CHAPTER 11

The Education System in Turkey

The objective of this chapter is to discuss the history of education
system in Turkey and the education structure prior to the education reform in
2012. 1t also identifies the remaining problems in Turkey’s education system

as well as to introduce the 44+4+4 reform bill.
A. History of Education System in Turkey

It is necessary to describe the history of education in Turkey for it
will be useful to analyze the future of its current system. Prior tothe
establishment of Republic of Turkey as we know today, Turkey was under
the rule of the greatest Islamic Empire in world’s history, the Ottoman
Empire. As it was religion-based nation, the life of its citizens was regulated

within the Islamic values, including the education.'

Mathematics and science, considered as secular subjects, were only
taught in addition to religious studies. It was far before the World War II
the Ottoman became interested in the increasing success of Western

nations in gaining prosperity, which was seemingly caused by the teaching
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of subjects such as science and technology.'? The first ever significant
change in Turkish educational policy was in the 1920s, the era of

Ataturk’s Republic. Ataturk, who was considered as the Founding Father

of modern Turkey, believed in the importance of adopting Western
systems and values to become a powerful nation. His attempts to
westernize Turkey ranged in many aspects, from the changing of Holy
Law to European civil law, the adoption of Gregorian calendar, the
elimination of the Sultanate, the conversion from Arabic to Latin alphabet
for use, and the prohibiton of polygamy." Education was not an
exceptional area to be reformed (secularized and nationalized), as it was an
effective tool to build and to develop a nation. Any educational reform at
the time was to serve the purpose of achieving success in economy and

technology to the same level as Western countries.

The Village Affairs Commission was established in the 1930s to
improve the quality of education for Turkish citizens residing in village
communities. Two village teacher schools were opened in 1940s to
combat the issue of lacking education in village communities. The schools

were to train teachers to work and serves in Turkish villages."
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There was a widespread influence of German and French education
systems during the Republican cra that it led to the teaching of both
foreign languages as second language in schools. Morcover, many Turkish
students were sent to those countries as they were expected to gain the
language and academic skills and to bring them back to Turkey, as well as

more French and German teachers were hired in Turkf::y.15

During World War II, Turkish education was influenced by
American educational approach, as Turkey and the U.S. relations were
intensified following their alliance. The U.S. Educational Commission and
the Turkish Fulbright Commission were founded to support the exchange
of ideas and cooperation in education between two countries. The previous
French and German languages of instruction were increasingly changed to

English. 16

The Turkish Armed Forces (Tiirk Silahli Kuwetleri-TSK) gained
significant control over primary education in 1960."7 More liberal
practices in education were adopted in Turkey in 1983."% Primary
Education was made compulsory for eight years (previously five years) in
1997, imposed by the military alongside the headscarves ban and other

measures, in which Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan agreed. The eight
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years compulsory school was meant to prevent students from enrolling in

religious schools."

Turkey has made significant changes in recent years regarding its

national education system, especially that it vies for membership in the
European Union (EU). 1t has since raised education to be even more
important subject than before. The EU consideration of Turkey’s potential
acceptance regarding education involves the availability of pre-primary
and primary education, access to education quality for females, and

enforcement of laws on mandatory years of educational instruction.?®

B. Education Sturcture in Turkey

B.1. Pre-School

Pre-shool education is delivered to children from birth to age five

or six. The program was not mandatory, but in 2009-2010 school year all

w

children aged five were required to enroll in thirty two Turkish provinces

as a pilot project of Turkish government to examine the effects of
mandatory pre-school education, Although the results show highly
increasing enrollment, Turkey still ranks low comparing other EU

countries.
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B.2. Primary Education

The previous primary education structure prior to the 2012 reforms
was based on the 1997 law that authorized uninterrupted eight years of
compulsory primary school, which then followed by three yedrs of
optional secondary school (changed to four years in 2005).After eight year
of study, students were rewarded the [lkégretim Diplomas: (Primary
Education Diploma) under the old system.The pre-1997 primary education
was only five years of compulsory school, and followed by three years of
lower secondary school in which students were rewarded the Ortaokui

Bitirme Diplomasi (Junior Secondary Completion Diploma).

For primary education, the government providesseveral types of
school aside from general school. Private schools are provided as an
alternative to public schools in Turkey, but only accesible to those from
children with privileged economic background due to high tuition
fee.>!Special schools in Turkey are to serve individuals with special needs.

Boarding schools are another option of education in Turkey.?

Combined classroom schools are the other type of educational

institution in Turkey, which exist in villages where students from different
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grades are placed into one classroom and taught by the instruction of the
same teacher.” Language becomes an issue when it comes to combined
classroom schools. The main language of instruction is Turkish. Many of
students attending these schools come from poor socio-economic

background that they do not speak Turkish, but Arabic or Kurdish.*

Many primary schools in Turkey employ the dual or multiple-shift
system.” Mobile teaching is also practiced in Turkey for areas with
scattred or low populations. Students attending this type of school are
transported daily to a central educational facility, which might cause

concerns towards the discipline of the students.?

B.3. Secondary Education

Secondary education lasts four years from grades 9-12 under the

old and new systems. Before 2005, it only lasted for three years from grades
0-11. Prior to the 2012 reforms, students could enroll in secondary schools
after finishing eight years of primary school. The post-2012 system rule

secondary education as compulsory, that students to begin secondary
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education after completing four years of primary education and four years of
middle school.”’

Secondary education is provided in three types of schools:general,
technical and vocational high school. Preparatory classes in foreign languages
are also available for an additional year in a number of high schools.High
school students are given option to learn specialized branches in the second
year of their attendance to secondary school. The branches range from natural

sciences, social sciences foreign language, literature, and mathematics.”®

B.4. Higher Education

Students are eligible to enter institutions of higher learning after
obtaining a high school degree and passing the University Student Selection
Examination (OSYS). The OSYS is a standardized examination taken to
determine which university programs and institutions of higher learning a
student candidate may apply to. Besides its compg:[itiveness, the exam is set
to ration the amount of available spaces in university programs. Topicson the
OSYS include Turkish language, mathematics, biology, physics, chemistry,
geography, philosophy, history, and religion and culture and morality
knowledge. The increasing number of students taking the OSYS for university

enrollment shows that education is getting more valued in Turkey and
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becomes an evident of changing social and economic factors in Turkey

providing increased access to educational services for Turkish citizens.?’

C. Regulatory Structure

The Ministry of National Education (MoNE) is holding
responsibility for the adminstration of pre-tertiary education. The Council for
Higher Education(YOK) is responsible for higher education planning and
coordination, which includes the negotiation of university budgets, overall
and institutional admission caps, core curriculum guidelines at the
undergraduate level, and faculty head appointments. The YOK itself is a non-
partisan and non-governmental national board of trustees. Educational affairs
in the provinces are organized by the Directorates of National Education
appointed by the Minister, and working under the direction of the provincial

governor.>®

D. Performance Indicators

Turkey is known for its majority of young population, the youngest
among top 20 economies in the world. With 74 million total population,
almost one third is people between 15-29 years of age and half of the
population is people aged under 28. Unfortunately, the country has been

facing major challenges in educating its youth.
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Organisation for Economic and Co-operation and Development
(OECD) reports in 2010 that only 31 percent of adults aged 25-64 who had
the equivalent of high shool diploma, while the OECD countries’ average is
74 percent. In this case, Turkey scored the lowest rate among OECD
countries. People aged under 25 stood out for only 54 percent in OECD

average of 84 percent, ranked second lowest among OECD countries.

Turkey’s performance in higher education is just a little better with
a graduation rate of 23 percent for university-level programs (third lowest
among OECD countries) and 19 percent for vocational and professional
oriented programs (fifth highest among OECD countries). OECD averages of
both are 39 and 11 percent in order. However, rates of graduation from
university-level programs have been increasing rapidly in Turkey, from 6

percent in 1995 to 11 percent in 2005, and up to 20 percent in 2008.

In the case of education quality, the performance indication of
Turkish schoolchildren are far below the other OECD countries. Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA), a program created by OECD
points out the significant lower performance in reading literacy, math and
sciences than OECD average. It is concerning even further the fact that the
best-performing schools provide significantly higher-quality education, with
an average difference in PISA results, between the top 20 percent and bottom

20 percent, of 106 points — higher than the OECD average of 99 points. This
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E. Remaining Problems of Education System in Turkey

-

The Gender Gap. One of the most visible characteristics of education
system in Turkey is its inequal education distribution between men and
women. The rate of illiteracy in 2002 has shown 30.4% for women and
10.1% for men within general rural population, while 18.7% for
women and 4.5% for men in the urban area.’' The issue of gender
discrimination also emerged, pointed by the tendency to favor more
prestigious social roles and occupations for men and characterize
women in domestic and caring roles in schoolbooks. >

Neo-liberal policies, privatization, and income gaps.An individual’s
access to schooling and the quality of education received is determined
by many factors including age, income, social class, ethnic background
and disablities. Although free education at all levels has been
recongized as the responsibility of the state, it seems that children from
upper class families have more chances to benefit.

Regional disparity. Marmara, Central Anatolia, and Mediterranean
are four western and most socioeconomically developed regions in
Turkey. Istanbul in Marmara is the industrial heart of the country and
Ankara in Central Anatolia is the country’s capital city makes western

regions tend to be more urban and densely populated. Black Sea,
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Eastern Anatolia, and Southeastern Anatolia comprise the least
socioeconomically developed regions in the country, being home to the
country’s largest concentration of Kurds and have more of habitants
migrated to urban centers amnually."’3 World Bank reported in 2001,
“the level of economic development declines from west to east, such
that while the west broadly resembles a West European industrial
economy, the east is still in many respects akin to a developing

f:conomy”.34

F. Secularism and Religious Education in Turkey

Most debates surrounding the controversies of the 4+4+4 Reform

Law was undeniably about the position of religious education in Turkey
and Turkish society. The criticisms are pointed towards the re-opening
vocational (religious) imam hatip school and elective courses on religion-
based subjects. Religious education has been a sensitive issue in Turkey
(and to Turkish citizens) that many members of Turkish society have

found the government treatment of religion to be problematic.

The constitution defines the country as a secular state and provides
for freedom of belief, worship and the private expression of religious

ideas. Turkey is a secular state, according to Article 24 of the Constitution
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of Turkey.”” As stated in the Constitution of the country: “The Turkish
State is a Republic” and "a democratic, secular and social state governed
by the rule of law ..” (Article 1-2).%¢ It generally protect réligious
freedom, although some constitutional provisions, laws and policies
restrict religious freedom. The constitution prohibits discrimination on

religious grounds.

The Turkish state coordinates and governs religious matters
through the Directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet). One of its mandate
is to educate the public about religious issues, managed by one its five
departments. The constitution establishes compulsory religious and moral
instruction in public primary and secondary schools, with content
determined by the Ministry of National Education’s (MoNE) Department

of Religious Instruction.’’

Turkey still struggles to find an appropriate balance betwe;en
religion and state. The Turkish population is predominantly Muslims, but
Turkish government and major social instotutions have been secular since
the country’s establishment as a Republic. Many aspects of Turkish
society from education and governance to the organization of daily life

were then officially secularized. *
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Turkey’s secularism is more similar to the French /laicite rather
than American version of secularism. Secularism in the United States aims
to completely separate state from religion, while /aicite in Turkey aims to
bring religion under state control. Such idea exists to prevent religion falls
to the hands of powerful independent clerics elite that can challenge
government powe‘r. Instead, religion is brought under non-religious state
control, so it is no longer a possible threat to the government. Therefore,
this interpretation does not suggest religious neutrality in the public
sphere. Religion is tightly defined and authorized by a branch of

government.>®

It seems that nejther the state compromises its secularist
understanding nor do the people give up easily their religious
understanding and life style. In order to produce good citizens and ensure
peace in society, a sound and reasonable religious éducation should be
offered the people in both formal and informal ways. In fact, this is one of
the basic duties of the state. However, this should not give an excuse for
anyone or any group to abuse the religious needs of people. Religious
institutions should continue their education and take students according to

the needs of the country. More importantly, they should give priority to the
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quality of students instead of their quantity,—in light of modern

developments and needs.*®

Although secularism in Turkey is often described as incompiete,
the government should not deny the people demand on religious needs.
Neither nationalism nor modernity could substitute for religion. Religion,
either as an expression of individual piety or as an institutional
organization, could not be suppressed or ignored. Less central and more

flexible educational policy can better accommodate religion within the

framework of general education.*!
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