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Children under ISIS deprived of education
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

F
our years of an unabated 
and brutal conflict have 
devastated all aspects of 
life in Syria, depriving 
scores of children of a prop-

er education. Many schools were 
turned into shelters for refugees. 
Others were destroyed or used as 
headquarters and command centres 
by various armed groups fighting to 
topple the regime of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

In Raqqa province, stronghold 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in north-
eastern Syria, the Islamist group 
closed all schools at the beginning 
of the year, pending a revision of the 
curriculum “to conform with reli-
gious rules”. The move left 670,000 
children without any form of educa-
tion, according to the UN Children’s 
Rights and Emergency Relief Organ-
isation (UNICEF).

Teachers were ordered to “re-
pent” for adhering to official cur-
ricula of the “apostate” regime and 
warned against giving any private 
lessons, especially to girls.

“Those who refused to ‘repent’ 
were dispossessed of their property 
and belongings, whereas those who 
had signed the ‘atonement paper’ 
but returned to teaching secretly 
were considered renegades and 
punished with death,” Abu Am-
mar, a teacher of civil education in 
Raqqa, said.

“I was summoned to the school 
where I teach to declare my ex-
piation, as well as all my other col-
leagues who taught other subjects.” 
he added.

Jamal al-Hammoud, a govern-
ment employee in the health sector 
in Raqqa, was apprehended when 
ISIS raided his house and found out 
that his 10-year-old daughter and 
three other girls were being tutored. 
“Hammoud was forced to sit for a 
session of religious teaching at the 
Fawaz Mosque in Raqqa and was 
made to vow not to give his daugh-
ter any private teaching,” a relative 
of the family said.

In certain cases teachers were 
flogged publicly for resisting the 
ISIS decision to ban instruction in 
subjects that were part of the state 
curriculum, including physics, 
chemistry, geography, history, na-
tionalism, drawing and music.

According to the director of edu-
cation in Raqqa, Abdel Ilah al-Hadi, 
at least five teachers have been 
whipped in public in Maadan, 50 
kilometres east of Raqqa city, for 
giving clandestine private lessons.

“The teachers were given 50 lash-
es each and condemned to cleaning 
the town’s main streets for a month, 
whereas the father of one of the fe-
male students who had the lessons 
given at his house was severely pun-
ished,” Hadi said.

As a result of the ISIS takeover 
of Raqqa more than a year ago, the 
number of students from the prov-
ince sitting for official exams, in-
cluding high school, dropped dra-
matically, according to Hadi. “As 
many as 22,148 students passed 
high school in 2012, compared to 
only 1,282 who sat for the exams in 
2015, at a provisional centre set up 
specifically for Raqqa students in 
Damascus,” he said.

“But the biggest tragedy of all is 
that there are more than 50,000 
children who reached school age but 
have not been able to attend school 
for the past three years, in addition 
to those who dropped out in first 
grade, and they are all considered to 
be without any education.”

Many families left the province 
to ensure education for their chil-

dren. Others had to find new ways, 
such as Oum Amjad who smuggled 
school books from Damascus for 
her son. “Bringing books into Raqqa 
is becoming more dangerous than 
smuggling arms,” she said. “At the 
beginning of the school year, I had 
to make several trips to Damascus 
in order to bring copies of the books 
to my son, which I concealed under 
the inner lining of my luggage.”

In addition to the risk, Oum Am-
jad incurred extra costs, as she had 
to pay $150 to photocopy the vol-
umes that normally cost $15.

Sheikh Ibrahim, the father of five, 
including two university students 
and three in secondary, intermedi-
ary and primary cycles, said he pre-
ferred to move altogether.

“After ISIS closed down all edu-
cational establishments, I sold my 
house in Raqqa city and moved to 
the outskirts of Damascus where 

my children could at least continue 
their education,” he said. Ibrahim 
considers himself lucky because 
many families were barred from 
leaving the province and their chil-
dren now stay at home without 
proper education. 

“I know that ISIS is a temporary 
situation but I cannot waste years of 
my children’s education… It is true 
that I have incurred losses by selling 
my house at half price, but at least I 
secured their future,” he said.

Despite the closure of schools, 
teachers and administrators are 
still being paid salaries, like all 
other government employees, Hadi 

pointed out. He said more than 100 
instructors from the educational 
cadre in Raqqa have been killed, 
kidnapped or imprisoned on charg-
es of being loyal to the regime.

“We have also lost more than 100 
schools across the province, which 
were completely destroyed during 
the fighting or in air strikes by the 
regime or the US-led coalition, in 
addition to billions of Syrian pounds 
worth of school equipment which 
were looted and ransacked,” he said.

Children of school age make up 
more than 50% of the Syrian refu-
gee population living in makeshift 
camps and tented settlements in 
neighbouring countries. Between 
2.1 million and 2.4 million are either 
out of school or attending classes ir-
regularly, UNICEF says.

Many of those unable to go to 
school are on the streets working to 
survive.

The trade school in Raqqa damaged in Syrian air strike.
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Without reform, Arab world faces dark days

F
orecasting the future is 
no easy task but some 
experts attempted to 
do so at a recent 
conference organised 
by the Middle East 

Institute (MEI), a Washington 
think-tank, by looking into 
megatrends shaping the world. 
What they came up with was that, 
without significant reforms, the 
Arab world, already wracked by 
unprecedented turmoil, faces 
dark days in 2025.

Florence Gaub, analyst at the 
European Union Institute for Secu-
rity Studies, which published Arab 
Futures: Three Scenarios for 2025, 
highlighted several trends with 
significant repercussions.

Population growth was consid-
ered one of the major regional driv-
ers. The Arab world’s population 
of 357 million is expected to swell 
to 468 million by 2025, with a large 
portion of that increase in the 15-30 
age bracket.

The high rate of urbanisation 
will affect the Arab world over the 
coming decade. More than 56% of 
Arab citizens now live in cities, and 
that’s expected to hit 61.4% within 
five years.

The effects of global climate 
change are also affecting Arab 
societies through rising deserti-

fication, scarcity of resources 
— including water — and rising 

sea levels.
This phenomenon will be ag-

gravated by ever-rising food prices. 
Over the next decade, Arab states 
will be increasingly reliant on out-
side markets for food and will be 
vulnerable to spikes in commodity 
prices.

On a positive note, literacy and 
internet penetration will continue 
to increase, the latter predicted to 
move from 25% to 50% by 2025. A 
recent paper by Paul Salem, MEI’s 
Lebanese vice-president for policy 
and research, observes that advanc-
es in technology and communica-
tions have led to “a power shift 
from once all-dominant states to 
an increasingly informed, powerful 
and demanding populace” who can 
then better mobilise and coordi-
nate.

The conflation of megatrends and 
the anticipated reaction of regional 
governments to these  develop-
ments will undoubtedly worsen 
instability in a region already facing 
severe volatility and violence.

Employment rates will affect the 
region heavily. Youth bulges across 
the Arab world will mean that a 
larger number of people will be 
looking for jobs that probably won’t 
be there.

Youth unemployment in the 
Middle East, which stood at 26% in 
2011, is expected to rise to 28.6% by 
2018. If employment is hindered by 
low economic growth, ambitious, 
energetic and dynamic young peo-
ple will find themselves marginal-
ised and left behind.

The report highlights that where 
young people make up more than 
35% of the adult population, the 
risk of conflict increases 150% — 
especially when it comes to terror-

ism. Unemployed youth are ripe for 
recruitment by extremist groups.

Another factor that points to 
greater insecurity is the Arab de-
pendence on foreign food supplies.

These megatrends produce three 
main possible scenarios depending 
on how capable regional govern-
ments are.

The first indicates a continua-
tion of the current upheavals. Arab 
countries will continue to face 
challenges in terms of increasing 
youth unemployment, demands 
for greater political participation 
and terrorist threats. Protracted 
conflicts combined with a lack of 
reform and the persistence of vio-
lence will hinder regional integra-
tion and economic development.

The second, more pessimistic, 
scenario imagines a regional 
implosion with the Arab 
world reaching total 
meltdown by 2025. 
Terrorism, through 
intra-nation 
rivalry against 
a backdrop 
of religious 
tensions, 
would result 
in increasing 
turmoil.

The 
absence of 
reforms that 
might create 
jobs and encour-
age innovation, 
which contribute 
to growth and foster 
stability, will aggravate a 
situation in which the cycle 
of violence will be perpetuated 
by the large youth bulge, declining 
economic growth and harsh state 

repression.
The third and most optimistic 

scenario is built on the possibility 
of an Arab leap, thanks to the en-
actment of a series of economic and 
political reforms, creating a new 
form of regional economic integra-
tion that will lead to Arab work-
ers replacing 20% of the foreign, 
mainly Asian, labour employed in 
the Gulf.

In addition, regional educational 
reforms would lead to a decline in 
youth unemployment, dropping 
possibly to a level below 20%. This 
would result in a rapid depletion 
of the pool of potential terrorist 
recruits while fostering political 
stability.

These megatrends are warning 
signs that Arab leaders ignore at 

their peril if they have any hope 
of avoiding a rerun of the 

wave of revolutions that 
erupted in 2011. Con-

flict and instability 
in the Middle East 

have been driven 
by the narrow 
calculations of 
regional leaders 
and the lack of 
will to make real 
change.

Conditions 
that breed revo-

lutions and ter-
rorism will only 

worsen in the next 
decade unless Arab 

leaders truly step up 
to the plate.
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