
OCTOBER 2014

MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA
OUT-OF-SCHOOL CHILDREN INITIATIVE

ALL IN SCHOOL

SUMMARY

IRAQ
COUNTRY REPORT ON OUT-OF-SCHOOL CHILDREN



© 2015 UNICEF Iraq Country Office

Cover photo: © UNICEF/2012/Khuzai 



Summary Iraq Country Report on Out-of-School Children 1

Summary

General context and the education sector

Iraq covers a total area of about 438,317 square kilometres, and its population 
is estimated to be approximately 34.2 million people (for the year 2012.) Iraq is 
exceptionally rich in oil. Its proven reserves, approximately 143 billion barrels, are 
among the highest in the world. The Iraqi economy has witnessed remarkable progress, 
with a growth rate exceeding 8.5 per cent over the past three years, which in turn 
contributed to the rise of GDP per capita from approximately US$ 1,300 in 2005 to US$ 
6,700 in 2013.

Although some social indicators have improved, such as the unemployment rate, which 
decreased to 11 per cent from around 18 per cent in 2005, demographic pressures still 
exist along with economic disparities. In fact, people under 15 years of age represent 
more than 40 per cent of the total population, while poverty remains one of the 
paramount social concerns in Iraq, although the poverty rate has had a slight decline 
(18.9 per cent in 2012 compared to 22.9 per cent in 2007). However, this rate is still high 
on the national level and exceeds 40 per cent in some governorates.

As for the illiteracy rate, this exceeds 20 per cent in central Iraq; which is a high 
percentage, as is the case in the governorates of the Kurdistan region, which suffers 
from illiteracy as well. In the period preceding the 1991 events, Iraq had one of the best 
education systems in the region, as the illiteracy rate among the 15 to 45 year old age 
group had declined to less than 10 per cent. The period from 1970 to 1984 was called 
the “golden period” due to high enrolment rates, and spending on education reached 
20 per cent of the total government budget. However, the remnants of successive wars 
since the late 1980s has led to a war-weakened infrastructure and impeded the delivery 
of social services; as a result, education has suffered a significant deterioration during 
the period from 1999 to 2003.

The education sector has witnessed striking development since 2004 under the 
supervision of the Ministries of Education of both the central government of Iraq and 
the Kurdistan regional government. The number of students enrolled at all levels of 
education reached 9.5 million in 2013, in 28,730 schools, and there were more than 
550,000 teaching staff. These figures indicate a remarkable increase in the number of 
students compared to the academic year 2004-2005, where the number of students 
enrolled in all stages of education was 6.5 million, in 20,508 schools, with 343,614 
teaching staff members. 

Methodology and approach

This report identifies school exclusion in accordance with the methodology developed 
by the Global Out-of-School Children Initiative (OOSCI), which consists of the following 
Five Dimensions of Exclusion: 
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l Dimension 1: Pre-primary age children not in pre-primary or primary school

l Dimension 2: Primary age children not in primary or secondary school

l Dimension 3: Lower secondary school age children not in primary or secondary school

l Dimension 4: Primary school children at risk of dropping out (exclusion) 

l Dimension 5: Lower secondary school children at risk of dropping out (exclusion) 

The report has adopted an analysis of the administrative data collected by the 
Department of Education Statistics Bureau of the Ministries of Education of both the 
central government of Iraq and the Kurdistan regional government, as well as the 
data of the Ministry of Planning. The report also benefited from the data and results of 
sociological surveys carried out by the Central Bureau of Statistics of the Ministry of 
Planning in coordination with international organizations such as: the Iraq Household 
Socio-Economic Survey 2007 (IHSES1); the Iraq Household Socio-Economic Survey 
2012 (IHSES2); and the Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys of 2006 (MICS3) and 2011 
(MICS4). It is noteworthy that this study provides a description and analysis of the 
non-enrolment phenomenon among children in Iraq as a whole; therefore, it provides 
a description and analysis of this in Iraq (the centre) and in Kurdistan (the region) 
separately. As a result, it is distinct from previous studies carried out in this context. 
Such a three dimensional approach has been adopted in various parts of the report in 
order to compare the data of the Kurdistan region with the data of the centre, as well as 
to ensure the provision of a comprehensive and unified picture of Iraq as a whole.

The Five Dimensions of Exclusion 

The following table provides a summary of the most important results related to the 
Five Dimensions of Exclusion in 2013:

Summary of the Five Dimensions of Exclusion (2013) 

Girls Boys Total

Number % Number % Number %

Out-of-school children

Dimension 1: Five-year-old children 376,790 75.4% 400,573 33.6% 777,363 75.7%

Iraq – centre 345,508 79.2% 366,146 79.3% 711,654 79.3%

Kurdistan region 31,282 49.4% 34,428 52.1% 65,710 50.7%

Dimension 2: Children aged between 6 and 11 years 
old (primary school)

323,095 11.3% 162,009 5.4% 485,104 8.3%

Iraq – centre 309,568 12.5% 151,081 5.7% 460,649 9.0%

Kurdistan region 13,527 3.7% 10,928 2.8% 24,455 3.2%

Dimension 3: Children aged between 12 and 14 years 
old (secondary school)

449,164 35.0% 202,192 16.4% 651,356 25.9%

Iraq – centre 423,984 38.3% 190,422 18.0% 614,406 28.4%

Kurdistan region 25,180 14.2% 11,770 6.7% 36,950 10.5%

Total number of out-of-school children 1,149,049 24.8% 764,775 16.0% 1,913,824 20.3%

Iraq – centre 1,079,059 26.8% 707,649 17.0% 1,786,708 21.8%

Kurdistan region 69,989 11.5% 57,126 9.1% 127,115 10.3%

Children at risk of dropping out

Dimension 4: Children enrolled at the primary stage 447,902 15.7% 450,224 13.6% 898,126 14.6%

Iraq – centre 416,147 16.9% 399,556 13.8% 815,703 15.2%

Kurdistan region 31,755 8.3% 50,668 12.0% 82,423 10.2%

Dimension 5: Children enrolled at secondary school 55,198 7.0% 104,594 8.7% 159,792 8.0%

Iraq – centre 44,690 7.2% 92,843 9.4% 137,533 8.6%

Kurdistan region 10,508 6.0% 11,751 5.5% 22,259 5.7%

Total number of children at risk of dropping out 573,089 15.7% 611,944 13.6% 1,185,033 14.5%

Iraq – centre 530,826 17.2% 549,525 14.2% 1,080,351 15.5%

Kurdistan region 42,263 7.6% 62,419 9.8% 104,682 8.8%

Note: Due to the rounding of estimates, the sum of disaggregated numbers could be different from the total number (+1 or -1).
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The results of the study show that the number of five-year-old out-of-school children – 
whether their stage is pre-primary or primary – has reached around 777,000 children, of 
whom 712,000 children reside in the governorates of Iraq (the centre), while less than 
66,000 children reside in the governorates of the Kurdistan region. Hence, it is apparent 
that approximately three quarters of the children of the age of 5 years are out of school. 
This percentage is equivalent to 80 per cent of the number of Iraqi children, except for 
in the Kurdistan region where the number declines to less than 51 per cent. On the other 
hand, MICS4 results confirm the weakness of pre-primary enrolment levels, as only 
around 5 per cent of children who enrolled in the first grade of primary school in 2011 
were enrolled in pre-primary education the previous year.

The results also show that there are approximately 485,000 children aged between 
6 and 11 years old who are out of school and do not take part in official educational 
services. These children accounted for 8.3 per cent of all children within that age group. 
This dimension of school exclusion shows that there are gender-specific differences, as 
the exclusion rate among girls is approximately twice the rate of exclusion among boys. 
Moreover, the results also showed that the exclusion rate in Iraq (the centre) is more 
than double the rate of exclusion in the Kurdistan region. Those rates match the results 
of MICS4 carried out in 2011, with a decrease in the rates of exclusion between 2011 and 
2013 by 1.3 percentage points.

The study estimates that the number of children aged between 12 and 14 who are out 
of school is more than 650,000 children, of whom 614,000 are in the governorates of 
Iraq (the centre) and around 37,000 are in the governorates of the Kurdistan region, 
while the number of girls represents nearly two thirds of the total numbers. The total 
net enrolment ratio in secondary schools is 74.1 per cent, with a significant difference 
among regions (71.6 per cent in Iraq (the centre) and 89.5 per cent in the Kurdistan 
region), and among girls (65.0 per cent) and boys (83.6 per cent). This means that more 
than a quarter of Iraq’s children aged between 12 and 14 are not enrolled in school; 
this percentage represents 28.4 per cent of the total number of children in Iraq with the 
exception of the Kurdistan region, where the percentage declines to less than 11 per 
cent. This includes different rates of exclusion for girls and boys, with the exclusion 
rate among girls at 35 per cent, while it remains around 16.4 per cent among boys. 
It is noted that there is correspondence and consistency in these results, which were 
extracted depending on the administrative data and survey results (MICS4).

By identifying the Five Dimensions of Exclusion, we can deduce that:

l School exclusion in all dimensions is a significant phenomenon, especially in Iraq 
(the centre).

l Dimension 1 is the most important in both Iraq (the centre) and the Kurdistan region, 
as pre-school education, including pre-primary education, is not given priority.

l Dimension 2 remains a source of concern in Iraq (the centre), where a large 
percentage of primary-age children are not enrolled at school, showing the difficulty 
of achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in this area.

l The implementation of a basic obligatory educational system helped reduce the 
number of out-of-school children in Dimension 3 in the Kurdistan region.

l Dimension 4 represents a considerable source of school exclusion, as one out of 
every six students is at risk of dropping out of school before reaching the sixth grade 
of primary school.

l There are still qualitative differences in education for girls versus boys in the primary 
and secondary stages.
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The phenomenon of child labour

Children having access to free and obligatory education of good quality until the 
minimum age for entry to employment is a critical factor in the struggle against the 
economic exploitation of children. The results of MICS4 show that more than 6 per 
cent of children aged between 5 and 14 are engaged in child labour, i.e., approximately 
580,000 children. The phenomenon of child labour is associated with boys (7.3 per cent) 
more than with girls (5.4 per cent). It also clearly centred in the governorates of Iraq 
(the centre) (7.1 per cent compared to 2.2 per cent in Kurdistan). While the phenomenon 
of child labour is less pronounced among students enrolled in school, these children 
are not excluded, as the child labour rate among enrolled students is around 5.5 per 
cent compared with 9.5 per cent among their unenrolled peers. A comparison between 
the MICS of 2011 and 2006 shows that child labour has remarkably decreased, as the 
employment rate decreased from 10.5 per cent in 2006 to 6.4 per cent in 2011. In all 
cases, poverty remains one of the most important reasons for the phenomenon of child 
labour. The results show that the percentage of child labour among children belonging 
to the poorest households is up to 10.7 per cent, while it declines to 2.7 per cent among 
children belonging to the wealthiest households.

Educational care for children with disabilities is provided through institutes specializing 
in mental and physical disabilities as well as through the establishment of integrated 
classes for special education in mainstream schools. School statistics indicate that the 
number of schools equipped with classes for special education has reached around 
1,660, and the number of children benefiting from special education classes has reached 
17,000. Nevertheless, the proliferation of special education remains limited, as there are 
no classes for special education students in nearly 92 per cent of mainstream schools. 
The results of the MICS3 of 2006 show that nearly 15 per cent of children aged between 
2 and 14 are suffering from at least one type of disability. The number of children aged 
between 5 and 14 years old who suffer from at least one type of disability, whether mild 
or severe, was around 1.2 million children in 2013. In comparison with the number of 
children covered by special education and institutes for the handicapped, which remains 
in the range of 13,000, we can plainly see the shortage of educational and school 
facilities for handicapped children, who undoubtedly represent an important segment of 
out-of-school children.

Barriers and policies

1: The enabling environment

Lack of awareness of the importance of education, and female education in particular: 
In an environment characterized by a high illiteracy rate (20.5 per cent), awareness of 
the importance of education in general, and female education in particular, as a real 
factor in the development of individuals and society as a whole may decrease. The 
results of MICS4 show that a mother’s educational level along with the poverty level 
represent the most important determinants in the enrolment of children – especially 
girls – at school. The primary-age exclusion phenomenon includes more than a quarter 
of the number of girls who have illiterate mothers, and more than half of these girls 
when they reach the age of enrolment at intermediate school. The higher a mother’s 
educational level becomes, the lower the exclusion rate, showing a remarkable decline.

Poverty and its social and economic impacts on low-income households: 
Approximately one fifth of Iraq’s population lives below the poverty line. The 
results of surveys and the conclusions of focus groups and consultative workshops 
that were prepared during the course of this study show the importance of social 
problems, especially the living conditions of households, and their role in determining 
the children’s school situation. Poverty is considered one of the most important 
impediments to enrolling and staying in school. The results of MICS4 have shown 
that the phenomenon of exclusion is prevalent mainly among poor households. 
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Children belonging to wealthy households are more likely to go to school and learn. 
The exclusion rates of severely poor households are 10 times (at primary school) and 
5 times (at secondary school) the rate of children from wealthy households. These 
statistics have been confirmed by the results of the Iraq Household Socioeconomic 
Survey of 2012. The results showed that the decline of enrolment rates at various levels 
of education is associated with the decline of living conditions of the household. The 
direct relation between enrolment rates and a household’s living conditions becomes 
clearer in the intermediate (lower secondary) and preparatory (upper secondary) school 
stages, as rates of net enrolment reach up to 24.4 per cent and 9.5 per cent, respectively, 
among the severely poor segment of society compared with 60.9 per cent and 38.8 per 
cent among children from wealthy households.

Since 2009, Iraq has developed a comprehensive poverty reduction strategy that  
aims mainly to raise the monthly income of the poor, to improve their health level,  
to facilitate and improve their education, and to provide them with better housing and 
effective social protection. This strategy also aims to reduce inequality among poor 
women and men. Specifically, the strategy seeks to reduce the poor population from  
7 million to 5 million people, and to reduce the illiteracy rate from 28 per cent to  
14 per cent by increasing enrolment rates at the primary, intermediate and preparatory 
education levels.

In the education sector, Iraq’s poverty reduction strategy comprises six main 
perspectives in addition to a number of objectives; among them the passage of laws 
and instructions for basic obligatory education, including amending the constitution to 
extend obligatory education to the intermediate stage and prioritizing the establishment 
of primary, intermediate, and preparatory schools in poor neighbourhoods. The strategy 
also aims to amend the laws and regulations regarding the social protection network 
in order to link it with the registration of children in households covered by social 
subsidies for basic education; to enhance educational efficiency in poor urban and 
rural areas; to take various measures to reduce the number of illiterate people; and to 
develop and apply curricula for linking vocational education with the labour market, 
especially in the agricultural and rural sectors.

Popular traditions regarding the role of women and the acceptance of early marriage 
for girls: Early marriage represents a significant obstacle preventing Iraqi girls from 
continuing their education, especially for girls at the intermediate stage. Data has shown 
that this phenomenon, although declining in the Kurdistan region, has worsened in Iraq 
(the centre), as the percentage of women who marry before the age of 15 increased 
from 5.2 per cent in 2006 to 5.6 per cent in 2011. In addition, the percentage of women 
who marry before the age of 18 increased from 10 per cent to 23.5 per cent. Those 
percentages are high in various areas, both rural and urban, but they decline remarkably 
as the mother’s educational level rises. These results confirm the controversial 
relationship between the different generations and their views on the issue of female 
education.

2: Legislation and policies

The Iraqi constitution acknowledges education as a key factor in the progress of 
society, stating that education is a fundamental factor in the progress of society, and 
that free education in all of its stages is a right guaranteed by the state for all Iraqis. 
It also confirms that the state shall care for people with disabilities and special needs, 
ensure their basic rights are provided and their human needs met, and ensure their 
rehabilitation in order to reintegrate them into society.

In a joint project, the Ministries of Education and Higher Education in both Iraq (the 
centre) and the Kurdistan region have developed the Comprehensive National Strategy 
for Education and Higher Education for the period 2012-2022, which aims to reform and 
develop the education and higher education system based on the development needs 
and requirements of the Iraqi society, including Kurdish society. This strategy takes into 
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account the specificity of national minorities, making them active participants in the 
production of knowledge with the optimal use of human, natural and financial resources 
to ensure the achievement of overall development, a decent standard of living, equal 
opportunities and peace in Iraq. 

The Comprehensive National Strategy for Education and Higher Education has several 
objectives, procedures and options for achieving its desired objectives. With regard to 
the development of opportunities available in pre-university education, the strategy 
intends to achieve net enrolment rates up to 30 per cent in kindergarten, 99 per cent in 
the primary stage, and 70 per cent in the intermediate stage (except for the Kurdistan 
region); and 99 per cent in the basic educational stage in the Kurdistan region. It also 
aims to raise the level of education so as to reduce repetition rates to 3 per cent in the 
primary and intermediate stages, and dropout rates to 1 per cent in the primary stage 
and 3 per cent in the intermediate stage. Among the options adopted by the strategy to 
achieve those objectives are: 

l amending the constitution in order to make education obligatory in the intermediate 
(basic) stage; 

l providing financial incentives for students, especially in rural areas and poor 
households; 

l adopting community awareness programmes stressing the importance of enrolment 
in all stages of education; and 

l providing an appropriate educational environment in order to attract students.

3: Supply and demand sides

The most important constraints of the supply side are the following:

l Double-shift schools as well as their limited number in rural areas.

l Unqualified teachers, and those who follow traditional teaching methods.

l Lack of an effective evaluation system for students, especially in the fifth grade.

l Lack of school equipment and teaching aids.

Besides the constraints relating to supply, the results of the surveys show that 73 per 
cent and 85 per cent of the factors identified in school non-enrolment are related to 
the issue of demand. It is clear that the lack of interest of individuals and households 
comes to the forefront of the reasons of school dropout, both at the primary education 
stage (48.7 per cent) and at the intermediate education stage (59.9 per cent) as a result 
of declining economic returns on investment in education, as well as the decline 
of the financial return of school certificates in an environment marked by rising 
unemployment among young people.

Key recommendations

Policies:

l Enforcing of the obligatory education law.

l Expanding the scope of the group covered by obligatory education to include the age 
group between 5 and 14 and in the governorates of Iraq.

l Focusing on developing and implementing a strategy for training teachers in 
kindergartens and public education.

l Developing a plan of school distribution among regions.
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l Providing facilities for the private sector in order to open kindergarten classes and 
national schools. 

l Applying the law stipulating monthly financial grants for primary school students 
and intermediate stage students in order to help them meet their basic needs to 
complete their studies.

l Increasing the expenditures allocated to the Ministry of Education from the state 
budget and developing techniques of financial programming and successful 
methods of budget implementation.

l Giving high priority to caring for children with special needs and providing them 
with special care.

l Promoting cooperation between the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs and the 
Ministry of Education in the development of private institutes for people with special 
needs, increasing their number, equipping them with specialized teaching cadres, 
providing appropriate facilities for creating an enabling learning environment, and 
expanding their scope to include all governorates.

l Finding modern, working mechanisms that will reduce repetition in the primary 
stage with the inclusion of a school card as a reference for student performance 
evaluation, reconsidering the mechanism by which primary school students move to 
the intermediate stage, and taking all necessary educational measures to reduce the 
repetition percentage in the fifth grade.

Awareness and participation:

l Activating the role of boards of parents and giving them the powers required.

l Raising awareness among households, especially in rural, poor and remote areas, of 
the necessity and importance of education for both girls and boys.

l Developing a plan for communication and awareness, which may initially depend on 
the initiative of the specialized resources of the Ministry of Education in preparing 
educational programmes for households to enlighten them on the value of education 
and learning and explain the risks of their children dropping out.

Educational services and their quality:

l Emphasizing the practical side of the application of scientific subjects in daily life, 
adopting an educational curricula based on activities and technology, providing 
an effective learning environment, and encouraging critical thinking, as well as 
providing the requirements of these curricula including competent teachers, effective 
educational administration, and modern buildings, laboratories, and technology.

l Activating the role of social workers in primary and intermediate schools and giving 
them the necessary power to instruct, guide and follow the students, especially 
those who are at risk of dropping out.

l Encouraging cooperation between the schools and medical clinics affiliated with 
the Ministry of Health in providing periodic medical examinations of students and 
promoting health awareness.

l Providing enabling, therapeutic education for students who have learning difficulties.

l Giving rewards to outstanding students and teachers, and awarding scholarships to 
teachers to complete their studies inside and outside of Iraq.

l Developing teacher skills by organizing on-the-job training courses for them.

l Encouraging the appropriate use of various evaluation techniques according to their 
specific goals, and not limiting evaluation to the cognitive side only.

l Paying attention to vocational education and developing it according to international 
standards.
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To complement this study, we propose the following recommendations:

l Conducting annual follow-up surveys of the implementation of this study’s 
suggestions for the purpose of evaluating and measuring what has been achieved 
regarding increasing the number of enrolled children.

l Conducting a study evaluating the curricula followed in Iraq, including the objectives 
and content of scientific material, the teaching methods and the evaluation 
techniques, for the purpose of analysing the actual reasons behind student 
repetition, especially the students of the fifth grade. Some people believe the reason 
behind this repetition is related to the curriculum being followed. This study shall be 
conducted according to accepted international standards.

l The number of students at risk of dropping out in every governorate can be 
determined by finding an accurate scientific mechanism, through field research, to 
determine the characteristics.
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