Synopsis of the Status of Education in Iraq
The following synopsis of the status of education in Iraq was compiled from these articles: “Back to School, Back to Horror”, Inter Press Service by Ali al-Fadhily (October 15, 2007), “IRAQ:  Students Fail, Like So Much Else”by Ali al-Fadhily and Dahr Jamail (August 8, 2007) and “Iraq's public education in crisis”, Associated Press, (May 14, 2007)

Previous standing of Iraqi educational system 

Iraq was once considered the best country for education in the Middle East. According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), Iraq had until 1989 allocated 5 percent of its budget to education resulting in tens of thousands of new schools being built between 1960 and 1990. The average educational budget in developing countries is 3.8 percent.

Following the invasion of Kuwait led by former dictator Saddam Hussein, UN sanctions imposed on Iraq in 1990 severely affected the education system. In the 1990s, more than 83 percent of schools were in need of repair in central and southern Iraq. This number has risen since the invasion in 2003 along with other crucial indicators of deterioration.

Current standing of Iraqi educational system

"The educational system in Iraq is destroyed and we are suffering all kinds of difficulties," said Hassan, a school headmaster in Baghdad who spoke on condition that his last name and the name of his school would not be used. "There will be a shortage of desks, blackboards, water, electricity and all educational supplies – as well as a critical shortage in the number of teachers this year."

In 2006, according to Iraq's Ministry of Higher Education, nearly 180 professors and more than 300 teachers and Ministry of Education employees were killed.  A U.N. report states that the killings continued “at an alarming level” that year. At least 3,250 educators had fled Iraq to the neighbouring countries since the invasion in 2003.

"The number of teachers leaving the country this year is huge and almost double those who left in 2005," Professor Salah Aliwi, director-general of studies planning in the Ministry of Higher Education told reporters during an interview in Baghdad. "Every day, we are losing more experienced people, which is causing a serious problem in the education system."

According to an Oxfam International report released in July, 2007, "92 percent of children had learning impediments that are largely attributable to the current climate of fear."

The report added, "Schools are regularly closed as teachers and pupils are too fearful to attend. Over 800,000 children may now be out of school, according to a recent estimate by Save the Children UK -- up from 600,000 in 2004."

Statistics gathered for 2007 give a picture of many kinds of problems. The Iraqi NGO Keeping Children Alive (KCA) recently said education standards in Iraq had dropped and many schools were relying on teachers teaching at least 100 students per class. A senior official at the Ministry of Education stated there has been a 54 percent increase in exam failure rates compared to previous years. Warnings of possible low attendance of pupils at schools predicted at least a 15 percent decrease in attendance compared to previous years.

While many schools are indirectly affected by the violence, others are intentionally targeted, said Waleed Hussein, a spokesman for the Education Ministry. The security situation is so shaky that some schools have canceled graduation ceremonies and many have closed for weeks at a time. 

The attacks have paralyzed the government’s plan to build 1,000 new schools in 2007 and even forced it to close existing schools across the country, Hussein said.

The education crisis mirrors the breakdown of nearly all public institutions across Iraq.

Educators fear, however, that the collapse in schooling will have some of the deepest repercussions for the country, leaving a generation with little education and little hope.

 “Iraq’s future is at risk,” continued Hussein. “Its children are prevented from getting educated just as the country is in dire need of moving forward.”

A closer look at 2 symptoms of educational demise:cheating & failing exams 

Living from one crisis to another, without electricity or freedom to move under a collapse of security, massive numbers of Iraqi students are failing their exams.

"I live in an old two-room house with my family after we were evicted from Sha'b Quarter of Amiriya in Baghdad," Manhal Ali, a high school student who failed five exams out of seven told IPS. "There are five of us plus our parents in the small place that lacks most living necessities such as electricity, not to mention the noisy atmosphere of the crowded space. I passed Arabic and English because I am good at them, but failed the other exams that needed me to study hard."

Ahmed Qassim, a 19-year old student at Nissour High School in the northern city of Mosul, was forced to miss three exams during the first semester last year because the bridges linking his house to his school were sealed off. He had to miss the whole second semester because of insecurity.  Now he is repeating his senior year.

"How can a student pass such difficult exams feeling terrified, exhausted in the heat, in darkness without electricity, having to work in the absence of a dead or detained father, and all the problems of the world over his head."

Jassim says about 75 percent of his students are failing their exams.

Some teachers believe most students who passed their exams did so by cheating. "Those who cheated have passed while the honest failed," Ghanim Jamil, a teacher in Baghdad told IPS. "If a student is the son of a senior government official or of a member of an armed group, how can we stop them from cheating? We would be killed."

Personal stories of dashed dreams

"I decided to stop fooling myself by dreaming of going to college and becoming a lawyer," Sufian Kathum, another high school student who failed his exams told IPS in Baghdad. "One has to face reality; that Iraq is finished as a country.

"God knows how we could send our kids to school this year," Um Mohammed, a mother of five in Baghdad told IPS, 2007. "Our financial situation is the worst ever and the prices are way too expensive for the majority of Iraqis to afford. I might have to keep some of them at home and send only two."

Abdul-Karim, a 17-year-old high school senior, senses his envy of American students deepening as the war in his homeland rages. “They can get and do many things, while here we are living in a tragedy,” he said.
