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Background

Nearly two years since the defeat of the Islamic State group (IS) 
in Iraq, children in areas formerly controlled by the group are fac-
ing an education crisis. More than 2.5 million children in Iraq today 
need assistance to access education.1 Schools, particularly in 
displacement camps, are chronically understaffed and in many 
instances teachers are still not being paid. Classes are extremely 
overcrowded, there is often a shortage of teachers, and children 
missing civil documentation are denied the opportunity to receive 
an education altogether. To make matters worse, humanitarian 
appeals for education are far from adequately funded, with support 
from the Iraqi authorities and international donors falling short. 
These factors have resulted in more than 240,000 children being 
unable to access education in Iraq in the last year.2

Eman has been working as a 
volunteer teacher with NRC 
Education Department for four 
years in Hamam al Alil camp near 
Mosul. The volunteer teachers are 
filling the gap in schools. They work 
for free just to help students because 
there is a big number of students 
and very few teachers.
Photo: Tom Peyre-Costa/NRC



NRC Briefing note 6

This is against a backdrop where millions of children lost three or more 
years of school during the period of (IS) rule. While some children were 
forced to study under an IS-imposed curriculum, other families refused 
to send their children to school due to the group’s ideology. In the mili-
tary operations to retake areas controlled by IS, many schools were dam-
aged or destroyed by airstrikes. While there has been some progress 
rebuilding these structures, but this has been gradual and not enough 
to meet the needs of the current school year. 

Today, about 1.6 million Iraqis remain displaced, nearly a quarter of 
whom live in camps and about 90% of them say they have no intention 
to return home in the next year.3 In the absence of durable solutions 
for Iraq’s remaining IDPs, the Iraqi government and the humanitarian 
community have a responsibility to continue providing adequate ser-
vices to this population, including education. Despite plans to close IDP 
camps in the near future, adequate education opportunities for students 
must be made available in these spaces as long as they remain. Likewise, 
inadequate service provision should not be used to push IDPs to leave 
areas of displacement before they are able to rebuild their lives. Nearly 
halfway through the 2019-2020 academic year, significant challenges 
remain to ensure that Iraqi children – displaced and returnee alike -- are 
able to access quality education.

The Government of Iraq, together with its humanitarian and devel-
opment partners, must put in place sustainable practices to ensure that 
all children across Iraq, no matter their displacement status, can access 
quality education in a safe environment.  This briefing note recom-
mends six immediate measures that must be taken by the Iraqi Govern-
ment and international partners to ensure Iraq’s school-aged children 
affected by displacement have better access to quality education. 

The Iraqi Government, including                                   
the Ministry of Education, should: 

1. Scale up the number of trained 
teachers in formal schools, particu-
larly in areas with high numbers of 
IDPs. 
As it stands, the number of trained, government-paid teachers in schools 
in areas formerly controlled by IS, including areas of return and areas of 
displacement, is far from adequate. A recent study showed that schools 
in conflict-affected areas are missing a third of the total number of teach-
ers required for the current school year.4 Insufficient teachers is one 
of the key reasons progress towards this year’s education objectives in 
the 2019 Iraq Humanitarian Response Plan was slowed, impeding chil-
dren from accessing an education.5 Many schools across war torn areas 
in Iraq have extremely high student to teacher ratios. This problem is 
often even worse in camps accommodating Iraq’s IDPs. For example, 
in one IDP camp in Kirkuk there are only two teachers on the Ministry 
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of Education’s (MoE) payroll for more than 1,700 students enrolled in 
two primary schools. In a nearby camp in the same area, there are eight 
teachers for more than 700 primary school students.  

Until now, the impact of the gap between the number of children 
enrolled and official teachers has been mitigated by the presence of 
‘volunteer lecturers’ subsidized through stipends paid by humanitar-
ian agencies. While not a permanent solution, these ‘volunteer lecturers’ 
are university graduates often with teaching degrees and have played 
a critical role in filling gaps over the last years. Payments to support 
these ‘volunteers’ have not always been consistent and, in some cases, 
displaced families have had to pull together funds to support these vol-
unteers where the government has not provided teachers and NGOs 
have not had the funds to pay them.6 In Dohuk area, for example, Iraqi 
‘volunteer teachers’ in camps have been supporting formal education 
for over four years without receiving any compensation. In many gov-
ernorates affected by displacement, ‘volunteer teachers’ make up most 
of the staff.7 

Case study: 
Fathi, the headmaster at the only primary school in Hamam Al-
Alil 1 camp says that the school is currently run on four different 
two-hour shifts, with over 650 students per shift and only has two 
government-paid teachers. The school relies largely on ‘volunteer 
teachers’ from the camp, but says this is not enough. He says 
payment of these teachers has been unreliable and some days  
they come for an hour and leave. He says, “We used to have more 
teachers, but they returned to their areas of origin. The government 
transfers them to other schools in their areas of origin. Even if they 
are aware that this would mean lacking teachers, they haven’t done 
anything to compensate the schools.” Fathi says, “If all children in 
Iraq receive quality education, the rebuilding process of the country 
would be far better.”
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The Iraqi government has in fact recently announced plans to hire new 
teachers, however the timeline is unclear. This is a welcomed develop-
ment that requires immediate implementation. For the 2019-2020 aca-
demic year, humanitarian agencies will no longer be paying salaries of 
‘volunteer teachers’, and the absence of a concrete plan to recruit and 
pay new teachers in formal schools puts millions of children at risk of 
being excluded from Iraq’s education system. As the emergency response 
in Iraq is largely coming to a close, Iraq’s National Education Cluster 
and UNICEF have coordinated a new position that seeks to encourage 
the government to fulfill its responsibility to allocate sufficient number 
trained, government paid and monitored teachers in all schools, includ-
ing in camps, to ensure quality and sustainable formal education for 
all. This comes at a time where exam results of IDP children in camps in 
the last year have been extremely poor. As such, NRC still observes the 
immediate need of formal schools in camps to have these trained edu-
cators support the needs of displaced children seeking to access educa-
tion. Training is available for educators with a teaching background to 
respond to the needs of displaced children, including in camps.

Now nearly midway into the school year, the lack of proper com-
pensation and staffing in schools has an immediate negative impact on 
the quality of education. Iraqi teachers and headmasters have warned 
that the overcrowding in schools and the dramatic student per teacher 
ratio contributes to high dropout rates and low performance in basic 
skills.8 By the end of the 2018-2019 school year, at least 345 teachers 
were needed to fill the teaching gap in Ninewa IDP camp schools alone.9  
Many schools both in and out of camps are operating on double or even 
triple shifts.10 Making sure that children have access to an education that 
meets the standards set out by the Government of Iraq and the Kurd-
ish Regional Government, including the Iraq Minimum Standards for 
Education in Emergencies,11 should be a key priority in a context where 
children already lost several years of school because of conflict.

2. School facilities for both primary 
and secondary education must 
be made available, supported 
and staffed by the government. 
 
Insufficient support to rebuild education facilities, both primary and 
secondary schools, over the last years has contributed to overcrowding 
in schools.12 There has been some progress in rebuilding infrastructure 
with actors such as UNDP building hundreds of schools. However, by the 
start of the 2019 calendar year, more than half of the schools in all areas 
formerly controlled by IS still required rehabilitation.13 

Some governorates have announced that they will stop supporting 
school facilities for the displaced, even if adequate education services 
are not available in their places of origin.14 For example, in June 2019, 
Suleimaniya’s Directorate of Education had initially announced that 
buildings that had been handed over as schools for IDP children in the 
region would be claimed back for the upcoming school year.15 In Duhok, 
the Ministry of Migration and Displacement (MoDM) also announced 
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that they would no longer pay the rent for buildings used as schools for 
IDP children16, translating into almost 60,000 children in 12 official IDP 
camps being at risk of losing access to education. 17 In at least 12 out-of-
camp schools in Suleimaniya, IDP parents had been paying the rent of 
school building because it is not a government-owned facility.18 

Case study: 
Esra, a 35-year-old teacher from Mosul has been working for the 
government for 13 years. Currently teaching in a school in East 
Mosul, Esra says better facilities are needed in order to encourage 
students to come to school. She also explains how schools are 
suffering from overcrowding and classrooms are too small to fit 
the over 70 children they fit. In her school, four students are forced 
share one desk. Esra explains how there is no enough space for 
them to sit comfortably and concentrate, no place to write and 
practice or even have group activities, “Schools are overcrowded. 
Four students have to share one desk, so there is no enough space 
for them to sit comfortably and concentrate, no place to write and 
practice or even have group activities. Students get sick quickly 
because they easily catch virus from each other.” 
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3. Allow children without the 
required set of civil documentation 
to attend schools, sit exams 
and obtain certificates. 

In 2018, the MoE agreed to allow undocumented children attend schools 
in Iraq.19 Yet a joint study found that this agreement was not being con-
sistently applied. Nearly one in every five Iraqi households who reported 
having children who lacked civil documentation said their children 
were denied access to education.20 This was more prevalent in Anbar, 
where nearly a third of respondents whose children were missing docu-
mentation were unable to register their children in school, compared to 
20% in Salah Al-Din and 14% in Ninewa.21  Human Rights Watch has also 
documented several instances where even in camps, children who are 
undocumented were barred from attending school.22

A combination of the civil identification and other state-issued docu-
ments are typically required to register for school in Iraq. However, 
NRC’s joint study found that a combination of the children’s parents’ 
documentation was also required. Nearly half of the 1,400 households 
surveyed in the joint study reported that the mother was unable to reg-
ister her children in school using her civil ID alone, and that the father’s 
civil ID was also required to do so.23 Only 1% of all respondents believed 
that children could attend school without documentation. 

Even when children without civil IDs were found to be able to attend 
school, many families said that their children were at risk of being 
expelled if the correct documentation was not submitted to the school 
directorate before the end of the year. In addition, they are unable to take 
examinations or access their transcripts/certificates, preventing them 
from graduating to the next level or transferring to a different school.  
As a result, even if they manage to attend school, children without docu-
mentation are at higher risk of being forced to drop out, not being able 
to graduate or being forced to repeat school years upon return. Several 
parents also report they could not obtain transcripts from schools in 
areas of origin, which also prevented them from going to school where 
they were displaced. 

The combined impact of the MoE’s policy, lack of enforcement of the 
2018 directive and parents’ and headmasters’ understanding of the gov-
ernment’s requirements to register has meant that many children in 
areas formerly controlled by IS continue to miss out on an education. 

Case study: 
Zahra, a mother of five originally from a village in Sinjar, now lives 
near Zakho with her family, after fleeing attacks by IS group against 
the Yezidi community. Zahra and her husband live together with 
their five children, two born in Sinjar and three born in displace-
ment. Zahra and her husband got married in a village near Sinjar 
city, where issuing marriage certificates was not customary. When 
Zahra’s family fled, in 2014, the authorities issued a marriage 
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certificate for them with a new date, while they already had two 
children. Zahra’s children, of seven and eight years old, do not have 
a birth certificate because their parents had no proof of marriage 
prior to that date. Their children born in Sinjar are now not allow 
to attend school because of the lack of documentation and have 
already lost five years of school. Zahra says that her family cannot 
afford to start the process of getting the civil ID required to attend 
school, since it requires returning to Sinjar and paying transporta-
tion and administrative fees.

4. End occupation of schools 
by armed actors, in line with 
Safe Schools Declaration. 

The use of schools by military and other armed groups in Iraq in the 
last few years has been well documented. 24 More recently however, 
formal schools- some of which are supported by humanitarian agen-
cies- have been used as a place to conduct security screenings by the 
military and other armed group. On July 2019, the Iraqi Military Intel-
ligence, the National Security Service (NSS), SWAT forces of the Ministry 
of Interior, local police and militia members of the Popular Mobilization 
Forces (PMF) occupied a school in Hammam Al-Alil 1 camp for a few 
days, to conduct screenings of people suspected of IS-affiliation, includ-
ing children.25 The arrival of the armed men caused panic among camp 
residents. This is not the only time such incidents have occurred. In 
September, a similar incident occurred in Qayyarah Air Strip Camp as 
the military conducted security screenings of IDPs this summer, armed 
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actors occupied at least one school in the camp - in this particular case, 
while students were taking exams nearby.  Following sustained local 
advocacy, the security forces eventually agreed to conduct the security 
screenings in another location. 

Schools should be a place for children to be safe, play and explore 
with their peers. With this action, Iraq violated international humanitar-
ian principles and went against the Safe Schools Declaration, which was 
signed by Iraq in 2018, and is a pledge to protect schools and children in 
conflict by forbidding the presence of armed actors in schools. The pres-
ence of armed forces inside a school interferes with education and puts 
children at risk of reliving trauma created from the conflict. The Gov-
ernment of Iraq should prevent schools from being occupied by armed 
actors, regardless of the circumstances or amount of time.

International partners, including                             
donors and humanitarian agencies: 

5. Provide support to non-formal 
education programs in camps and 
support Accelerated Learning pro-
grams, including those run by the 
Government of Iraq, focusing on out 
of school children.  
Children who have often been out of school for four or five years need 
bridging support before they are caught up and ready to be reintegrated 
back into official public schools. In order to help cope with the situation, 
as part of the humanitarian response, NGOs and agencies offer non-
formal education in camps and outside.26 

In many instances, non-formal education is the only option for chil-
dren from six to 18 years old to help them catch up on school years lost 
during conflict and ensure a smooth transition into formal education. 
Even though formal schools are currently unable to cope with children’s 
needs, non-formal education is currently being overlooked in Iraq. 
Donors and humanitarian actors should recognize the role that non-
formal education plays in supporting displaced children and fund initia-
tives when they are required, both in and outside of camps. Supporting 
government-run Accelerated Learning programs are a concrete way to 
support formal programs that help children and youth who have been 
out of school for years reintegrate into the education system. Support 
should also be scaled up to alternative pathways for youth, including 
technical and vocational training programs. 
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Case study: 
Tara, 12 years old and her aunt Jawhar, originally from Mosul, cur-
rently live in Hamam Al Alil 1. Tara goes to NRC’s informal educa-
tion centre as she doesn’t have a civil ID to register in school. Still, 
she wishes she could go to school an learn, as her friends do. 
Her mother has not been able to issue IDs for any of her children 
because she cannot afford the cost of transportation or fees. How-
ever, Tara really likes NRC’s centre and is happy to attend. Her aunt 
says, “The NRC informal school is playing a good role in educating 
the children who are unable to attend formal schools, at least they 
will learn how to write and read in the meantime.”

Case study: 
Fatima works as a ‘volunteer teacher’ in one of NRC’s non-formal 
education programs in Hammam Al-Alil 1 camp. Fatima explains 
that many of the children in NRC’s programs are still exhibiting poor 
coping mechanism as a result of trauma from years of conflict. 
Amongst children, this typically includes reclusiveness, inability to 
interact with peers, and aggressive behaviour. He says that through 
the activities carried out in informal education he sees changes in 
the children. Fatima says that the children enjoy because pro-
grammes are more than education, they also offer entertainment 
and fun activities.

6. Fully fund Iraq’s Humanitarian 
Response Plan’s (HRP) 
Education response and ensure 
adequate government budget 
is allocated for education

About half of the required education funds under the HRP have been 
pledged for 2019, affecting school-aged children both in and outside 
of camps. Currently, 2.5 million children are in direct need of educa-
tion support.27 By September 2019, the humanitarian sector’s requested 
funding for education that was only covered at 42.2%. This is 15,056,977 
USD out of the 35,540,043 USD28 required to provide critical education 
services to nearly 500,000 conflict-affected children in need in 2019. The 
Syrian refugee response’s education sector is even worse off, with less 
than 30% funded more than mid-way through 2019.29 
	 Political will from the federal government to adequately staff schools 
in both camps and outside of camps is still needed. During the 2015-2016 
school year, Iraq spent just 5.7% of its national budget on education put-
ting, a drop from previous years, putting the country towards the bot-
tom, when compared to other countries in the Middle East, in terms of 
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investing in education.30 The National Education Cluster has advocated 
for the national budget allocation for education be increased to 15% 
to support a much-needed revamp the country’s education system and 
improve access to quality education.31

Ensuring that the education sector is fully funded is key to protect 
children and ensure they are able to transition to normal life. Donors, 
the Government of Iraq and humanitarian agencies need to ensure that 
no child is being left out of educational opportunities and focus on fund-
ing education for the most vulnerable, including children who have no 
immediate prospects of returning home or are not able to for a variety 
of reasons.

Case study: 
Jad, from Syria, lives in Dohuk area with his family. Jad works as 
a tailor and the income of his family depends on him. He explains 
“the school near their house is only until 9th grade.  My elder 
daughter is in 12th grade, her last year of high school. In order for 
her to finish school and go to university she has to go to the school 
inside Domiz refugee camp. The closest school to our house. Yet 
it’s not walking distance, she needs transportation.” Due to the lack 
of funding for the education sector in Iraq, Jad explains how that 
has affected his life. “Some NGOs used to provide transportation 
for our children past few years, but last year they stopped providing 
transportation, as a result my daughter could not attend school. If 
the case will be same for this year, my daughter will have no choice 
but sit home”. He added “my daughter is smart, she used to get 
the highest marks in school, however last year she didn’t pass the 
exams, because she could not attend all the classes, and she could 
not go to school on daily basis. Transportation is expensive and I 
cannot afford it”. Jad’s oldest son will soon reach the 11th grade 
and will face the same year. He also did not go to school this year 
because of the lack of transportation. Jad told NRC “I will take him 
to work with me, it better than sitting home doing nothing. At least 
he will help me with income.”
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Conclusion

The Government of Iraq, the Ministry of Education, donors and 
humanitarian actors must work together to ensure that opportuni-
ties in education will continue to be available for children in areas 
of displacement. The Right to Education is a fundamental human 
right enshrined in the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, which Iraq ratified in 1994. The 
Iraqi government, with support from the international community, 
has an obligation to ensure the right to education for all children, 
free from discrimination. It is more critical now than ever, during 
Iraq’s recovery and reconstruction period, that the Iraqi government 
and its international partners ensure children are able to access 
quality education. In not doing so, a generation of Iraqi children will 
be further disadvantaged and undermine prospects of an inclusive 
and stable Iraqi society in the future. 
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