Education Across Borders
Activists ask local universities to give free tuition to Iraqi students 
  

Gabe Huck and Theresa Kubasak spent this January in Syria helping Iraqi youth prepare for their English exams. Their friends back home had been working diligently to secure those Iraqi students with tuition waivers to American colleges. 
In the summer of 2007 Huck and Kubasak decided that, in response to the massive wave of Iraqi refugees entering Syria who have lost their opportunity for higher education, they would start the Iraqi Student Project to help provide Iraqi college students with free tuition in the United States. So far the pair have had to deal with bureaucracy on levels they never expected, from the United Nations high commissioner of refugees, and government agencies in Iraq and Syria, to the universities they would like to send their students to. 
The result is that the goals they originally set may not be so realistic. 
“Originally we made up the number 40 (one of those magic numbers) as a goal for number of students studying in the U.S. next fall,” wrote Huck and Kubasak in a newsletter. “We won’t get there. We might get 15 to 20 but even that still presumes that the colleges will like what they see when the documents and TOEFL scores go to them and, even more, that the consulates here and in Amman will like what they see and hear when these students who are accepted present themselves for F-1 visas to the U.S.” 
Locally, Carole Ferraro said that she and a number of professors and activists have approached universities about providing tuition waivers to Iraqi students. Ferraro said that a number of universities have pointed to existing scholarships prospective Iraqi students could qualify for without agreeing to provide anything specifically for them. She understands that financially they may not be able to just hand out tuitions. 
Ferraro also noted that she suspects universities will be more welcoming to the idea of the ISP if students rally and press for it. Ferraro asked that universities that have not been supportive not be named, as she does not want to pressure anyone. In fact, Ferraro requested that one local university where a lot of progress has been made (thanks to work by students and faculty) also not be named, so that the process can work out without added pressure or attention. 
“I’m kind of just the messenger trying to bring it to this area. I’m not really doing anything more than that,” said Ferraro. “The story is with Gabe and Theresa.”
According to Huck and Kubasak, the real story lies with the Iraqi youth they are trying to help. There is Sarah, who graduated from high school with good grades, only to have her father murdered and her mother move the family to Syria where schooling is too expensive. She wants to study law in the United States. There is Rahman, who was studying to be a clown when a number of his fellow theater majors were killed or threatened. He fled to Syria and wants to continue studying theater in the United States. 
As Huck and Kubasak put it in their newsletter, “It can be said that these students and others with ISP were not among the poorest of Iraqis. They had families who could give them encouragement in studies. But the invasion and the years of violence changed everything. In many cases, the fathers of these young people were kidnapped, disappeared, were murdered. The mothers, new to poverty and new to Syria, are wonderful and strong. They have this Iraqi passion for education.” 
—David King
dking@metroland.net
For more information, visit www.iraqi studentproject.org.


