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Dependence and resilience.

the contrasting effects of Structural Adjustment Plans
on the Moroccan education system (1983-1999)

Dépendance et résilience.

Les effets contrastés des Plans d'Ajustement Structurel
sur le systéme éducatif marocain (1983-1999)

& Imad TOURABI

PhD in management, education, and corporate so-
cial responsibility
Mohamed V University, MOROCCO

Abstract

Objectives: The study analyzes the effects of Structural Adjustment Programs (1983-1999) on the Moroccan
education system, specifically examining their impact on access, equity, and quality of education.

Problem: The research examines how SAP conditionalities have affected the education system in
different ways. It questions the relationship between neoliberal prescriptions and Moroccan institu-
tional specificities.

Methods: The study combines analysis of official documents with expert interviews. It draws on a theoretical
framework that combines dependency theory and critical approaches to educational neoliberalism.

Conclusion: The results show that SAPs have increased access but exacerbated inequalities and de-
teriorated the quality of education. Morocco has partially resisted the reforms, preserving a signifi-
cant public sector and developing circumvention strategies.

Keywords: Structural Adjustment Programs, educational inequalities, quality of education, education

policy, Moroccan education system

Résumé

Objectifs: L'étude analyse les effets des Plans d'Ajustement Structurel (1983-1999) sur le systéme éducatif
marocain, en examinant spécifiquement leur impact sur l'acces, I'équité et la qualité de I'éducation.

Probléme: La recherche examine comment les conditionnalités des PAS ont affecté différemment le
systeme éducatif. Elle interroge l'articulation entre les prescriptions néolibérales et les spécificités
institutionnelles marocaines.

Méthode: L'étude combine 'analyse des documents officiels avec des entretiens d'experts. Elle s'appuie
sur un cadre théorique croisant la théorie de la dépendance et les approches critiques du néolibéra-
lisme éducatif.

Conclusion: Les résultats montrent que les PAS ont accru l'accés mais aggravé les inégalités et détério-
ré la qualité de I'éducation. Le Maroc a partiellement résisté aux réformes, préservant un secteur pu-
blic important et développant des stratégies de contournement.

Mots clés: Programmes d'ajustement structurel, inégalités éducatives, qualité de 1'éducation, politique

éducative, systéme éducatif marocain.
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Introduction

Between 1983 and 1999, Morocco underwent a period of profound transformation
under the Structural Adjustment Plans (SAPs) negotiated with the World Bank and the
International Monetary Fund. Designed to restore macroeconomic equilibrium against
a backdrop of a debt crisis, these programs had a considerable impact on social services,
particularly education. While international financial institutions point to quantitative
progress in school enrolment, a critical literature highlights the deleterious effects of
SAPs on the quality of learning, equity, and the ability of peripheral states to define

. . . ces 1
their own educational priorities. @

The Moroccan case offers a privileged terrain for analysis for several reasons. Firstly,
the Moroccan education system is historically centralized, which makes the changes
brought about by external conditionalities visible. Secondly, the period studied covers
two distinct sequences: an initial phase of austerity (1983-1993) marked by public
spending cuts, followed by a phase of socially “corrective” adjustment (1994-1999) in-
corporating targeted programs such as the BAJ1. Finally, the Moroccan trajectory dif-
fers from that of neighboring countries (Tunisia, Algeria) in a combination of compli-

ance and resistance to neoliberal prescriptions.

In the international literature, analyses of SAPs have often focused either on macro-
economic indicators or on limited qualitative case studies. Few works systematically
link budgetary data, educational indicators, and the voices of national actors to capture
governance reconfigurations. Moreover, most regional comparisons neglect the intra-
country temporal dimension (before/after) essential to understanding differentiated

trajectories.

This article responds to these shortcomings by proposing an integrated analysis of
SAPs’ contrasting effects on the Moroccan education system along three interdependent
dimensions: access, equity, and quality. Our central question is: How have SAPs recon-
figured Moroccan educational governance between 1983 and 1999, and what are the

lasting consequences for educational inequalities and the quality of learning?

“"VERGER, ANTONI & FONTDEVILA, CLARA,” The World Bank's Doublespeak on Teachers: A Critical

Analysis of 50 Years of Policy Reforms”, International Journal of Educational Development. 2023, pp. 5, 64.

(2]
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We mobilize two complementary analytical frameworks. Dependency theory (Frank,
1967; Amin, 1973)"” sheds light on asymmetrical relations and the forced circulation of
policies between the center and the periphery. Approaches to educational neoliberalism
(Ball, 2012; Verger, 2023)(3) allow us to examine the instrumental mechanisms by which
reforms translate into prioritization of indicators, gradual privatization, and local ac-
countability. Articulating these frameworks helps to move beyond a purely economic

reading of SAPs to integrate political and institutional mediation.

Empirically, we combine (1) analysis of a corpus of 58 official documents (World Bank,
Ministry of Economy and Finance, UNESCO, DSSP), (2) five semi-structured interviews
with Moroccan education sector managers and analysts, and (3) analysis of national quanti-
tative indicators (budgets, enrolment rates, repetition, drop-out). This triangulation aims for

robustness and enables the testimonies to be placed in their political/budgetary context.

The article is structured as follows: after a detailed presentation of the theoretical
framework and methodology, we analyze the results by phase (SAP1 / SAP2) and by
dimensions (access, equity, quality). The discussion puts these results in perspective
with international literature and comparative regional trajectories. We conclude with a
discussion of the lasting legacies of the SAPs and their implications for contemporary

educational reform in Morocco.

Theoretical framework

Two complementary analytical frameworks structure our reading of educational

transformations under SAP.

Dependency theory.

(5)

Derived from the work of Frank (1967)(4) and enriched by Amin (1973), this per-

spective highlights the center-periphery asymmetries that condition the margins of

?FRANK, Andre Gunder,”Capitalism & Underdevelopment in Latin America”, Monthly Review Press, 1967;

AMIN, Samir,” Le développement inégal. Essai sur les formations sociales du capitalisme périphérique”, Edi-

tions de Minuit, 1973.

<3)BALL, Stephen, J,” Global Education Inc.: New Policy Networks and the Neo-liberal Imaginary”, Routledge,

2012; Verger, ANTONI.,, & Fontdevila, CLARA. The World Bank's Doublespeak on Teachers: A Critical
Analysis of 50 Years of Policy Reforms. Op cit.

“FRANK, Andre Gunder,” Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America”. Op cit.

(3]
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action of indebted states. Applied to education, it helps us understand how financial
conditionalities - reduction of public spending, targeting of investments, indicator-
based reporting - shape national priorities. In the case of Morocco, the archives of the
Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF, 1995) illustrate the direct translation of

macroeconomic requirements into educational budget envelopes.

Educational neoliberalism.

The analyses of Ball (2012)"” and the recent work of Verger and colleagues(s) show
how global educational governance is being recomposed around networks of transna-
tional actors, instruments of accountability, and varied forms of privatization. We have
identified three key processes for analysis: (1) the primacy of quantitative indicators, (2)
the partial transfer of costs to households and/or the private sector, and (3) the recon-
figuration of responsibilities (decentralization, contractualization). These processes have
been observed in several adjustment contexts, but their extent varies according to the

negotiating capacity of governments and local socio-political resistance.

Critical discussion of frameworks.

Dependency theory is sometimes criticized for its structural determinism and insuf-
ficient consideration of state agency. Conversely, neoliberal approaches to education
risk underestimating macro-financial constraints. By combining the two, we seek to
grasp the imposition/adaptation dialectic: how external prescriptions are filtered, re-

sequenced or partially circumvented by national actors.
Methodology

Our approach is based on a triangulation of qualitative and quantitative data.

Literature review (n = 58).

Selected reports from the World Bank (1983-1999), MEF, UNESCO, DSSP, and the

© AMIN, Samir, “ Le développement inégal. Essai sur les formations sociales du capitalisme périphérique”. Op cit.

““MINISTERE DE LECONOMIE ET DES FINANCES, "Bilan du Programme d'Ajustement Structurel”. MA-

ROGC, 1995, pp. 10-11

“BALL, Stephen, J,” Global Education Inc.: New Policy Networks and the Neo-liberal Imaginary”. Op cit.

“VERGER, ANTONL, &FONTDEVILA, CLARA,” The World Bank's Doublespeak on Teachers: A Critical

Analysis of 50 Years of Policy Reforms”. Op cit.

(4]
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French Ministry of Education (MEN). Criteria: (a) explicit reference to SAPs or associ-
ated programs; (b) availability of usable budgetary or educational data; (c) temporal
representativeness of the two phases (SAP1 / SAP2). Manual thematic coding inspired
by Braun and Clarke (2006)”: budget rationalization, indicator prioritization, local

resistance, effects on equity.

Semi-structured interviews (n = 5).

Players: two former ministerial officials, a teacher trade unionist, a university re-
searcher, and a consultant who worked on BAJ1. The average length is 60 minutes, and
the recording and transcription are full. Despite the limited number of participants, the
high level of expertise and convergence with documentary data meant that thematic

saturation was quickly achieved.

Quantitative analysis.

National indicators (education budget, primary GER, dropout rate, repetition rate,
infrastructure) were extracted from DSSP, HCP, and sector reports. The data were

harmonized into annual series and grouped by adjustment phase.

Reliability and validity.
Systematic triangulation between sources; cross-checking of key figures; contextual-
ization of testimonies. Differences in time series for certain rural provinces led to the

use of robust national or regional aggregates.

Limitations and scientific rigor

Like all research, our study has certain limitations. The potential memory bias of in-
terviewees was controlled by systematic cross-checking with archival sources. The une-
ven availability of data for certain years or regions necessitated a rigorous selection of
primary sources, always favoring cross-referenced, verifiable documents. These limita-
tions are offset by the diversity of the methods employed and the consistency of the
results obtained through the different approaches.

This combination of theoretical and methodological frameworks provides a nuanced

approach to the analysis of the two phases of the SAPs (1983-1993 and 1994-1999). It

“BRAUN, Virginia, &CLARKE, Victoria,” Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology”, Qualitative Research in

Psychology, 2006, pp. 15-23.

(5]
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sheds light on both the global dynamics of dependence on international institutions and
local adaptations and resistances, providing an in-depth understanding of the transfor-
mations of the Moroccan education system during this crucial period. The following
sections will present the results of this analysis from a dual chronological and thematic
perspective, highlighting the differentiated impacts of the reforms on access, equity, and

quality of education.

Results

Budgetary and structural effects

During the SAP1 phase (1983-1993), the education budget contracted by around
11%, in line with public spending rationalization requirements. This reduction was
accompanied by a deterioration in teaching conditions, particularly in rural areas where
drop-out rates reached 24%. Paradoxically, school infrastructure grew slightly (+8%),
the result of targeted investments financed by external credits allocated to the expansion

of physical facilities rather than to pedagogical quality.

The SAP2 phase (1994-1999) saw a downturn: under social and international pres-
sure, the authorities launched the BAJ1 program and boosted educational investment
(+11% overall; +25% cumulative infrastructure). However, a former ministerial official
interviewed stressed that these material improvements had not been accompanied by an

equivalent effort in terms of learning content or teacher training.

Dynamics of access and equity

The primary gross enrolment ratio (GER) fell from 73% to 68% between 1983 and
1993, before rising sharply to reach 85% in 1999. Behind this national progression lie
major disparities: in 1991, only one rural girl in three was enrolled, while male enrol-
ment in urban areas approached 90%. Qualitative data suggest three major explanatory
factors: (1) prioritization of urban areas in initial allocations; (2) maintenance of infor-
mal school fees despite official free schooling; (3) children's expected economic contri-

bution to family farms.

Quality of learning and relevance of training to jobs

Quality indicators remain a concern throughout the period. The repetition rate re-

mains high (+14% at primary level and +19% at middle and high school level in the late

(6]
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(10)

1990s)" "~ and assessments highlight gaps in basic skills"". Several studies also point to a
growing mismatch between the training offered and the needs of the labor market, particu-
larly in technical and professional fields"” . Three factors are regularly mentioned in the
sources: the reduction in budgets allocated to teacher training (-11% between 1983 and
1989)"?, overcrowded classrooms “(more than 40 students on average during the two

PAS(s)), and the standardization of school curricula aimed at achieving economies of scale.

Moroccan specificities and local resistance

Compared to other countries that have undergone similar adjustments, Morocco re-
tains a large public sector (approximately 96% of schools were public and 4% private at
the end of the 19905)(15). Archives and testimonies reveal various forms of resistance:
union opposition to rationalization measures, community mobilization against the
closure of rural schools, and informal adaptations of teaching practices. These forms of

resistance help explain the institutional hybridization observed during PAS2.

Discussion

Critical interpretation of results in light of theoretical frameworks
Neoliberal reconfiguration and structural dependency

Our results confirm and qualify the theses of dependency theory (Frank, 1967)"" as

applied to education policies. The Moroccan case provides a paradigmatic illustration of

(10)

UNESCO, ” ETATS ARABES, rapport régional ”, 2002, pp. 27, 46 ; Ministére de I'Education Nationale, de
I’Enseignement Supérieur, de la Formation des Cadres et de la Recherche Scientifique, ” Pour un nouveau

souffle de la réforme de '’Education Formation ”, MAROC, 2008, p.40.

UWCSEERS, « Atlas graphique et cartographique de la décennie de la Charte Nationale de I’Education et de la

Formation 2000-2013 », MAROC, 2014, p.53.

“"“Mohammed BOUTATA, ” La relation emploi-formation au Maroc : des ajustements actuels et perspectives

» »

d’une meilleure articulation ”, ” Situation socio-économique et défis démographiques au Maroc. V- Popula-
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the “conditioned dependency” mechanism described by Verger (2023) in EPAA. The
conditionalities attached to World Bank loans have indeed led to a profound restructur-
ing of the education system, but in specific ways that differ markedly from the Tunisian
experience. Whereas Tunisia followed the prescribed model more strictly (El-Said,
2021), Morocco developed hybrid forms of implementation, combining structural ad-
justment and partial preservation of national specificities. This can be explained by the
resilience of Moroccan state structures and their ability to negotiate imposed condition-

alities.

The three neoliberal logics: between imposition and adaptation

Our analysis reveals how the three logics identified by Ball (2012) have materialized in
the Moroccan context. With regard to the priority given to quantitative indicators, we ob-
serve that the emphasis on TBS and infrastructure has been to the detriment of quality.
However, this dynamic has been less pronounced than in Mexico (World Bank, 1997), due

to local administrative resistance and the specificity of the Moroccan education system.

The transfer of costs to households has been more

subtle than elsewhere. While informal costs have indeed increased, Morocco has avoided
the total privatization seen in Tunisia. This result is consistent with the conclusions of sever-
al reports on the differential capacity of states to resist neoliberal prescriptions, a capacity

that, in Morocco, can be explained by the strength of traditional institutions.

Budgetary analysis also confirms the trap of financial dependence, while revealing
original strategies for circumventing it. The use of unconditional parallel Arab financ-
ing illustrates the Moroccan system's ability to adapt to the demands of international

donors.

Moroccan specificities: institutional hybridization

A notable Moroccan peculiarity is the maintenance of a large public sector (60% of
schools) despite the SAPs. Several factors explain this relative resistance to neoliberal
reforms: the organizational strength of teachers' unions (unlike in neighboring Algeria),
the stabilizing role of the “Makhzen” in educational governance, and the persistence of

a social consensus around the public school as a national institution. This institutional
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hybridization reflects what Menashy (2020) )

calls "situated neoliberal trajectories",
where global reforms are reconfigured by local particularities and institutional power

relations.

Contemporary implications and perspectives

Our results shed light on several current issues in the Moroccan education system.
The persistence of inequalities between rural and urban areas is rooted in the differen-
tial choices made during the SAPs. The quality crisis currently affecting Moroccan
schools is a direct result of the austerity policies of the 1980s and 1990s, and their focus
on quantitative indicators to the detriment of qualitative aspects. The forms of local
resistance observed during the SAP period foreshadow contemporary debates on the

privatization and marketization of education.

Theoretical conclusion and openings

This analysis confirms the usefulness of the dual theoretical framework mobilized to
understand educational transformations in Morocco. It also suggests several avenues for
future research: deepening comparative studies between countries of the South, system-
atically analyzing post-SAP legacies in current reforms, and studying forms of institu-
tional resilience in the face of exogenous shocks. These perspectives will set the stage for
the overall conclusion of our study, which will explicitly articulate our findings with

contemporary debates in comparative educational policy.

Conclusion

This study has examined the contrasting effects of Structural Adjustment Plans on
the Moroccan education system between 1983 and 1999, articulating dependency theory
and analysis of educational neoliberalism. The data converge to show that an initial
budgetary contraction, followed by targeted investments, generated quantitative gains in
school enrolment without resolving territorial inequalities or the quality crisis. Morocco
stood out for its selective appropriation of external prescriptions, preserving a majority

public sector and developing circumvention strategies (parallel financing, union re-

"”MENASHY, Francine,” The World Bank's Doublespeak on Education Privatization”, Education Policy Anal-

ysis Archives, 2020.
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sistance). These dynamics of imposition and adaptation have produced a hybrid form of

governance whose effects persist to this day.

Policy recommendations

- Strengthen pedagogical quality by coupling any expansion in enrolment with in-
vestment in initial and in-service teacher training.

- Target rural and gender equity: conditional scholarships, local boarding schools,
safe school transport for girls.

- Limit the transfer of hidden costs to households by strengthening mechanisms for
monitoring informal fees and local contributions.

- Establish a balanced scorecard combining quantitative coverage indicators and
learning indicators (literacy, numeracy).

- Diversify funding sources while reducing dependence on conditional loans; give

priority to untied subsidies and the mobilization of national resources.

Research prospects

This study opens up three priority scientific avenues:

- Systematic longitudinal SAP / post-SAP comparisons in the MENA region and
sub-Saharan Africa.

- Micro-territorial studies on community resistance mechanisms to imposed reforms.

- Impact assessments of rural girls' equity policies implemented after 2000 in the

light of the SAP legacy.

Beyond its academic contribution, this research highlights the importance of a his-
torically situated approach to education policies, capable of articulating global con-

straints and local dynamics in all their complexity.
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