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marko Ban

Feature story from Gornja Maoča

The School at 
the End of the 
Road

We went to Gornja Maoča with the intention to 
check the claims that the students of the branch 
school do not participate in the municipal and 
cantonal competitions, that they do not draw 
people in Art classes, and that they do not sing 
the songs from textbooks, since the religious be-
liefs of their parents, Salafis, do not permit them 
to do so. Our goal was, in case that we confirm 
the claims to be true, to ask some general ques-
tions concerning laws that are supposed to be in 
force across BiH, bringing forth the issue of the 
right of parents not to comply with the Declara-
tion of the Rights of the Child. The story, how-
ever, took us in a different direction.

The management
We started on our journey unannounced, with 
a copy of the approval of the Tuzla Canton 
Ministry of Education, Science, Culture and 
Sport confirming we can visit the Podorašje 

Why teachers never stay for long in Gornja Maoča and 
what could make them stay longer in that demanding 
position?
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Primary School, i.e. its branch school in Gorn-
ja Maoča, some seventy kilometres away. After 
the Headmaster, Samir Mahmutović, whom 
we had tried calling to no avail on numerous 
occasions in the previous months, concluded 
that there was no basis to deny us the access, 
he assigned us a host and a guide, teacher Sejo. 
Through conversation we found out that the 
inhabitants of Gornja Maoča are reluctant to 
interact with new people, that they forbid tak-
ing photographs, that we would manage to get 
a statement from any of the parents, and the 
Headmaster himself pointed out that we must 
not take any pictures of the children. It was 
implied that we must not take any pictures of 
the class registers either. The pedagogue, Enisa 
Taletović, who had just returned from attend-
ing the first grade enrolment in Gornja Mao-
ča, is not sure how many students attend the 
school, 51 or 52, in all nine grades. The number 
is growing since the parents from Rahići are in-
creasingly enrolling or transferring their chil-
dren to the Gornja Maoča school. 
She answered the questions we had (about 
Music and Art classes), saying that there were 
certain differences when it comes to the Music 
classes, the permitted 30% that every school has 
the discretion to have, otherwise the curriculum 
is the same. Instead of the songs from the cur-
riculum, the children sing nasheeds. Only to the 
extent necessary to grade the vocal abilities of the 
children. There are differences in Art classes as 
well. The children do not draw living beings, 
animals, or people; they draw still life, every-
thing else. Everything that is present in nature.
The pedagogue Taletović believes that coop-
eration with the parents in the branch school, 
thanks to the class teachers and subject teach-
ers, is improving with time. According to the 
information she has, the inhabitants today are 
all ”our people”, and there are some well-educat-
ed people among them. The classes are divided 
in two shifts. The school has no gym. In the 
lower grades, the boys and girls have physical 
education together, in older grades separate-
ly. Dressing according to the religious rules is 
not mandatory, the headmaster and pedagogue 
said, but the teachers choose to obey them. The 
female class teachers and subject teachers wear 
headscarves. They say they feel odd there if they 
don’t put a headscarf on, that the children will 
not look at them when they are speaking, that 
they turn away from them. Then they say why 
would we put up with that, it’s no big deal to 
wear a headscarf for those three or four classes. 
Sometimes they just put it on loosely; you can 
still see their hair. 
Podorašje has four branch schools. The school 
management treats the school in Gornja Mao-
ča just like any other school. They Ministry 
treated them even better; they got new furni-
ture and central heating that our other branch 

schools here do not have, the pedagogue says, 
and the headmaster adds that the lack of space 
is a problem. The classrooms are small. The 
teachers and students treat each other with re-
spect, he believes, and as a proof, he mentions 
the fact that a teacher who is a Catholic taught 
Computer science up there a few years back. The 
school management has no data on how many 
children continue their education after the 
primary school. Unofficially, children do not 
continue their education at all. They stay here 
or go somewhere abroad; we have no records of 
it. While they attend primary school, they do 
not take part in school competitions, and, ac-
cording to the pedagogue, the reasons for this 
is distance. It’s not that we wouldn’t take them, 
but it’s hard to organize it. Sometimes the school 
competitions take place in Kladanj, Banovići, 
and that’s 150, 200 kilometres away. And then 
you need to pick them up again...

75 km
Teachers E.Z. and Sead M. are waiting for us 
in Srebrenik, in front of the Park motel, as they 
will be our hosts and chaperones on the way 
to school and in the school. We pass through 
Gornji Rahići, then through Maoča, where we 
take a turn onto the macadam road. The road 
is in poor condition, but we did not need a Jeep 
to drive on it, as the pedagogue anticipated. We 
are driving along the swollen creek, the same 
colour as the ploughed ground. The ground 
is black. The first houses we pass are mostly 
unfinished, the scenery is predictable: barns 
and stables with sheep and goats, hens around 
carts, the stacked firewood and wood-axes in 
tree stumps. The only unexpected thing is the 
multi-coloured laundry on the clotheslines.
Teacher E. has been working in Gornja Maoča 
since 29 January. It’s a bit far, so people are al-
ways looking for work somewhere closer. That’s 
why teachers change so much up there. That’s 
the main reason. Teacher Sejo adds: The me-
dia blew it all out of proportion, saying there 
is a strict regimen there, and what not. But it’s 
not so. I think that the children are much better 
behaved than the town children, whom I taught 
while working in other schools. This school is 
better because the children are well behaved 
and well brought up here. Their parents only 
care that everything is according to Islam, the 
most important thing is living by Sharia Law, 
and only then do they care about school and ev-
erything else. They went to live up there because 
of the safety of their children, because of their 
well-being... They are disappointed in the sys-
tem, in the state. They think that their children 
will learn nothing bad up there, that they will 
only learn about the good things. I am happy 
up there. The only problem I have is that it is so 
far away. When it comes to the job, working and 
teaching, it’s all going smoothly. When it comes 
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to Music classes we have some slight, not to say 
problems, rather adjustments we have to make 
when it comes to that subject. For example, they 
do not want to sing or listen to music.
They do learn the lyrics, teacher E. adds.
They are willing to learn every song, teacher 
Sejo continues, they are even willing to listen to 
some pieces of music on CD, but they will not 
sing. They will only recite the lyrics. Because it’s 
haram. This is probably written somewhere, I’m 
not really well versed when it comes to that, I 
just know some basic things, but that is probably 
written somewhere. It is similar with Art class-
es; sometimes the children refuse to draw some 
things. That’s the first thing they told us when we 
arrived up there. They will not draw anything 
that has a soul, teacher E. adds. Abstract art – 
yes. Maybe you noticed, if you went to a mosque, 
that there are no figures of any sorts, that every-
thing is abstract. They refuse to draw eyes.
The children sit separately in the classroom, 
they must not sit together. Boys in the front, 
girls in the back. Neither do they play together 
during the recess. The girls in the older class-
es wear niqab. Such are the rules. How do the 
teachers adapt to that?
In order to show something to a girl, I have to 
either stand or sit next to her, says teacher Sejo. 
When he had just begun working there, the 
boys suggested to him that he must not sit next 
to a girl. The next day I got ready and went up to 
the mosque, they call it masjid, to talk to them. 
How can I work if I cannot come near a small 
girl and show her how to, for example, write a 
certain letter, or something similar? Because they 
are small children, if they were older, I probably 
would not need to come that close. He was told 
that it is not prohibited to come close to chil-
dren, that he can come close to the girls, but 
that he should make sure that there is no physi-
cal contact. Now I have no problems with that at 
all. I think that I have already gained their trust, 
that they were told that the teacher was fine. The 
children sometimes even hug me.
When it comes to the clothes, the rules have 
been agreed with the Ministry. Supposedly 
they, at the request of parents, ordered the fe-
male teachers to follow the religious rules re-
garding the dress code. 
You can see the way I’m dressed, teacher E. 
shows us. Covered all the way to my knees 
(pants and blouse), making sure that my clothes 
are not tight and that I’m not showing cleavage; 
and I have to wear a headscarf.
Teacher Sejo interrupts: There was a story about 
a teacher who came here and would not wear a 
headscarf because of her beliefs, and when she 
would enter a classroom, the students would 
leave, they simply would not attend the classes. 
And there was another case, a male teacher who 
smoked and when they saw this they would not 
show up for his classes either. Like, that is haram 

as well. That was a long time ago. Previously, 
male and female teachers were not permitted to 
travel together, when it all started up there. They 
weren’t allowed to serve as a bad example for 
the students, being together in the car, since only 
spouses are allowed to do that. Now a female 
teacher and I commute together without any 
problems, no one asked us any questions about 
it, nor told us anything about it. 
Teacher E. also shares one of her experiences 
with us: The other day we played a game, they 
were supposed to either squat or stand up. We 
were outside. The girls were on one side, and the 
boys on the other, but they were facing one an-
other. After a day or two, Ebu Jusuf ’s son comes 
and says: My dad said that we could not play 
with the girls. If the girls were the back, and the 
boys in front, it may have even work, because 
they are not allowed to look at one another. Now 
we do the following: we all go outside, the boys 
play football or something else, and I work alone 
with the girls in front of the building, or I explain 
the lesson to one group first, and then to the oth-
er. And then they play like that, girls on the one 
side and boys on the other.
Both of our interlocutors confirm that in most 
cases the children do not continue with their 
education. They only finish nine grades. There 
was a boy people talked about, who was attend-
ing secondary school. There are rumours that 
there is a girl who might continue with second-
ary education; she is now in grade seven or eight.
From the perspective of parents who are disap-
pointed in the society, this is understandable. 
Why would the children continue with the ed-
ucation which is not good, according to their 
standards? Teacher Sejo has an example to il-
lustrate that: I had a few cases when I wanted to 
do something by the book, for example to get a 
doctor’s if a child misses school. The parent tells 
me: I’m not going to bring the doctor’s note, don’t 
excuse his absence, give him a lower grade in 
Conduct, make him fail the grade, expel him if 
needed, but that I, as a teacher, should not cause 
any trouble for myself, that I should just do what 
I have to do. These parents don’t want the two of 
us to get into trouble; they don’t want us to have 
any problems because of them, to lose our jobs.
And they don’t let us lie either, teacher E. adds. 
If we, for example, say that they shouldn’t wor-
ry, that we will excuse the student’s absence for 
a single day, even if they don’t bring the doctor’s 
note. They tell us not to lie. That we mustn’t do 
it for our own sake. That we should register it as 
an unjustified absence from school rather than 
excuse it using lies.
But, there are also parents who care about 
school.
They often come to parent-teacher meetings, 
ask questions and show interest in the chil-
dren’s education. I’ve been there since Septem-
ber, says teacher Sejo, it’s not that long, but trust 
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me – I don’t know if it’s because I got used to it – I 
feel the same as I do in Lukavac, my hometown, 
where I also worked as a teacher. I raise my voice 
at them, I give credits, and I have no fear. In the 
beginning, I was a bit afraid, is it okay to say 
this, is it okay to write this... Now that feeling has 
gone. The children sometimes say that something 
is haram. What do you mean haram, I say, we 
have to write this down and we have to learn it. 
They put their heads down and write. The fol-
lowing day I expect someone to come and say 
something about it to me. If no one comes, I con-
tinue with my lessons. The female teacher who 
was here before me was even braver. She tried to 
get boys and girls to sit together. She made a new 
seating arrangement; they even sat like that for 
one class. Then they left the class during recess 
and went to get Ebu Jusuf. He came to explain 
to her, nicely and politely, that they don’t allow 
it, that the boys sit in the front and girls behind 
them.
And what do you think about that?
The girls themselves say: our hair could fall out 
from under the headscarf, and the boys sitting 
behind us may see it, teacher E. answers.
A car catches up with us and passes us. It’s the 
car we passed a few minutes ago. They want to 
know who we are and why we are there. They 
are suspicious of our explanation and our claim 
that we have an approval from the Ministry and 
the school headmaster. The journalists have 
failed them with their insensitive and unfair re-
porting, and that is the reason why their initial 
reaction towards the media is almost always 
loud and somewhat violent. Sejo explains it: 
You know what, no one here wants any trouble. 
Trust me. That guy works here, he has a job here, 
makes a living. We are all afraid that we will 
lose our jobs, be punished in some way or some-
thing else, that they will no longer allow you to 
come and work here, for example. That was the 
case with me in Špionica. I went to work for two 
weeks and they wouldn’t allow the children to 

come. They would lock the school; they wouldn’t 
allow me to come inside. If I knew you then, I 
would have invited you to come there. That was 
two or three years ago, I don’t know what it’s like 
now.
Teacher E. did her internship in Špionica.
There were two teachers from Tuzla there, Mar-
ijela and Vedrana. As soon as they graduated 
they started working there. I didn’t. That school 
also follows our Bosnian curriculum, but you 
have to adapt the language you are using and 
use the Croatian words when there is a choice 
(such as ploča instead of tabla for the board, or 
tisuća for a thousand, kruh for bread, etc.). We 
had to read the lessons from My Environment 
textbook, just to avoid using some of these words. 
We had to translate it for them.
Teacher Sejo continues: I got the job there af-
ter applying for the advertised position. The ad-
vertisements don’t mention whether the school 
wants a Muslim, a Serb or a Croat teacher, but 
the Ministry advertises a vacancy and I apply 
for all the schools which are hiring. That’s also 
a branch school, like Maoča. The head master 
called me and asked me if I wanted to accept 
the job. Of course I accepted it. When I arrived, 
I saw that the children weren’t there. I thought 
that they were coming. The cleaning lady was 
the only one in the school. Then I saw that the 
children’s fathers were coming to the school. We 
greet and ask me who I was. I tell them that I 
was the teacher, and they tell me that I couldn’t 
work there. Then I see the headmaster coming, 
he knew what was going to happen, but he hadn’t 
told me anything. I ask him what was going on 
and he explains that the parents want “their” 
teacher, like: they don’t care if the teacher is a 
Croat, a Serb or a Muslim, but they have some 
people in mind who they want hired as teachers, 
the people who have political connections and 
who have to be employed there. And I had al-
ready signed a contract for the job. I tell him that 
I don’t care about their rules, that I will come to 
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work even if the children aren’t there. They tell 
me that they won’t allow me to come inside the 
school, that they will send the children to some 
other school, thus leaving me unemployed. The 
best thing for me, they say, is that I sign a state-
ment saying that I quit and that I head back 
home. And I, the madman, I said no way. I went 
to see a lawyer and asked him for advice; I went 
to the Minister himself. He told me it was better 
for me to back off, not to make any trouble, be-
cause it could turn into an ethnic problem. I told 
him that I wasn’t giving up. When they saw that 
I was coming to school every morning for two 
weeks, without any students to teach, that I was 
coming at eight in the morning, and that I was 
leaving at 12.30 p.m., then they found me a new 
position, in a different school. I was transferred. 
I accepted the transfer. The headmaster, the pol-
iticians, they all got involved to find me a new 
job. The three of us were fired because of the par-
ents; all three of us Muslims, and no one stayed 
to work there. The two female teachers before me 
gave up instantly when the problem arose; I was 
the only one who rebelled against their decision. 
They even tried to slash my car tires.

Gornja Maoča
We come to the village. We park our car on 
the plateau in front of the school, where the 
paths lead further into the hills... The roof of 
the school is covered with asbestos roof tiles 
in poor condition; the boys’ toilet is in front of 
the school. The playground is covered in mud... 
The girls, who are all wearing headscarves, 
moved to the side, and they peer at us curi-
ously, checking us out, wondering if we were 
from the police again. The boys were praying, 
the recess times are organized according to the 
prayer times. The school has three classrooms. 
The walls are covered with children’s drawings, 
with various motifs: nature, hay stacks, trac-
tors, various items... The biggest of the three 
classrooms is decorated with children’s work 
and pin boards with various themes: seasons, 
Cyrillic and Latin alphabets, example sentenc-
es from English classes, Maths assignments, 
excerpts from science textbooks. On the white-
board we can see the diseases of the nervous 
system which were written during the first 
shift, and on the wall a big BiH flag. The two 
smaller classrooms are decorated as well, but 
the chairs and tables have obviously been in 
use for longer.
The toilet is in a pretty bad state; the green 
water pipes go over the tiles, there is a foul 
odour, the water runs from the tap once you 
open the valve positioned on one of the pipes, 
the younger children can barely reach it... The 
janitor uses an improvised mop, a piece of 
wood wrapped in a wet cloth, to clean the hall-
way. The teachers’ lounge is small and it hous-
es a kitchen. In the first shift, the first and the 

second grades are in one classroom, while the 
third and fourth grades are in the other class-
room. In the second shift, the eighth and ninth 
grades are in one classroom, and the mixed 
class consisting of the fifth, sixth, and seventh 
grades is in the other classroom. The children 
do not wear shoes in school; they are mostly in 
their socks, with a few children wearing slip-
pers. The boys are in the front, the girls are in 
the back. 
The English teacher readily agrees to talk to us. 
To avoid interrupting the class we move the 
conversation from the classroom to the teach-
ers’ lounge, and there we continue talking over 
cookies the English teacher made herself.
I worked here briefly three years ago. I mean, I 
worked for a year, but I was on maternity leave 
so I didn’t spend a lot of the time teaching. I came 
here with my head full of media writings. This 
time around, I’ve been working since September 
and it’s all perfectly fine. My biggest problem is 
commuting. Today I barely made it in a run-
down car, and I’ve already repaired it several 
times. The children are interested in the subject 
I teach, and the parents are interested too. Some 
of them even came to ask me to bring some extra 
materials for the children to practice English at 
home. I usually do not wear a headscarf, but I 
feel comfortable wearing it and most of my fe-
male colleagues say they viewed the headscarf as 
a part of the working uniform. We see it in the 
way that a waitress also has to put a uniform 
on when she comes to work. The relationship be-
tween the boys and girls is such that they are not 
allowed to speak to each other. Today I had a sit-
uation when one student knew something better 
than the other students and I told the children 
to ask him for an explanation, but they told me 
that they are not allowed to ask him. I think that 
is a bit too much. We can’t do any group activi-
ties, because the boys and girls never speak with 
each other. I asked them if they really never-ever 
speak to each other and they told me that that 
was only allowed if absolutely necessary. What 
can I say, I accepted it as such.
She does not know either how many children 
continue with their education. She tells us to 
speak with the imam, who has been working 
there for six or seven years and who knows all 
the people in the village personally. In the ninth 
grade, there was talk recently about two or 
three good students who might go to a secondary 
school. I think that is changing as well. As time 
passes, it seems to me that more and more stu-
dents are going to secondary school as well.

Jasmin, the father of Jusuf
In front of the school, following the invitation 
from teacher Sejo (delivered by a student), a 
man in his forties approaches us, with a white 
hat on his head, a long beard with no mous-
tache, dressed in a tunic with nicely ornament-
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ed outer seams, in woollen socks and Crocs, 
with an Arabic letter book in his hand.
We meet Jasmin or Ebu Jusuf (he got his name 
after the birth of his son; Ebu Jusuf means the 
father of Jusuf in Arabic). He believes the pub-
lic education is poor, since it doesn’t teach the 
children practical skills, the lessons are not suit-
able for their age and because as soon as chil-
dren get used to one teacher a new one comes the 
following year. According to him, many lessons 
in the curriculum and textbooks (e.g. Art and 
Music) are not in line with his religious beliefs. 
The useful things his children learn (two out 
of his three children attend this school) are 
Maths, Bosnian, My Environment, Chemistry, 
Physics... although they are mostly taught the-
ory in these subjects as well, so the children are 
only required to repeat what they are taught. 
Redundant subjects are Ethics, Democracy, 
and Philosophy, but Sociology is important, 
as it teaches us about the state of the society. 
While he speaks (in Bosnian), Ebu Jusuf often 
inserts quotes from the Kur’an and the Hadith 
in the conversation, and the conversation takes 
on a religious context. When we interrupt one 
of his quotes by asking whether the school roof 
is leaking, he answers in a visibly shaken voice 
that American, Japanese, Chinese and other do-
nors came to Gornja Maoča, but none of them 
gave us anything. They all made promises, they 
were going to build the road and the playground 
for the children, but nothing ever came out of it. 
Finally, we ask him if he wanted to take a photo 
with us. After thinking about our request for 
a while, he ironically accepts it: Sure, a photo-
graph with you cannot hurt me, but a photo-
graph with me might hurt you.

The Return
While we are leaving Gornja Maoča, on the 
worn out road aptly symbolising the relation-
ship between the secular public education and 
the recluse Salafi commune, we realise that the 

answers we came to get are arrogantly simpli-
fying this case. The conflict over the right to 
education (or the right to indoctrination; most 
of the public education system in the world do 
not have the two clearly separated) that exists 
between the secular society and the religious 
communities is a global conflict, and it would 
be naïve of us to believe that a politicised and 
divided education system in a non-functional 
and corrupt state can solve it. We can either 
choose to be for or against it by listening to the 
voices of adults. The question is when and un-
der what circumstances will we hear the chil-
dren’s voices. The Convention on the Rights 
of the Child reminds the signatories that: 
The  child  shall have the right to  freedom of 
expression; this right shall include freedom to 
seek, receive and impart information and ideas 
of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either oral-
ly, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or 
through any other media of the child’s choice.
As all rights, this one too includes the possibili-
ty that its subject, a child in this particular case, 
waves its right partially or fully. No one can for-
bid the girls to voluntarily give up the right to sit 
as equals with the boys, but before making that 
decision they should be informed of that right 
(to equality) and of the struggle which lead to 
it and which is still ongoing. Reading, under-
standing and complying with the Convention, 
however, is not only the homework for the 
parents of Gornja Maoča, but also for those in 
Špionica, together with the ones in Stolac, Jajce, 
Sarajevo, Brčko, Banja Luka... And even more 
so for those who sit in the offices of the minis-
tries of education and the pedagogical institutes 
of the state that signed the Convention. l
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In May 2017, the Sarajevo Canton Assem-
bly adopted the new Law on Primary Edu-
cation which provides for the introduction 
of teaching materials dedicated to study-
ing the genocide committed in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and the siege of Sarajevo. This 
Law is problematic for several reasons. In-
troducing a law which directly deals with 
topics taught in schools clearly shows how 
much the educational system in BiH is con-
trolled by politics. In addition, it is not clear 
how other important verdicts will be treated, 
such as the recent verdict to the six senior 
officials of Herzeg-Bosnia or defining the 
role of Croatia in the war events in BiH. If we 
take into account the attitude of politics to-
wards education so far, where the initiatives 
for improving education through developing 

critical thinking have been ignored or disre-
garded, it is reasonable to question the inten-
tions of the law proponents. 
Article 24 stipulates that the main material 
for studying the topics of the genocide com-
mitted in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 
siege of Sarajevo will be the verdicts of rele-
vant courts. 

The methodological fallacy
One of the law proponents, the President of 
the Steering Committee of Association of 
History Teachers SC Asmir Hasičić explains 
the use of the verdicts of the Internation-
al Hague Tribunal as a source for teaching 
about the genocide and the siege of Sarajevo: 
We have to, in a professional and pedagogical 
manner, explain to the children what hap-
pened, using exclusively international sources. 
We need neither Bosniak nor Croatian nor 
Serbian sources, since there are plenty of ma-
terials secured by The Hague Tribunal, which 
defines the notions of genocide in Srebrenica 
and the siege of Sarajevo and there is no need 
for anyone to question it. (Source: klix.ba)
According to this reasoning, the interna-
tional courts or courts in general represent 
relevant and objective sources devoid of 
politicization and manipulation. The ex-
clusive use of international sources as a way 
to insure neutrality and to de-politicize the 
aforementioned topics is a methodological-
ly incorrect approach and it is not based on 

What the Ministry of Education needs to do for 
the history classes about the last war in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina to be more than a politically motivated 
attack on education?

Saša Buljević

The Hague History

Genocide and 
Siege in history 
classes
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V – CURRICULUM, 
ANNUAL SYLLABUS 
AND OTHER FORMS 
OF WORK

ARTICLE 24
(Curriculum)
(1) Education is per-
formed according to the 
curriculum for primary 
education (hereinafter: 
the curriculum) until the 
adoption of the curricu-
lum, which enables the 
transition to acquiring 
the teaching materials 
which shall have defined 
learning outcomes, i.e. 
the measurable indicators 
of knowledge the student 
acquired and which shall 

the principals of contemporary historiogra-
phy. However, apart from the methodolog-
ical fallacy, there are a few other ambigu-
ities. Although the court verdict refers to 
the events in Srebrenica, the law uses the 
formulation genocide committed in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, which leaves room for the 
interpretation of other crimes which were 
committed as genocide. The interpretation 
will exclusively depend on the teachers and 
professors and the textbook authors. Also, it 
is not clear in which way the role of court as 
an unbiased source will be presented to the 
students, due to the contrary sentiments of 
the majority of BiH citizens, considering the 
court was characterised as a purely political 
creation, depending on the ruling. Profes-
sor Edin Radušić from the History Depart-
ment of University in Sarajevo points out: 
The international sources (the term itself 
is problematic) are legitimate on their own, 
but are not the only sources for the research 

on the last war in BiH, including the events 
and processes connected with the genocide in 
Srebrenica and the siege of Sarajevo. In this 
case, this is not about a single document, so 
that its objectiveness and subjectiveness could 
be examined (although that would be difficult 
even if that was the case), but there is a large 
amount of documents compiled from different 
sources. If we are talking about researching the 
aforementioned events with the aim of teach-
ing children, the questions we are seeking the 
answers to are of much greater importance, 
than the sources themselves – the choice of 
suitable sources is dictated by the questions. 
If the aim is a multiperspective observation 
of the phenomenon as a whole and reconcili-
ation of the communities and people, then the 
international sources as the only indicator are 
not enough. On the other hand, as the corpora 
of documents, they present sources based on 
which legally valid verdicts were made by the 
non-national courts which tried individuals 
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lead to improving the 
student’s abilities.
(2) The curriculum is a 
school document which 
stipulates education areas, 
i.e. the subjects which 
shall be studied in school, 
the order in which those 
subjects shall be studied 
by grades, the weekly and 
yearly number of classes 
for (...)
(16) At the end of every 
school year, the Ministry 
is obliged to conduct 
a needs assessment for 
amending the curriculum.
(17) The Minister shall 
ensure that the teaching 
material, i.e. the thematic 
units devoted to studying 
the crime of genocide 
committed in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, in the 
period 1992-1995, the 
thematic units devoted 
to the siege of Sarajevo, 
according to the verdicts 
of relevant courts, are in-
cluded into the mandatory 
part of the curriculum.
Article 25
(Elective Subjects)
(1) School shall improve 
and protect religious free-
doms, tolerance and the 
culture of dialogue.
(2) Bearing in mind the 
different convictions/be-
liefs in Bosnia and (...)

(sometimes jointly), and not peoples, so they 
have, in that respect, a certain advantage over 
the national sources. 

The Politicization of Education
Ivanka Matović, the Head of OSCE Educa-
tion Section believes that: 
Including the teaching materials concerning 
the events between 1992 and 1995, and specif-
ically singling out only two events (the geno-
cide in Srebrenica and the siege of Sarajevo), 
could harm the process of de-politicization of 
history classes. Research of historical topics 
includes scientific analysis of various sources, 
both national and international. 
Teaching about the aforementioned topics in 
a manner regulated by law could contribute to 
creating the cult of the victim, and in the or-
der to avoid that, professor Radušić suggests: 
Crime should be studied as a phenomenon, 
and we should avoid giving crimes ethnic 
connotations. Individuals and institutions 
are those responsible, not the peoples. When 
discussing the victims of crimes, that phenom-
enon should also be examined on the concep-
tual plane. In particular, it should be seen as 
a human tragedy, and not solely as a crime 
committed against Bosniaks. The information 
recipients should be taught that a crime com-
mitted by another individual from the same 
ethnic group is not his crime, and that human 
beings like himself were harmed, regardless of 
their ethnicity. 
Elmedin Konaković, the Prime Minister of 
the Sarajevo Canton has somewhat differ-
ent idea on what the focus of teaching will 
be: They will learn that genocide happened in 
Srebrenica, they will learn the names of the 
people who were in charge of the genocide, 
the names of those who were convicted. At the 
same time, they will learn the names of our 

heroes of the Sarajevo Canton, of BiH, the 
leaders, commandants, people who gave their 
lives in defence against the aggression. Addi-
tionally, they will learn about the members of 
Army BiH who committed crimes. (Source: 
vecernje.ba)

Remembrance is not Ethnic 
Exclusivity 
Another important element is the adequate 
capacity of teachers for fulfilling this task. 
They need to know how to teach about this 
issue so that the students are not exposed to 
the (ethno)nationalistic narratives, indoctri-
nation and manipulation. Professor Radušić 
suggests seminars as a method of training 
the teaching staff: 
The seminars should be organized jointly for 
all the teachers from BiH, with the emphasis 
on the methodology and clearly defined aims 
of teaching about these topics. Of course, all 
that from the perspective of general human 
values. In this case it would not be “our” and 
“your” topics – all the topics would be “ours”. 
Coming to terms with the genocide in Srebren-
ica should be a joint endeavour, and not an 
exclusive space of Bosniak remembrance. Ev-
eryone in BiH and beyond should be doing it.
 If the Law on teaching about the genocide 
and the siege of Sarajevo is implemented us-
ing the contemporary methodologies, there 
is no doubt that it would have a positive ef-
fect on understanding these tragic events 
and it would contribute to creating a healthy 
dialogue. However, everyday manipulation 
and politicization of history and particular-
ly of the events from the 1990s do not give 
us much hope that these topics will be ap-
proached in a responsible manner. Its aim is 
primarily reinforcing the divisions and fur-
ther politicization of historic events. l
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Secondary vocational schools in BiH are enroll-
ing fewer students with every passing year. The 
problem runs even deeper than that, since the 
few students who graduate from a vocational 
secondary school often choose to work abroad. 
Despite the constant demand, the quality of ed-
ucation when it comes to the shortage occupa-
tions in today’s labour market is not improving. 
We talked about this problem with the manag-
ers and workers employed in GS – Machine 
Factory in Travnik who, due to the shortage 
of skilled workers – welders, locksmiths and 
CNC operators – decided to (in collaboration 
with the develoPPP.de programme of the Fed-
eral Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 
Development – B.M.Z, i.e. its implementing 
partner, German Corporation for Interna tio nal 
Cooperation – GIZ GmbH), design a project 

Ines Haskić

Feature story

Between the 
Rock and the 
hard Place
Dual education in practice: a school for children who 
dislike reading or an education reform model?
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titled Professional Education through Practice 
in the Metals Sector in BiH. This is currently 
the only company that thus collaborates with 
secondary vocational schools in Travnik.

from cruiser-bicycles to Tito
Three secondary schools are participating in 
the project: the Mixed Secondary Technical 
School Travnik, the Secondary School Novi 
Travnik and the Mixed Secondary School Novi 
Travnik, which follow two curricula for the na-
tional subjects group. The idea was for them to 
work with three generations of students, and 
today they have the second enrolled generation 
of students who do their practice in the Fac-
tory. The locksmiths and welders come three 
times a week to work for eight hours, while 
CNC operators come twice a week, also for 
eight hours. We talked to the coordinator of the 
student project and the management factory 
GS – MFT, Lejla Lepir, in the General Manager 
Snježana Köpruner’s office, the walls of which 
are covered in paintings and photographs of Jo-
sip Broz Tito and the cruiser-bicycle produced 
here.
In the recent years, Lejla Lepir complains to us, 
we have had a big problem since students are re-
luctant to opt for the occupations we need. An-
other problem is that even those students who 
choose to study for one of the shortage occupa-
tions don’t get adequate practice during their 
schooling. This means that we get workers who 
haven’t been trained to do their work. The third 
problem is that highly skilled and trained work-
ers leave BiH. Some students use our practice op-
portunity precisely with that aim in mind. 
Last year they trained 20 students from the 
schools they collaborate with; seven of those 
stayed on to work at the factory. This year the 
practice has been secured for 23 new students. 
In the selection process the advantage is given 
to girls whom they have not had an opportu-
nity to train previously, since girls in BiH are 
generally not interested in such jobs. They also 
give advantage to the students from the most 
vulnerable social groups.
The students who apply for the practice are tested 
at school. The tests are designed to allow them to 
demonstrate their general knowledge. What we 
have learnt from these tests is that we have stu-
dents who are in their final grades of secondary 
school, but still haven’t acquired the knowledge 
taught in primary school. They often struggle 
with multiplication table or other basic arith-
metic operations, the capital cities of the neigh-

bouring states, basic spelling rules, etc. Such test 
results reflect poorly on schools where the pass 
rate is very high (where because a small number 
of students and in order to remain open the re-
quired pass rates have to be met). The education 
system as we have it today actually doesn’t func-
tion at all and has no educational role.
When the students first arrive to the factory, 
they attend the introductory lecture and then 
have to take the safety at work and fire protec-
tion regulations exams, in addition to the tour 
of the production halls and getting acquainted 
with the relevant equipment. 
It is not uncommon that we get here student 
welders who, for example, don’t know which 
equipment a welder uses. After introduction, 
we hand the students over to the managers who 
continue their training. The craftsman welders 
and engineers who work in the factory plants 
have been trained in didactics and methodology 
which enables them to better convey their knowl-
edge to the students.

Practice Destroys Prejudices
The first generation of students was not opti-
mistic when they entered the factory, their atti-
tude towards learning and working was similar 
to the one they had in school: lethargy, lack 
of motivation and distrust. After the one-year 
training and practical work, this changed.
When the first generation of students arrived, 
we realised that they perceived our introductory 
lecture as empty words, but that attitude didn’t 
last. We provided them with transportation, 
meals, protective suits, people to work with them 
in the plants, including the chance to become our 
employees if they prove themselves during the 
practical work. Here the children can see that we 
need them too. Although some mentors who now 
work with students used to be school teachers, we 
do not have a strict pedagogical approach; the 
atmosphere is more relaxed than at school. All 
this was a motive for them to study and work 
hard. Out of the twenty students, seventeen were 
great. This year we encountered a completely dif-
ferent attitude during the testing, the room was 
full of eager young people. However, the test re-
sults weren’t better. The motivation and aims are 
lacking in our education system. In the factory, 
we define an aim for each year; we even have 
a public display showing revenues and expendi-
tures. In order to reward the employees’ efforts, 
we organize trips for them, and so far they have 
visited Istanbul, Prague, Bratislava, Venice, Ve-
rona, and Milan. We also organize a memori-
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al football tournament Kurt Köpruner in the 
factory yard and we socialise through various 
activities. 

more Practical work, Less Nationalism
For the students of the Secondary Technical 
School in Travnik who didn’t manage to secure 
a place in the practical classes in GS – MFT, the 
necessary equipment was donated to the school 
which will allow the basic practical classes to be 
held there. The Secondary School Novi Travnik 
and Mixed Secondary School Novi Travnik 
already have fully equipped workshops. The 
Mixed Secondary School Novi Travnik receives 
monthly supplies needed for the practical 
classes. Last year, a workshop classroom was 
opened within the factory itself where students 
can work uninterrupted with their mentors. 
The schools’ aim is to find five more companies 
who would also want to participate in this proj-
ect in the future. Lejla believes that students 
need positive examples in order to change their 
attitudes.
Today we have a situation that everything is ori-
ented towards higher education. The vast state 
administration must be one of the reasons why 
young people seek to gain university diplomas, 

since such jobs are the most desirable at the 
moment. At the same time, a large number of 
young people with university diplomas are un-
employed. What we are increasingly lacking is 
workforce, and the education system must focus 
on creating it. The prevailing attitude is that a 
child has not reached his or her full potential un-
less they received a university diploma and that 
they are a shame to their family. Such attitudes 
need to change.
The dual system of education implies a system 
which combines both theory and practice, so 
that students spend more than 50% of their ed-
ucation doing practical work. This model of ed-
ucation proved to be successful when it comes 
to certain professions in the European practice. 
A similar system also existed in Yugoslavia 
with vocational high schools which provided 
us with generations of well-trained work force 
– masters of their trade.
In order to get the opportunity to offer practical 
classes to our students, we had to start cooperat-
ing with the Ministry of Education to amend the 
Curriculum. We were allowed to change only up 
to 30% of the Curriculum, which we did with the 
help of the teachers and schools. We would like 
to continue with this practice after the third year 
as well. We hope to focus on the dual education 
system in the future, but in order to achieve that, 
we need to get the Ministry’s approval, Lejla ex-
plained at the end of our conversation.
Snježana Köpruner, the manager, thinks that 
it is a shame that the national subject group is 
constantly talked about when children are lack-
ing the basic knowledge and says that an edu-
cation reform at all levels is necessary.

The Students who Don’t feel like 
writing much or Studying Theory
Mirza Spahić started his practical work in Au-
gust 2018. He had heard only positive things 
from his friends who had worked in the fac-
tory during the previous year, so he decided 
to apply for the testing. He is extremely happy 
that he was chosen to study, work and make 
progress in the factory halls, but he does not 
feel the same about his school or about the 
classes since, as he explained to us, he doesn’t 
like reading and writing. He believes that the-
ory is fine for general secondary schools, but 
not when you are studying to become a weld-
er. Today, Mirza is working on welding fin-
ished components for various equipment for 
the well-known company Liebherr, the world 
leader in its niche – manufacturing car lifts, 

GS – mfT
The vehicles repair shop opened in 1952 turned into a 
large pre-war business system Bratstvo Novi Travnik 
(BNT), operating from 1963 to 1996. Between 1996 and 
2004, the company was an independent shareholder com-
pany called BNT mfT. in October 2004 GS – machine fac-
tory in Travnik was created through privatization, and the 
majority shareholder is a German company Global Sourc-
ing Gmbh from Regensburg. Since the privatization until 
today, several millions were invested in repairing the fac-
tory halls destroyed during the war and for purchasing 
equipment. The company employs over 300 workers, and 
the export share in 2014 amounted to 92%. for the sake of 
comparison, in 2004, with only 52 employees, the company 
achieved export share of 5%. in the spacious green yard 
you can find the management buildings, production halls, 
workshops, a canteen, an orchard, raspberry fields, a large 
football pitch and the printing shop Print – GS (fully owned 
by Global sourcing Gmbh). Today, the factory works with 
large companies in Austria and Germany: GROB-wERKE 
mindelheim (manufacturing transfer lines for automotive 
industry), Knor-Bremse (braking systems for trains), Li-
ebherr (parts for construction machinery), windmöller & 
hölscher, Springer, Salvagnini etc.
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tower cranes, bulldozers, specialized equip-
ment, etc. There are other young people in the 
factory who, following a brief training in the 
final grades of secondary school, successfully 
weld highly demanding constructions for well-
known world companies. Haris Mehić, who is 
now employed in the factory, works on welding 
constructions on machine tools for the renown 
German and global company GROB-WERKE 
Mindelheim, the leading company for manu-
facturing machine tools for engine blocks in 
the automotive industry.

welding is an Abstract Science
Upon completing practical work, GS – Factory 
provides all student welders with a certificate 
issued by the Welding Institute in Tuzla. This is 
of particular importance for the students who 
do not continue working in the factory: the stu-
dents do not have to cover the cost of the certif-
icate – BAM 200 to BAM 300, and it also proves 
to be very useful when seeking work. The rea-
son why they need the certificate in addition 
to the secondary school diploma was explained 
to us by an engineer, Taib Helvida, the welding 
coordinator in GS – Factories:

The certificate the students get is recognized in 
all European countries, and the process of cer-
tification exists worldwide. Certifying the weld-
ers, attesting the procedures and certifying the 
plants is a prerequisite for being in this line of 
business; without it you, as the employer, cannot 
be competitive, and neither can your employees. 
If a welder is not active in his line of work for six 
months, he loses his certificate. When it comes 
to the welders who are employed, their certifi-
cates must be renewed by an authorized person 
within the company. Every time a welder stops 
working for a longer period, it means he loses 
certain abilities – focus, expertise, the feeling and 
precision he had mastered through hard work; 
lifelong learning is necessary in this line of work. 
Welders must be fit. If, for example, Ronaldo or 
Messi spend a week, day and night, drinking in-
stead of practising, it doesn’t matter that they are 
the best players in the world; they simply cannot 
play. Welders working on certain parts of nuclear 
plants are tested daily, since it can happen that a 
welder is not fit for work on any given morning. 
Welding is not easy, it is demanding, an abstract 
science. There are women welders abroad, I have 
seen them in Germany; not here though – there 
are no women interested in welding here. This is 
a physically demanding job, you inhale dust and 
fumes, etc. These are probably some of the rea-
sons why there are mostly men in this profession.

A champion without any competition
Many people do not know that there is such a 
competition at all, but GS – Factory employs 
the BiH champion welder, Vahidin Kadrić.
Not only am I the best, but our company is the 
best too. In Tuzla, in a competition held in Oc-
tober 2014, the three of us, work colleagues, won 
the first place as a team, and I won the first place 
in the individual competition, thus becoming 
the state champion. We competed in welding 
two joints, and were the most successful in the 
disciplines we competed in, out of 12 companies, 
and out of 135 or 56 welders, depending on the 
category we competed in. The competition was 
organized at the state level, but it has not been 
held after 2014, which is good, because I have 
no competition and I remain the champion, Va-
hidin jokes.

Black and white films from the 
classrooms
The Printing Company Print – GS was found-
ed during the privatization process in 2008 and 
ever since, the students of the Graphic School 
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2. What is the value of Pi?
3. What is the formula for 
Pythagorean Theorem?
4. What is the square root 
of 81?

in Travnik have their practical classes there. 
They come once a week for eight hours for the 
entire school year. Print – GS has its own schol-
arship students – several students attending the 
Graphic School. Asim Hidić from the com-
mercial department told us that those students 
were company’s employees today.
The students don’t have an extensive knowledge 
when they come to us, they learn much more 
by watching how the job is done and by doing 
it. In general, the education system we have at 
the moment doesn’t follow the advancing of new 
technologies; it all remains at the level it was 
at in 1996 or 1997, a few years after the war. 
They still learn lessons which were relevant in 
the sixties and seventies. When they come here 
and see how it all works, though we are not the 
most modern printing company ourselves, they 
realise that they can’t apply much of what they 

had learnt in school. For example, transferring 
images to plates from tracing paper or filmstrip, 
it’s long gone, and these films are no longer man-
ufactured. There is not a single machine of that 
type in BiH anymore; it’s been a long time since 
everyone moved on to the contemporary tech-
nology – direct imaging on the plates using the 
CTP technology. Students are probably aware 
that they won’t need the majority of what they 
learn in school once they start working and that’s 
the reason there is less interest in such schools. 
School workshops that should be used for prac-
tical classes have inadequate equipment or they 
don’t exist at all. I believe that practical classes 
should take up more of the curriculum because, 
if students spent more time in direct contact 
with the materials, techniques and the machines 
used, they could learn much more and more ef-
ficiently. This is especially important in the first 
year, as it would make it much easier for them to 
understand the lessons and acquire the knowl-
edge later on, and the theory wouldn’t seem that 
abstract to them. Apart from that, schools and 
employers working together in order to train the 
required work force is extremely important. We 
have something similar in Goražde today. That is 
the direction in which our future reforms should 
be heading.
The general public, i.e. students and their par-
ents, are mostly not aware that a good welder 
is paid more than, for example, a nurse on the 
European market. Considering that the young 
people in BiH increasingly choose their future 
occupation according to the European labour 
market , we can conclude that the current BiH 
education system is draining the budget since 
it spends money (though, to be fair, not signif-
icant amounts) to produce work force for rich 
and developed countries, such as Germany. 
Until the governing structures decide to stop 
hiding behind the national interests of the 
people whom their actions are forcing to leave 
the country, that is until they stop twisting the 
facts to hide their inefficiency and inability to 
introduce order and organization in a state the 
size of a slightly bigger European city, BiH em-
ployees will struggle with the lack of qualified 
personnel, poorly devised education system 
and corruption. Teaching children that it is 
important to which ethnic group they belong 
to, and not enabling them to earn their living 
and support their future families proved to be, 
as shown on the example of the young people 
leaving for Germany, a miscalculation. l
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A Golden 
Branch on 
the family 
Tree: a 
Portrait
Where in the world could you find something like 
that? This is the question on the mind of the trib-
al medicine man who jumps out with fear when he 
hears even the smallest rustle of educational reform. 
Because if there isn’t anything like this, and there 
isn’t, there is a reason for that. And the reason is that 
this is a bad solution; if it were any good, it would 
have already existed somewhere. Forgive me, who 
is and what, sir, is this Bosnia, prithee, to be able to 
solve the unsolvable, shocked and wide are the eyes 
used to the near darkness at the merest glimpse of 
reform. A more just education can exist only in a 
more just world, the mind ponders in a bush, and 

since the world is more unjust by the day, any talk of 
equal opportunities for all the children here, and on 
the equal access to education, on focus on every child, 
on human rights and humanistic values in education 
is pulling wool over our eyes.
The patriot in ambush loves his country exactly as it 
is: hungry, barefoot and defiant from sleep, although 
he himself walks across it in a suit and expensive 
shoes, haughty towards the weaker and condescend-
ing towards the stronger. Misfortune of others is his 
fortune. He evades paying taxes so he could give 
alms. He opens the door for women, but shuts their 
mouths. He blames science for Hiroshima, but for-
gives God the great flood. His cultural heritage is 
baking bells, grills and skewers. When it comes to 
foreign languages, he barely speaks English and 2/3 
of his mother tongue. In peace he celebrates the dead, 
in war the profit. His heart is in his homeland, his car-
diologist is abroad. He sneers at any sign of criticism. 
When he stops growing, he continues inflating. He 
sings reveilles for good night, and dances to a march. 
He respects the holy books, but his party member-
ship card is holy to him. He gets to know world via 
selfies. What he cannot get enough of, he always 
lacks. He lights the future with burning stakes. He is 
a pillar and a prodigy, a guard and a lien, a sentry and 
a promise, a spirit and a secret, a face and a knee, a 
shield and a sword, heaven and (s)hell.  l
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