they will need to study
throughout their careers to adjust to more
regular changes in labor market needs.?

These shifts require Arab countries to rethink
their approach to education, and specifically
higher education, to ensure that youth do not fall
further behind the rest of the world. According
to a recent regional World Bank report, higher
education programs in the region are still
“skewed toward theory over practice [and] tend
to have outdated curricula focused on theory
and memorization, as opposed to practical
knowledge and analytical reasoning.””® This is
despite strong evidence suggesting that practical
training and interactive learning approaches are
more effective and help “graduates to broaden
their perspectives and [equip] them with the
skills to enter the labor market.”

The mismatch between the reality of education
in the region and the changing world of work
necessitates exploring new approaches to

achieve both access at scale and quality
education while preparing youth to thrive in
their careers.

THE GLOBAL RISE OF ONLINE AND
BLENDED LEARNING

One relatively new model that holds promise for
addressing some of the current challenges
facing universities in the Arab world is online
learning. This model is more flexible, scalable,
and potentially more affordable while
maintaining quality, when delivered effectively.

In particular, it provides new educational
opportunities for those who are currently not
well served in the face-to-face model, such as
students trying to juggle family, work and
studies. For example, data shows that 80% of
students enrolled in online learning in 2014
were either working full-time (60%) or part-time
(20%). More recent studies from five American
universities providing both online and face-to-
face programs similarly showed that online
learning canincrease access to higher education
for certain groups of students, including women
and older students, with data revealing that on
average, females were 21% more likely than
males to take their courses online than face-to-
face at four-year institutions, and the average
age of an online student was seven years older
than that of someone studying in-person.’

There is also evidence that online learning can
reduce costs while increasing reach. For
example, Georgia Institute of Technology, the
online education platform Udacity and
telecommunications company AT&T joined
forces to create an online master’s degree in
computer science that is cheaper and more
scalable than the on-campus model. Not only
does the online program cost one-third of the
price, but it has also served three times more
students within three years,'” increasing the
capacity of the program by 97%.'®

ii. Average based on data for Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the UAE, Qatar, Kuwait, Egypt and Morocco 2



Finally, and perhaps most importantly, growing
evidence points to the similar educational
outcomes in online and face-to-face instruction,
with blended learning being seen as having the
greatest impact on student learning.’?°

A study that compared the performance of
undergraduate university students studying the
same discipline online and face-to-face found
“no significant differences in test performance
whether class material, and the subsequent
test, was presented face-to-face or online”.?!

Similarly, another study that compared the
outcomes of two groups of health professionals
studying the same 18-month-long course, one
online and one face-to-face, found that “both
groups completed the course with similar
academic performance”.?

Across the globe, online learning is gaining
traction as a new pathway or as a supplement to
traditional education. According to data from
2018,2 online education platforms, such as
Coursera or EdX, offering open access courses
online from hundreds of the leading universities
and colleges across the world, also known as
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), reached
101 million enrollees across the world. In the
United States (U.S.), more than 30% of on-
campus students are taking at least one online
course as part of their higher education.? As
students begin to turn to online learning,
universities too are investing more heavily in the
model. Data collected from 1,844 higher
education institutions in the U.S. found that 60%
were already offering at least one online degree
in 2014, an increase of 12 percentage points
since 2012.%°

Other players, in particular the private sector,
have also begun to partner with education
providers and institutions to capitalize on
workforce development opportunities emerging
fromonline learning.In 2013, leading technology
companies such as Amazon, AT&T and Google,
teamed up with Udacity to develop project-

based training programs.?

Other companies have relied on MOOCs to train
their employees at a lower cost than traditional
in-person trainings. Examples range from
Google,whichenrolledaround 80,000 employees
in a Udacity course, to Boeing, which enrolled up
to 1,500 engineers in advanced MIT courses
online.?”

In the Arab world, where online learning is
lagging behind, interest has been growing
mostly through global and regional education
platforms rather than universities. Although
regional platforms, which have been offering
MOOCs or other short training and soft skills
courses since 2012, have attracted millions of
users across the region,?* completion rates
have remained low which, according to global
data, were less than 4% in the academic year
2017-2018.3° Despite these developments, the
limited number of fully online degrees in the
region suggests that most universities and
governments are still reluctant to invest in
online education.

PERSPECTIVES ON ONLINE LEARNING
IN THE ARAB WORLD

Although student engagement in online learning
has been growing in the Arab region, data on the
trends around it remains scarce. In particular,
little is known about the perspectives of youth
and their prospective employers on the role
online learning can play in addressing the
educational and employment challenges facing
the region. This pilot study aimed to better
understand three key questions:

1. According to employers and university
students, how prepared are Arab youth for
their careers?

2. How are Arab youth adapting to new models
of learning?

3. What are Arab youth and employers’
perceptions of online learning?



To address these questions, two online surveys
were administered to youth and employers
between October 2018 and January 2019. Over
1,000 Arab university students (70%
undergraduates and 30% graduates) were asked
closed-ended questions revolving around six
themes: study habits, learning preferences,
experience with online learning, university
experiences, post-graduation plans and career
aspirations.

In addition, 57 human resource departments of
companies based in the region, consisting
mostly of multinational (56%) and regional
companies (28%), were asked about the skills
and competencies they are looking for in
prospective candidates, their attitudes towards
skills building, their experiences hiring and
training young Arabs, and their perceptions of
online learning." Figure 3 and 4 present the
sample demographics of the two surveys.

Figure 3. Sample Demographics - Student Survey
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Figure 4. Sample Demographics - Employer Survey
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FINDINGS

1. There is a mistmatch between the
skills employers value and those
students want to develop.

The study found that over one third of surveyed
employers are unable to find graduates with the
skills required for their jobs. When asked what
they believed to be the main reason for the skills
gap among youth in the region, employers
primarily referred to deficiencies in the
education system, with “schools and universities
[not providing] sufficient training” (58%). It was
followed by students’ “lack of awareness of
required skills” (46%) and students “not taking
additional courses outside education/work”
(42%).

This reinforces previous studies in which private
sector employers reported that Arab graduates
are missing a combination of hard and soft skills
needed to qualify for jobs®' and that they do not
know what employers are looking for.3? These
studies have also found that employers believe
the education system is the main culprit behind
the skills gaps and that higher education
institutions are not effectively preparing
students for a smooth transition to the job
market.

Another discrepancy between employer and
youth perspectives is related to the skills each
believe will be needed in the future. When
surveyed students were asked about the skills
they hope to develop, they highlighted traditional
skills such as leadership (46%), English writing
(37%), research (35%), and time management
(32%), as shown in Figure 5. While all of these
skills are important and needed for success in
the labor market, the responses shared by
employers were more focused around analytical,
technical and communication skills. More
specifically, surveyed employers are looking for
critical thinking skills (44%), digital skills (43%),
and communication skills (42%).

iii. This is a pilot study and as such the samples in both surveys are not representative of the broader populations of youth and companies in the region, but 4

rather present an indication of the perspectives of a subset of these groups.



Interestingly, despite employers’ emphasis on
the lack of preparation of Arab graduates for
work, when asked about the most important
factors they consider when hiring, more than
80% identified attitude as being by far the most
important characteristic. Employers stated that
it was more important than their skills (32%) or
work experience (53%). While the term could be
interpreted in a number of different ways,
research shows that one’s attitude, which is
typically described as having either a fixed or a
growth mindset, is a better predictor of success
than the Intelligence Quotient (1Q).%

In other words, students who have a more
flexible attitude and believe that their abilities
can be developed through hard work and
perseverance (growth mindset), are more likely
to be resilient and increase their chances of
success as compared to those who believe that
their basic abilities are fixed traits (fixed
mindset).3

Figure 5. Mismatch between what employers value
and what students want to develop

Students want to develop:
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Employers are looking for:
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Critical thinking (43%) G
Digital skills (43%) D

2. Arab youth view the continual pursuit
of education as the main route to
securing a better future.

When asked about their plans beyond graduation,
the survey found that the top three preferences
of Arab university students are: working and
studying simultaneously (30.7%), finding a job
(26%), and pursuing further studies (21%). This
means that almost 52% of university students
want to pursue masters, PhDs, or other advanced
studies.

The most cited reasons for furthering their
education included wanting to specialize (42%),
wanting to have an advanced degree for the
careers they want to pursue (23%) and the desire
to go into academia (18%), as shown in Figure 6
below.

Figure 6. Main reasons why students want to
pursue further education
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The students’ strong commitment to education
seemstoindicatethattheybelieveinmeritocracy,
whereby higher qualifications should be
associated with better jobs or a better future.

However, that is not necessarily the case in the
region. Studies find that the private returns to
education in the Arab world are the “lowest
compared to other regions, with an additional
year of schooling adding around 5.4% to labor
earnings compared to a world average of 7%".%
In particular, the returns are the lowest at the
tertiary level, with a rate of 8.9% versus 16.8%
globally.?

This can be explained by a number of factors on
the supply and demand sides, including the low
quality of education, the skills gap previously
discussed, the nature of local economies and
the high supply of graduates seeking
jobs.®” While the pursuit of further studies is not
a pathway that should be discouraged among
Arab youth, it is important to ensure that they
pursue them for the right reasons and are aware
of alternative pathways they can embark on to
achieve career success.



3. Arab youth are turning to online
learning, but their misconceptions limit
what they would use it for.

When it comes to their educational experiences
at university, the survey revealed that online
learning is relatively popular among Arab
students, with more than half (55%) of surveyed
university students having signed up for at least
one online learning course. Among those,
graduate students and students studying outside
the Arab world reported rates that were 10%
and 15% higher than their counterparts,
respectively.

The survey also found that students use online
learning for two primary reasons. The majority
(47%) signed up for online courses because they
were interested in a topic that was not offered at
their university, while around 38% said that they
did so to gain more knowledge about the content
they learnt in class.

Despite this promising trend, the survey results
illustrate that Arab youth still have
misconceptions around online learning, which
seem to limit their openness to pursuing it for
traditional degrees. The top three concerns
students have are that they will “not get support
if they do not understand something” (63%), that
it is “easier to pass than an in-person program”
(61%), and that there is “no interaction with
faculty and students” (46%).

Given the lack of accreditation and that most
surveyed youth completed individual courses,
which do not provide as much engagement and
support as degree programs online, these
results are not surprising. Moreover, they reflect
the same concerns students in the U.S. typically
have of online learning.3®

Given these misconceptions, reinforced by the
fact that degree programs completed online are
not accredited by Arab governments and are not
yet widely recognized by employers, when asked

iv. Non-traditional students are those who do not follow the traditional education journey (earn a high school diploma, immediately enroll full time at university, depend
on parents for financial support, do not work full or part time while studying). They are usually low-income, first-generation, above the age of 23, financially independent,
living off campus and attending part-time (National Center for Education Statistics, N.D).

in which cases they would consider pursuing
online learning, students showed a preference
for enrolling in short courses, not full degrees.

In fact, their top three preferences are short
technical courses (66%), foreign language
courses (62%) and short soft skills courses
(61%), as illustrated in Figure 7 below.

Figure 7. Reasons for pursuing online learning in
the future
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Only 8% of surveyed students said they would
never consider online learning. This is also
reflected in the choices made by those who had
previous experiences with online learning. They
mostly signed up for “technical skills” (63%),
“soft skills” (53%) and “academic skills” (49%)
courses, which were largely “individual certified
courses (MOOCs)” (57%) and “individual
uncertified courses” (40%). Around 30%
reported that they also signed up for
“professional certificates” and 18% for “other”
types of courses or programs (not specified).

As this study only surveyed current university
students enrolled in face-to-face programs, it
did not capture the perspectives of non-
traditional students,” who according to research
in the U.S. are the most likely to pursue online
learning. Indeed, as shown in a recent study,
students in the online programs were, on
average, seven years older than those studying
on campus.*’
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4. Arab youth still prefer the blended
model of learning.

The approximately 500 surveyed students who
tried online learning are overall satisfied with
their experience and those who have not are
open to try it in the future. Of those who
experienced studying online, only 1% reported
that they would not recommend online courses
to their friends, while 64% reported that they
would recommend all or most of the courses to
their friends.

Although the experiences and effectiveness of
online learning can vary significantly depending
on the quality of the course content and
instructors, technology used, and the sense
of online community,*® the survey found that
slightly more surveyed students reported
learning more in their online classes (28%) than
in their university classes (24%), whereas 36%
reported that “they were not comparable.” The
differences were more significant among Al
Ghurair Scholars who completed the MITx
MicroMasters in Supply Chain Management, one
of the top graduate certificates online recognized
by industry leaders, equivalent to half of a
master’'s degree at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT).

Around 46% of 52 surveyed Scholars considered
the program better than their in-person
experience during their undergraduate studies,
and 100% stated that they would recommend
the program to their friends or family.

Yet, while surveyed students have largely
benefited from studying online, the majority
(63%) reported that their preferred model for
studying is the blended option, as show in Figure
8. It is followed by “a classroom setting” (28%)
and “online” (9%).” Similar results were found in
the United States where almost 80% of 35,000
surveyed university students prefer the hybrid,
or blended, model of learning. *'

Figure 8. Surveyed students’ preferred model for
studying
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Online '

This preference reflects the growing global
evidence illustrating that blended learning is
one of the most effective educational models.

Indeed, studies have demonstrated the positive
effects of blended learning on student interest
in the topic, attendance,*> and performance.®
In a pilot study conducted at San Jose State
University, it was found that 91% of the students
in the blended course passed the final exam,
compared to 59% in the face-to-face lecture
class.* The studyconcludedthatthecombination
of high-quality online courses and highly
structured in-class instruction can positively
transform student learning and increase
success.

5. Arab employers are becoming more
open to online models of education and
training.

Finally, this study wanted to test employers’
openness to online learning. Interestingly,
through a series of scenario questions, the
results found that the 57 surveyed employers
are relatively open to the online model of
education and training. This was illustrated by
the fact that only one in four said they would
prefer to hire someone who had completed a
face-to-face bachelor’'s degree over someone
who had earned the same degree from the same
institution online. Others said they would not
differentiate between the two potential hires.

v. No differences in preferences were observed among students based on their location, except for students based in the Gulf countries, who were around 8% 7

more likely to prefer studying online as compared to studying face-to-face.



In addition, over 80% of surveyed employers
stated that they would be opento hiring someone
with a master’'s degree online from a good
quality international university, and over 30%
would pay a higher salary for an employee with
an online credential (i.e. not a full degree)
compared to one without such a credential.

Finally, when asked what matters most when
hiring employees with online credentials, the
respondents ranked the quality and reputation
of the institution from which the potential
employees secured their credentials highest
(68%), followed by the accreditation of the
university providing the degree (60%) and only
then the accreditation of the degree by the local
government (47%), as shown in Figure 9 below.

Given how recently online credentials emerged
inthe Arab world, these responses are a positive
indication that employers are becoming more
open to conducting education and training
online, following similar trends seen
internationally.

Figure 9. What matters most when hiring employees
with online credentials according to surveyed
employers
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CONCLUSION

This pilot study provides initial evidence that
perceptions around online learning in the region
are positive, with youth open to adopting it as a
way to complement and/or supplement
traditional education, which they do not feel is
preparing them well for their careers. However,

given the lack of exposure to high quality
programs online, some misconceptions around
the quality of online learning exist that require
debunking.

In the case of employers, surveyed companies
do not seem driven by local government policies
but are more focused on the quality and
reputation of the qualifications gained by
potential employees. Nevertheless, the lack of
government accreditation is likely a strong
factor limiting the broader acceptance of online
learning among all stakeholders.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Two policy recommendations offer substantial
promise for addressing the skills gap in the Arab
world. Although it is difficult to predict the future
of labor market trends in the region, relevant
stakeholders in education and employment
should adapt to provide and recognize more
flexible educational opportunities that offer
youth transferable and practical skills needed
upon graduation. In particular, this involves:

1. Building stronger links between
higher education and employment by:

a. Ensuring higher education programs and
specializations in the region are regularly
reviewed and relevant to the needs of the labor
market. This would require education providers
and employers to work closely together, such as
coordinating on or jointly designing program
curricula and course content, jointly delivering
specialized courses or programs, industry
offering on-the-job trainings to students,
exchanges or joint projects between faculty and
industry professionals.*®

b. Encouraging early exposure to the workplace
for university students by promoting
experiential learning. Commonly defined as a
form of learning based on direct life experiences
aimed at adding “a direct experience component
to (.) traditional academic studies”,*

8



experiential learning encompasses structured
activities such as field projects, internships or
professional work experience.

c. Building transferable skills among university
students to ensure they can succeed post-
graduation, regardless of labor market
conditions and changes. A special focus should
be placed on helping students develop a growth
mindset, which is the most demanded
characteristic by prospective employers and is
associated with lifelong learning and career
success.’’®® These include emphasizing the
learning process rather than individual
attributes such as skill or intelligence among
students, building a community based on a
culture of cooperation rather than of competition,
and providing mentoring opportunities.*’

2. Recognizing new models of learning
and investing in online and blended
education and training solutions:

a. Producing and sharing evidence of the
impact of quality online programs and
certifications that can address key national
educational and workforce development
challenges.

b. Accrediting high quality online education
programs by recognized universities or
providers that address government concerns
around quality, student engagement, and
security.” Such opportunities can not only serve
as workforce development programs but can
provide non-traditional students alternative
pathways to accessing and completing higher
education qualifications.

c. Investing in online and blended learning
models. Given the growing evidence around the
effectiveness of these models globally,
educational institutions across the region should
prioritize developing digital learning strategies
that include incorporating more digital tools in
their classrooms (virtual reality, real-time
collaboration applications, adaptive learning

technology, etc.) and identifying relevant
opportunities where learning can best be
achieved in an online environment. This would
involve learning from institutions that have
successfully implemented such models as well
as investing in the technology, human resources,
and support services to provide more engaging,
flexible and accessible learning opportunities
for a wider set of learners across the region.

This policy brief was written by Dr. Samar Farah, Director of
Research and Innovation, and Soraya Benchiba, Research
Assistant. The authors would like to thank Hosam Elgendy, an Al
Ghurair STEM Scholar who conducted the data analysis for the
study during an internship at the Foundation.

vi. Further information can be found in the Foundation’s study Investing in Tomorrow’s Talent: A Study on the College and Career Readiness of Arab Youth. 9
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