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Executive Summary 
Egyptian schools suffer from systematic deficiencies 
that affect student learning, attendance, health, and 
dignity. These include a discrepancy between needs 
and actual construction projects, very poor mainte-
nance, and massive school shortages leading to high 
density, overcrowding, and multiple-shift schools. 
Egypt’s average classroom density of 47.5 students/
classroom in the primary stage is higher than the 
average in countries such as India and China. More 
than 75% of Egyptian students are in classrooms 
that have over 40 students. Such high classroom 
densities have a strongly negative impact on learn-
ing, especially at the critical primary stage.

Not only does Egypt’s high average classroom densi-
ty obscure large variations across the country, it also 
hides the problem of multiple-shift schools, where 
more than one school population uses the same fa-
cilities. Only one third of Egyptian public school 
students attend single-shift schools: the remaining 
12.7 million children (of whom 7 million are in the 
primary stage) have to cope with overcrowded class-
rooms. They also have a smaller window of learning 
time and are often deprived of classes considered 
less essential like arts, music, and physical educa-
tion. These conditions directly contribute to poor 
learning and student dropout, as well as seriously 
undermining equality within the system. These in-

adequate learning conditions, compounded by sani-
tary and maintenance problems, disproportionately 
affect those students who are already disadvantaged.

Official estimates point to the need to construct 
250,000 new classrooms at a cost of 130 billion 
Egyptian pounds (EGP) ($7.3 billion).1 This massive 
construction campaign must be guided by a restruc-
turing of Egypt’s current school construction system 
under new parameters that will ensure better quality, 
lower costs, and less resource waste. School short-
ages and high construction costs are driven by the 
way in which the system is designed and managed; 
restrictive and unnecessary requirements increase 
construction costs while undermining the allocation 
of land for schools. Highly centralized procurement 
procedures contribute to high costs, resource waste, 
and allegations of corruption plague almost every 
step of the school construction process. 

Whereas some aspects of school construction in 
Egypt may be unique, many of the problems associ-
ated with the system are shared by other countries. 
Drawing on both the local context and relevant in-
ternational data, this paper provides a comprehen-
sive analysis of this under-researched topic, suggests 
alternative indicators that should be used to better 
enhance school construction efforts, and puts for-
ward six key policy recommendations for reforming 

1 Other sources estimate the cost of constructing 200,000 new classrooms at 
100 billion Egyptian Pounds.  

 FIguRE (1): Cost of Constructing New Classrooms

Number of needed classrooms
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school construction. The recommendations are all 
part of a necessary restructuring of the regime of 
school construction and the main entity responsible 
for it, the General Authority for Educational Build-
ings (GAEB). 

1. Reduce Costs by Restructuring 
the GAEB

The GAEB can retain an appropriate coordination 
and support role as its planning, land purchase, and 
project management functions are devolved to the 
local level. This can take place within wide-scale 
reforms that institute needs-based planning, great-
er financial transparency, and data availability. Re-
form of procurement practices and elimination of 
unnecessary construction requirements, combined 
with savings from the new minimum standards and 
from building smaller rural schools, should reduce 
school construction costs so they are in line with 
international averages. 

2. Base Construction Plans on a 
New Set of Indicators

In order for school construction efforts to be more 
evidence-based, needs-based and transparent, a set 
of new indicators is suggested based on the follow-
ing priorities: improving sanitation and mainte-
nance, eliminating the multiple-shift system, reduc-
ing overcrowding, and reaching students who do 
not have access to education. These new indicators 
directly target the number of students (and teach-
ers) affected by the learning conditions that are a 
direct result of the way schools are constructed.

     

3. Develop New, Flexible Minimum 
Standards

The ability to meet the need for new schools will re-
quire new standards to be instituted based on con-
sultations with the relevant stakeholders at all levels. 
The new guidelines should insist on basic health, 
safety, and educational standards but allow for flex-
ibility on how they are met, while eliminating re-

quirements that are too expensive and unnecessary, 
such as concrete walls.

4. Reform Financial Regulations 
and Spend More on Maintenance

The amount of funds allocated to school mainte-
nance, the ease with which schools can use these 
funds, and the hiring of cleaning and maintenance 
staff are all areas that require urgent reform. Main-
tenance and furniture replacement costs should 
reach the internationally recommended average 
of 7% of initial investment. Each school should be 
provided with the appropriate budget for hiring a 
sufficient number of caretakers and cleaners, and for 
purchasing the materials necessary for them to per-
form their tasks.

5. Build Larger Urban Schools and 
Smaller Rural Schools

The sensible course of action is to build larger ur-
ban schools, given the growth of urbanization. For 
villages with small populations and in areas where 
populations are dispersed, Egypt needs to catch up 
with the rest of the world in building smaller, possi-
bly multi-grade schools. These schools also need to 
be more accessible to children so that they do not 
walk long distances or on dangerous roads; that is, 
schools should be within 1 km of student homes.

     

6. Organize and Support Land 
Acquisition and Reallocation

Dealing with the issue of land scarcity and alloca-
tion is unavoidable. The GAEB’s local offices should 
be tasked with coordinating, facilitating, and sup-
porting local communities in the process of asset 
acquisition and reallocation for school construction. 
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1. Introduction
Ensuring that every child has access to the right to ed-
ucation requires an effective and responsive system of 
school construction. The way in which a country goes 
about building schools has critical implications for 
educational quality and equity. Different characteris-
tics of school facilities—from the number of students 
in a classroom to the availability of quality labs and 
equipment—play an important role in determining 
the quality of education and of student-learning out-
comes. The nature and sophistication of school facil-
ities can help students develop a range of knowledge, 
skills, and abilities, from arts to physical activity and 
from scientific inquiry to civic engagement and com-
munication skills. Moreover, among other important 
elements that affect the quality of education, school 
construction has been shown to have a direct impact 
on the frequency of school attendance.

Starting with the Education for All and Millenni-
um Development Goals at the beginning of the 21st 
century, Egypt has seen a huge expansion in the 
number of public schools. For example, between 
1992 and 2006, about 14,000 new schools were built 
in Egypt, mostly by the GAEB (NCERD, 2014). 
However, expanding access has continued to grow 
without a real assessment to the situation or how 
to mitigate the problems facing it. To the best of 
our knowledge, there is a scarcity of literature ex-
amining school construction in Egypt. Major inter-
national reports that have analyzed a wide range of 
issues in Egyptian education provided little detailed 
analysis on the matter. Although significant inter-
national funding has been directed toward building 
new schools, discussions of how to actually reform 
the regime of school construction and maintenance 
are almost nonexistent. One notable example is a re-
cent international study that analyzed the regime of 
school construction in Egypt from the perspective 
of its extreme centralization, arguing that decentral-
ization is a key component of the needed reforms 
(Gershberg, 2014).2 

2 Another study examined the effect of current classroom construction on 
students’ learning in Egyptian schools while proposing an approach that 
integrates school spaces and facilities with related societal spaces and facilities, 
without drastic change in schools’ physical structure (Hegazy, 2012). A 
different study applies value engineering techniques to educational buildings 
to maximize the utilization of the available construction and maintenance 
budget (Youssef, Mohammed, Ibraheem, & Hussein, 2012).

School construction in Egypt has contributed to 
a rapid decline in educational quality and equity, 
and failed to show the flexibility and innovation re-
quired to meet the needs of a rapidly growing popu-
lation. Paradoxically, while construction regulations 
insist on a range of rigid and expensive require-
ments, Egyptian schools systematically suffer from 
the most basic infrastructure failures. Furthermore, 
the poor sanitary and learning conditions in schools 
disproportionately affect those students who are al-
ready poor and disadvantaged. Egypt’s multiple-shift 
system, whereby the same school facilities have to 
be shared by two different schools, dramatically re-
duces learning time. This system, which affects two 
thirds of primary school students, also fundamen-
tally undermines students’ holistic educational ex-
perience by depriving them of educational activities 
and diverse learning opportunities. 

In addition, inefficient spending on school con-
struction uses funds that could be diverted to teach-
er salaries, training, or other efforts to upgrade 
quality. Boosting teacher quality is a vital element 
of educational reform, particularly in Egypt, where 
teachers are frequently absent because they need to 
hold down another job to make a living wage, or 
because they choose not to teach in the classroom 
so as to pressure students into enrolling in private 
tutoring. Reforming school construction, and thus 
boosting funds for other key educational priorities, 
is imperative, and should be an essential element of 
any effort toward educational reform in Egypt.

In recent statements, Minister of Education Tarek 
Shawki said that there is a need to build 250,000 
classrooms3 at a cost of EGP 130 billion to meet the 
demand for education (AbdelBaset, 2018). Given 
this planned expansion, a reassessment of the best 
way to maximize available resources and improve 
educational outcomes via school construction and 
renovation is vital. Accordingly, this paper analyzes 
the key issues relating to public school construction 
in Egypt, identifies specific potential areas for sav-
ings in spending, and proposes concrete measures 
for reform. It develops new indicators and a set of 
policy recommendations that would lead to more 
efficient, needs-based, and evidence-based school 

3 Some media reports also quoted figures of 200,000, or 260,000 classrooms.
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construction planning. The paper begins by explain-
ing the significance of the issue and the current sit-
uation in Egypt. It describes the system of school 
construction and details the data related to its key 
problems of high classroom density, overcapacity, 
reduced learning time, and very high construction 
costs. The second part of the paper presents the pol-
icy recommendations that emerge from this analysis. 

1.1. Methodology
Exploring the key issues relating to public school 
construction in Egypt in order to propose effective 
policy recommendations for reform, the paper is 
based on an analysis of the available local and inter-
national data, interviews with stakeholders working 
in schools, and a consultation session held with key 
stakeholders from the government, various local 
and international NGOs, and international organi-
zations active in the education sector. 

2. Literature Review 
The following literature review section highlights the 
main features of an efficient school construction sys-
tem. It discusses school infrastructure and the impact 
of efficient school buildings on teaching and learn-
ing, the multiple-shift system and the relationship 
between learning outcomes and class size, and  the 
governance and centralization of school construction.

2.1. School Infrastructure

School infrastructure has a wide-ranging impact on 
student learning. First, in reference to school prox-
imity to home, the evidence is overwhelming and 
unambiguous: schools must be located as close as 
possible to children’s homes. The closer a school is to 
home, the more likely parents are to send their chil-
dren to school, and to do so at the appropriate age. 
Research shows that “the single most important de-
terminant of primary school enrollment is the prox-
imity of a school to primary age children” (Lockeed 
& Verspoor, 1991). Long distances to school not only 
increase the opportunity cost of attending school, 
but also tax the stamina of children, can place 
them in vulnerable situations, and pose a particu-

 FIguRE (2): The Effect of Distance Between School and Home on Students

High Enrollment
Rates and
Productive
Students

Laziness
Fatigue

Road Length 

Road Length 
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larly acute barrier for girls to attend school (Kane, 
2004). Evidence from other African countries, and 
from Asia, suggests that enrollment and retention 
decline significantly beyond a distance of 1-2 Km, or 
a 30-minute walk, particularly for younger children 
(Theunynck, 2009). A number of studies show that 
students living less than 1 Km from their school per-
form statistically better than those who walk farther, 
and that improvements in the availability and qual-
ity of school infrastructure result in higher primary 
school enrollment and increases in English and math 
achievement (Theunynck, 2009, pp. 3–7). Children’s 
school attendance is also strongly linked to the san-
itary conditions and the availability of drinking wa-
ter in schools. In general, maintenance is the single 
most cost-effective investment a country can make, 
yet few countries make it a priority and few donors 
give it much attention (Theunynck, 2009). 

As discussed in detail below, there are three other ba-
sic pillars in the link between school infrastructure 
and learning: high classroom densities, classroom 
overcapacity, and short school days. Beyond these 
basic pillars, there are, of course, further consider-
ations relating to how facilities can foster students’ 
knowledge, skills, and abilities through advanced 
technologies and resource-heavy artistic and creative 
activities. Finally, teachers facing large classrooms 
are more likely to engage in physical punishment or 
verbal insults to control students, thereby violating 
children’s dignity and their need for protection from 
harm (Alyahri & Goodman, 2008). 

2.2. Classroom Density and 
Improved Learning Outcomes

Evidence relating to class size effect on learning out-
comes is mixed and has to be approached with a 
degree of caution. Some studies show that students 
in classes with high student-to-teacher ratios, up to 
a threshold of 60 students per class, perform just as 
well as students in smaller classes, whereas beyond 
60 students per class, learning outcomes deteriorate 
(Theunynck, 2009). According to a report by the 
OECD, many European countries invested addition-
al resources to decrease class size between the years 
2000 and 2009, but student performance improved 

in only a few of them (OECD, 2012).4 An effort that 
leads to decreasing the number of students in most 
classrooms from 24 to 21 or from 46 to 43 would 
create little difference in the learning environment, 
even if this change requires significant investment 
in building new classrooms and hiring new teach-
ers. However, if the investment in new schools and 
teachers leads to lowering the density of a significant 
number of classrooms with the greatest need from 
75 to 38, this would represent a rather substantial 
change in the learning environment. That is, there 
is a qualitative difference between simple lowering 
of densities (especially by lowering densities that 
are already moderate) and targeting the lowering of 
very high densities in overcapacity classrooms. In 
fact, research shows that very large class-size reduc-
tions, in the order of 7-10 fewer students per class, 
can have meaningful long-term effects on student 
achievement and perhaps on non-cognitive out-
comes (Whitehurst & Chingos, 2011).

Furthermore, classroom density has different impli-
cations for different groups of students. The most 
promising effects of class-size reductions occur for 
classes from kindergarten to third grade (Robinson, 
1990; Jepsen, 2015). The academic effects seem to 
be greatest when introduced in the early grades, 
and for students from less-advantaged family back-
grounds. They may also be strongest in classrooms 
of teachers who are less well-prepared and effective 
in the classroom (Whitehurst & Chingos, 2011). In 
fact, a student–teacher ratio of 40:1 has been used by 
the World Bank since the Education for All (EFA) 
initiative because this ratio is observed in the high-
est-performing countries (Mingat, Rakotomalala, & 
Tan, 2002). This means that in a country like Egypt, 
where education quality has declined so extensively, 
it would make sense to aim for large class-size re-
ductions and not exceed a maximum of 40 students 
per classroom. Finally, the dominant pedagogical 
model of student-centered learning, and the kinds 
of skills it implies, would necessarily require lower 

4 Based on this evidence, it is clear that reducing class size is not, on its own, 
a sufficient policy lever to improve the performance of education systems, and 
is a less efficient measure than increasing the quality of teaching. This analysis 
from the OECD is especially true when comparing advanced education 
systems like Germany and Japan and noting, for example, that higher densities 
in Japan do not undermine learning. 
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classroom densities. If Egypt really wants to apply 
student-centered learning, as per the latest reforms, 
it has to set even lower density figures as policy goals 
and invest the resources needed to meet these goals.

Moreover, classroom arrangement indirectly affects 
both student and teacher performance in the teach-
ing and learning process. In order to implement 
various classroom arrangements, there has to be 
enough space in the classroom to enable movement, 
interaction, and creativity. Various learning activ-
ities in the classroom help improve teaching and 
learning quality, enhance students’ participation in 
learning, and increase their performance both in ac-
ademics and discipline (Ramli, Ahmad, Mohd Taib, 
& Masri, 2014). Although, with some creativity and 
pedagogical skills, teachers can handle big class-
rooms, the physical size of the classroom compared 
to the number of students in that class plays a vi-
tal role. Teachers facing large classrooms are under 
a lot of pressure to complete the curriculum while 
also teaching 21st century skills, all in a very short 
time and with a large number of students. This may 
lead teachers to engage in physical punishment or 
verbal insults to control students (Alyahri & Good-
man, 2008). 

2.3. Multiple-Shift Schools

The issue of school construction is not only one 
of classroom density and overcrowding, but of 
the number of hours that children study and the 
inequalities therein. In an analysis of learning out-
comes across 21 African countries, the existence of 
double shifts at schools is shown to have a strong 
negative impact on student achievement due to the 
reduced number of hours that double-shift students 
spend in school relative to their single-shift peers. 
This result appears in countries such as Madagascar, 
which (like Egypt) operates each shift with separate 
teachers, as well as in Senegal, where one teacher 
teaches both shifts (Michaelowa & Wechtler, 2006). 
The difference in learning time between single-shift 
and double-shift students can be enormous, such as 
in the case of Burundi, where single-shift students 
receive twice as many instructional hours as their 
double-shift peers (Rakotomalala et al., 2007). 

2.4. Centralization and 
Transparency in the Management 
of School Construction  

Centralization offers some benefits, among them a uni-
formity of management. It also improves coordination 
because of the unity of command (Caldwell, 2009). 
However, experience also shows that a centralized ap-
proach results in numerous inefficiencies (Theunynck, 
2009). First, as summarized by Theunynck, it often 
results in inappropriate decisions on school size and 
location, because education ministries tend to apply 
norms mechanically, treat school mapping as a static 
desk exercise, use poor and outdated information, fail 
to consult with communities, and use staff that are 
often insufficiently qualified—generally, former teach-
ers with only short-term training in education plan-
ning. Second, it lacks transparency, as decision-mak-
ing criteria are not well known outside the education 
ministry and allocation decisions can be more easily 
influenced by political intentions than relative need. 
As a result of these flaws, it should not be a surprise 
to find schools that are inappropriately located, some-
times in the middle of nowhere;  schools that are un-
der- or oversized; and some populations that are bet-
ter served than others (Theunynck, 2009). 

Another factor linked with centralization that may 
be driving high costs is corruption. The construction 
sector consistently ranks as the most corrupt of any 
segment of national economies in surveys across coun-
tries (Transparency International, 2002). In France, 
major construction enterprises were convicted in 2006 
of using bribes to obtain public contracts for school 
construction and transportation. In New York City, 
past corruption in school construction is measured in 
the hundreds of millions of dollars (Klitgaard, Abaroa, 
& Parris, 2000). The existence of large contracts (which 
often comes with centralization) may itself inflate costs 
and reduce quality (Theunynck, 2009). Along with 
smaller procurement packages and multiple suppliers, 
however, comes a need for greater management capac-
ity to effectively manage the larger contract volume.

Decentralization in most developing countries is inter-
preted in three complementary ways: asking elected lo-
cal authorities to take charge of education in their area, 
strengthening the role of regional and district education 
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offices, and/or increasing school autonomy in resource 
management. Some of the advantages of decentraliza-
tion are that parents and communities show greater 
commitment to their children’s schooling. When they 
have a sense of autonomy, teachers, inspectors, and 
school management are committed to the implemen-
tation plans (International Institute for Educational 
Planning [IIEP], 2004). However, there are hurdles and 
disadvantages to decentralization. For example, one of 
the problems identified during the IIEP’s research on 
decentralization policies in West Africa was poor qual-
ity-monitoring on the part of local education offices, 
owing to the inadequacy of the financial, material, and 
human resources at their disposal (International Insti-
tute for Educational Planning, 2004). Moreover, school 
principals suffer from work overload that might affect 
the efficiency of the decentralization process. Hence, 
the rise in the number of students entails a similar in-
crease in the teaching and administration work force. 
There can also be cultural obstacles to the implementa-
tion of a decentralization policy. These policies mandate 
considerable changes in the structure of the education 
system and in the division of responsibilities.

One of the functions that is typically decentralized 
and often delegated to NGOs or other agencies is 
the management of construction contracts. A 2003 
review by the World Bank encouraged reliance on 
NGOs for school construction in order to reduce 
costs (Theunynck, 2003). NGOs can mobilize addi-
tional resources and generate innovative solutions to 
local problems. In 2000, the unit cost of a classroom 
in Guinea decreased from $13,500 to $7,600 through 
reliance on NGOs. Social funds and contract manage-
ment agencies (CMAs) are also excellent mechanisms 
for building schools, provided there is participative 
community involvement (Theunynck, 2003). Finally, 
a model that has sometimes been seen as desirable 
is using local materials and abandoning cement-rich 
modern construction methods. However, based on 
research into previous attempts to use local materi-
als, prefab schools, and other innovations, the current 
consensus is that simple modern technology works 
best, along with modest architectural standards and a 
minimum durability of 25 years (Theunynck, 2003).5

5 In most cases, the average cost of the classrooms built using local materials 
is more than twice the cost of a classic classroom constructed by the formal 
or informal sectors, using modern technology based on cement-walling and 
modern roofing (Theunynck, 2009).

3. Policy Context in Egypt 
About 19.2 million students were enrolled in 
Egypt’s approximately 46,000 public schools in the 
2017-2018 school year, with 10.5 million of them 
in the primary stage (Ministry of Education, 2018). 
The average class size in the primary stage is 47.5 
students per classroom, while the national average 
for all grades is 44. The GAEB, an agency that op-
erates under the Ministry of Education but is in-
dependent of it, is responsible for educational con-
struction projects in Egypt (see appendix 1). It has 
a significant and growing share of the total budget 
allocated to the ministry: its share of the 2018-2019 
budget was EGP 7.3 billion, compared to EGP 5.5 
billion in 2017-2018. 

The GAEB has made significant achievements over 
the past few decades, the biggest of which occurred 
in the period after the major earthquake that hit 
Cairo in 1992.6 Between 1992 and 2006, about 
14,000 new schools were built, mostly by the GAEB, 
greatly expanding access to and enrollment in basic 
education. In recent years, the GAEB has embarked 
on renovation programs focused on repairing the 
construction and maintenance problems in public 
school buildings and making them safe for students 
(Ibrahim, 2017). As shown in table (1), the num-
ber of projects carried out by the GAEB has been 
rapidly increasing. The number of completed proj-
ects almost doubled from 2016-2017 to 2017-2018. 
However, as detailed in table (2), only about one 
third of the classrooms built (16,622 of 46,436) were 
new classrooms in new schools.7 

6 The 5.2 magnitude earthquake took place on 12 October 1992; thousands of 
buildings were damaged and several hundred completely destroyed.

7 The construction projects listed above also include administration buildings 
(teachers’ rooms, offices, clinics, etc.) and service areas (toilets, canteens, 
storage rooms, etc.). They also include the construction of new schools on 
new land, the total replacement of dilapidated schools, the partial replacement 
of existing schools with the purpose of renovation and enhancing capacity, or 
horizontal/vertical expansion of existing schools.



13Expensive Classrooms, Poor Learning: The Imperatives of Reforming School Construction in Egypt - November 2019 

Type of Construction 
Number of 

Construction Projects 
(% of all projects) 

Number of 
Classrooms Built 

(% of all classrooms) 

New 
Construction

Building new schools on new land 982 (30.6%) 16,622 (35.80%)
Total replacement of dilapidated schools 504 (15.71%) 7,302 (15.72%)

Improving 
the Capacity 
of Existing 
Buildings 

Partial replacement of existing schools with the 
purpose of renovation and enhancing capacity

563 (17.55%) 8,504 (18.31%)

Horizontal expansion of existing schools 987 (30.77%) 12,791 (27.55%)
Vertical expansion of existing schools 172 (5.36%)  1,217 (2.62%)

Total 3,208 46,436

TABLE (2): Construction Projects Over the Past Five Years

TABLE (1): Number of Classrooms Constructed Over the Past Five Years 

FIguRE (3): Number of Classrooms Built in the Past Five Years

19,277
The Highest Number 
of Classrooms Built

The Highest Number 
of Projects Built

2014 to 2018
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Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2018.

Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2018.

2014 to 2018

Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2018.

Fiscal Year Number of Construction Projects Number of Classrooms Built

2014-2015 485 6,414
2015-2016 588 8,619
2016-2017 707 10,314
2017-2018 1,308 19,277

2018-2019 (until August 2018) 120 1,812
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Construction projects
2014 to 2018
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FIguRE (4): Number of Projects Constructed Over the Past Five Years 
Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2018.
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3.1. Challenges of Efficient School 
Construction in Egypt  

School construction problems in Egypt are typical of 
most developing countries, and include issues caused 
by a mismatch between construction needs and the 
actual construction projects implemented. These 
problems include school shortages leading to high 
densities, overcrowding and multiple-shift schools.  
Such problems are further compounded by the poor 
sanitation and inadequate building maintenance. 

     
3.1.1. Institutional Issues

The GAEB is responsible for all issues related to 
the centralized planning, land allocation, develop-
ment of technical specifications, procurement, con-
tracting, project management, among others (see  
appendix 1). These complex nationwide duties lim-
it the agency’s capacity to manage the construction 
projects, and contribute to the problems of low 
quality, high costs, and resource waste that affect 
Egyptian schools. Both media reports and inter-
views conducted for this paper have highlighted the 
deficient quality of some educational buildings, ex-
amples of failures to complete infrastructure to con-
tracted standards, and reports of systematic waste.8      

The GAEB identifies the needs of schools through its 
own information system and its regional offices in 
each governorate; accordingly, it determines the need-
ed capital investment. However, when deciding where 
schools should be built, GAEB does not perform so-
cial impact assessments or a cost-benefit analysis. In-
stead, it relies on the reports submitted by its local 
bureaus in different governorates. One of the major 
results has been the construction of schools where 
they were not needed but where the price of land was 
low or could be acquired for free (Tawfik, 2018). As a 
result, schools are built in places where existing pop-
ulation densities do not require them, and crowded 
schools are left as they are (Gershberg, 2014).9

     According to a press conference by the education 
minister on September 28, 2018, the current cost of 
classroom construction ranges from EGP 500,000 

8 For examples of media coverage, see Sobhi (2013) and Abdel-Samie (2016).

9 More information about the land allocation can be found in the section 
“School Location.”

to EGP 1 million, and the government requires  
250,000 extra classrooms, at a total cost of EGP 130 
billion (Yehia, 2018).10 Based on the exchange rate 
with the U.S. dollar in November 2018, the current 
cost of school construction is very expensive, around 
$28,026 per classroom.11 According to one report, 
there are lower-cost models for school construction 
in Egypt itself, including Al-Azhar schools, which 
are about 33% less expensive, and NGO-built CARE 
schools, which are about 22% less costly according 
to 2005 data (Gershberg, 2014).12  

There are three likely reasons for the high cost of 
school construction: expensive requirements, central-
ized procurement practices, and alleged corruption. 
The requirements for schools are described below, but 
further requirements exist and should be included in 
publicly available documents. For example, costly items 
such as a concrete walls and iron gates are required 
for construction. However, their typical costs are not 
made publicly available. The GAEB also sets special re-
quirements relating to earthquake risks. Although the 
1992 earthquake did damage some school infrastruc-
ture, Egypt does not have a high risk of earthquakes, 
and most of the interviewed stakeholders argue that 
the regulations have been set too high. These require-
ments both increase the costs of construction and lim-
it the possibilities for building on land that has not 
passed the highest levels of earthquake risk assessment. 

The GAEB builds schools based on an approved bud-
get and a projected number of schools that are need-
ed yearly. However, there are always delays in every 
construction project, leading to serious consequences 
such as rescheduling or cancellation (Kholif, 2015). 
Furthermore, the auditing process for the invoices is 
fairly weak, and there is no entity responsible for the 
supervision and evaluation of the GAEB, leading to 
incidents of corruption. Significant savings could be 
made if there was a closer inspection of works in prog-

10 In other statements he has said that 200,000 or 260,000 classrooms are 
needed.

11 To the best of our knowledge, there is no recent international data that 
would allow us to compare the average cost of classroom construction in 
different countries;  the only available figures are from 2003. Those figures 
show that costs were about $7,000 per classroom in Africa, $8,000 per 
classroom in Latin America, and $4,000 per classroom in Asia (Theunynck, 
2003).

12 The GAEB claims that the Al-Azhar schools are of lower quality, 
particularly with respect to earthquake risk, an assertion that is hard to refute 
in the absence of major earthquakes in recent years (Gershberg, 2014).
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ress and their corresponding invoices. In addition, 
limited information is available about these auditing 
requirements and the costs of implementing them. 

Second, in terms of the GAEB’s procurement proce-
dures, centralization and the use of large contracts 
are arguably a factor in the high costs. Although 
progress has been exceedingly slow, decentralizing 
some GAEB functions has been part of the gov-
ernment’s reform agenda. A few capital investment 
and maintenance responsibilities have indeed been 
transferred to the regional (governorate) level of the 
education ministry and/or the GAEB (Gershberg, 
2014). However, as detailed in the subsequent dis-
cussion on infrastructure maintenance, this mea-
sure was not accompanied by sufficient resources, 
training, or realignment of incentives, so as to make 
it contribute to improving school infrastructure.

The third factor that is likely driving the high costs 
(and low quality) is corruption. There is a wide-
spread perception of the existence of multiple layers 
of commissions and sub-contracting that are sub-
ject to systematic corruption. Allegations of corrupt 
practices are regularly covered by the media and 
have included serious price inflation in construction 
contracts (e.g. steel prices set far higher than market 
prices), issues with land allocation, informally im-
posed payoffs, and other irregularities (Sobhi, 2013; 
Fawaz, 2017; and Rady, 2018). At one point in 2010, 
it was the education minister who led the anti-cor-
ruption rhetoric, albeit with almost no tangible re-
sults (Bakry & Al-Qadi, 2010). 

3.1.2. Maintenance 

Once a building is completed and furnished, the 
GAEB delivers it to the education ministry. Periodic 
intervention for emergency building repairs is un-
dertaken by the GAEB, while casual maintenance 
is conducted at the school level. A recent study has 
detailed the serious weaknesses relating to school 
maintenance in Egypt, especially in terms of the lim-
ited number of workers and insufficient maintenance 
budgets (Ibrahim, 2017). As per the interviews, both 
cleaning and routine maintenance suffer from severe 
understaffing; however, better data is needed to ad-

equately analyze this issue. The hiring process for 
cleaning staff is also unclear. Most cleaning staff in 
schools are reportedly hired on irregular contracts 
for low wages, which they accept because the schools 
allow them to make money by selling food to stu-
dents or performing other informally paid tasks. 
Unfortunately, data on numbers of schools requir-
ing substantial maintenance are not publicly avail-
able. However, according to one official statement in 
2016, it was reported that 13,000 schools required 
comprehensive maintenance (Hassan, 2016).

Current financial regulations seem to be a key imped-
iment to smooth and efficient school maintenance. Al-
though there has been progress in the decentralization 
of regulations that allow school maintenance to be ap-
proved at the local level, its impact has been reversed 
by restrictive financial regulations. While the mainte-
nance funds for each school can be accessed without 
approval from the central administration at the edu-
cation ministry, any surplus in these maintenance ac-
counts is returned to the Ministry of Finance with sig-
nificant payoffs for intermediate administrative staff, 
as indicated by a number of stakeholders interviewed 
for this report. This creates an incentive for responsible 
staff to block and complicate this disbursement. They 
reportedly resort to different tactics such as creating 
delays in processing and insisting on overly bureau-
cratic requirements. Furthermore, by maintaining am-
biguity about the correct procedures, school authori-
ties are left to operate under constant fear of investiga-
tion for financial wrongdoing if rules are violated. The 
result is that many schools abandon their maintenance 
plans or resort to collecting funds from parents instead 
of using the funds allocated to them. Although accu-
rate figures are not available, most maintenance funds 
are reportedly unused, despite the need for regular or 
urgent maintenance in almost all schools.

3.1.3. School Location 

This section explains the shortage in schools, the 
restrictive criteria used by the GAEB, and the mis-
match between completed projects and actual needs. 
According to the education ministry’s 2014-2030 
strategy, the main problem facing the GAEB is the 
availability of suitable land to build more schools, giv-
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en the country’s population distribution and density, 
with most of the population settled on only 7% of the 
country’s total area (Ministry of Education, 2014).13 

Land prices in densely populated areas are very high 
in light of the restricted criteria by which the GAEB 
has to abide when choosing school locations.14 

The president, prime minister and governorates can 
allocate land to the education ministry, and the min-
istry’s ownership of the land comes in seven different 
forms, including: free allocation of lands, donations, 
expropriation, transfer of utility to public property, ex-
propriation only, and state land with private ownership 
(Tawfik, 2018).15 The GAEB’s detailed  budget is not 
publicly available and therefore there is little informa-
tion readily available on land purchases (Tawfik, 2018). 
Most of the new land allocated for the construction of 
public schools comes either in the form of donations 
from private citizens, or is land allocated in the new 
cities being constructed by the state (Tawfik, 2018). 

While more detailed data are needed, the available 
information does not show a clear link between the 
need for school construction and the construction 
projects that were actually completed. Appendix (4) 
shows the number of projects that were launched 
over the past five years, arranged by the number of 
classrooms built in each governorate. It is not easy, 
however, to see how construction projects corre-
spond to needs. For example, given that Giza gover-
norate has the highest classroom density, one might 
expect more classes to be built in Giza. However, 
Sharqiya governorate had the highest share. More 
details about the breakdown of the projects (e.g. 
how many are new classrooms) would also offer 
evidence as to how well the projects correspond to 
the needs of the communities. For example, there 
were 50 new projects in South Sinai that yielded 450 
classrooms, while only 20 projects were completed 
in Port Said, but they resulted in 310 classrooms. 

As mentioned above, one of the major issues has been 

13 According to one estimate, there will be 856,000 additional enrollments at 
the primary stage over the decade 2015-25, 695,000 additional enrollments 
at the preparatory stage, and 500,000 at the secondary stage (OECD, 2015, 
p. 204).

14 More on the restrictive criteria can be found in the section titled Restrictive 
but Inconsistently Applied Criteria below.

15 As per decree no. 163 of 2016, there is collaboration between the education 
ministry, the agriculture ministry, and the local units to determine the validity 
of donated agricultural land for the establishment of educational projects.

the construction of schools where they were not need-
ed because the price of land was low, or it could be 
acquired for free. This has led to the construction of 
schools where existing density did not demand it, while 
crowded schools have not been remedied (Gershberg, 
2014). Almost by definition, jurisdictions with cheap-
er land tended to be those where schools were not as 
overcrowded. Moreover, not only does the land prob-
lem affect crowded urban neighborhoods, it also affects 
rural ones. An estimated 9,734 villages are deprived of 
basic education (i.e. primary and preparatory educa-
tion), that is, around 23% of the total number of vil-
lages in Egypt.16 These figures might seem counterin-
tuitive given the high enrollment rates discussed above. 
However, the fact that the nearest school to a student is 
in the next village can impact frequency of attendance, 
fatigue, and learning, while not necessarily affecting 
official enrollment figures. Community-based educa-
tion (CBE) schools represent a global trend aimed at 
meeting the demand for education in small or isolated 
villages and has been attempted in Egypt since 1994 
(Zaalouk, 2004). However, Ray Lansgten’s 2016 study 
found that the experience of community schools in 
Egypt has not met the needs of small hamlets,17 does 
not provide high-quality education, and needs to be 
re-examined. It remains a small part of the system 
where most schools are built based on GAEB models. 

3.1.4. Classroom Density 

The average classroom density in Egypt is 47.5 stu-
dents per classroom in primary stage, over 32 in 
pre-primary and over 40 in secondary stage, with 
large variations across governorates and districts  
(Ministry of Education, 2018, chap. 5).18 This makes 

16 Those deprived areas can be divided as follows (General Authority for 
Educational Building, 2018):

1. Areas that have a population of children of primary school age numbering 
60 to 240 individuals; there are around 7,410 areas that meet this criteria, 
or around 17.5% of the total number of villages.

2. Areas that have a population of children of primary school age numbering 
more than 240 individuals; there are around 2,324 areas that meet this 
criteria, or around 5.5% of the total number of villages.

17 Langsten explains that: “(1) in all villages, most CBE schools are located in 
the mother village, often close to government schools; and (2) in one village 
with several CBE schools there is a large, isolated hamlet that remains without 
adequate primary school access” (Langsten, 2016, p. 464).

18 If most GAEB classes are designed to hold about 40 students, as per 
ministerial decree no. 148 of  2000, and if the total number of students in 
2017-2018 is 21,441,404 while the number of students who are in classrooms 
with more than 40 students per class is 16,284,759, this means that 75.95% 
of students are in classrooms with more than 40 students (see Ministry of 
Education, 2018, chap. 5).
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FIguRE (5): Average Classroom Density in Primary Schools in Global Perspective

Source: Figures for Brazil are from the OECD (2018), China and India are from the OECD (2017), and Indonesia, Argentina, and the 
OECD average are from the OECD (2012). The figure for Egypt is from the Ministry of Education (2018).

.

Source: Global figures from UNESCO  and General Authority for Educational Buildings (2018).
FIguRE (6): Average Classroom Density and Numbers of Primary Students in Global Perspective
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the average classroom density in primary education 
in Egypt higher than most countries in Asia and 
Latin America, as shown below in figure (1). For 
example, average primary school densities in coun-
tries with large populations like Brazil, Indonesia, 
India, and China are far lower than in Egypt. Figure 
(2) shows the average primary classroom densities 
compared to the number of students in selected 
countries. It illustrates that a number of densely 
populated countries have far lower classroom den-
sities than Egypt. 

3.1.5. Overcrowding and Multi-
ple-Shift Schools 

The problem of density in Egypt is not only one 
of large classes, but it is also an issue of physical-
ly overcrowded classrooms that were designed for 
a smaller number of students. Based on the data in 
figure (7), at least 40% of all Egyptian classrooms 
are overcrowded. Confining 55 students to the space 
and seating arrangements for 40 students also im-
pedes their learning, their right to ventilation, and 
the possibility of movement within the classroom.      

Mitigating this situation, the Ministry of Education 
has attempted to cope with high classroom densities by 
establishing multiple-shift schools, where two or three 

school populations use the same facility. A total num-
ber of 7 million primary-stage students used the same 
building at different times of the day in 2017-2018.

In 2017, only 34% of primary-stage public school 
students were enrolled in full-day schools (Minis-
try of Education, 2018, chap. 5) while the rest were 
enrolled in morning-shift, evening-shift, or dou-
ble-shift schools (figure 8). In a multiple-shift sys-
tem, the already crammed curriculum must be cov-
ered in even less time. Shift schools officially operate 
for 4-5 hours/day, but often less in practice, with 
children and staff in many schools reportedly arriv-
ing around 7 AM and leaving by 10 AM. This allows 
very little opportunity for either teachers to teach or 
students to learn. In addition, most activity classes 
and subjects considered less essential are eliminated 
from the schedule, including arts, sports, and music. 
This means that not only is learning time in key sub-
jects reduced by at least one third, but it also implies 
that different learning opportunities that are offered 
to the children’s counterparts are eliminated, making 
the schooling experience even poorer and less ho-
listic. Furthermore, in addition to its poor learning 
outcomes, this system widens the gap in the equita-
ble access to education where, in 2012, 35% of drop-
outs were from shift-schools (Elbadawy 2014, p. 12).

Buildings

Buildings

Buildings

Buildings

Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2018.
FIguRE (7): Buildings and Class Density

20.1% of the total 
number of public 
buildings.

11.9% of the total 
number of public 
buildings.

5.1% of the total 
number of public 
buildings.

4.5% of the total 
number of public 
buildings.



19Expensive Classrooms, Poor Learning: The Imperatives of Reforming School Construction in Egypt - November 2019 

3.1.6. Restrictive but Inconsistently 
Applied Criteria 

Although there are four design models for school 
construction in Egypt,19 the “Typical Model” (al-
namuthaj al-namaty) is used in most of the country. 
Unfortunately, it does not differentiate in design be-
tween urban and rural areas, high population density 
and remote areas, or high-risk earthquake zones and 
low-risk zones (Gershberg, 2014). Even though they 
are not consistently applied, there is a host of restric-
tive criteria that go with this predominant model. 
Appendix (2) shows some of the requirements in all 
basic education schools built on the Typical Model. 
In addition to these requirements, there are further 
costly specifications, including a concrete wall around 
the school and at least two iron gates. There are also 
highly limiting criteria for which plots of land can 
be used for school construction in existing cities and 
villages. For example, the guidelines state that one 
side of the plot of land should be on a two-way main 
street connected to other streets, with a length of 6 
m2. Also, in cases where the land is rectangular and 
not square, the width-to-length ratio should be 1:3, 
with the shortest side not less than 25 m2 (General 
Authority for Educational Buildings, 2011). In light 
of the scarcity of land plots mentioned earlier, these 
restrictive criteria often mean that no land plot is suit-
able for expanding existing schools and building new 
ones. However, it is not clear whether these criteria are 
actually applied. The interviewed stakeholders found 
19 The Technical Education Model uses the Typical Model school, but 
also includes technical workshops. The Access Model (namuthaj al-itaha) 
was developed for use in small villages with low densities. This model is 
flexible and does not adhere to the normal standards for regular schools. 
Unfortunately, the model has not been widely used. Finally, “unique models” 
(el namathej al farida)  vary based on the nature of the school (experimental 
schools/ STEM schools/ Talented Schools/ Japanese etc.). They may include 
stadiums, playgrounds, restaurants, kitchens, and/or advanced laboratories.

it difficult to identify the criteria that actually apply to 
their schools, and they do not see these tables of crite-
ria serving as a means of accountability. Furthermore, 
the GAEB sets special requirements relating to earth-
quake risks. Although the 1992 earthquake did dam-
age some school infrastructure, Egypt does not have a 
high risk of earthquakes, and most stakeholders argue 
that the requirements have been set too high. These 
regulations both increase the cost of construction 
as well as limit the possibilities for building on land 
that have not passed the highest levels of earthquake 
risk assessment. Again, these restrictive criteria often 
mean that no plot is suitable for expanding school 
construction in crowded urban centers or on agricul-
tural land. Vertical expansion is also a limited option; 
the maximum number of floors in the Typical Model 
is four, but a number of stakeholders have reported 
that in recent years the GAEB has only been building 
two-floor schools, with less capacity to accommodate 
students as a result. 

Finally, while some improvements, such as including 
larger playgrounds, have been made to school reg-
ulations in newly built urban settlements, this cre-
ates inequalities between the pupils attending these 
schools and the majority of students, who are in 
schools in established cities and villages. Students in 
older schools are faced with smaller campuses, high-
er density classrooms, the same number of facilities, 
and attend schools operating with 20% more stu-
dents than their capacity (GAEB, 2011). In new ur-
ban communities, school size and student’s share of 
space (2,500 m2, 8 m2 respectively) are almost double 
that of schools in existing cities and villages (1,200 
m2, 4 m2 respectively). Appendix (3) shows the differ-
ent criteria for a basic education school in new urban 
communities compared with established settlements. 

34%

48%

7%

12%

Students in Public Full Day Schools

Students in Morning Shifts

Students in Afternoon Shifts

Students in Double Shift Schools

Source: Ministry of Education, 2018. 

FIguRE (8): Primary Stage Enrollment in Shift and Full-Day Public Schools
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4. Policy 
Recommendations 
This section proposes a set of measures to tack-
le the issues identified in the preceding analysis. 
These measures should collectively reduce resource 
waste, bring down school construction costs, raise 
the quality of infrastructure, and contribute to bet-
ter learning and access to education. The policies 
include:

1. Reduce Costs by Restructuring the GAEB.
2. Base Construction Plans on a New Set of Indi-
cators. 
3. Develop New, Flexible Minimum Standards.
4. Reform Financial Regulations and Spend More 
on Maintenance. 
5. Build Larger Urban Schools and Smaller Rural 
Schools.
6. Organize and Support Land Acquisition and Re-
allocation.

4.1. Reduce Costs by Restructuring 
the GAEB 

The future success of school construction in Egypt 
depends on improving the quality and suitability of 
school infrastructure. Ultimately, this can only be ac-
complished if there is a comprehensive restructuring 
of the GAEB to give it an appropriate coordination 
and support role, while transferring its planning, land 
purchase, and project management functions to the 
local level. This should take place within wide-scale 
reforms instituting needs-based planning, greater fi-
nancial transparency, and data availability. 

A first step toward this restructuring would be to in-
stitute a comprehensive independent review of costs 
and procurement procedures. This review should 
include an assessment of the GAEB’s experience in 
decentralizing maintenance costs so that the lessons 
learned can be used to design an evidence-based 
model for decentralizing other school construction 
functions. The exact measures for transferring func-
tions to the local level and the speed with which such 
transfers are conducted should all be developed by 
this independent review process. For example, inter-

national experience shows that reliance on local con-
tract management agencies and NGOs can be suc-
cessful when accompanied by effective participation 
of members of the local community. In the case of 
Egypt, the review of the GAEB might also suggest a 
role for Boards of Trustees at the governorate or dis-
trict level, or other bodies that are representative of 
communities. While such a review should be aimed 
at developing a concrete plan for a comprehensive 
restructuring of the GAEB, the review should at the 
very least be empowered to develop new guidelines 
for areas where costs should be cut, especially obvi-
ous items such as concrete walls, iron gates, and ex-
aggerated earthquake risk requirements, and should 
outline the new transparent procurement and over-
sight procedures to be put in place. 

Experience has shown that smaller and less-cen-
tralized procurement contracts reduce costs and 
minimize opportunities for corruption. The GAEB 
already has some infrastructure for setting up new 
working relationships at the local level, as it already 
has branches in every governorate. These branches 
would be transformed into units that coordinate and 
support the work of various local actors in acquir-
ing land and the construction and maintenance of 
schools. Because of the huge volume of classrooms 
that Egypt needs in the coming years, it is not realis-
tic to expect the GAEB to have the capacity to man-
age and carry out all these construction projects. 

4.2. Base Construction Plans on  
a New Set of Indicators

School construction accomplishments and plans 
should not be presented as they are now in terms 
of the number of projects completed per year, but 
rather in terms of how they have met targets spec-
ified in terms of measurable goals. Insights gained 
from research on classroom density and school fa-
cilities must be translated into measurable indica-
tors that go beyond a simple national average class-
room density. Above all, Egypt and other countries 
in the same position should use and proactively tar-
get measures that focus on the number of students 
affected. In order for school construction efforts 
in Egypt to be more evidence-based, needs-based, 
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and transparent, new indicators and more concrete 
goals should be adopted based on clear priorities. 
To better target access, quality, and equity, these pri-
orities are: sanitation/maintenance, the elimination 
of the multiple-shift system, reducing overcrowd-
ing, and reaching students who do not have access 
to education. Suggested indicators that correspond 
to the three goals of improving learning conditions, 
maintenance, and access to schools include: 

● Number (or percentage) of students in multi-
ple-shift schools.

● Number (or percentage) of students in over-
crowded classrooms.

● Number (or percentage) of students in classrooms 
with over 40 students.

- Number (or percentage) of students from kin-
dergarten to third grade in classrooms with 
over 30 students.

- Number (or percentage) of students in dis-
advantaged areas in classrooms with over 30 
students.

● Number (or percentage) of students in schools suf-
fering from poor sanitation conditions. 

● Number (or percentage) of students in schools 
that require moderate to serious building repairs.

● Students who do not have a primary school with-
in 1 km of their home.

For greater demonstration of impact, the GAEB 
could also publish indicators that reflect the num-
bers of teachers affected by the same conditions. 
Directly targeting the reduction of these numbers 
should have large and measurable effects on student 
attendance and learning, in addition to taking into 
account equity dimensions of school construction 
interventions. These suggested indicators are also 
easy to set up based on existing data.  The final spec-
ification and phasing of these measures should be 
agreed upon jointly by pedagogical experts, school 
construction researchers, and GAEB experts, who 
may produce additional indicators or modifications 
to those that have been suggested.20 

20 For example, intermediate goals might be put in place for achieving these 
results over a number of phases, while the material and human resources 
needed are secured (building schools, as well as hiring and training teachers). 
Different experts would likely offer important insights on how to phase and 
sequence the process and secure the necessary resources. 

4.3. Develop New, Flexible Mini-
mum Standards

The official view, reflected in GAEB guidelines, is 
that all students should enjoy the same facilities. 
However, the current system provides highly un-
equal access to classroom space, school facilities, 
basic sanitary requirements, and advanced labs and 
equipment. Even if the regulations look identical in 
some official documents, these official accounts re-
main incomplete, and actors working on the ground 
often have difficulty identifying the infrastructure 
guidelines applicable to any particular school. The 
ability to meet the need for new schools will require 
the institution of new regulations based on consul-
tations with the relevant stakeholders at all levels. 
The new guidelines should insist on basic health, 
safety, and educational standards, but allow for 
flexibility on how to meet them, while eliminating 
requirements that are too expensive but unneces-
sary (such as concrete walls around the building). 
For example, strict minimum standards for sanita-
tion and potable water must be put in place, but 
different districts and schools should be able to 
choose different technologies to comply in various 
ways with these standards. A sanitary model where 
trucks clear trenches on a weekly basis, or where 
septic tanks are used, can work in areas where this 
system is already applied in the district, but will not 
be suitable for a district where this is not part of 
local practice, know-how, or resources. Other min-
imum standards in the literature include: the dis-
tance from school to home must be under 2 km at 
maximum, the number of classrooms should be de-
termined by the actual population size in each area, 
and the classroom size should allocate at least 1.4 
m2 per student, to accommodate a resource corner 
and the management of multiple grades within the 
same classroom (Theunynck, 2009). Furthermore, 
all new construction should be fully accessible to 
all school users with disabilities. Considering that 
one standard model will not suit all circumstances, 
the GAEB should provide guidelines and a menu of 
possible models (for construction, furnishing, and 
maintenance) as well as the flexibility to introduce 
more alternatives, rather than requiring the applica-
tion of the same norms across all communities. The 
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idea is that there should be minimum regulations 
applied to all schools, but with variations that take 
into account the location, conditions and resources 
of each community. Communities should be em-
powered to build the facilities they need, with suit-
able adaptations to standard models, as long as these 
facilities meet the new minimum requirements.

Moreover, the GAEB must also lead and support 
communities to develop strong working relation-
ships with the ministries in charge of water and san-
itation, as well as with local municipalities. This can 
be very helpful in choosing the most adequate and 
affordable technology, possibly sharing costs, receiv-
ing professional technical advice during implemen-
tation, and training school staff and the community 
in proper maintenance (see Theunynck, 2009). 

All the required elements of the school facilities should 
be included in one table. The typical costs of these in-
dividual elements should also be made available to the 
public to enable current costs to be compared to pos-
sible alternatives. For example, wire or wooden fences 
and lines of trees would similarly demarcate the area 
of the school and provide a safety measure, but would 
be less costly and more environmentally friendly and 
aesthetically appealing than expensive concrete walls. 
Earthquake risk is also grossly overemphasized and 
the related regulations and precautions the GAEB 
adopts, and their costs, should be made public. These 
standards should be revised in line with other coun-
tries that have similar earthquake risks.

The new minimum standards should be developed 
via a series of consultations with relevant stakehold-
ers. Minimum requirements should be collective-
ly agreed upon, and a range of adaptable options 
can then be considered based on international and 
local best practices. This means that adaptations 
from international experience, from Egyptian pri-
vate schools, and from local community experience 
should be studied and collected before being dis-
cussed with stakeholders in different rounds of con-
sultations. Such stakeholder consultations should 
allow for the creation of flexible guidelines that 
communities, schools, and educational districts can 
draw upon when considering different options for 
school construction and maintenance. Other ques-

tions might arise in such consultations and should 
be explored. Some of these options have been raised 
in discussions during the preparation of this report, 
but most require careful consideration and consul-
tation with stakeholders. For example, it is possible 
to consider whether remedies such as a school bus 
if the school is far away, having taller buildings with 
elevators and regular maintenance in urban areas 
where land is scarce, or establishing a rooftop play-
ground in areas of land scarcity would work for a 
given community and with its current budget.

4.4. Reform Financial Regulations 
and Spend More on Maintenance 

Adopting a funding formula based on per student 
costs (a desirable reform of the current distribu-
tion of educational spending in Egypt) would cre-
ate greater transparency around building schools. 
The costs of rural schools with low numbers of 
students could then be compared with the cost 
per student at larger urban schools. Moreover, the 
amount of funds allocated to school maintenance, 
the ease with which schools can use these funds, 
and the hiring of cleaning and maintenance staff 
are all areas that require urgent reform. In terms 
of maintenance, new construction should systemat-
ically include provisions for the financing of main-
tenance functions throughout the life of the school 
building (Theunynck, 2003). The estimated cost of 
infrastructure maintenance can be assumed at a rate 
of 2% annually of the initial investment and 5% for 
furniture (Theunynck, 2009). New regulations relat-
ing to the annual allowances for maintenance costs 
must therefore take into account these percentages.  

Furthermore, given the current difficulties schools 
face to even access their very limited maintenance 
funds, a critical area of reform is to incentivize the 
staff responsible for disbursing maintenance funds 
so that they will advise, coach, and support schools 
in handling financial matters, not stifle their efforts.

The other clear area for reform is the hiring and 
training of maintenance and cleaning staff. Each 
school should be provided with the appropriate 
budget for hiring a sufficient number of caretakers 
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and cleaners, who should be given the necessary re-
sources and materials to perform their tasks. As a 
temporary solution, schools in very close proximity 
could perhaps share properly compensated cleaning 
staff or hire the services of municipal cleaning staff. 
Selected staff could also be trained and authorized 
to perform small routine maintenance tasks around 
the school. A workable solution could be to have 
maintenance teams based in the educational dis-
trict and available to operate in local schools that 
request their services, but the education ministry’s 
notoriously low allowances for transportation might 
make this solution unworkable in reality, unless the 
ministry reforms its system of transportation reim-
bursement. The additional funds needed to cover 
these essential costs would easily be made available 
through the savings from school construction costs, 
based on the recommendations below.

4.5. Build Larger Urban Schools 
and Smaller Rural Schools

As explained above, over 75% of students are in 
overcrowded classrooms, and the need for more 
classroom construction is well recognized by poli-
cy-makers. As the GAEB already has the capacity 
to build more classrooms, it is imperative to con-
sider future population projections and plan educa-
tional infrastructure accordingly. In planning future 
schools in crowded urban areas, and with urbaniza-
tion expected to continue growing, the best policy 
would be to build bigger urban schools. This means 
the GAEB would need to shift from building schools 
that end up being overcrowded to bigger ones that 
can accommodate a rapidly growing population. On 
the other hand, in villages with small populations 
and locations where populations are more dispersed, 
Egypt needs to catch up with the rest of the world in 
building smaller (possibly multi-grade) schools that 
are more accessible to children, without forcing them 
to walk long distances or on dangerous roads; that 
is, schools that are within 1 km of student homes. 
In this regard, the GAEB could build on its Access 
Model (namouthaj al-itaha), which was designed for 
small villages but not widely applied, after undertak-
ing a full review of its use so far.

4.6. Organize and Support Land 
Acquisition and Re-Allocation

Dealing with the issue of land scarcity and alloca-
tion is unavoidable. The current practice of waiting 
until a donor provides a piece of land will necessar-
ily lead to severe shortages and to many schools be-
ing built where land is available, not where the need 
is greatest. The restructuring of the GAEB should 
lead to a process whereby communities come to-
gether with municipalities and relevant bodies to 
decide on plots of land or existing buildings that 
are needed for schools, and to be familiarized with 
a variety of clear mechanisms to acquire land or 
seek its reallocation for public use. The costs need 
not be directly paid out of the education ministry’s 
budget. Other official entities could contribute to or 
be responsible for compensating landowners whose 
land is designated for public use, as it compensates 
owners whose land is designated for building bridg-
es or other important infrastructure. For example, a 
plot could be purchased by the municipality, which 
would then have the right to re-allocate it for an-
other use in later decades (e.g. when birth rates de-
crease and less schools are needed or communities 
re-locate to other districts). There are many experi-
ences, especially in densely populated Asian cities, 
that can provide ideas about different strategies and 
their advantages and disadvantages, but essentially 
in crowded areas where land is already expensive, 
waiting for a donation is not a workable solution. 
Directing more funds to land acquisition could 
also be done within a reasonable budget, especial-
ly once the GAEB makes large savings in its con-
struction costs. It is critical in this regard that more 
data be made publicly available about school-related 
land issues. Lessons should also be drawn from the 
GAEB’s previous large construction campaign after 
the 1992 earthquake.  
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5. Conclusion
A reform of school construction and maintenance 
regimes in Egypt is absolutely imperative. Com-
fortable and appropriate school facilities have been 
shown to increase student attendance and improve 
learning outcomes, while also saving money. Given 
the recently announced plans to build 250,000 new 
classrooms at a cost of EGP 130 billion, this seems 
to be the perfect moment to introduce necessary re-
forms that would lower the cost of school construc-
tion and better meet the growing and diverse needs 
of a new generation of students. 

     This paper has provided an analysis of the key 
issues relating to school construction in Egypt with-
in a global perspective and has offered a set of con-
crete recommendations for the policy reforms that 
are required to deal with these issues. These invest-
ments in infrastructure are essential for the future 
of Egyptian education, although to reap the full 
benefits they must be paired with other vital edu-
cational reforms, particularly an overhaul of teacher 
quality; reforms to improve wages and the quality of 
teaching will help to remedy the critical problems 
of teacher absenteeism and poor quality instruction. 

These essential reforms will lead to a better learning 
environment and a more dignified experience for 
the nation’s children, to which they are all entitled, 
regardless of their social or economic background.

     

6. Appendices
Appendix (1): The General Authority 
for Educational Buildings (GAEB)

 As per ministerial decree no. 1643 of 2015 and decree 
no. 338 of 1988, the General Authority for Education-
al Buildings (GAEB), affiliated with the Ministry of 
Education, has the responsibility for organizing the 
process of building and furnishing public schools. 
It is responsible for building, selling, and replacing 
buildings and land necessary for achieving those pur-
poses. Its scope of work includes developing and act-
ing upon a plan that should begin with a needs assess-
ment study at the level of each administrative division 
to determine the needs of each governorate, as well 
as to highlight the necessary budget for implemen-
tation within a specific timeline. It is also expected 
to develop educational buildings’ standards, specifi-
cations, and designs, taking into account the differ-
ence between urban and rural areas, new pedagogical 
strategies, and the needs of each educational stage. 
The GAEB acts as the technical authority responsible 
for the maintenance and renovation of existing school 
buildings in coordination with the decentralization 
units in the directorates of education.

A needs assessment to the targeted location and the 
surrounding areas takes place to determine the need 
for a new school. Based on this assessment, the GAEB 
is able to determine the purpose/need for establishing 
a new school. The need might stem from: reducing 
school shifts, decreasing class density, making schools 
available in deprived areas, renovating old schools, 
replacing rented buildings, increasing the number 
of kindergarten classes, and/or providing places for 
special needs education. The study is complemented 
by an educational review, in collaboration with the 
local educational directorate, to make sure that the 
location is well situated. The purpose of the review is 
to ensure the correct educational atmosphere around 
the schools, how quiet the area is, and how close ed-
ucational and sports facilities are to the suggested 
place. For example, areas that are near open sewage, 
cemeteries, or public garbage dumps should not be 
an option when considering a location for a school. 
Moreover, in determining the location, the walking 
distances and the service areas should be respected.



25Expensive Classrooms, Poor Learning: The Imperatives of Reforming School Construction in Egypt - November 2019 

Appendix (2): Typical Model Requirements 

Element Basic Education Requirements
11-Class 
Schools

22-Class 
Schools

33-Class 
Schools

44-Class
Schools

55-Class 
Schools

Number of Classes

Kindergarten Classes 2 4 6 8 10

Primary Education Classes 6 12 18 24 30

Preparatory Education Classes 3 6 9 12 15

Kindergarten Criteria 

Activity  Room 1 1 1 2 2

Computer and Multimedia Room 1 1 1 2 2

Principal’s Room 1 1 1 1 1

Teachers’ Room 1 1 1 2 2

Laboratories

Science Lab and Preparation Room 1 1 1 2 2

Computer Lab 1 1 1 1 1

Technology Development 1 1 1 1 1

Activity Rooms

Technical/Agriculture 1 1 1 1 2

Arts 1 1 1 1 1

Music 1 1 1 1 1

Library 1 1 1 1 1

Administration Rooms

Principal 1 1 1 1 1

Vice Principal + Deputy 1 1 1 1

Secretarial + Finance 1 1 1 1 1

Secretary of Inventory 1 1 1 1

Teachers 2 2 3 4 4

Social Worker 1 1 1 1 1

Multipurpose Room 1 1 1 1 1

Clinic 1 1 1 1 1

Prayer Room 1 1 1 1 1

Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2011. 
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Appendix (3): Different Criteria for a Basic Education School in New Urban 
Communities vs. Established Cities and Villages

Criteria New Urban 
Communities Cities and Villages

Minimum school area for 
basic education school 

2,500 m2 1,200 m2

Minimum school area for 
mixed school (basic education 

+ secondary education)
2,500 m2 2,500 m2

Student’s share of the total 
area in basic education school 

8 m2 4 m2 

Student’s share of the total area 
in mixed school (basic education 

+ secondary education)
10 m2 5 m2 

Student share in playgrounds 
and open areas in basic 

education school 
5 m2 2.5 m2

Student share in playgrounds and 
open areas in mixed school 

7 m2 2.75 m2

Maximum number of 
students/class in Arabic basic 

education school 
40 students/class 40 students/class

Maximum number of students/
class in Arabic kindergarten 

36 students/class 36 students/class

Minimum number of 
students/class in Arabic basic 

education school 
25 students/class 25 students/class

Minimum school size
One grade that is expected to continue 

progressing  into the next grades
One grade that is expected to continue 

progressing  into the next grades

Maximum number of classes 
in basic education school 

55 classes

55 classes 
Class size might increase by 20% in 
overcrowded cities and other areas. 
However, a student’s  share in the 

playground should not be less than 2 
m2 in basic education schools.

Number of entrances Minimum 2 entrance gates

Dimensions of the school 
building 

At least one of the sides of the school 
should be on the main road, with a 

two-way street.  The width of the site 
should not be less than the minimum 
allowed and should be connected to 
the network of surrounding streets, 

not less than 10 meters. 
This takes into consideration the square 
shape of the site; and in the rectangular 
sites, the width to length ratio shall not 
exceed 1:3 and the length of any  side 

shall not be less than 40 m.

At least one of the sides of the school 
should be on the main road, with a 

two-way street.  The width of the site 
should not be less than the minimum 
allowed and should be connected to 
the network of surrounding streets, 

not less than 6 meters. 
This takes into consideration the square 
shape of the site; and in the rectangular 
sites, the width to length ratio shall not 
exceed 1:3 and the length of any  side 

shall not be less than 40 m.
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Criteria New Urban 
Communities Cities and Villages

Duel stadium Present Present 
An inner courtyard Minimum 400 m2 Minimum 200 m2 

Maximum height of the 
school buildings 

Plaza + 4 levels for an Arabic 
school

Plaza+ 4 levels for an Arabic school 

Essential administrative  
elements

Principal’s room, vice Principal’s 
room, secretary, finance office, 

treasurer, social worker, two-room 
clinic. 

The room should not be less than 
12 m2 

Principal’s room, vice Principal’s 
room, secretary, finance office, 

treasurer, social worker, two-room 
clinic. 

The room should not be less than
10 m2 

Essential service elements

Multipurpose room (not be less 
than 12 m2), prayer area with 

ablution area, canteen, storage area, 
toilets for students, toilets for staff.

Multipurpose room (not be less than 
10 m2 ), prayer area with ablution 

area, canteen, storage area, toilets for 
students, toilets for staff.

Toilets 1 toilet/30 students 1 toilet/30 students 

Class area

No less than 42 m2, with a length 
of no more than 9 m2 (measured by 
the distance between the first and 

the last student in a queue)

No less than 38 m2, with a length of 
no more than 8.5 m2 (measured by 

the distance between the first and the 
last student in a queue)

Student share/class 2 m2 1 m2 
Laboratory No less than 42 m2, with 2 exits No less than 38 m2, with 2 exits 

Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2011.

Appendix (4): Number of Projects Launched in Each Governorate 2014-2018

Governorate Projects Classrooms Class Density in 2018

Suez 14 188 39

Matrouh 24 244 37

New Valley 24 269 27

Port Said 20 310 37

North Sinai 45 415 30

Red Sea 38 429 35

South Sinai 50 450 23

Ismailia 36 467 39

Luxor 50 658 40

Aswan 75 1,009 35

Damietta 80 1,149 42

Alexandria 70 1,200 46

Cairo 75 1,485 40
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Governorate Projects Classrooms Class Density in 2018

Kafr El Sheikh 142 1,788 43

Beni Souif 126 1,855 44

Qena 163 1,867 42

Fayoum 157 1,995 45

Qaliyoubia 124 2,220 47

Souhag 200 2,543 44

Daqahlia 182 2,761 44

Giza 138 2,805 49

Menoufia 184 2,837 44

Gharbia 195 2,961 47

Assiut 223 3,391 46

Beheira 237 3,589 45

Minya 254 3,730 45

Sharqiya 282 3,821 44

Total 3,208 46,436

Source: General Authority for Educational Buildings, 2018.
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