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Abstract:

The present study aimed to identify the challenges of art education in high schools in Iraq and to propose a model for overcoming these
challenges based on the lived experiences of art teachers. This qualitative study was conducted using a phenomenological approach.
Participants included 20 high school art teachers from various cities in Iraq, selected through purposive sampling. Inclusion criteria were: a
minimum of five years of teaching experience in art, employment in the formal education system of Iraq, and voluntary willingness to
participate in the interviews. The data collection instrument was in-depth semi-structured interviews, which began with general guiding
questions and proceeded flexibly according to the course of conversation. Data were analyzed using a three-stage coding method (open, axial,
and selective). The findings led to the identification of three main categories of challenges: (1) Planning and instructional challenges
(including the absence of practical activities, inefficient content, and uninspired teaching), (2) infrastructural and equipment-related
challenges (such as lack of art tools, inadequate physical spaces, and absence of modern technologies), and (3) challenges related to teachers
and students (such as weak professional development, lack of motivation, and negative attitudes). Subsequently, a multidimensional model
was designed to address these challenges, incorporating strategies such as curriculum revision, strengthening of artistic infrastructure,
professional development for teachers, and fostering student creativity. The findings can serve as a basis for decision-making to improve art
education policies at the secondary school level in Iraq.
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Extended Summary

Introduction

Art education is widely acknowledged as a foundational element in the holistic development of students across educational
systems, enabling cognitive, emotional, and creative growth that contributes to the shaping of a well-rounded individual.
Contemporary educational philosophies emphasize the importance of nurturing various human capacities—including artistic
expression—as central to the mission of education (Shariati et al., 2024; Thakur et al., 2024; Toto et al., 2024; Zhang et al.,
2024). Art is seen not only as a cultural output but as a critical medium through which imagination, identity, and emotional
intelligence are cultivated, particularly among adolescents (Ebrahimi Nia et al., 2020; Zahiri et al., 2022). Prominent scholars
such as Eisner (2000) have long advocated for integrating art as a core educational competency—equal in significance to
reading, writing, and arithmetic—emphasizing the skills of artistic production, critique, history, and aesthetics that promote
deeper forms of thinking (Amini & Laghab Dost Arani, 2021).

Beyond individual development, art functions as a conduit for human connection, fostering empathy and shared cultural
understanding. This aligns with the philosophical insights of figures such as Tolstoy and Mendelssohn, who viewed art as a
transmission of emotional experience and a vehicle for elevating human perception (Amini, 2017; Amini & Laghab Dost Arani,
2021). Moreover, art encourages divergent thinking by demonstrating that problems may have multiple solutions, thereby

positioning itself as essential to creativity and innovation in learning (Ghajar, 2015). In this context, it becomes imperative for
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education systems to institutionalize artistic training, ensuring access to relevant tools, spaces, and pedagogical frameworks
that align with students’ cultural backgrounds and emotional needs (Al-Jazaer, 2023).

However, despite these benefits, the status of art education in Iraq reveals significant neglect and marginalization,
manifesting as curricular underrepresentation and systemic indifference. Empirical findings point to chronic deficiencies in
resources, outdated syllabi, and a lack of teacher development structures, which together erode the efficacy of art education in
Iraqi high schools (Al-Jazaer, 2023). Comparative research supports these concerns, highlighting how art education in other
developing contexts faces similar hurdles—such as inadequate teacher training, cultural resistance, and lack of funding (Al-
Amiri, 2016; Al-Jassar, 2021; Ali, 2018; Ardipal, 2017; Bowen & Kisida, 2023). Studies from Iran also show the transformative
potential of aesthetically grounded, student-centered curricula (Dadashi et al., 2022; Zahiri et al., 2022).

Against this backdrop, this study aims to explore the lived experiences of high school art teachers in Iraq to identify key
instructional, infrastructural, and pedagogical challenges and to develop a multidimensional exit model for improving art
education. By foregrounding the voices of practitioners, this research seeks to illuminate systemic gaps and generate actionable
strategies for reform.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of 20 high school art teachers
across various cities in Iraq. Participants were selected through purposive sampling, ensuring representation of diverse
educational backgrounds, geographic regions, and professional experiences. Inclusion criteria required a minimum of five years
of teaching experience in art, current employment in the Iraqi formal education system, and voluntary participation in
interviews.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, guided by open-ended questions and adapted flexibly
based on participants’ responses. Each interview lasted between 40 and 65 minutes. All interviews were recorded with consent,
transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using Colaizzi’s three-step coding method: open, axial, and selective coding. Initial codes
were extracted from meaning units in the text, grouped into thematic clusters, and eventually categorized into major themes
representing shared experiences. Triangulation, participant validation, and inter-rater reliability checks were employed to
ensure rigor.

Findings

Thematic analysis revealed three primary categories of challenges in Iraqi high school art education. The first, Planning and
Instructional Challenges, encompassed the absence of practical activities, outdated curricula, and uninspired teaching methods.
Teachers frequently cited the lack of hands-on workshops and creative freedom as detrimental to student engagement.
Moreover, an overemphasis on rote memorization and traditional teaching styles stifled innovation and artistic exploration.

The second major theme, Infrastructural and Equipment-related Challenges, included inadequate physical spaces, lack of
essential art supplies (e.g., paints, digital devices, and canvases), and minimal incorporation of technology. Teachers lamented
the poor conditions of classrooms—often too small or poorly lit—which prevented effective instruction and discouraged
student participation. Additionally, the general devaluation of art within the educational hierarchy led to insufficient budgeting
and institutional support.

The third theme, Teacher and Student-Related Challenges, captured issues such as teacher burnout, lack of professional
development opportunities, and widespread student disinterest. Many teachers lacked formal training in art instruction or access

to workshops that could update their pedagogical skills. Simultaneously, students exhibited apathy or negative attitudes toward
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art, often influenced by broader societal narratives that diminish its relevance. This resistance was especially pronounced in
rural areas where art is culturally undervalued.

Collectively, these findings portray a fractured ecosystem of art education in Iraq, hindered by structural, curricular, and
human resource deficiencies.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study paint a stark picture of the systemic impediments facing art education in Iraqi high schools.
Planning and instructional deficits—particularly the absence of practical learning activities—have resulted in disengagement
and underdeveloped artistic competencies. These issues are exacerbated by a failure to align curricula with contemporary
artistic practices or student interests, effectively rendering the art classroom irrelevant in students’ academic journeys.

Infrastructural shortcomings further compound these problems. The absence of dedicated spaces for art instruction,
insufficient access to modern teaching tools, and minimal technological integration create an environment in which even the
most skilled educators are limited in what they can deliver. These material deficiencies not only inhibit student creativity but
also send a symbolic message about the marginal status of art within Iraq’s educational priorities.

Equally concerning are the professional and motivational challenges reported by both teachers and students. Without access
to ongoing training or collaborative networks, teachers are isolated and under-resourced. The resulting stagnation in teaching
practices diminishes the likelihood of pedagogical innovation and contributes to students’ disaffection. Student apathy, in turn,
becomes a self-perpetuating cycle: disengaged learners reinforce the perception that art is a peripheral subject, which then
justifies further resource deprivation.

To break this cycle, a comprehensive exit model must be implemented. Such a model should involve curriculum reform that
emphasizes creativity and critical thinking, infrastructural investment to modernize classrooms and provide essential materials,
and institutional support mechanisms to bolster teacher development. Additionally, initiatives that celebrate student artwork—
such as exhibitions and competitions—can elevate the perceived value of art and foster a culture of appreciation.

In conclusion, revitalizing art education in Iraq requires systemic reform grounded in the lived experiences of educators.
This study not only reveals the multidimensional nature of the challenges but also offers a roadmap for addressing them. By
investing in both the structural and human dimensions of art education, Iraqi schools can reclaim the transformative potential

of the arts and empower a new generation of creative thinkers.
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