[image: image1.jpg]


Children Ready for Upcoming School Year with New School

August 7, 2004

(CPT Ryan M. Rooney, Task Force 1-7, Ash Sharqat, Salah ad Din, Iraq)   
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As Lieutenant Colonel Kyle M. McClelland, the commander of Task Force 1-7 can often says, “This is all about the children – they deserve to learn and live in a free society.”  And just like children in the United States, the children of Iraq are anticipating the beginning of the upcoming school year.  In the shadow of the ruins of the ancient Assyrian city of Ashur, the children of a small village along the Tigris River known as Kassem Village in Northern Iraq approximately 200 km north of Tikrit have something special to look forward to as the start of the new school year approaches – a brand new school.  Replacing a nearly thirty-year-old thatched roof and mud brick building, soldiers of the First Infantry Division’s Task Force 1-7 are helping the people of this small community attain a little normalcy.  The original building was built by parents and community members in 1978 with a minimum of locally donated funding and expertise, using what meager materials were readily available – a thatched roof and mud bricks made from mud dredged from the Tigris.  Without functioning plumbing or electricity, the school’s approximately 70 students faced a difficult environment in which to learn, especially when the temperatures rose.  The dilapidated school building was in such a sorry state that city leaders and Ministry of Education officials were reluctant to dedicate precious resources toward improving the small community school, lacking the tremendous amount of resources deemed necessary to bring the school up to par.  Leaders responsible for budgeting in the struggling system seemed to feel that smaller efforts would not be able make a discernable difference in the already run-down school.  When new desks and furniture were donated to the school system under Operation Pencil Box, leaders were even hesitant to allocate any for the school since its poor structural condition might fail to protect the furniture from the environment and damage the desks badly needed elsewhere.  Faced with such a scarcity of resources in a country with no shortage of problems demanding funding, local leaders realized they lacked the ability to make a significant difference, relegating the Othman school to remaining “just a mud school.”  Fortunately, the United States Army took notice and was able to help.

Soldiers visiting the school were impressed with the well-behaved children’s politeness and dedication to learning in such an environment, rewarding eager children who could recite the alphabet and count to ten in English with Jolly Rancher candies.  In the face of so little assistance from local government and the impoverished community, the school’s headmaster and sole teacher, Hammada Ahmed Hawad, said that he “felt he was alone in his struggle until Coalition Forces came.”  Sensing the difficulty, Captain Shannon T. Way, the Task Force’s Civil Affairs Officer, recommended to commanders that US forces allocate aid dollars to the project.  Eager to assist with the new school once CPT Way got the ball rolling with US funding, the community pitched in to form a collaborative effort, with a local sheik donating the land for a new school building when he learned of the project.  Through the efforts of CPT Way and his Civil Affairs team, coalition forces were able to select a local contractor to build the new school, helping to reinvigorate the local economy as well.  With funding from Task Force 1-7’s Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP), CPT Way was able to contract for a new school building complete with functioning lights, restrooms, air conditioning and heating for the cold winter months.  The people of Kassem village, proud of its ancient heritage, are equally proud of their new school and grateful for US assistance with the project.  The school serves as a bright spot in the hearts of the soldiers of Task Force 1-7, who too often must focus instead on their combat-related roles in maintaining the security of the new Iraq. 

Hammada, the school’s headmaster, is perhaps the proudest of the new school.  Specialist Adam K. Bice, who serves as the education specialist for CPT Way’s civil affairs team, visited the school following completion of construction.  Offering the traditional Arabic handshake in greeting to the headmaster as he exited his HMMWV, SPC Bice’s hand was brushed aside by the Hammada, who greeted him instead with an emotional embrace.  Hammada beams as he shows the soldiers through the new building, his pride and happiness evident, and he looks forward to starting the new school year in the new building.  In the coming weeks when the children have returned to school, Task Force 1-7 soldiers will conduct a ribbon cutting ceremony at the new school and distribute school supplies donated under the Operation I Can program.  “It will be a great day in the northern province of Salah ad Din,” commented LTC McClelland.
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The original mud brick and thatched roof school building
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Thatched Roof of the old school building
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Courtyard of the new school building.
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Mural in the courtyard of the new school depicting the nearby ruins of the ancient Assyrian city of Ashur
Photo: Saleh Turki Saleh


Smiling children pose in the old building with SPC Michael Martinez of Headquarters and Headquarters Battery, TF 1-7.  The children were excited to receive school supplies donated by families in Schweinfurt, Germany, the Task Force’s home station
Photo: PFC Elizabeth Erste


Ground-Breaking Ceremony in May 2004.  From left to Right: CPT Deric Holbrook, Mayor Mushin Khalaf, Task Force Commander LTC Kyle M. McClelland, and Chief of Police COL Ali Doda
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Othman bin Affan School, Ash Sharqat, Iraq





The original school building, built by parents and volunteers in 1978
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