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Education and Development in 
Iraq 

Education is a fundamental human right 
which should be directed to the full de-
velopment of the human personality.1 
Under the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, the second Millennium Devel-
opment Goal (MDG) and the second Edu-
cation for All (EFA) goal, the Government 
of Iraq is committed to ensuring that, 
by 2015, children everywhere in Iraq, all 
boys and girls alike, are able to complete 
a full course of primary schooling.2 In ad-
dition, through the other EFA goals and 
targets under MDG Two, the Government 
is committed to promoting quality edu-
cation and learning as a lifelong experi-
ence from the pre-primary level through 
to the end of the secondary level and 
onwards into continuous adult learning. 
The Government of Iraq has therefore 
identified education as one of its main 
priorities, reflected by the increase of to-
tal government expenditure allocated for 
education from 7.2% in 2008 to 9.9% in 
2009.3

Improved education levels will provide 
a critical contribution to Iraq’s efforts to 
meet all eight MDG targets. Improved ed-
ucation will boost skill levels in the Iraqi 
labour force and increase economic pro-
ductivity, contributing to the alleviation 
of poverty under MDG One. A quarter 

(23%) of the population lives in poverty, 
spending less than ID77,000 per month 
(less than US$2.2 per day).4 In particular, 
improved school enrolment and educa-
tion levels among women will assist in 
fulfilling Iraq’s commitment to promoting 
gender equality and empowering women 
(MDG Three and EFA Goal Five). Increased 
literacy (EFA Goal Four) and numeracy 
skills – particularly among women – will 
raise awareness and understanding of 
health and environmental issues among 
the population, instrumental to assist key 
behaviour change to improve child and 
maternal mortality (MDGs Four and Five) 
and facilitate increased environmental 
sustainability (MDG Seven). Improved 
literacy levels will also encourage use of 
new technologies, which will contribute 
to more productive and inclusive part-
nerships for development (MDG Eight).

Overall, Iraqis’ perceptions of education 
have deteriorated during the past few 
years. In 2004-2005, over 70% of Iraqis 
had a positive perception of local schools. 
This dropped considerably to 43% by 
March 2007, but had risen once again to 
63% by February 2009. 
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Iraq’s progress towards educa-
tion goals

Following the drop in net primary school 
enrolment5 rates from 91% in 1990 to 
85% in 2007, Iraq faces challenges in its 
efforts to meet the 2015 target of 100% 
net primary enrolment. Equal enrolment 
rates for girls and boys (MDG Three, EFA 
Goal Five) have nearly been achieved in 
urban areas (99% girls-to-boys net prima-
ry enrolment ratio), but in rural areas the 
already-low enrolment rate of 77% drops 
to 70% among girls.6 The proportion of 
children starting 1st grade who eventually 
continue to 5th grade has risen from 76% 
to 95% between 1990 and 2006,7 but just 
44% of children finish primary education 
at the standard age (11 years old).8 The 
poor state of primary education leads to 
a high drop-off in enrolment rates going 
into intermediate and secondary educa-
tion. The net intermediate enrolment ra-
tio is 37%, while the ratio at secondary 
level is even lower at 21%.9 Gender par-
ity (MDG Three and EFA Goal Five) will be 
difficult to achieve in rural areas, where 
boys outnumber girls by around two-to- 
one at both levels.10

One in five Iraqis aged over 15 years is 
illiterate. Illiteracy rates among women 
(28%) are over double those among men 
(12%).11 Just 1% of those aged over 15 
are enrolled in literacy classes.12  Girls 

make up just a quarter of participants 
in accelerated learning classes aimed at 
out-of-school children and adolescents.13 
Iraq will therefore have to exert consid-
erable effort to improve adult literacy by 
50% by 2015 (EFA Goal Four). The drop 
in primary school enrolment also means 
that Iraq will have difficulties in meeting 
the target of 100% literacy among Iraq’s 
youth by 2015 as part of MDG Two. Lit-
eracy rates among 15-24 year olds have 
shown a slight improvement from 79% in 
1990 to 84% in 2007, but further progress 
is still required. The lowest rates are to be 
found in the northern and southern gov-
ernorates, and young women aged 15-24 
(20% of whom are illiterate) suffer more 
than their male counterparts.14

These issues highlight the need to im-
prove early childhood development and 
the quality of education. Early childhood 
development (EFA Goal One) is essential 
to providing the most basic literacy and 
numeracy skills for children as they com-
mence their primary school education. 
Preschool enrolment among 3-5 year olds 
is just 3%.15 While teachers are universally 
trained,16 the quality of education (EFA 
Goal Six) is hampered by poor learning 
environments – caused by poor quality 
infrastructure and overcrowding – and 
a curriculum that does not adequately 
prepare youth for the labour market op-
timize learning and requires moderniza-

tion in order optimize learning.

External factors such as malnutrition, 
child labour and early marriage also in-
hibit child and youth education and de-
velopment. Chronic malnutrition, which 
affects one in five Iraqi children below 
the age of five, is undermining cognitive 
development, causing irreversible losses 
in opportunities for learning.17 In rural ar-
eas, 10% of children aged 5-14 work, with 

little difference between genders, while 
5% of boys in cities are employed. In 
addition, one in five young women cur-
rently aged between 15 and 19 is married 
but with greater prevalence in the south 
of Iraq. There is little difference between 
rates in urban and rural areas.18

69% - 71%
72% - 77%
78% - 83%
84% - 87%
88% - 94%

Best Governorate: Anbar
Worst Governorate: Missan

Data Source: IHSES 2007
Basemap: HIC Iraq 2003
NB: The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or accep-
tance by the United Nations.

Literacy rate of segment of population aged 15-24 years
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UNDG ITF - Education Sector Activities 
 As of December 2009 
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* In addition to the Sector activities
there are 11 National Project

The UN’s Response

The UN’s responses to the education 
needs of all parts of Iraqi society are ex-
tensive and varied. 

To support education sector governance, 
an education management information 
system has been set up with support 
from UNESCO and UNICEF to assist the 
Ministry and Directorates of Education in 
monitoring progress in education. Both 
agencies in collaboration with the World 
Bank are supporting the government in 
the development of a national education 
strategy to improve education policies 
and institutional capacity. In prepara-
tion for this, 137 governmental staff have 
been trained in strategic planning and 
sector diagnosis since 2009. UNESCO is 
meanwhile working with national part-
ners to develop a non-formal education 
strategy within the framework of the Lit-
eracy Initiative for Empowerment.

UNICEF and UN-HABITAT have invested 
over US$30 million nationwide – benefit-
ting over 4.7 million children – in provid-
ing learning materials and school bags for 
primary school children, improving infra-
structure, developing teaching practices 
and increasing parental engagement. As 
part of a US$34 million investment pro-
gramme starting in 2007, UNICEF contin-
ues to provide learning opportunities to 
out-of-school children and adolescents 
through its Alternative Learning Pro-

gramme, which now has 47,000 pupils 
enrolled. UNESCO has invested more than 
US$50 million in Iraq’s education sector 
since 2003, including assistance with the 
distribution of 18 million textbooks (ben-
efitting 11 million school children), the 
rehabilitation of science laboratories in 
secondary schools and universities and 
improvement of technical and vocational 
training nationwide. In 2008-2009, WHO 
worked with the MoE and Ministry of 
Health to reactivate and strengthen the 
“health-promoting school” approach, ad-
dressing inadequacies in health educa-
tion and school health, water and sanita-
tion. UNICEF has supported the Ministry 
of Education (MoE) in enhancing early 
childhood development (ECD) services 
through the establishment of an ECD na-
tional resource centre, distribution of ECD 
materials to 2,000 kindergartens, nurser-
ies and primary schools, and training of 
514 caretakers and ECD teachers. UNICEF 
is currently supporting the MoE with the 
development of an ECD framework and 
the revision of the ECD curriculum. 

The UN has identified increased access to 
quality essential services as a priority for 
the UN Development Assistance Frame-
work 2011-2014. Increases in primary 
completion rates and net enrolment at 
all levels of education are a key element 
of the education outcomes, contributing 
to the attainment of MDGs Two and Three 
and all EFA Goals. An increase in adult lit-
eracy from 80% to 90% by 2014 is being 
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targeted, contributing to the achieve-
ment of MDG Two and EFA Goal Four. To 
achieve this, UNICEF and UNESCO are 
targeting a wide range of projects at chil-
dren who are out-of-school, those who 
are IDPs and refugees inside and outside 
of Iraq, and those who have disabilities or 
special needs, using classroom teaching 
and new media. Qatari-funded UNESCO 
projects focusing on curriculum develop-

ment, rehabilitation of higher education, 
literacy and teacher training will further 
contribute to address the issue of qual-
ity education in Iraq. The World Bank also 
recognizes the importance of the align-
ment of poverty goals with the MDGs and 
EFA Goals in its Poverty Reduction Strat-
egy.19
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Achieving the EFA goals will 
contribute to meeting Iraq’s in-
ternational obligations under: 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948) 

International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR,1976) 

International Covenant on Economic,Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR,1976) 

International Convention on the Elimina-
tion of all Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(ICERD,1970) 

Convention on the Elimination of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW, 1986) 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 
1994) 

Convention concerning the Prohibition and 
Immediate Action for the Elimination of the 
Worst Forms of Child Labor (No.182. Adopted 
by ILO) 

By 2014, the UN aims for an increase in 
the proportion of schools with a child-
friendly learning environment from 2.5% 
to 30% (EFA Goal 6). Aimed at continuing 
enhancements in school infrastructure, 
UNICEF and UN-HABITAT’s “child-friendly 
schools” model will provide an inclusive, 
participatory, academically effective, 
healthy and safe learning environment. 
The model will be implemented in 21 
schools in eight governorates in prepara-
tion for further expansion. 

Education is an essential service and fun-
damental human right which will con-
tinue to influence all aspects of Iraq’s de-
velopment. The UN with the Government 
of Iraq and its partners will continue to 
provide its full support and commitment 
to increase access to quality education as 
a lifelong experience in accordance with 
Iraq’s development goals.
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