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In 2014, the Islamic State (IS) attacked large areas of Iraq includ
ing many of the towns and villages that are home to the Kurdish 
Yazidis minority. Although IS was later defeated, thousands of 
Yazidis lost their homes and more than 250,000 Yazidis are living 
in refugee camps in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI), becom
ing internally displaced persons (IDP) (Ali, 2022). Most of them 
have settled in camps in Duhok province and need support and 
assistance in many areas, including education.

This report tackles the problem of internally displaced 
Yazidi children in the refugee camps from an educational need 
perspective. In general, the quality of education system in Iraq 
has been weakened due to constant conflicts (Grégoire-Blais, 
2010). It is estimated that 90% of Iraqi children have experien-
ced some form of violence (UNICEF, 2022), which has signifi-
cantly impacted students’ academic performance, particularly 
among ethnic minorities in Iraq. School absenteeism among 
displaced children from previous conflicts was already high  
(Lalani, 2010). Education has deteriorated since the IS conflict 
in 2014, particularly for the Kurdish Yazidi minority. The report 
indicates that in Khanke refugee camp alone, 4555 children and 
teenagers between the ages of 5 and 17 need educational support. 
According to the World Bank (2015), KRI needs great financial 
support for the education of IDP children. In order to address 
this problem, a group of German-Kurdish students from Olden-
burg established Our Bridge association in 2014 to help ID  
Yazidis and other families in UN-camps in the village of Khanke. 
In 2017, the association opened an orphanage to provide a safe 
place for children to receive medical and psychological care. This 
orphanage was expanded in 2018 to include Our Bridge School, 
which serves 390 children in the Khanke refugee camp, most of 
whom are Yazidi. The school complements the public schools 
and traumatized children between the ages of 6 and 15 receive 
specific educational programs that are carefully designed to en-
hance their competencies and skills.

This report is a part of a research project named “School 
development at refugee camps (SchoolDeC)”, conducted by the 
University of Tübingen in collaboration with Our Bridge School. 
The development of the project stemmed from the notion of 
leveraging the existing expertise in school quality and develop-
ment at the University of Tübingen to enhance the Our Bridge 
School’s capacity in supporting traumatized Yazidi children and 
teenagers in refugee camps. This report aims to evaluate the sta-
tus of the development of the Our Bridge School from the  
perspectives of internal key actors, such as students, parents,  
teachers, principal of Our Bridge School as well as external key 
actors, such as principles of each of UN camp school, German 
school in KRI, a state school, a senior member of staff from 
Ministry of Education of KRI, Our Bridge School stewards and 
sponsors. The researchers describe the current state of the school 
and provide recommendations for the future involvement of the 

project for Yazidi children, based on the actors’ points of views. 
Additionally, the report provides readers with information about 
the genocide and massacre witnessed by the Yazidis. The project 
is supported by the Baden-Württemberg Ministry of Science, 
Research, and the Arts. Baden-Württemberg has signed a coope-
ration agreement with the Dohuk Province to work together on 
various projects related to improving conditions in refugee 
camps. This has allowed the “School Development at Refugee 
Camps” project to continue with political support. The objective 
of supporting the project was to send teachers from Baden-Würt
temberg to KRI to develop and enhance the curriculum designed 
for Our Bridge School. The project involved two research trips 
to Our Bridge School in KRI in 2021 and 2022. These two trips 
included three master students from the school research and 
development at University of Tübingen. During these two trips, 
research questions were formulated for three master theses. The 
theses focused on understanding students’ requirements and  
teachers’ responses to these requirements, the school’s develop-
ment process as perceived by internal actors, and how the exter-
nal actors determine the functions of the school and the factors 
that affect its success and as well as their perspectives for school 
development. The research questions of the (SchoolDeC) project 
were formed by merging these three research topics. Data was 
collected from interviews with 17 individuals on site and via 
Zoom video conferences. Qualitative approach was used, and the 
analysis process consisted of summarizing the content of the in-
terviews and then creating inductive categories for each topic, 
resulting in having 5, 7, and 23 main categories that representing 
the three research questions respectively. The rationale for using 
the offer-and-use model to conduct this research was explained 
and the theories of schooling and school development and the 
functions of schools were systematically discussed.

It has been found that the Our Bridge School has several 
functions. One of these functions is to provide distraction and 
offer perspectives for the future. This aspect has not been ade-
quately addressed in the literature, according to the researchers. 
The unique situation of the school at a refugee camp could be 
the reason for this. Examples of assistance provided include fi-
nancial aid, specific materials, medical care, nutrition, and so-
cio-pedagogical services. As for the second research question, the 
internal actors generally agree on the school's development, par-
ticularly the improvement of lessons. The external actors perceive 
Our Bridge School as having a compensatory function, with a 
positive impact on families, the camp, the village society, and the 
public school. For instance, the school promotes equality by ap-
pointing a woman as its head and enrolling children with disa-
bilities to foster inclusion in society. Therefore, external actors 
view Our Bridge School as making a significant contribution to 
the renewal of Yazidi society.

There are two topics in the report that need to be clarified 
regarding the education system in KRI and the caste system in 
the Yezidi community. The researchers describe the education 
system in the KRI, and they assume that its structure is like that 
of central Iraq. Yet, there are some notable differences that are 
worth mentioning between the two education systems. In central 
Iraq, primary school attendance is mandatory until grade 6, 
whereas in KRI it is mandatory until grade 9. Despite this, there 
are no enforcement mechanisms in place to ensure that students 
attend school (Vernz et al., 2014). The language of instruction 
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in central Iraq is Arabic, while in the KRI it is Kurdish. In the 
central Iraqi system, students do not learn Kurdish, even though 
it is officially the second language in the country, while Arabic is 
taught to students in KRI from grade four. Students in central 
Iraq have the option of choosing an Islamic major in upper  
secondary school, which is not available in the Kurdish system. 
In addition, the report states that there are two scientific branches 
in the Kurdish system, when in fact there is only one (Moham-
med et al., 2021). There are other differences between the two 
systems in terms of how grades are labelled. The KRI also has two 
educational directories for the monitories, one for Turkmen and 
another for Assyrian. From personal experience, I agree with the 
authors that it is difficult to find published works in English on 
the education system in KRI. This means that despite the work 
of Vernez et al. (2014) and Vernez et al. (2016) on the education 
system in KRI and Hassun’s (2022) research on the education 
systems of non-government schools, further research is needed 
in this area. Although this report focuses on the state of Our 
Bridge School, some general information on the other non- 
government schools for the IDP in the refugee camps would have 
enriched the research, as the Our Bridge Schools is categorized 
as a non-government school. Regarding the description of the 
Yazidi community, the researchers stated that a caste system was 
established to protect the Yazidi community, yet it was not cited 
or explained how the caste system works. In general, the caste 
system is not seen as a system of protection for the Yazidi com-
munity, but rather as a social discrimination (see: Kizilhan, 2019 
on the caste system in the Yazidi community). The English ver-
sion of the report could have avoided some repetition of words 
and phrases. Despite the hope that this research brings for the 
Yazidi children in the Khanke refugee camp and the plans to 
maintain the existing functions and impact of Our Bridge 
School, it is unclear what the future of the school will be. This is 
because the Iraqi government has ordered on January 2nd, 2024, 
that all camps must be closed, and all displaced people should 
return to their original towns and villages by June 30th, 2024. It 
is worth mentioning that the researchers predicted this scenario 
and expressed their concerns about the future of Our Bridge 
School and the project. The report meets the authors’ objective 
by describing the state development of Our Bridge School and 
describe how the internal and external actors value its role, par-
ticularly for the traumatized Yazidi children who not only wit
nessed a conflict but rather a genocide against them. The report 
explains how one school can provide a safe and nurturing  
environment for a group of traumatized children to receive a 
quality education that focuses not only on providing education 
but also on treating them emotionally. The report identifies the 
school’s need for teacher quality education programs and sets out 
plans to support students after they finish the school. This study 
contributes to the existing literature by presenting the functions 
of NGO schools in conflict and post-conflict regions, with a 
particular focus on the case of minorities. The researchers deserve 
appreciation for bringing the case of the Yazidis Kurdish minor
ity to the attention of the international research community.
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