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Introduction

Education is the bedrock of national development, a powerful catalyst for individual
empowerment, societal progress, and economic growth. In the context of Mauritania, a
nation at the crossroads of Arab and African cultures, understanding the nuances of its
educational landscape is crucial for appreciating its past, navigating its present, and
envisioning its future. This book, "Education In Mauritania: A Comprehensive Overview
from Early Childhood to Higher Education," embarks on a detailed exploration of this
vital sector, offering an in-depth analysis of its historical trajectory, current structures,
inherent challenges, and promising opportunities. It aims to provide a holistic
perspective for policymakers, educators, researchers, and anyone with a vested
interest in the development of Mauritania.

Mauritania's educational system is a complex tapestry woven from diverse cultural,
historical, and socio-economic threads. From the ancient traditions of Islamic
scholarship that fostered intellectual hubs in the desert, to the influences of colonial
education, and the ongoing efforts to modernize and expand access, the journey of
education in Mauritania reflects the nation's unique identity. This book delves into
these foundational elements, tracing the evolution of educational thought and practice
that has shaped the system as it stands today. We will examine how historical legacies
continue to impact contemporary approaches to learning, and how a nation striving for
progress balances tradition with the demands of a rapidly changing world.

The scope of this comprehensive overview extends across the entire educational
spectrum, beginning with the critical formative years of early childhood education and
progressing through the foundational stages of primary and secondary schooling. It
then moves into the specialized realms of technical and vocational training, and
culminates in a thorough examination of higher education institutions and their pivotal
role in national development. Each stage is explored with meticulous attention to
detail, analyzing curriculum development, language of instruction, teacher training,
and the crucial aspects of quality assurance and assessment. By dissecting each
component, the book illuminates the interconnectedness of these stages and their
collective impact on student outcomes and national capacity building.

Beyond the structural elements, "Education In Mauritania" confronts the multifaceted
challenges that continually shape and, at times, impede educational progress. These
include addressing gender disparities, ensuring inclusive practices for students with
special needs, and extending quality education to the often-underserved rural and
nomadic communities. The book also critically examines the intricate relationship
between education and socioeconomic factors, exploring how poverty, access to
resources, and cultural norms influence educational attainment. Furthermore, it
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investigates the critical role of financing, international cooperation, and effective
governance in overcoming these hurdles and fostering a more equitable and efficient
educational system.

Ultimately, this book is more than just a descriptive account; it is an analytical
resource designed to foster deeper understanding and stimulate informed dialogue
about the future of education in Mauritania. By presenting a rigorous and evidence-
based examination of the challenges and achievements within the system, it aims to
contribute to the ongoing efforts to reform and strengthen educational provision. We
will explore the integration of technology, the linkages between education and
employment, and strategies for retaining skilled graduates within the country. This
comprehensive overview offers not only an invaluable reference for academics and
practitioners but also a compelling narrative for anyone seeking to grasp the profound
significance of education in shaping the destiny of Mauritania.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Mauritanian
Education

The story of education in Mauritania is not a neat, linear progression, but rather a rich
tapestry woven from ancient threads of Islamic scholarship, the stark realities of
colonial imposition, and the determined efforts of an independent nation to forge its
own path. To truly understand the current landscape, one must first appreciate the
deep historical roots that continue to nourish—and sometimes complicate—its
evolution. Long before the advent of modern schooling, Mauritania, historically known
as Bilad Shinqit, was a vibrant hub of Islamic learning, a "City of Libraries" in the heart
of the Sahara.

The Enduring Legacy of the Mahadra

For centuries, the Mahadra, often dubbed "the university of the desert," served as the
bedrock of Mauritanian education. These nomadic schools, flourishing particularly
since the 1600s, were community-based systems for transmitting traditional
knowledge and oral expressions. They were characterized by a profound community
commitment and trust, built on a moral and social contract between teachers and
students. Classes were typically held under tents, with students and teachers
gathering on mats or carpets. The Mahadra was remarkably inclusive, open to
everyone regardless of gender, age, or social background, a progressive ideal that
predated many modern educational philosophies.

The curriculum of the Mahadra was rigorous, centering on memorization and mastery
of classical Islamic texts. Students would begin by memorizing the Holy Quran, often
transcribing verses onto wooden tablets, which the master would then review. This
was followed by intensive study of Arabic grammar and poetry, religious sciences,
jurisprudence (Figh), creed (Ageedah), and spiritual purification (Tazkiah). Beyond
religious and linguistic studies, students also gained practical knowledge about their
environment, including understanding rain patterns, desert navigation using stars,
identifying medicinal plants, and tracking animals. The teaching methodology
emphasized listening, memorization, and repetition, cultivating in students a
remarkable ability to recall and retain texts. The pursuit of knowledge in the Mahadra
was not primarily for vocational gain, but for the transformative power of learning
itself, aiming to teach students "how to live" rather than merely "how to earn a living."
Upon mastering the reference books in a particular science, students would receive an
al-ljazah, a traditional master's degree.

These Mahadras played a pivotal role in spreading Islam and the Arabic language
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throughout West Africa, acting as centers of cultural and scientific outreach across the
Mauritanian deserts. They were instrumental in preserving the Arab and Muslim
identity of Mauritanians, especially during times of shifting external influences.
Prominent centers of Islamic learning developed around renowned Marabout teachers,
who attracted families eager for their children to learn from these masters. These
centers amassed significant collections of manuscripts, a testament to the thriving
intellectual life they fostered. Even in the 20th century, Mauritanian scholars from
these traditional institutions achieved international recognition, some even holding
influential positions in the Middle East. The Institute of Islamic Studies, established in
Boutilimit in 1955, and later moved to Nouakchott after independence, stood as a
prominent institution of higher Islamic learning in West Africa, further solidifying
Mauritania's reputation for deep scholarship.

Colonial Encounters and the Dual System

The arrival of French colonial administration in Mauritania marked a significant turning
point, introducing a new, Western-style public education system that initially existed in
parallel with the traditional Mahadras. The French, with their own set of colonial
objectives, established the first public schools, primarily concentrating them in the
sedentary communities along the Sénégal River Valley. This geographical focus meant
that black African communities in the south enrolled in these new schools in large
numbers, leading to a situation where the secular educated class and the majority of
public school teachers were predominantly black Africans.

The Maures, the Hassaniya-speaking Arab-Berber tribes in the rest of the country,
were initially reluctant to embrace these public schools, preferring to send their
children to the established Islamic institutions. The French colonial policies in
Mauritania were distinct, adopting a dual approach to language and education. For the
non-Arabic-speaking populations in the south, the French system and language were
strictly enforced. However, for the Arab-Berber tribes, the French accommodated
Arabic, fostering connections with the broader Arab world. This colonial strategy,
however, had profound and sometimes divisive consequences, shaping how different
ethnic groups related to language and education and even influencing racial self-
categorization within Mauritania.

Recognizing the challenges in reaching the nomadic populations, the French
experimented with "mobile schools" after World War Il. These "tent schools" aimed to
bring public education to a larger number of nomads, with twelve such schools serving
241 students by 1954. Some of these mobile schools even continued to operate after
Mauritania gained independence in 1960. Despite these efforts, French schools in
nomadic areas faced difficulties in attracting students, as many Mauritanians initially
viewed traditional religious training as sufficient and were wary of the new secular
education. However, this perspective gradually shifted as people began to realize that
traditional religious education alone might not adequately prepare their children for
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the evolving demands of the 20th century.

The impact of colonial education, though initially modest in its reach, was significant.
It produced a small but influential elite that would eventually take over the post-
colonial state and shape the national discourse on language and state-building. The
colonial administration's policies around the Arabic language, while seemingly
accommodating, masked a complex pre-colonial social structure and ultimately
contributed to the politicization and, some argue, the racialization of Arabic in
Mauritania. This laid some groundwork for later tensions surrounding language policies
in the post-independence era.

Education in the Early Years of Independence

Upon gaining independence from France in 1960, Mauritania inherited a fragmented
educational system. The new government recognized secular education as a crucial
tool for promoting national unity and fostering a modern economy. However, the
young nation faced considerable challenges, including severe shortages of funds,
adequately trained teaching staff, and essential classroom facilities across all
educational levels. In the initial post-independence years, Mauritania largely
maintained the colonial education structure, while gradually attempting to implement
reforms.

One of the first steps taken by the independent government was to establish another
teacher training school in Nouakchott in 1964, supplementing the existing ones at
Boutilimit (established in 1950) and Rosso (started in 1957). Despite these efforts,
school attendance was not compulsory, and enrollment figures remained low. In the
academic year 1964-1965, only 19,100 primary school students and 1,500 secondary
school students were enrolled, representing a mere 14% of school-age children. By
1985, this figure for primary school enroliment had improved to an estimated 35%, but
secondary school enrollment still lagged significantly, at only about 4% to 10% of
eligible children. In both primary and secondary education, boys consistently
outnumbered girls.

The 1960s saw the first attempts to develop a national education framework, but
progress was often hindered by limited resources and infrastructure. By 1965,
tensions began to emerge over language policies, particularly concerning the
mandatory teaching of Arabic in schools, which unfortunately led to racial tensions
between different communities. The official policy of gradually replacing French with
local languages and Literary Arabic, adopted in the late 1970s, sparked strong
protests from French-speaking black Mauritanians and was eventually abandoned
within a decade. This period, nonetheless, highlighted the complex interplay between
language, identity, and education in Mauritania.

The 1970s brought significant policy shifts, including the introduction of the first
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comprehensive National Education Reform in 1973. This reform aimed to expand
access to primary education and promote Arabic as the primary language of
instruction. During this time, there was also an increased focus on technical and
vocational education, seen as essential for supporting the nation's economic
development goals. However, illiteracy remained a major problem and a significant
impediment to economic and social development. In 1985, the adult literacy rate was
estimated at a sobering 17% to 25%, roughly half the average for sub-Saharan Africa,
though it represented an improvement from the estimated 5% at independence. In
response, President Maaouya Ould Sid'Ahmed Taya's government launched a major
literacy campaign in mid-1986 and created the State Secretariat of Culture,
Information, and Telecommunications to lead the effort.

The French system of primary and secondary schools persisted into the late 1980s,
though various changes were introduced over the years. In the early 1980s, for
instance, instruction in indigenous languages such as Pulaar, Azayr (Soninke), and
Wolof was introduced into the primary school curriculum, alongside a continued
emphasis on Literary Arabic at all levels. Despite these reforms, Mauritania still faced
a critical shortage of skilled labor, with only about 15% of secondary school students
enrolled in vocational education in the mid-1980s. To address this, the government
encouraged the growth of private and Quranic schools and sought assistance from the
international community. In 1987, the World Bank agreed to support efforts to make
Mauritania's education system more responsive to the country's development needs,
proposing changes such as expanding primary education and restructuring secondary
schooling.

The late 1980s saw Mauritania still in the nascent stages of developing a modern
education system that could effectively cater to its diverse needs and aspirations.
While traditional Islamic education continued to play a vital role, the need for skill-
oriented programs to satisfy the growing demand for skilled workers and technicians
became increasingly apparent. The historical journey of education in Mauritania thus
reveals a dynamic interplay between deeply rooted traditions, the lasting imprint of
colonial rule, and the persistent efforts of a nation striving for educational progress
against a backdrop of complex socio-cultural and economic realities.
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