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Policy brief: 

This Policy Brief is based on the results of the Summer Academy for Strengthening Democracy in the 

Euro-Med Region, an initiative of the Bulgarian School of Politics “Dimitry Panitza” organized in 

cooperation with the Tunisian School of Politics and the Citizenship School of Political Studies in 

Morocco.  

The central theme of the Academy was “Democracy and education”. During the working sessions the 

participants were organized in two small groups of representatives of the three countries - one 

representing the interests of the EU and the other – the interests of the Southern Mediterranean states. 

The participants had to make an analysis of the state of democracy in the Euro-Mediterranean region 

through the prism of education, to outline the specific circumstances in their countries and the deficits of 

democracy and to consider education as part of the solutions to the problems that modern democracy 

framework generates.  

Finally, they have agreed upon building a common strategy to identify these deficits as common 

challenges and to recommend steps and measures for dealing with them.  

Context:  

Since Antiquity, it is well known that in order to persist and endure every political regime has to educate 

its members to be loyal and respectful toward itself. Aristotle believes that the citizens should be molded 

to suit the government under which they live. History shows that every political elite - from the Ancient 

tyrannies to the modern totalitarian regimes - has taken this principle and applied it.  

Democracy is a system of governance with specific practices, strategies and rules. The members of that 

system treat each other as political equals, govern collectively, and have at their disposal rights, 

resources and institutions that guarantee their capacity for self-government.  Thus, democracy is the 

only political regime that is absolutely dependent on the political activity of its citizens. Democracies die 

when their citizens are passive or indifferent to democratic values and principles.  

Modern Democracy is more than a form of government.  It is a mode of associated living and it needs to 

be struggled for with all the social institutions: political, economic, educational, scientific, religious and 

familial ones.  

There is a mutual relationship between democracy and education. Strong democracy begins with 

schools. Schools should be viewed not only as institutions that impart knowledge and skills to students, 

but also as environment that helps to fulfill the fundamental value of education - socialization. 

 Education promotes social interaction and trains people to behave cooperatively. It strengthens trust 

and emphasizes the benefits of social and political participation.  



 
 

Political involvement is one of the forms of socialization. The function of educational institutions is to 

form active citizens by raising the benefits of political activity. Thus education and civic participation 

should be correlated. Better educated and qualified people are more involved in a political decision 

making process.  

Political dimensions of education 

Education can support democratic preferences and promote democracy.  

Education is at the center of the efforts to build the foundations for political stability in the countries 

that have made remarkable transition towards democracy as the Countries in Central and Eastern 

Europe (Bulgaria as one of them) and, in many countries, to the transition to democracy as the Countries 

from Mediterranean region (Morocco and Tunisia). Thus, education is positively associated with pro-

democratic attitudes.  

Education is a democratizing force that helps young people to participate actively in all aspect of 

democratic life. The skills and dispositions needed to actively participate in all aspects of democratic life 

include: the ability to think critically, a sense of efficacy, a desire to actively participate in political life by 

engaging in local decision-making processes, lobbying, voting, etc.  

Education is also necessary for increasing flows of information and developing the cognitive skills that 

are necessary to effectively participate in a representative democracy. More educated people are better 

informed; they know what are they voting for and why. Informed electorate is essential for good 

democratic practice - hence the urgent need for expansive education in countries in transition. 

Higher educated adults are more likely to understand democracy in terms of free elections, civil rights, 

gender equality and economic prosperity. They are more likely to support democracy in all regions of the 

world. Educational attainment has a positive effect on political engagement and interest in politics in all 

world regions. 

The quality and the performance of democratic institutions depend of the educational level of the 

electorate. Having this in mind, we should address the question of how can learning in countries 

transitioning to democracy be structured to support democracy and to strengthen its development.  

Concerns:  

Democracy faces many hurdles. The persisting domestic economic and political crises experienced by 

many European and Southern Mediterranean countries and the external threats generate challenges and 

reveal deficits in the democracy. The political tensions between the government and the opposition 

parties, corruption, bureaucracy, weakness of the independent media, growing social and gender 

inequality in the North African countries and the rise of right-wing and populist movements in EU 

countries are all interlinked factors that affect the state of democracy. 



 
 

In theory, the increasing level of education should result in increasing quality of our democracies, but, in 

practice, this is not the case. The educational achievements do not translate into more democratic 

institutions, more transparent government and more active citizens. What we are experiencing today is a 

growing lack of trust in democratic institutions. The citizens have low confidence in political institutions; 

they have little knowledge of the fundamental principles of democracy and of working of the institutions 

and feel less represented by the professional politicians.   

We could argue that the educational systems are one of the several reasons for that democratic deficit. 

Most educational systems – from primary schools to universities – are focused on economic 

competitiveness by producing specialists and providing workforce, from one hand, and followers and 

passive citizens, from the other.  

There is clearly a lack of political will to invest human and financial resources to develop an educational 

system that promotes democratic public life and helps to prepare students to participate actively in 

public life and to become citizens who hold politicians accountable for their actions and electoral 

promises.  

Thus, the governance quality is fundamental in the creation of right environment for sustainable 

democracy and in the elaboration of inclusive growth strategy. The good government has to guarantee 

fundamental rights – both political (freedom of religion, speech and press) and economic and to keep 

the commitments to democratic participation, transparency, accountability and civic values. 

Policy Recommendations:   

Based on an independent analysis of the state of democracy in the Euro-Med region from the 

perspective of education, the two working groups of representatives from Bulgaria, Tunisia and Morocco 

elaborated and endorsed several recommendations.  

Democratic progress and economic reform should be encouraged through democratic participation and 

the representativeness of the lagged regions in the political system. This requires more transparency and 

equitable distribution of public investments.  

The good governance needs to integrate into the political process stakeholders and cooperate with the 

opposition parties.  

The political actors must be encouraged to adopt holistic approaches to policies and programs that 

confront political and social exclusion.  

It is necessary to work more on media freedom because the role of the media in keeping government 

accountable and strengthening democracy trough transparency is crucial. 



 
 

It is important to overcome the democratic deficit through active citizens and better governance.  It is 

important to empower civic society and to enable multiple partners including NGO-s to be pro-active and 

to hold institutions and policy makers to account. 

That said, it is necessary to look for formal and informal ways to provide opportunities to promote and 

strengthen democratic values through education that increases citizen’s ability to make good electoral 

choices and to evaluate the actions of the elected officials.  

The strategic vision for the long-term effect of education needs to include the identity development of 

children and fostering their ability to think critical and to be socially responsible.   

Knowledge and understanding the fundamental principles and values of democracy is the most 

significant component of education for democratic citizenship in the countries from Euro-Med region. 

That is why we need to develop civic education programs and initiatives and to provide teachers with 

access to professional development and training in civic education. There is need to promote 

cooperation and networking between schools and communities to develop civic skills and dispositions 

and to work together on civic learning.   

Social dimensions of education: a good educational system as a cornerstone of 

economic progress 

The countries from both shores of Mediterranean are facing today the challenges of rising 

unemployment and widespread social discontent due to the effects of the Eurozone crisis, the “Arab 

spring” and the war in Syria. In this context, the representatives from Bulgaria, Morocco and Tunisia 

highlighted the major role of education in addressing economic problems and in introducing changes and 

progress in society.  

Education empowers people to achieve socioeconomic outcomes and indirectly enhances socioeconomic 

status. The investment in human capital has tremendous effect on poverty alleviation and economic 

growth. Economic development goes together with better education, less poverty, and the creation of a 

large middle class.  

The role of education as a driven force for social integration is widely recognized. Education and training 

have been declared as national priority in Morocco and this has led to increasing the financial support to 

the educational sector and its allocated share of the national budget. Significant progress has been 

achieved in educational systems of Tunisia and Bulgaria.  

 

 

 



 
 

Concerns and recommendations:  

However, despite these efforts, the results are still insufficient.  

The success of the reforms has been undermined by the increasing revenue gap and the increasing 

social divide on educational level in all countries. The causes of educational gaps can be imputed to 

differences in socio-economic background. Children from poor socio-economic backgrounds perform 

worse at school in comparison to their peers in richer regions. The school charges carried by families are 

very high for those from poor socio-economic backgrounds. Direct and indirect costs of education 

(schoolbooks, transport, supply costs) paid by families are one of the factors impeding children 

enrolment in poor countries or regions.  

One of the possible solutions is to provide a budget at governmental level to support for needy students 

and to strengthen the coordination and collaboration between the ministries (inter-ministerial 

coordination between Ministry of Social Affairs, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Solidarity, Women, 

Family & Social Development (in Morocco); Ministry of Women, Family and Children (in Tunisia). 

Despite the efforts to bridge the gender gap, it is still an issue. The gender imbalance in the education 

systems and in political participations in many European and Southern Mediterranean countries presents 

a real challenge. In many countries girls still have limited education and employment opportunities. 

Cultural norms about gender roles in society affect educational choices of parents for their children. 

Patriarchal and religious norms are widely viewed as reasons for girls’ limited participation in education.  

There has been substantial progress towards gender equity in basic education, but in poorer countries 

large gaps remain at the secondary level, where boys are more likely than girls to complete the 

secondary school. Closing the gender gap in education is essential, because it is a powerful driver of 

social and economic growth. Boosting women’s education has long-term impacts: women’s 

empowerment appears to be the most important driver for reducing poverty and child mortality, as well 

as for boosting the overall education of children.  

Gender stereotypes need to be countered by effective educational policies and measures that should 

be synchronized with educational campaigns for adults; special educational tools, including use of e-

learning, need to be developed. 

Despite the progress made in improving the access to school, the quality of education remains a 

concern. In richer countries where the attendance of primary and secondary school is widespread, 

differences persist in terms of access and outcomes. Students from poorer families often receive inferior 

quality education and have poor learning outcomes.  

With the internal disparities within countries and regions the inclusive education has become a major 

issue. Attainment and achievement gaps could be linked to the development disparities between 



 
 

regions (rural/urban regions). Different schools and place of residence affect the performance of the 

students. Children and youth from marginalized regions are at risk of social exclusion.  

Immediate action is needed to alleviate regional disparities caused by lack of transparency and 

inequitable distribution of public investments. 

The education institutions could work together with civil society for promoting non-formal ways of 

learning and education through community service. This service is particularly valuable in rural areas and 

poorer communities. They can provide technical support and instructional materials for the NGO-s that 

are active in providing non-formal education to youth and adults with special needs.  

Privatization of education has been raised as an issue of concern in the three countries. It was identified 

as one of the main factors for generating discrimination in education. Students from private or 

specialized secondary schools and those from large cities have better chances for good education and 

perform significantly better than students from public schools in smaller towns and villages.  

State needs to invest more in public education and to create better conditions to improve its quality. It 

is important to focus on a process of decentralization by granting autonomy to schools governance over 

budgets.  

Concrete steps should be taken to improve the work’s conditions of the teachers such as: implementing 

teachers’ training programs and reducing the class size by setting upper limits in student-teacher ratio. 

These measures will stronger benefit students from traditionally disadvantaged groups in education – 

minorities and immigrants.   

One of the factors for boosting effectiveness of public schools is ensuring the balance between 

educational needs and outcomes. In order to be effective, the support needs to be awarded on the basis 

of quality of the academic performance of schools. 

Inadequate education is one of the most important constraints to economic growth. The underlying 

reasons for low quality in school education are the inadequate educational structure, outdated and 

inflexible curricula and teaching methods and unsatisfactory quality of textbooks. The lack of an efficient 

system for the qualification and career development of teachers is also one of the barriers to the 

development of successful and inclusive schools.  

There appears to be a lack of assessment and evaluation framework; a lack of institutional and human 

resource capacity to implement assessment policies to effectively evaluate educational performance and 

educational quality of schools.  

Performance accountability, educational quality of schools and student achievement need to be 

emphasized by implementing national standards and international achievement tests. It is important to 

construct and implement domestic and international key performance indicators (KPI) for the different 

levels of the educational system.  



 
 

The functional illiteracy is becoming increasingly serious phenomenon in Bulgaria and this is a result 

from the failures and deficits in the educational system. The functional illiterate persons encounter 

difficulties not only in meeting the complex demands of labor market, but in their personal lives. The 

result is stigmatization and social exclusion. A lack of basic education and shortage of social skills lead to 

a higher risk of poverty and makes integration into the labor market more difficult as it blocks access to 

vocational qualifications.  

Furthermore, the same problem exists in Morocco and Tunisia and in the MENA region, in general. Youth 

population in the MENA region is more educated but nearly twice as likely to be unemployed in 

comparison to the middle age groups. These young people are very frustrated at their inability to turn 

their education into productive jobs. There is a significant deficit of foundational skills due to the 

mismatch between the educational system and the skills needed by the labor market. The lack of those 

skills can be connected to wider employment challenges in the region. Foundational skills are defined as 

prerequisite for engaging in further education and training and for acquiring transferable skills and 

technical and vocational skills.  

Skill shortages have been identified as a major constraint to business operation and firm growth in the 

formal private sector in the Middle East and North Africa region. 

Thus, when faced with unemployment problems, it is good policy for developing extensive vocational 

and apprenticeship programs that can help youth make smoother transition from school to work.  

The cooperation between vocational training and education in basic literacy skills is necessary to tighten 

the link between labor market and education.  

Seen in this light, it is understandable that education has been recognized as a key focus of EU activities 

in the Southern Mediterranean region. Tackling high levels of illiteracy is essential to promoting 

democracy and ensuring a qualified workforce to help modernize the Southern Mediterranean 

economies.  

Educational and material support helps to improve education quality and to raise the levels of literacy. 

This can prepare the ground for successful democratization. Exchanges at university level are valuable; 

exchanges of best educational practices and programs for enhancing the skills of unemployed people 

should be encouraged.  

The regional integration and cooperation across different countries should be supported through joint 

initiatives and sharing of good practices.  

Lifelong learning plays important role in addressing global educational issues and development 

challenges.  

The issues of social exclusion and integration have become crucial to the building of a harmonious 

society and sustainable development. Education, especially adult education, can act as a major cross-



 
 

cutting intervention for social integration. Non-formal education is one of the best ways to combat adult 

illiteracy.  

It is important to provide non-formal and literacy programs for functional illiterate people. 

We need lifelong learning communities where adults belong to the learning process. The lifelong 

learning should not be limited solely to give the perspective of employability. Lifelong experience fosters 

the dialog between generations and it should be considered as one of the most important means 

towards social cohesion and social inclusion. 

Education and intercultural communication 

Education is the essence of intercultural understanding and tolerance 

Democracy and tolerance are two important achievements of our modern societies. From a historical 

perspective, our two regions have been multicultural for centuries. One of the big challenges we are 

facing today is the increasing plurality of identities. How is possible in our society to organize diverse 

ethnic, religious and cultural communities and to create connectivity within and between communities; 

how to establish critical solidarity by managing this process with cultural sensitivity and respect for 

difference.  

Democratic culture has many ingredients and the willingness to consider and respect other views is the 

key among them. Democratic culture is about accepting diversity.  

Education is one of the key mechanisms for achieving and fostering social inclusion and fighting 

intolerance. The positive effect of educational attainment on tolerance toward diversity is statistically 

proven. Educated people tend to develop higher level of tolerance to people of a different race and 

religion, immigrants, homosexuals etc. 

Respect toward diversity must be thought in the schools. Children should be encouraged at home and in 

school to be open-minded and curious. Thus, education has the responsibility of promoting democratic 

culture and democratic behavior based on equality and mutual respect.  

Educational inequities in educational systems challenge the ability of our community to integrate the 

most affected and most vulnerable groups such as those from immigrant background, Roma children, 

and children with disabilities.  

The role of education and training policy is crucial to enable all people to benefit from quality education 

and “to acquire and update over a lifetime the knowledge, skills, and competences needed for 

employment, inclusion, active citizenship and personal fulfilment” (European Commission, “Education 

and training”).  



 
 

In the light of the growing refugees’ crisis Europe and MENA region are facing nowadays, the role of 

education in enhancing the economic integration of immigrants is crucial. 

There is an urgent need to implement different policies aimed at closing the educational gap between 

the natives and the immigrants.  

Along with the programs providing immigrant children with adequate access to pre-school services, and 

programs adapting teaching approaches to the needs of immigrants, there must be training programs for 

teachers aiming at changing stereotyped attitude toward immigrants. 

The role of education for countering violent extremism continues to gain prominence. Educational 

experience encourages creative thinking and curiosity for a diverse range of interests. Such learning 

could be enhanced by engaging youth trough formal and non-formal education and activities outside the 

classroom. Curricula, school programs and initiatives that promote the exchange of ideas and the culture 

of peace and dialog could encourage students to think critically and promote a sense of self confidence 

and collaboration. 

Endeavors to promote respect to the plural identities and to build tolerance through education will not 

succeed unless they reach all age groups, and take place everywhere. 

Conclusion:  

The policy recommendations and the outcomes of the discussions that have been developed by the 

working groups from the European and Southern Mediterranean countries share a mutual commitment 

to common values – democracy, good governance, human rights, and rule of law.  

In this context, the representatives from Bulgaria, Tunisia and Morocco reaffirmed the importance of 

education for the development of democratic societies and promoting dialogue and understanding.  

They stressed the need of more inclusive and effective educational systems and highlighted the key 

importance of improving mutual understanding through learning and education. Teaching tolerance is 

the first step to strengthen social bonds within communities; practicing tolerance and promoting dialog 

is crucial for restoring the trust between communities and cultures. Both take time, efforts and need 

knowledge and skills.  

Effective reforms need cooperation between government, NGOs, academia and civic society. These will 

take courage and leadership on all sides to meet the challenges we face together.  
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