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Education

Kurdish attempt to change curriculum in Hasakah fizzles
Ragheb Jbour

Hasakah, Syria

T 

he Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD) is seek-
ing to impose new curric-
ula for elementary educa-
tion in Kurdish language 

in Hasakah, a move seen as a step 
towards creating an independent 
entity in the mainly Kurdish-pop-
ulated province in north-eastern 
Syria.

However, the attempt has been 
largely rejected by Kurdish and Arab 
parents alike, many of whom re-
fused to send their children to pub-
lic schools. Administrators of some 
private institutions threatened to 
close if they were compelled to 
change official curricula.

“The Kurds were the first to reject 
this change utterly, fearing for the 

future of their children and them 
getting an education which is not 
recognised or certified by any offi-
cial authority,” said a Kurdish source 
from the town of Qamishli, who 
spoke on condition of anonymity.

Consequently, the number of 
students returning to school at the 
beginning of the academic year 
dropped dramatically.

“Children enrolling in the first 
elementary grade reached unprec-
edented lows. In some schools the 
numbers did not exceed ten stu-
dents compared to more than 100 
children starting their academic life 
in previous years,” the source added.

Under the amended curriculum, 
courses will be given only in Kurdish 
in the first three elementary grades, 
covering the subjects of mathemat-
ics, Kurdish grammar and humani-
ties. New books were printed and 
teachers were trained by the PYD for 
that purpose.

The subject of patriotic national 
education was modified to focus 
on Kurdish national issues and to 
reproduce the thought of Kurdish 
leader Abdullah Ocalan, taking into 
account the cultural and intellec-
tual diversity of the region

The source pointed out that the 
Education Department in Ha-
sakah rejected the PYD 
move altogether. The 
PYD then proposed di-
viding classes based 
on ethnic basis: Kurds 
would be compelled to 
enroll in the Kurdish 
programme and Arabs 
would have to sit for 
three hours of Kurd-
ish language lessons 
per week.

Marwan Ahmad, 
a prominent Kurd-
ish writer and lawyer, 
has been outspoken in opposi-
tion to PYD’s “meddling” with the 
educational programme.

“Such mentality will deprive our 
children from (proper) education 
and no Kurdish parents will accept 
that,” Ahmad warned.

“The future of Kurdish children 
is at stake because the Syrian state 
will not recognise their education 
and will not grant them the neces-
sary certificates to be able to ac-
quire a higher education at home or 
abroad,” he said, alleging that Kurd-
ish teachers appointed to introduce 
the new curricula have no qualifi-
cations and many were originally 
“mere shepherds”.

A teacher in the Kurdish pro-
gramme rejected Ahmad’s accusa-
tions, stressing that she holds a bac-
calaureate degree and had followed 
a special three-month training or-
ganised by the PYD to explain the 

new curricula.
“I was in contact with my direct 

trainer only and don’t know anyone 
from the authority in charge of the 
programme. I know that I will be 
paid a monthly salary of 20,000 Syr-
ian pounds ($60) for doing the job 
I was trained for,” said the teacher, 
who asked not to be named.

She said the parents of 
five students, among 
some 200, have accept-
ed that their children 

be educated in Kurdish 
in the Qamishli school 

to which she and three 
other teachers have been 

assigned.
At the start of the school 

year in September, some 
parents sought to send their 
children to private schools 

that do not fall under PYD 
control. “I am struggling to 

have my children accepted 
in any private school to save them 
from such a big problem,” said 
Kurdish citizen Ahmad Ismail.

“Most private schools, especially 
those run by the Christian clergy, 
are overwhelmed by new students 
from all religions because of the 
issue of the Kurdish programme. 
They are not accepting any more 
children,” Ismail said.

A number of private schools that 
were asked to implement the Kurd-
ish programme threatened to close.

“In case we are forced by any non-
governmental authority to start 
teaching in any language other than 
Arabic, the school administration 
will shut down the place and turn it 
into a charity or even a sports club,” 
said the supervisor of a private es-
tablishment who asked to be identi-
fied as Myrna.

In addition to the Kurdish Peo-

ple’s Protection Unit, control over 
Hasakah is also shared by the re-
gime forces and the Islamic State 
(ISIS), although the largest part is 
dominated by the Kurdish group. 
In regime-held areas of Hasakah, 
schools are sticking to the official 
programme. Schools in ISIS terri-
tory have been closed for two years.

Arab citizens of Hasakah oppose 
attempts to impose teaching Kurd-
ish on Arab students. “If they want 
to propagate their language, they 
should rather open private institu-
tions where Kurdish children can 
learn their mother tongue, as well as 
non-Kurds who wish to do so,” saidd 
Suleiman Jassem, an Arab resident 
of Qamishli.

Ahmad Ali, a teacher in Qamishli, 
noted that “Kurdish language is not 
officially recognised or used in any 
government departments, hence 
there is no need to teach it, especial-
ly in the elementary cycle.”

“Moreover, students cannot 
learn Arabic, English and Kurdish 
language grammar all together, be-
cause the curricula would then be 
transformed into one for languages 
only,” Ali said.

The current curriculum is that of 
the Education Ministry and no one 
is allowed to change it or remove 
any of its subjects, he added.

Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
north-eastern Syria.

A member of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) walks by 
a school wall bearing graffiti reading in Arabic “YPG, the lions of 
our era” in Hasakah.

The Education 
Department in 
Hasakah rejected 
the PYD move 
altogether.

Language start-up 
aims to help Arabic 
learners and Syrian 
refugees
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A 

t a time when the plight 
of Syrian refugees domi-
nates the headlines, a 
non-profit start-up in 
Lebanon is helping Syr-

ian refugees help themselves while 
providing a valuable Arabic lan-
guage resource to international stu-
dents.

NaTakallam — “We Talk” — is a 
new language-learning platform 
which seeks to connect Arabic lan-
guage learners in the West with 
Arabic conversation partners, spe-
cifically Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
over Skype. Created by Columbia 
University graduates Aline Sara, 
Anthony Guerbidjian and Reza Rah-
nema, NaTakallam is in its infancy 
but already making waves.

“It kind of just happened organi-
cally, with some friends, with no 
major blogging or tweeting or ad-
vertising. Because people are very 
aware of the refugee crisis today, 
NaTakallam got shared and went vi-
ral in our little community of people 
interested in Arabic and the Middle 
East. It went faster than we expect-
ed,” Sara said.

NaTakallam began as a pilot pro-
gramme for the Columbia Venture 
Competition and was launched as a 
pilot study for a World Bank compe-
tition. Although the idea did well in 
both competitions, it failed to make 
the final cut. But the co-founders 
moved ahead with the backing of 
Beirut-based non-profit SAWA for 

Development and Aid.
NaTakallam has about 12 paid 

Syrian “conversation partners” who 
speak to around 60 students across 
the world, most of them in the Unit-
ed States and Europe. “We’re cur-
rently actively recruiting because 
the demand is much higher than the 
supply [of conversation partners] 
that we gathered for the pilot study. 
The supply is there, and we’re now 
trying to recruit them on the pro-
gramme,” Sara said.

Arabic is a relatively difficult lan-
guage to learn, consisting of both a 
formal “classical” or standard form 
— fus’ha — and a colloquial form — 
amiyah. It is the latter, which is used 
in everyday encounters, the Syrian 
conversation partners are teaching.

“The idea is that you don’t need to 
have a background in teaching. It’s 
about conversations,” Sara said.

“Our conversation partners are 
not teachers, per se, though some 
have a background in informal pri-
vate tutoring. It’s mostly middle-
class Syrians who either have an 
academic degree or were on their 
way to getting one when the conflict 
interrupted their studies. For the 
most part, they are in their 20s and 
30s and come from all across the 

country, from Damascus, Aleppo, 
Deir ez-Zor.”

Western students, most of whom 
are seeking to put theoretical Arabic 
language learning into practice, are 
happy to be able to improve their 
language skills while also helping 
the refugees. More than this, Na-
Takallam brings people together.

“The NaTakallam programme 
allows me to continue my Arabic 
studies in an affordable and flex-
ible way,” US student Paige Kol-
lock said. “My instructor Hosam 
and I speak about politics, religion, 
work and family. We have a similar 
mindset even through our upbring-
ing and lives are completely differ-
ent, which further confirms that 
language is truly a bridge between 
cultures.”

“When I speak with Hosam, it 
doesn’t feel like work. I enjoy it. I 
hope that we will remain friends 
even if the classes stop and that one 
day we can meet in person,” she 
added.

NaTakallam is more than just a 
language resource for Western stu-
dents. It is helping Syrian refugees 
stranded in Lebanon, their lives on 
hold while conflict rages in their 
home country, to do something 
positive.

More than 1 million Syrians have 
registered as refugees in Lebanon, 
although the number of Syrians in 
the small Mediterranean country 
is likely higher. “One out of every 
four or five people in Lebanon is 
a Syrian refugee, mostly with no 
right to work and in a difficult situ-
ation.

NaTakallam gives them a chance 
to bring something to the table,” 
Sara said.

“These are people who had a 
life, had a future, before the war 
took that away. I think the media 
tends to associate refugees with 
the image of someone desperate or 
underprivileged, frequently forget-
ting the skills and background they 
are bringing along with them. This 

is a misconception. These are peo-
ple exactly like us.”

Depression and post-traumatic 
stress are facts of life for refugees in 
general. Living in a precarious state 
between the past and an uncertain 
future, with their personal lives, 
studies and careers on hold, Syrian 
refugees live in a state of perpetual 
anxiety. NaTakallam, in some small 
way, also aims to address that.

“Many Syrians are dealing with 
depression, feeling that every-
thing they’ve done, everything 
they’ve worked towards, is now just 
useless,” Sara said. “So with Na-
Takallam they are bringing some-
thing to the table again and that’s 
great.

“It might be the difference be-
tween a Syrian who will be able to 
get by because he’s subsisting on a 
little bit of money but will fall into 
depression versus someone who 
has something to look forward to 
each week, meeting with students 
and imparting knowledge.”

Pressing needs. Young Syrian refugees attend class at a public school in the Lebanese village of Zahle 
in the Bekaa valley.

NaTakallam got 
shared and went 
viral in our little 
community of 
people interested in 
Arabic and the 
Middle East.


