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Introduction
Education is a cornerstone of societal development, a powerful engine driving
progress, shaping individual destinies, and fostering national identity. In Azerbaijan, a
nation at the crossroads of Eastern Europe and Western Asia, the educational
landscape reflects a rich history, a dynamic present, and an ambitious vision for the
future. From the earliest cradles of learning to the highest echelons of academia, the
Azerbaijani educational system has undergone significant transformations, adapting to
global trends while striving to preserve its unique cultural heritage. This book,
"Education In Azerbaijan: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher
Education," embarks on an extensive journey to explore the multifaceted dimensions
of this evolving system.

Azerbaijan's commitment to education is deeply rooted in its history, evident in the
legacy of ancient scholars and the establishment of early centers of learning.
Following the restoration of its independence, the nation has prioritized educational
reform as a key component of its socio-economic development strategy. This volume
delves into the intricate structure and governance of the current system, providing
readers with a clear understanding of how education is organized and administered
across the country. It examines the foundational stages of early childhood education,
encompassing nurseries and kindergartens, and progresses through primary and
general secondary education, illuminating the curriculum and pedagogical approaches
that shape young minds.

Beyond compulsory schooling, this book explores the vital role of Vocational Education
and Training (VET) in equipping individuals with the skills necessary for a modern
workforce, offering pathways to diverse skilled professions. A significant portion of our
exploration is dedicated to higher education, detailing the diverse
institutions—universities, academies, and institutes—that form the apex of the
Azerbaijani educational system. We will shed light on the admission and enrollment
processes, curriculum development, and the evolving standards that guide academic
excellence. Furthermore, the critical role of teacher education and professional
development, alongside the crucial aspects of educational funding and policy, are
thoroughly examined to provide a holistic perspective.

"Education In Azerbaijan" also addresses contemporary issues and forward-looking
initiatives that are shaping the future of learning in the country. This includes an in-
depth look at inclusive education practices, the increasing integration of technology in
classrooms, and the growing importance of international cooperation and exchange
programs. We explore the dynamics of language of instruction and multilingualism,
assessment and evaluation methodologies, and the persistent challenges and
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emerging opportunities within the system. The book further contrasts educational
provisions in rural versus urban areas, considers the profound impact of culture and
society on educational paradigms, and examines the role of private education, adult
learning, and lifelong learning initiatives.

Ultimately, this comprehensive overview is designed for a diverse audience, including
educators, policymakers, researchers, students, and anyone with an interest in
understanding the educational landscape of Azerbaijan. By offering a detailed analysis
of its historical foundations, current structures, and future aspirations, this book aims
to provide invaluable insights into the strengths, complexities, and ongoing evolution
of education in Azerbaijan. It is an invitation to explore a system that is not only
dedicated to nurturing individual potential but also committed to contributing to the
broader progress and prosperity of the nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Azerbaijani
Education
The story of education in Azerbaijan is a vibrant tapestry, woven with threads of
ancient traditions, Islamic scholarship, imperial influences, and a fierce dedication to
national identity. It’s a narrative that stretches back millennia, showcasing a persistent
quest for knowledge that has shaped the nation's character and propelled its
development through various historical epochs. The roots of this educational journey
are deeply embedded in the region's rich cultural and religious heritage.

Long before the advent of formalized schooling as we understand it today, early forms
of education in Azerbaijan were likely intertwined with oral traditions, practical skills,
and community knowledge transfer. The Sasanian period, dating back to the third
century, is thought to be the era when systematic school education began in
Azerbaijan, with Zoroastrian temple schools serving as early centers for training and
education, as well as places of worship. These institutions formed a foundational layer
for later educational developments, laying the groundwork for more structured
learning environments.

With the arrival of Islam in the 8th century, Azerbaijan became part of the Arab
Caliphate, and a profound shift in educational focus occurred. Islamic religious training
became a cornerstone of early childhood education, often commencing around the
age of five and sometimes extending until the age of twenty. Children attended 
madrasahs, educational institutions typically affiliated with mosques. These 
madrasahs were not merely places for religious instruction; they evolved to offer a
broader curriculum.

In these early Islamic centers of learning, students delved into the Qur'an, alongside
Arabic and Persian languages. The curriculum expanded to include Arabic grammar,
logic, kalam (religious dogmatics), fiqh (Islamic law), mathematics, calligraphy,
history, and chronology. Larger madrasahs, akin to modern higher education
institutions, even incorporated subjects such as Greek philosophy, astrology, oratory,
geometry, and medicine. This blend of religious and secular knowledge highlights a
holistic approach to learning that characterized the era. By the 17th and 18th
centuries, madrasahs in major cities began to operate as separate educational
institutions, although the religious component remained a significant aspect of the
curriculum.

The Mongol invasions of the 13th and 14th centuries brought about significant
upheaval and destruction to Azerbaijan, impacting its socio-economic and cultural
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infrastructure, including educational institutions. While initially devastating, the period
under Hulagu Khan, who established the Ilkhanid state with its center in Azerbaijan in
1256, saw a resurgence in the development of science and culture. The Mongols,
despite their military prowess, were not naturally inclined towards administration and
often relied on local bureaucrats and skilled individuals from various ethnicities to
govern their vast empire. This period also facilitated cultural exchange between the
Middle East and Far East along the Silk Road, introducing elements of Chinese,
Mongolian, and Uyghur cultures into Azerbaijani society.

Following the Mongol period, the Safavid dynasty, originating from the Iranian
Azerbaijan region, rose to prominence in the early 16th century, establishing control
over a vast empire. Azerbaijan became a socio-economic, political, cultural, and
ideological hub of the Safavid state. During the Safavid era, a network of schools and 
madrasahs was established in cities, with private fee-paying schools also becoming
available. After completing primary education, students would advance to madrasahs
for secondary education, where subjects like theology, arithmetic, algebra, geometry,
astronomy, geography, medicine, philosophy, history, and literature were taught.
Notably, the state language in the Safavid Empire was Azeri, reflecting the dynasty's
origins and fostering its use in administration and poetry.

The 19th century ushered in a new chapter with Azerbaijan's integration into the
Russian Empire. This era marked the gradual emergence of a secular education
system, although traditional religious schooling continued to exist. Russian imperial
reforms led to the establishment of the first secular elementary schools for
Azerbaijanis in the late 19th century, though schools for ethnic Russians had been
established earlier. However, higher education institutions and the use of the
Azerbaijani language in secondary schools were notably restricted during the Tsarist
period.

Despite these limitations, significant strides were made. In 1865, Baku saw the
opening of its first technical high school and its first women's high school, signaling
early steps towards modernizing education. A notable figure, Haji Zeynalabdin
Taghiyev, a prominent Azerbaijani oil baron and philanthropist, played a crucial role in
advocating for girls' education. He sponsored the establishment of the Empress
Alexandra Russian Muslim School for Girls in Baku, the first school of its kind in the
Russian Empire, which opened its doors in 1901. This initiative faced considerable
resistance from both imperial authorities and conservative Muslim clergy, highlighting
the societal shifts that education was beginning to instigate. The curriculum at this
groundbreaking school included mathematics, geography, music, drama, Russian and
Azerbaijani languages, religion, needlework, and housekeeping skills.

The early 20th century, especially leading up to the brief period of the Azerbaijan
Democratic Republic (ADR) from 1918 to 1920, saw a growing emphasis on national
education. Although the number of schools remained relatively low and a unified
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system was still developing, progressive intellectuals sought to introduce instruction in
the native language. The Azerbaijan Democratic Republic made education a priority,
laying the foundations for a national education system with a strong presence of the
Azerbaijani language. A pivotal achievement of the ADR was the establishment of
Baku State University in 1919, the first higher educational institution in Azerbaijan,
which underscored the republic's commitment to intellectual and cultural growth. The
ADR government also declared Turkish (Azerbaijani) as the state language and
emphasized mother-tongue instruction in primary schools. Efforts were made to
nationalize schools and address the shortage of teaching staff by establishing short-
term pedagogical courses and inviting teachers from Turkey.

The Soviet era, spanning from 1920 to 1991, brought about a dramatic and
standardized transformation of the Azerbaijani education system. The system was
modeled after Moscow's, characterized by state control over all educational
institutions and a significant integration of Marxist-Leninist ideology at every level.
Despite the ideological overlay and two changes in the script (from Arabic to Latin in
the 1920s and then to Cyrillic in the 1930s), literacy rates and average education
levels rose dramatically from their previously low starting points. Soviet data from
1970 even claimed 100 percent literacy for males and females between the ages of
nine and forty-nine.

During this period, a massive network of primary, general secondary, and vocational
schools was established, with education becoming compulsory. The Soviet system
promoted universal, compulsory, and free education, irrespective of religion, gender,
or nationality. Instruction was primarily in Azerbaijani, with Russian as a secondary
option, particularly in higher education. While this era saw significant expansion in
access to education and standardized curricula, it also imposed ideological restrictions
that influenced the content and direction of study programs. The focus on Russian
language and history in the curriculum, alongside the adoption of the Cyrillic alphabet,
also served to promote Russian influence and, at times, sideline Azerbaijani culture.

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked the beginning of a new era for
education in independent Azerbaijan. While many Soviet-era structures initially
remained due to a lack of immediate resources, the nation quickly embarked on a
path of reform. One of the very first legislative acts passed by the Azerbaijani
Parliament after independence was the adoption of a modified Latin alphabet,
replacing Cyrillic. Initial alterations also included the reintroduction of religious
education, which had been banned during the Soviet period, and curriculum changes
that re-emphasized the Azerbaijani language and removed ideological content. This
post-independence period has been characterized by efforts to modernize the
educational system, integrate it into the international educational space, and adapt it
to the demands of a market economy, all while striving to preserve its distinct cultural
identity.
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