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The impact of the gap between education and economy on the dynamic progress 
of society is frequently searched. In Tunisia, the increase of unemployment among 
graduates is a logical reason to question the match between our education and 
economy. To study this question, a theoretical connection between theory of social 
change, theory of economic change, theory of educational innovation, and theory 
of matching is established. The concepts and ideas that form these theories are 
analyzed and discussed in the conceptual analysis section. Then, they 
wereapplied for the analysis of the changes occurring in the three contexts in the 
section devoted to data analysis and discussion using a pure qualitative method. 
First, the changes occurring in the social, economic, and educational contexts are 
analyzed. Second, the findings of the analysis are discussed. The results of the 
study showed that society, economy, and education witnessed many changes. The 
examination of the match between these changes proved that higher education 
reforms did not succeed to fit with the needs of both society and economy. This 
mismatch is the outcome of a gap between the theorizing for reform and the 
practice of it, a problem of orientedness, a limited ability to build creativity, a limited 
ability to predict, a problem of logic in specialty creation, and a temporal 
disconnection between past, present, and future. Finally, the paper recommends 
that the success of educational reforms to fit with social and economic changes 
entails the reduction of the gap between theory of reform and its practice, making 
reform context-dependent, and making reform creativity-oriented. Therefore, 
though valuable these recommendations are, a quantitative study of the topic 
could be another important axe to investigate in a future research.  
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INTRODUCTION  
Society, economy, and education are three interrelated concepts. They are interrelated in the sense that each of them is crucial 
for the well-functioning of the others. First, society needs a good education in order to progress and to be able to guarantee a 
stable atmosphere for its people. It also needs a balanced and a prosperous economy to have its people integrated in the 
economic cycle. Second, building a strong economy entails having such a stable and peaceful social atmosphere that is 
required to encourage people to invest and to create businesses. This  requires  establishing  a  good  educational  system  that  
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takes into consideration the changes occurring at the level of 
both contexts: the social and the economic. Third, in order to 
establish an educational system that can meet the 
challenges of the society and offer the needs of the job 
market, there should be a favorable social atmosphere which 
is ready to sacrifice and to invest in education. Also, it 
requires having a prosperous economy that can offer the 
capital needed for developing school curriculums and holding 
the newly graduated students. In brief, these three concepts 
are strongly connected and they complete each other for a 
better life.  

In contrast, any poor link among them will immediately 
lead to many drawbacks on people’s lives. These drawbacks 
include unemployment (Ndyaly, 2016), labor shortage (Miner, 
2010; Nikolov et al., 2018), low wages (Korpi and Tahlin, 
2007), slow rate of social progress (Boateng, 2002), low level 
of skills (Azhar and Zandi, 2018), etc. They will affect 
people’s well-being, their progress, their comfort, their 
stability, their peace, etc. Also, they reflect that their ability to 
complete each other for a better atmosphere of living 
depends on their degree of match. However, education 
represents the most influential concept of this conceptual 
triangulation. It is the most influential in that it is important to 
prepare new people to integrate and to live in a stable and 
peaceful atmosphere by considering the changes occurring 
at the level of both society and economy. Otherwise, if the 
educational system failed to consider these changes, there 
would be a great problem facing the newly graduated 
students to get integrated into their societies and its 
economic system. Hence, the failure of that society to 
achieve progress and to guarantee a competitive power to 
integrate into the world economy will be the main outcome. 

This failure is a result of the inadequacy of the university 
programmes to meet the challenges of social evolution and 
to offer the demands of the market that is affected by it. The 
evolution of society across time leads immediately to the 
occurrence of different changes in its economy such as the 
change of the structure of the job market and the types of the 
skills it needs. To make the job market able to meet the 
ongoing social changes and to make society provides the 
needs of the market in terms of skills, it has become of 
crucial significance to add a third element. It is education and 
it plays the role of the regulator to build a society in which the 
economic system can include its graduates and to guarantee 
them stability, progress, and competitivity. For education to 
be able to ensure economic equilibrium and social stability, it 
should be up-to-date. Here, being up-to-date should be 
understood in the sense that what we teach should match 
with the evolution of our society and the needs of our 
economy. If it is not the case, education will not be able to 
serve neither society nor economy. 

To make education able to serve both society and 
economy, researchers resorted to innovation as a tool to 
make schools more creative. It is a way to look for new 

strategies of teaching and learning starting from the 
evaluation of the existing context and the prediction of the 
possible challenges of the future (Litch et al., 2017). The 
efforts to innovate covered all areas of the schooling pro-
cess. For instance, the traditional methods of teaching were 
explored, evaluated, and innovated to build new methods 
that are adequate to facilitate both learning and teaching 
(Nicolaides, 2012). The pedagogy of teaching was also 
central for the researches who are interested in innovating 
the educational terms, theories, and practices to provoke 
shifts in the field (Zuljan and Vogrinc, 2010; Ferguson et al., 
2017). In addition, the classroom, which is the place where 
both pedagogy and methods of teaching are practiced, was 
concerned by innovation too (Russell and Schneiderheinze, 
2005; Goatley and Johnston, 2013). Here, innovation is 
meant to give more freedom to students in the class to think, 
to communicate, and to create while the teacher becomes a 
mere mediator who motivates them to learn. Hence, the 
negative effects of the mismatch between society, economy, 
and education find its solution in the renewal of the schooling 
techniques. They need to be renewed in the way that fits with 
the characteristics of such given social and economic 
contexts. 

In Tunisia, we faced such difficult social and economic 
moments since the last few decades. These are charac-
terized by the increase of unemployment, the rise of the rate 
of poverty, the increase of the inflation rate, the devaluation 
of the dinar, etc. In other words, though Tunisia investigated 
in education since many years before, its citizens face today 
a difficult period of social and economic hardship. This 
paradoxical reality raises two critical questions. First, we 
should ask whether our education is among the main causes 
of the social and economic failure we live in. Second, we 
need to question the degree of the efficacy of our educational 
system to fit with the changes occurring at the social and 
economic levels. These two questions represent an initiative 
to the critical study of the present problems affecting our 
educational system and the future challenges it might face. 
Also, they are formulated after a long observation and 
evaluation of what our schools and universities offer and 
what our economy and our society need. The possible 
mismatch that was noticed since few years before has led to 
the undertaking of this study when the appropriate academic 
context is found. Finally, while carrying on this critical study, 
three major research questions will be answered. These are 
formulated as follows: 
 
1. What are the current problems affecting education in 

Tunisia?  
2. What are the challenges that might affect the quality of 

our education?   
3. Which types of solutions do we need to build an 

adequate educational system?  
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These three questions will be dealt with using a multi-
disciplinary approach that ranges from society through 
economy to education. This conceptual triangulation is 
formed to understand the relation between how society 
changes, how economy changes, and how to adapt what we 
teach with the changes that we are living. First, to 
understand how society changes from one context to 
another, there is a need to use theories of social change. 
Second, to grasp the way economy evolves with social 
changes, theories of economic changes must be considered. 
Third, to find a way for the improvement of our education, 
theories of innovation are necessary. Fourth, to offer a 
detailed comprehension of the match between them, theories 
of matching are required. Finally, these theories are 
described, discussed, and used together in this multi-
disciplinary approach to reach such convincing results.  
 
 
CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS 
Before moving to the study of the case of mismatch between 
society, economy, and education in the 21st century Tunisia, 
it is important to focus on the analysis of some theoretical 
concepts. These concepts are related to theories of social 
change, theories of economic change, theories of innovation, 
and theories of matching. They represent the cornerstones of 
the approach to be used for the investigation of the three 
problematics raised earlier.  
   
Theory of Social change   
The task at this point is to offer a good comprehension of the 
phenomenon of social change. It starts from the writing of a 
workable definition of the concept. By workable in this sense 
means it is adequate to help determine the scope of the 
social changes occurring in Tunisia. Then, the focus shifts to 
the recapitulation of the set of ideas forming the theory of 
social change. These are required to explain the changes 
taking place in our social context. This explanation aims to 
shed light on the features of these changes to find the 
adequate strategies needed to meet the challenges of the 
new context. Being aware about these challenges will give 
the ability to regulate education to serve the goodness of the 
society. But, before that a theory of social change is required 
to explain the existing problems to show if the education fits 
with the social context and can solve its problems or not. So, 
determining the meaning of social change and preparing a 
theoretical frame for its explanation becomes crucial to 
outline the problems and to predict the challenges. 

The notion of change refers to the fact of moving from 
one state or form to another (Oxford, 2006). This movement 
entails the variation of such variables. To determine the 
degree of this variation and its impact on its surroundings, it 
is necessary to study the difference between the first (old) 
state and the second (new) state. Based on this understand-
ing of the concept of change, social change can be referred 

to as the variation of such social variables. These variables 
include examples like demography, culture, life style, 
ideologies, technology, science, education, economy, 
politics, etc. Any change happening at the level of these 
variables will affect social structure, people’s lives, social 
progress, relations between people, etc. To understand the 
changes that are taking place in a given society we need to 
examine the social context at the level of two different 
moments from the history of that society. The determination 
of these changes is required to capitalize the existing 
problems and to predict the coming challenges. For instance, 
the study of the impact of social change on the degree of 
match between society and education in Tunisia entails 
determining the social variables that witnessed such 
changes. However, to analyze the detected changes and to 
interpret the obtained findings a theory of social change is 
needed.  

A workable theory of social change should start from the 
ideas that society is not static. This means that it is open for 
changes. These changes can take place at any time, when 
any of the social variables show a kind of variation. They are 
the result of the actions and interactions of social actors 
(Morariu and Ignat, 2011). However, in terms of planification, 
it can be planned or at random. Macionis (1996) argued that 
social change is sometimes intentional but often unplanned. 
In both cases, it can produce significant modifications in 
people’s environment (Trommsdorff, 2000). For instance, it 
influences the development of behavioral patterns. In other 
words, change might lead to the disruption of the equilibrium 
of the social environment. Also, it might lead to the creation 
of such conflicts. The conflicts occurring at the local level of 
any society could be influenced by other contexts that are 
outside the boundaries of that society. These facts of 
creating conflicts and disrupting equilibrium work in parallel 
with an opposite mechanism manifested in the search for a 
new equilibrium. This search is associated with a variation in 
the patterns of social actions (Moore, 1967). Moreover, social 
change is not only the result of innovation, but also a 
producer of it. Hence, a useful theory of social change should 
take into account the causes, the mechanisms, and the 
results of the changes occurring in the social context under 
focus.  

Haferkamp and Smelser (1992) offered a theory that 
puts these three instruments together. They referred to as: 
structural determinants, processes and mechanisms, and 
directions or consequences (pp. 2–3). This theory offers a 
detailed understanding of the phenomenon of social change 
in that it enables its users to determine the existing problems, 
predict future challenges, and shed light on the mechanisms 
of change. The capitalization of the involved mechanisms is 
crucial in the re-finding of match between the needs of our 
society, the services of our education, and the capacity of our 
economy. However, these three instruments should work 
within a multi-dimensional framework for the  study  of  social  
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change. It is multi-dimensional in that social change is such a 
complex phenomenon the understanding of which entails 
covering all dimensions of change. Briefly, a multi-
dimensional study of social change in Tunisia will be carried 
to show what sort of pedagogy and methods necessary to 
teach the skills required for the progress of our society and 
economy.  
  
Theories of economic change 
What is needed in this section is to offer a holistic 
understanding of economic change. This task consists in the 
formulation of a brief definition of the concept. It seeks also 
to recapitulate the main ideas constituting a workable theory 
for the study of economic change in Tunisia. The writing of 
the definition is a step towards the determination of the 
scope of the occurring changes. It is a step to set clear the 
examples of change taking place in the economic system. 
However, the discussion of the theoretical basis to be used 
for the study of these examples is a step towards the 
analysis and explanation of what is going on in the economy. 
It is a step to shed light on the existing problems, to explain 
them, and to throw a glance on the possible challenges of 
the future. Briefly, this section aims to offer the theoretical 
conceptions required for the detection and the critique of the 
economic changes in Tunisia.   

The notion of change in economics refers to the shift 
taking place at the level of the structure of a given economy. 
By structure it refers to the change of the balance between 
output, incomes, trade, and employment in a given sector of 
the economy. It is clear that economy is affected by many 
factors which can drive the change of its structure from one 
time to another. These factors include examples like social 
change, political change, technology, economic policies, 
regulations, supply, demands, etc. Any variation occurring at 
the level of these factors will lead to the emergence of such a 
new economic situation. To make the economy serve the 
well-being of our society, all need to be aware about these 
factors of change. Their critique will give the ability to 
innovate and to keep guarding the economic equilibrium. 
This equilibrium will be stronger and more resisting when 
Tunisians succeed to manage a strong matches between the 
changes occurring in the economy, society, and education. 
So, the analysis and the critique of the factors leading to 
such a change entail having the required theoretical basis 
needed to comprehend the new context and to offer better 
conditions. 

A theory of economic change should start from the idea 
that economy is evolutionary in nature. It is evolutionary in 
the sense that it evolves across time. Its evolution entails the 
interpretation of the real economic change to lead an 
adaptive response. Here, adaption should be understood in 
the sense that the direction of the response should be the 
same as the direction of the change and that this adaptation 
process should lead to the constellation of a new equilibrium 

(Nelson and Winter, 1982). Also, a theory of economic 
change should be generic too. It is generic in the sense that 
it can offer a critical understanding of the rules of the 
economic system. This critique focuses on the study of how 
the elements of this system are coordinated, the 
determination of the causes leading to this change, and the 
capitalization of its consequences (Dopfer and Potts, 2008, 
2009). Moreover, a theory of economic change should be 
transformative. Here, transformation should be understood in 
the sense of moving from the traditional towards the modern. 
This shift in the structure of the economy entails change in 
values, norms, customs, educational requirements, etc. 
(Breisinger and Diao, 2008). It is also characterized by the 
attempt to bring a radical, systematic and controlled change, 
the emergence of new elites to control the market, the 
domination of new orientations, the emergence of new 
institutions, and the formation of new core units (Kollmorgen, 
2010). Thus, the study of economic change in Tunisia entails 
working within a multi-dimensional frame. This frame is 
required to capitalize the problems of the field and to shed 
light on its challenge to adapt our education to the needs of 
our economy. 

The application of this multi-disciplinary theory for the 
critical study of the economic changes in Tunisia will follow 
such successive steps. First, examples of change will be 
traced. Second, the causes and the consequences of these 
changes will be cited, analyzed, and interpreted. Third, the 
results of the examination of these changes will be discussed 
to set clear the needs of the economy. By highlighting these 
needs, leads half way from bringing the adequate solutions. 
The finding of these solutions culminates in the resort to 
creation and innovation to make a more competitive 
economy. In brief, innovation becomes more effective by 
creating a strong match between education and economy. In 
other words, it is by innovating these programmes and 
teaching strategies that Tunisians can make education offer 
the needs of the job market. 
 
Theory of educational innovation 
In this section, is concerned with the determination of the 
meaning of innovation in the field of education. Setting clear 
the meaning of the concept, would in turn seek to determine 
the scope of creativity and innovation at the level of both 
theory and practice. Then, the focus will shift to the 
formulation of a workable theory of educational innovation. It 
is a theory that is required to set clear the problems of 
education, to capitalize its challenges, and to find the 
appropriate ways of creating and innovating. Therefore, this 
theory is needed to create such a deep change in the field of 
education. It is a change that is required to make education 
match with the changes occurring at the level of both society 
and economy. 

By innovating in this case mean creating novelty. The 
creation of novelty can take place through the amelioration of  



Trends in Education and Educational Studies, March 2024, Vol. 1 No. 1             |  5 
 
 
 
already existing things or the bringing of something new like 
ideas, methods, devices, etc. However, innovation in 
education has its specific features that distinguish it from 
other sorts of innovation. It is related to the bringing of new 
methods of teaching and learning or the amelioration of old 
ones. Also, it is connected with the creation of new 
syllabuses that are more creative and that can push students 
to learn and to come with new projects. More-over, a teacher 
might resort to innovation in his classes to motivate his 
students and to make them learn easily. Here, innovation 
should be linked to such variables in order to be fruitful and 
serve the planned goals as well as to move away from the 
fact of being non-useful or fruitless. These variables include 
examples like social change, economic change, political 
change, etc. The determination of these variables will help to 
find an answer to the question: ‘when to innovate?’ Once the 
appropriate time in which to innovate clearly set, the 
concerned to answer a second question will arise: ‘how to 
innovate?’ The answer to this question finds itself in the 
recapitulations of the main ideas forming the basis of a 
workable theory of innovation in education. 

A theory of educational innovation should be context-
dependent (Pandolfini, 2013). Context-dependent here refers 
to innovating depending on the needs of the social and 
economic contexts (Mykhailyshyn et al., 2018). Having this in 
mind, it should take into account three different but comple-
mentary dimensions. First, it is important to determine the 
problems facing our educational system. Innovation is a way 
to overcome the existing difficulties and the determination of 
these difficulties will help innovate in the right way. Second, it 
is needed to identify the required mechanisms in the light of 
the needs of the society and the economy. The selection of 
the adequate tools will help creating the kind of novelty 
needed. Third, it is crucial to set clear the goals to be 
achieved (Russell and Schneiderheinze, 2005). The pointing 
of these goals will help to determine how to innovate and 
what to innovate. Moreover, a theory of educational 
innovation should be open to personal efforts. Its openness 
to these efforts is required to give the teachers the chance to 
innovate according to the needs of their classes. Also, a 
theory of educational innovation should give priority to 
creativity in thinking rather than in knowledge. Each day 
students face new problems that they haven’t faced before. 
The resolution of these problems entails having a good 
reasoning rather than a huge amount of knowledge (Carson, 
2007). So, the theory of innovation needed in the case of this 
study should be multi-dimensional in nature to help reach the 
required solutions. 

This theory will be applied within a multi-disciplinary 
frame to the study of the problems and challenges facing 
education in Tunisia. First, the determination of the difficulties 
of this field culminates in the finding of the mismatch 
between the demands of our society, the demands of our 
economy, and the supplies of our education. Second, once 

mismatch is found, the mechanisms to be used to create 
innovation in our education will be discussed based on the 
needs of both contexts: the social and the economic. Third, 
the objectives of the innovation sought to be created will be 
set clear to make the used mechanisms serve the well-being 
of the society and the development of the market. However, 
for this theory to serve the planned goals, it needs the 
addition of a theory of matching that is adequate to 
determine where mismatch manifests itself. This theory will 
be the focus in the following section.  

        
Theory of matching  
In this section, the focus will be devoted to the writing of a 
workable definition of the notion of matching. This definition 
will be used for the determination, understanding, and 
discussion of the issue of mismatch between the concepts of 
society, economy, and education in the Tunisian context. 
Once the elaboration of a comprehensive definition of the 
term is finished, the focus then moves to the recapitulation of 
the main ideas and concepts forming the theory of matching, 
which is adequate to explain the poor match between these 
concepts. The explanation of the causes and consequences 
of the detected poor match represents the starting point 
towards the beginning of the innovation process. Therefore, 
to initiate such a fruitful process of innovation, a detailed 
understanding of matching and its opposite concept is 
required, mismatching as wells as a theoretical paradigm for 
its explanation.                

Being the opposite of mismatching, matching refers to 
the state of corresponding between two or more things. This 
correspondence between things might happen at various 
levels such as pattern, form, color, etc. By being correspon-
dent, these things reflect complementarity among them. The 
definition of the established complementarity varies from one 
study to another, which means that the principles governing 
the strong/poor match between such things are not static. 
However, they are variable, and they should be defined with 
the start of any trial to the study of the issue of matching 
between two or more precise things. In the case of this study, 
for instance, matching should be defined in terms of whether 
the education system in Tunisia is able to meet the needs of 
both society and economy. In other words, if the educational 
system is adequate to supply the needs of the job market 
and to offer the social demands for change and progress 
there will be a strong match between the concepts of society, 
economy, and education. If it is not the case, there will be an 
opposite result, which is that of poor match. In this paper, the 
second case is under focus. It is under question due to the 
long period of observation in which the existence of many 
examples of mismatch between these concepts was noticed. 
Once this mismatch is proved, a need to have such a 
workable theory that is adequate for its explanation will be 
required.  

A theory of matching is binary in  nature.  It  is  binary  in  
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the sense that it takes into account two sets of matching 
things (Gale and Shapley, 1962). With this understanding of 
the bases of this theory, the match between the concepts of 
society, economy, and education should be understood in 
terms of the match between the pairs formed by them. 
However, since education is considered as the regulator, the 
pairs ‘society/education’ and ‘economy/education’ will form 
the core of the study of the matching of these three concepts. 
The match between these pairs should be dealt with in the 
sense that what education offers could meet the needs of 
both society and economy. For instance, the match between 
education and economy is explained in terms of the match 
between education curricula and the labor market demands 
(Corominas et al., 2010). It is a match between the skills that 
education supplies and the skills that are required for the 
satisfaction of the job market. The match between education 
and society should be explained in terms of the ability of 
education to fit with the requirements of social development 
(Takala, 2010). This development occurs at various levels 
such as technology, science, culture, industry, etc. However, 
when the educational system fails to match with social and/or 
economic changes, it would be a case of mismatch. This 
case represents our focus in this paper. It is under focus to 
discuss the impact of the lack of match between what 
education supplies and the demands of both society and 
economy in Tunisia so that the right ways to innovate in our 
education could be found. 

The study of the issue of mismatch between society, 
economy, and education in Tunisia will be carried within the 
scope of a multi-dimensional frame. This frame is required in 
that the mismatch among these concepts manifests itself at 
various levels. These manifestations will be traced and 
classified at the level of the analysis section. This will be 
done through analyzing the changes occurring at the level of 
the three fields, comparing the results of the changes, and 
determining where mismatch manifests itself. Then, the 
results of the analysis will be interpreted to shed light on the 
main causes of the detected poor matches and to think about 
the solutions to be brought to create a new state of 
equilibrium. The creation of this equilibrium is concerned 
mainly with how to make the education regulate the match 
between the three concepts. It is about how to make 
education serve the well-being of the society and economy. 
This interest in the manner of re-creating match between 
these three fields is the focus in the following section.   
 
 
METHODOLOGY  
The paper uses a pure qualitative method of data collection 
and analysis that is based mainly on observation. This 
qualitative method works within a multi-disciplinary frame-
work that is built on a combination of various theories ranging 
from theories of social change, through theories of economic 
change and theories of educational innovation to theories of 

matching. The application of these theories – as it is 
discussed in the section devoted for conceptual analysis – 
seeks mainly to determine the features of social changes, 
economic changes, and education reforms. Having 
visualized the changes occurring at the level of these three 
contexts, focus will shift to the discussion of the extent to 
which education reforms match the needs of both society 
and economy. By discussing the degree of match between 
the three concepts of society, economy, and education, 
highlighting the problems that are still facing the Tunisian 
higher education and to find the best ways to meet the future 
challenges will be the focus. Then, a list of some possible 
solutions will be given on the light of the existing problems 
and challenges.  
 
 
ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  
In this section, the theoretical conceptions discussed before 
will be applied to study the issue of mismatch between 
society, economy, and education in the Tunisian context. 
Following the above depicted methodology, it will focus on 
the analysis and discussion of the collected data. First, the 
changes taking place at the level of the social, economic, 
and educational contexts will be critically examined. Second, 
the results of this critical examination will be interpreted to 
work out the main findings of the study. Finally, the 
conclusions will be written down to shed light on the main 
contributions of the study and to pave the way for coming 
researches through giving a hint to the existing limitations.    
 
Analysis 
This section seeks to shed light on the features of the main 
changes occurring in Tunisia at the level of the social, 
economic, and educational contexts. The data to be 
analyzed are collected through the critical examination of 
these contexts. By examining these contexts, the obtained 
data are categorized and analyzed. The results of the 
analysis of these data are summarized to facilitate their 
discussion in the coming section.  
 
Changes in the Tunisian society 
The Tunisian society has witnessed such deep changes. 
These changes are multi-dimensional in that they covered 
various dimensions of the social context. At the demographic 
level, for instance, Tunisia’s population number grows from 
about 4 million persons in 1956, through 9.56 millions in 
2000, to an estimated number of around 11.5 millions in 
2019 (WPR, 2019). This increase in the number of the 
population has led to many negative impacts on the state’s 
economy like the increase of unemployment rate among 
young people. In addition to this growth in number, Tunisia’s 
population marked the migration of a big number of people 
from the rural areas to the urban ones. Also, international 
migration represents another form of change in  the  Tunisian  
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society via which many people left the state to live in other 
states, especially the European ones like Italy (Zuccotti et al., 
2018). This migration was the result of the impact of some 
factors like the economic and the political ones (Mohamed et 
al., 2017). The lifestyle of the Tunisians has also showed a 
remarkable shift. The Tunisians have become more 
demanding than ever before and the standards of living 
become too elevated. This increase in the costs of people’s 
needs for living, in an era that is characterized by the 
increase of unemployment, has led to the emergence of 
social movements like migration. Briefly, these changes are 
part of the whole phenomenon. The examination of other 
examples will shed more light on the changes occurring in 
our society. 

Tunisia witnessed many cultural changes too. These 
changes manifest themselves at various levels such as art, 
music, norms, values, identity, thoughts, etc. They are 
affected by factors like Tunisia’s geographical location. Its 
nearby location from Europe and its colonization by France 
has led to a cultural revolution characterized mainly by 
liberalism, westernization, bi-culturalism, bi-lingualism, etc. 
These values were brought and installed by the founder of 
the first republic, Bourguiba. After the rise of the Islamist 
ideology in 2011, the existence of a political attempt to 
control the cultural sector was noticeed (Helly, 2014). 
However, with the increasing use of modern technology, it 
has become a little bit difficult to control the cultural scene. It 
is difficult to control in that the country became open to the 
influence of multiple ideologies that can affect people’s ways 
of living and thinking. This social fact explains the existence 
of people with diverse ideological orientations such as 
Islamists, Communists, Leftists, Marxists, etc. So, Tunisia 
moved from the state of biculturalism to that of multi-
culturalism. This change makes Tunisians’ identity more fluid 
and less static. The openness of the Tunisian identity to 
change is monitored by the conflicting political ideologies to 
preserve a given national profile and to reject another one. 
Therefore, the Tunisian society has become open to cultural, 
ideological, and political diversity than ever before. 

By moving from the rule of tyranny to that of democracy, 
the Tunisians are living in a new era of their history. This era 
is characterized by more freedom and liberty. It requires a 
new philosophy of thinking and acting. This philosophy is 
both social and political. It is based on the teachings that 
people should learn to respect the difference of opinions, 
values, traditions, etc., to assume responsibilities, and to 
defend rights. Having freedom as one of its major 
characteristics, this era entails rethinking about the relation 
between the state and its citizens. This change in the nature 
of this relation is followed by such significant changes at the 
level of the set of laws monitoring it. This legislative change 
manifested itself mainly in the writing of a new constitution. 
After setting the rules of the new born democracy, Tunisia 
declared the start of the process of re-constructing and re-

building. This process covered all levels of the social context 
like media, administration, economy, education, politics, etc. 
To guarantee the success of this process, it is required to put 
into action the endeavors of all social powers such as 
parties, organizations, thinkers, etc. Hence, we moved from 
the domination of one perspective to the cooperation of many 
perspectives. This multiplicity of perspectives manifests itself 
at the level of the media leading to a great change in the 
means of broad-casting and that of critique.  

The media witnessed significant shifts in terms of both 
content and form. There emerged new means of expression 
– like new radio stations, TV stations, journals, websites, etc. 
– that range from different orientations. The topics discussed 
here and there are boundary-free. The right to express and 
to criticize is given to all people and away from being 
harassed by the power of the state like in the era before 
2011. Social media like facebook and tweeter became of 
crucial power too. These open access means of expression 
showed in many occasions that they have the power to affect 
public opinions as well as the power to affect the elites’ 
decisions. The open access to the expressed views and their 
opposites increased the citizens’ awareness about what is 
going on in the public sphere. It raised also people’s 
expectations in terms of change, progress, and development. 
As far as change is concerned, people became aware that 
the services of the administrations of the public sector are 
out-of-date and that they should be more developed to meet 
their needs. This kind of awareness highlights a change at 
the level of people’s evaluation of things. Their evaluation 
became multi-dimensional in that it is affected by the needs 
of the national context and the influences of the international 
context. Thus, there is a change in the way people think 
about their future. It is a change in the mentality that should 
be taken into account while thinking about social 
development. 

To sum up, the analysis of the Tunisian social context 
marked that it witnessed such radical changes in the last few 
decades. These changes covered all aspects of Tunisians’ 
social life leading the emergence of a new context that is 
more complex and difficult to deal with. To meet the 
challenges of these changes and to offer the needs of our 
society to continue developing, a need to have an up-to-date 
system of education is mandatory. This means that the main 
question here is about whether our education is adequate to 
sustain these changes and to lead the country towards more 
progress or not. However, the answer to this question finds 
itself in the study of the problems and challenges of the 
educational system in Tunisia. 
        
Changes in the Tunisian economy 
The Tunisian economic context is not static. However, it is at 
the cross roads of many changes that can be considered as 
non-radical or short term reforms. These changes are 
affected   by  the  internal  and  external  contexts.  Since  the  
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foundation of the first republic, Tunisia’s economy was built 
around the investigation in the sector of education. There 
were no plans for industry or for technical innovation. 
Instead, the economy of the state was based on such 
traditional sorts of manufacturing that are related mainly to 
agriculture, artisanal products, mining, etc. This reality makes 
the Tunisian economy less competitive. Also, it makes it live 
in such a shaky equilibrium. This shaky equilibrium manifests 
itself in the rises of many civil protests in different regions of 
the state against the increase of the prices during the rule of 
both Bourguiba and Ben Ali. These protests end always by 
taking such short term solutions to leave the economy of the 
state flops in its failure. In other words, though there are 
some reforms to improve the state’s economy, the economic 
situation remains shaky and prone to disturbances. It is 
prone to disturbances in that the reforms did not include 
effective solutions. However, these are mere short term 
remedies that are designed to overcome the existing 
difficulties. They include examples like the reduction of the 
tariffs and the devaluation of the dinar (Ayadi and Mattoussi, 
2014). 

In the 1990’s, the same path of non-radical changes 
continue being implemented. At this time, they were 
manifested mainly in the liberalization of the market and the 
encouragement of foreign investment (Chemingui and 
Dessus, 1999; Ayadi and Mattoussi, 2014). Also, there was a 
governmental trial towards the modernization and the 
expanding of the private sector. This structural adjustment of 
the economy has led to a period of an economic stability the 
deterioration of which started with the decline of tourism after 
September 11th, 2001 (African Development Bank & OECD, 
2003). The management of such economic factors like trade, 
prices, and competition and the reforming of the local tax 
system represented one of the governmental strategies in 
the reform of the Tunisian economy. However, the efficacy 
and the success of these policies rely on the stability of the 
international context (Diallo-Conde and Diomande, 1998). To 
enhance its economy by building on already made economic 
progress, Tunisia entered in an association agreement with 
the European Union since the mid of the 1995 (Jbili and 
Enders, 1996). This agreement seeks mainly to increase 
import and export between Tunisian and the EU as well as to 
increase the contribution of the European investors and 
tourists in the Tunisian economy. As far as tourism is 
concerned, Tunisia relied in the reform of the tourism sector 
while seeking for economic progress (Poirier, 1995). Thus, 
these reforms are of various kinds. However, they are limited 
in terms of contributions.  

The political investment in the field of scientific research 
is another strategy that the state resorted to while attempting 
to reform its economy. Researches were conducted in many 
fields related to the economy such as agriculture, energy, 
marketing, health, etc. However, Tunisia’s economy is still 
suffering from disturbances and misbalances. This failure to 

get the right ways to build such a strong and competitive 
economy through research might raise many questions such 
as the ones related to the nature of the relation between both 
economy and education. This question continues being a 
pivotal problematic even in the post-revolution era. During 
this time of Tunisia’s history, it was expected that the 
economic situation will get improved and that many reforms 
will be enacted to solve the existing difficulties. However, 
what is noticed is that the Tunisian government is applying 
the same strategies of economic reform used in the era 
before the revolution such as investment in the field of 
tourism, free marketing, EU-Tunisia partnership, etc. In other 
words, there are no concrete changes in the strategies of 
reform though the new elite were aware about the economic 
difficulties leading to the outbreak of the revolution. This 
reality emphasizes the fact that Tunisia’s attempt to reform 
should follow a new strategy. It is a strategy that can create 
an economic system able to guarantee Tunisia’s financial 
stability. 

To conclude, Tunisia witnessed many attempts towards 
the reform of its economy. However, these attempts were 
mere short-term remedies. This reality could find its 
explanation in the existing economic reality in which Tunisia 
is still suffering from economic hardship marked by the 
increase of poverty and unemployment. When the rate of 
unemployment becomes higher among graduate students, 
the mismatch between education and economy becomes a 
reality that we should explore. Though Tunisia invested in 
education since its independence, it did not reach an 
economic progress like other countries such as South Korea 
and others. This reality triggers a re-think about the problems 
standing behind the mismatch between the education and 
economy. Why did the investment in education not contribute 
to the establishment of a competitive economy? This 
question will find its answer in the analysis of the changes 
taking place in the field of education which will be explored in 
the coming section.  
     
Changes in Tunisian education 
During the first decades of the state’s era of independence, 
education was designed to reduce illiteracy and to build the 
national state. Also, it was designed to offer skilled 
employees for the public sector like teaching, health, 
administration, etc. These needs rose after the French left 
the country. In other words, it was not oriented towards the 
creation of a renewable economy that is able to meet the 
economic changes and the technological progress of the 
outer context, especially that of the western countries. So, 
since the early years of the independence, the Tunisian 
economy was built upon such fragile basis. Its fragility 
became obvious with the satisfaction of the public sector and 
the increase of unemployment among the graduates. This 
implies that a big part of the human capital that Tunisia built 
from its investment in education did  not  find  the  chance  to  
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practice its skills in the labor market. By falling in the realm of 
unemployment, Tunisian education showed a mismatch with 
the needs of society and that of economy. First, it failed to 
meet social needs in that newly graduated students will not 
be able to get integrated into their society and economy. 
Second, it did not succeed to fit with the economic system 
because it failed to lead an economic progress and to 
increase the market’s capacity to welcome the newly 
graduated students. In brief, this mismatch highlights from 
the early beginning that something was going wrong in terms 
of educational planning. 

By facing these challenges, Tunisian policy makers 
brought different reforms to the field. These reforms started 
with the movement from the quantitative matters to the 
qualitative ones. This change was required in that the state 
has no need to number like in the years following its 
independence. However, it has the need for the quality of the 
skills of its newly graduated students (Akkari, 2005). 
Systematic and institutional reforms were made focusing on 
the creation of higher institutes of technologies. These 
reforms sought to make higher education able to meet the 
needs of the state’s economy as well as to be up-to-date with 
the evolution of science and technology. Faculties were 
central for reform too. These reforms aimed to develop the 
faculties’ capacities to produce. For instances, both research 
and publishing were encouraged and financed. The Tunisian 
university moved also from the traditional system of 
education to the new system of license – master – doctorate 
that is applied in the European countries. The university 
programmes were central for continual change and 
improvement to fit with the development of the internal 
context and the progress of the external context. The staff 
was another cornerstone in the reform of higher education. 
The state gave a great importance to the quality of the 
working staff by offering pedagogical trainings (Boukthir et 
al., 2017). In brief, the Tunisian university witnessed many 
changes at the structural level. However, these changes will 
not be of great value if the pedagogies and methods of 
teaching are not submitted to reform.  

As far as the ways of teaching and learning are 
concerned, Tunisian experts’ attempts to reform higher 
education covered both style and techniques. For instance, 
the traditional style of teaching knowledge was replaced by a 
new style of teaching creative thinking and critical reasoning 
during the 1990’s. This was meant to give students more 
chance to put their skills into practice before getting their 
graduations. To increase students’ ability to learn and to 
create, higher education reformers resort to innovation in the 
methods of both teaching and learning. These innovative 
methods were meant to push students to develop 
themselves and enable them to think critically for the 
resolution of the problems of their days. Moreover, innovative 
pedagogy was brought as an alternative to traditional 
pedagogy. This replacement sought mainly to give 

importance to the use of technology in the field of higher 
education. It aimed to reduce the role of the teacher, as the 
only source of information in the traditional pedagogy, and to 
give students the chance to use technology to search for and 
to build knowledge. In brief, by adopting innovative pedagogy 
and method of teaching, experts sought to give more 
autonomy to the student. This autonomy is created to keep 
the student at the center of the teaching/learning process.  

To recapitulate, higher education in Tunisia witnessed 
many reforms throughout its history. These reforms are 
carried at various levels to make the university teaching 
serve the social development and the economic progress of 
the state. However, what was noticed is that the educational 
system’s role to serve both society and economy is limited. It 
is limited in that both sectors are living in such difficulties 
since decades before. These difficulties culminate in the 
outbreak of the revolution in 2011 and the continual 
devaluation of the dinar in the post revolution era. This 
mismatch between the three concepts of society, economy, 
and education leads to the formulation of a critical question: 
why did the education fail to match the needs of both society 
and economy? The answer to this question finds itself in the 
discussion part where light will be shed on the problems and 
challenges of the Tunisian education to close the discussion 
by giving possible solutions.  
 
 
DISCUSSION 
It is clear that Tunisian higher education suffers from such 
problems that are preventing it from fitting with the needs of 
both society and economy. These problems are of various 
kinds. One of the main problems manifests itself in the 
mismatch between theory and practice. This means that 
what have been planned for as theories to reform our higher 
education remained at the level of papers. For instance, the 
staff might face many difficulties to apply the innovative 
pedagogies and methods capitalized by education experts. 
This problem might express itself also at the level of the 
staff’s lack for the academic skills required to apply the 
experts’ theoretical innovations in their classes. The shortage 
that this sector has in terms of skills might find its explanation 
in the academic quality of the working staff. Our higher 
education staff still includes among its members secondary 
school teachers, master students, and researchers enrolled 
in doctoral programmes. The lack of the required skills to 
apply innovation among members of the teaching staff might 
be also explained by the limitedness of the offered trainings, 
especially in terms of quantity. As far as the staff is 
concerned, a few members of the skilled staff are engaged in 
research for life. They are researchers without production. 
They are teaching the same courses with the same pedago-
gies and methods for a long time away from innovating and 
making their classes context-dependent. Therefore, the gap 
between theorizing and practicing represents an obstacle  for  
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our education to evolve with the social and economic 
developments.                

Another problem preventing our higher education from 
matching with the needs of both our society and economy is 
that of orientedness. Orientedness here means the condition 
or state of having our education oriented towards such 
specific job markets. Since the formation of the national 
state, Tunisia’s education was oriented towards employing in 
public sector. With the increase of the number of graduates 
in the coming years, this sector has become unable to offer 
more job opportunities. This reality has led to the increase of 
unemployment. Most of the graduates fail to find an 
alternative job if not employed in the public sector, while few 
others succeed to do that. In other words, the limitedness of 
the ability of our higher education to build creativity on its 
graduates is another problem that prevents our education 
from matching the changes of both society and economy. 
Being unable to motivate creativity and to prepare its 
students to invent their own projects, higher education shows 
its disability to be context-dependent. Hence, the issue of 
adaptivity represents another problem that our education 
faces to meet the changes of the social and economic 
contexts. Adaptivity in this context means the ability of our 
education system to adapt its programmes with the 
characteristics of the historical context in which they are 
practiced. The technical shortage to keep our education 
context-dependent is associated with the existence of a lack 
of predictability. Here, predictability should be understood in 
terms of our education experts’ ability to predict the 
challenges of the future. This failure to predict the future 
could be justified by the continuous failure of our education to 
create a more prosperous Tunisia. This problem manifests 
itself also in the creation of such fruitless new specialties in 
higher education.  

The creation of new specialties and the study of its 
ability to meet the future needs of society and economy is 
another crucial problem that should be re-visited. In some 
higher institutes, the creation of such new specialties that do 
not fit with the demands of the job market was noticed. In the 
Higher Institute of Language of Gabes, for instance, a new 
specialty connected to the field of touristic services was 
created in a context during which tourism in Tunisia 
witnessed a degradation starting from September 11th, 2001. 
Here, one might ask: do the creators of this specialty have an 
eye on the sector and its future challenges?  As far as 
specialty is concerned, the spread of such specialties in 
institutions from the south to the north makes the market full 
of these skills and lead to unemployment among its 
graduates. However, the market is in need for other skills. 
This means that the logic of creating and distributing 
specialties lacks having the techniques required for the 
evaluation of the needs of the market and the determination 
of what is the best specialty needed to create to serve the 
economy. This fact represents another problem that affects 

higher education’s fitness with the demands of the economy 
and the needs of the society. Thus, the problem of specialty 
creation and the skills to be taught is one of the crucial points 
that should be taken into account while seeking to make 
education match the needs of the days.  

Briefly, the discussion of the results of the analysis 
showed that though Tunisian higher education witnessed 
many reforms, it still faces such problems and future 
challenges. The examination of these problems highlighted 
that there is a gap between the act of theorizing for 
innovation and the practice of it. A mismatch between what 
the education reformers expect and what the social and 
economic context need is also proved to be a pivotal matter. 
Moreover, a temporal disconnection between past, present, 
and future is there too. It is there in that the Tunisian 
education is facing a problem of matching with society and 
economy since many years, still facing it now, and it might 
face it in the future since the reformers’ ability to predict the 
future challenges of both economy and society is still limited. 
Therefore, to meet the existing challenges, there is a need to 
look for the right strategies to solve the above problems. 
These strategies manifest themselves mainly in the re-
addressing of innovation with an eye on the challenges of 
such possible future changes in society and economy.   
 
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 
This paper offered a critical discussion to the problems and 
challenges of the Tunisian higher education system during 
the 21st century. This discussion is carried using a multi-
disciplinary frame of analysis that combines theories of social 
change, economic change, educational innovation, and 
matching. The application of these theories in the analysis of 
the changes taking place in the Tunisian society, economy, 
and education highlighted that the Tunisian higher education 
failed to match the needs of both the social and the 
economic contexts. In other words, though there are many 
attempts to innovate at all levels of the education sector, 
many problems and challenges are still there to face. The 
examination of these problems highlighted that the experts’ 
reforms are limited in terms of efficacy. These are limited due 
to the existence of a gap between what the experts are 
theorizing for and what could be practiced in the teaching 
process.  

The limitedness of the innovation process to make our 
education fit with both social and economic changes has led 
to the writing of several recommendations. First, any attempt 
to theorize for educational innovation should start from the 
critical understanding of the atmosphere of teaching and 
learning. In other words, there need to be awareness about 
what can be achieve by carrying any attempt to reform 
before theorizing. This task is important in that it enables 
such theories to reduce the gap existing between theory and 
practice.   Second,   there  is  a  need  to  make  any  attempt  
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towards reforming a context-dependent task. It should be 
context-dependent in the sense that it starts from the existing 
problems, predicting the challenges of the future, and 
identifying the strategies to be used to (re)create match 
between these interrelated concepts: society, economy, and 
education. Third, any attempt to reform should be designed 
in the way that reduces graduates’ reliance on the limited job 
opportunities offered by the public sector and to increase 
their ability to create their own business. Therefore, the sort 
of innovation our higher education needs is the one that is 
able to lead the outbreak of an economic revolution that is 
able to build a more prosperous state. 

Despite bringing such valuable recommendations, this 
paper might suffer the existence of some limitations. For 
instance, the paper lacks the existence of empirical 
justifications. The study of the topic used a pure qualitative 
method of data analysis, though the quantitative method 
might represent another important axe of the study. It is 
needed to make the findings obtained via the use of the 
qualitative method justified by concrete numbers. However, 
this lack for empirical data did not affect the quality of the 
research and that of the results it sought to achieve since 
problems and challenges are highlighted and solutions are 
found.  
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