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Opportunities for change
Education innovation and reform during
and after conﬂict
Windows of opportunity
Overview
Opportunities for reform and
positive change within the
education sector often arise during
and after conflict, despite the
violence experienced through war
and instability. This brief, based
on findings presented in the book
Opportunities for change: education
innovation and reform during and
after conflict (Nicolai, Ed. 2009),
explores some of the prospects
for education transformation
in such contexts. It presents
recommendations for ministries
of education and other partners
on how to seize opportunities to
introduce innovation and reform to
education systems.
The book and policy brief are the
result of a research partnership
bet we e n IIEP-UNESCO, the
Amsterdam
Institute
for
Metropolitan and International
Development Studies of the
University of Amsterdam and the
International Rescue Committee.
They are produced with support
from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.

Amidst the chaos of war and instability, and during the recovery period
that follows, there are countless opportunities for change in the education
sector. Reforms introduced during such times include the creation or
strengthening of an education authority, adoption of new teacher training
models, more transparent and pro-poor financing of education, policies
for inclusive schooling, and development of curriculum to reinforce peace
building and reconciliation efforts. There are also often opportunities
for innovative education programmes that reach marginalized groups
of children and youth, as well as a much needed chance to institute
measures to increase protection and security of students and teachers.
However, this time of opportunities often brings its own constraints. New
regimes may make political change possible, but weak authorities are not
best positioned for reform. The public may have high expectations for
renewal, but civil society is often in disarray or opposes those in power.
Bureaucratic resistance may be weakened, resulting in a lack of effective
administration. New and more flexible resources may be available, but
unpredictable financial flows make sustained efforts difficult.
Although peaceful mechanisms of education change and development
are ideal, opportunities undoubtedly arise when armed conflict causes a
breakdown in institutions and peoples’ lives are disrupted. This can lead to
greater willingness to reflect, make changes, and overcome constraints.
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Toward transformation
Case studies undertaken
in Afghanistan, Angola,
Cambodia, Colombia,
Kosovo1, Rwanda, Sri
Lanka, South Africa,
Southern Sudan and
Uganda present specific
examples of how
positive change has
been implemented in
the education sector
in different conflict and
recovery settings. Each
study explores factors
that support – as well
as constraint – positive
change.
Dimensions of change
Change in education
systems affected by conflict
can be either radical or
incremental. The intensity
and extent of changes
in society are important
factors in determining what
change is possible. Types
of change that create
and shape conflict – and
consequently recovery –
may include:
1. major changes – large in
scope and intensity
2. sudden changes – taking
place abruptly
3. unexpected change –
with no prior indication,
warning or time to
prepare
4. rapid changes – taking
place over a short time
period
5. irreversible changes –
with no way of returning
to the pre-conflict status
quo.
1. All reference to Kosovo, whether to the
territory, institutions or population, in this
text, shall be understood in full compliance
with United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1244 and without prejudice to
the status of Kosovo.

Education reform has increasingly
become a priority in both
developed and developing
countries over the past several
decades. An educated workforce
can aid international economic
competitiveness and it is evident
that education is vital in reducing
child mortality and increasing
economic growth.
However, there has generally
been slow progress in advancing
education in states experiencing
conflict and other kinds of fragility.
In fact, recent estimates show
that more than half of the world’s
out-of-school children live in
conflict-affected and fragile states.
Greater effort is needed for these
countries to reach international
targets such as the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) and
Education for All (EFA).

the earliest phase can accelerate
improvement in an education
sector. In Southern Sudan,
coordinated international support
for the Secretariat of Education
provided a basis for the later
establishment of an education
ministry. In 2000, the creation of
the Secretariat of Education by
the Sudan People’s Liberation
Movement (SPLM) coincided
with acknowledgement that
approximately two thirds of the
territory was fairly stable. Although
not an official government entity,
the Secretariat of Education
quickly began to fulfil the function
of an education authority. After
the peace agreement of 2004, the
Secretariat became the Ministry
of Education and greater attention
was given to improving education
management capacity and to
implementing the education
sector plan.

Strengthening systems
Despite the devastating impact of
war and challenges of recovery,
a surprising resilience and ability
to transform can be found within
education systems. Yet, in the
worst of circumstances, states are
so devastated by conflict that even
the most basic tasks are difficult.
In Angola, for example, after the
signing of the Peace Agreement in
1995, due to extensively damaged
infrastructure and widespread
landmines, approximately three
million people were dependent
on food flown into the country. In
addition to previous neglect, the
education system had weakened
after years of conflict. Statistics
were scarce and at best limited
to areas of the country controlled
by the government. Furthermore,
the education sector was faced
with having to operate in both
government- and rebel-controlled
areas.
Capacity development for planning
and governance structures from
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Improving educational
access
In the years following the end of
a conflict, significant gains can
be made in access. Cambodia,
Rwanda and Sierra Leone
are among the countries with
enrolment surges spurred on by
a new enthusiasm for the future.
In Afghanistan after the fall of the
Taliban, enrolment increased from
approximately 774,000 in 2002
to 6 million children in school in
2007, about 700 per cent.
‘Back to school’, ‘go to school’
and ‘stay in school’ campaigns
build on these opportunities of an
end to conflict or successful peace
processes. School attendance
campaigns, such as that led by
the new Rwandan Government
in 1994, can succeed in getting
children back to school quickly
despite their fear of returning to
what had in some places been a
scene of horror.
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Some post-conflict states have
also announced the abolition
of school fees as a means to
accelerate access. In post-conflict
Uganda, fee abolition resulted in a
jump in primary school enrolments
from 3.4 million in 1996 to 5.7
million in 1997, the year after the
abolition of school fees. However,
experience showed that a more
gradual approach to school
fee abolition may have better
addressed impacts on quality,
implementation and corruption.
Although there are exceptions,
in many conflict and recovery
situations, girls’ educational
opportunities are more limited
than boys’. This requires
special attention to be paid
to enable access for girls and
other marginalized groups. In
Afghanistan, community-based
schools were initially introduced
as a small-scale innovation during
the Taliban regime partially to
offer girls access. These schools
were progressively absorbed into
the national system, leading to
national reform and policies that
eventually increased opportunities
for girls post-Taliban and led to a
general expansion in enrolments.

Advancing educational
quality
Educational quality in conflictaffected states is often negatively
affected by on-going tensions,
chronically low inputs, and
outmoded teaching practices.
It is of particular concern when
education aggravates conflict
through inequities in access or
bias in curriculum. In Kosovo,
the segregation of the Serbian
education system in the 1990s led
to the establishment of a parallel
Albanian-language system and
entrenched divisions in society.
In Sri Lanka, critics have argued
how culturally-biased textbooks
have fostered a majority-oriented
and exclusionary education.

Curriculum reform following a
conflict can be a significant – if
complex – opportunity to improve
education quality. A protracted
development of a new history
curriculum in Rwanda has been
undertaken since 2003. Although
the concurrent teacher education
process has been implemented,
the Government has not yet
committed to introducing the
programme into schools.
A recover y period of fers
opportunities for investment in
teacher training and other reforms,
as evidenced by the number of
NGOs that often become directly
involved during the first several
years of relative stability.

The Inter-Agency
Network on Education
in Emergencies (INEE)
Minimum Standards
for Education in
Emergencies, Chronic
Crises and Early
Reconstruction weave
issues of quality
throughout their
indicators and guidelines,
and cover a range of
areas such as teaching
and learning, community
participation, access and
the learning environment.

Introducing innovation
Continued
innovation
is
essential to meet the myriad of
challenges faced by education
systems, particularly in conflictaffected states which may have
lagged behind educationally or
economically. Such situations
offer the opportunity to transfer
innovations that are considered
good practice. In Kosovo, this
has included updated education
theory and the introduction of
a stronger element of teaching
practice through a range of
teacher training initiatives.
In recent years, education’s role
in conflict prevention and peace
building has been increasinly
recognized. In Sri Lanka and
Uganda, integrated approaches
to include peace education in the
curriculum have been introduced.
Innovation through accelerated learning programmes (ALP)
ALP and ‘catch-up’ education programmes are used when
children have not had access to traditional schooling. In Angola,
the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) initiated ‘catch-up’
courses for pre-adolescents, providing introductory courses on
literacy, numeracy and life skills designed to allow entry to primary
schooling. Special emphasis was placed on training teachers and
supervisors in interactive and participative pedagogy and many
of the staff were able to enter the national teaching force as the
emergency programmes were phased out.
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Facing constraints
A major constraint to education
innovation and reform is the
nature of conflict itself – both the
intensity of violence and scale of
devastation. In some countries,
ongoing tensions between ethnic
minority groups, divisive language
policies, and the impact of highly
political environments can limit
progress and restrict possibilities
for positive change. In such
situations it is important that
outside actors carefully support
education, ensuring that their aid
agenda is not politicized.
In Colombia, where a number
of attacks against teachers and
students have been perpetrated,
the Government and other
actors have assisted teachers in
improving their security through
the use of the legal system and
training in human rights.

Highly political
environments can limit
progress and restrict
possibilities for positive
change.

In situations of imposed or
uneasy peace, opportunities for
education change are not only
limited by overt security threats. In
South Africa, the implementation
of a divisive language policy and
its use in promoting segregation
or desegregation illustrates the

struggles of a minority group
previously in power. For example,
schools teaching in Afrikaans face
strong pressure to admit students
from other social groups and to
adopt a dual language system.
Some schools have resisted this
and have taken their cases to
the courts of law, although most
have gradually moved away from
exclusivity.
The lack of adequate human
and monetary resources can
equally lead to failure, along
with inept, inefficient or corrupt
administrations. Moreover, where
governments function the least –
due to limited capacity, resources,
or infrastructure – armed conflict
tends to thrive and recovery
is prolonged. This becomes a
vicious circle, as money is spent
on arms instead of other sectors
such as education.
Ensuring the material base for
education – sufficient textbooks,
safe buildings, transpor t,
communications and adequate
teacher salaries – is equally crucial
to a functioning system. While
an increase in resources can

Children in an Alternative Learning Programme in Uganda.
©Save the Children/Teri Pengilley
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accompany a peace agreement
and provide relief for a resourcestarved system, too often, funds
do not materialize or end too
quickly, leaving a gap in provision.
Despite a coordinated effort, this
was the case for the Sudan Basic
Education Program in 2005.

Policy implications
Preferable conditions for positive
change and rapid reform of
education systems include
security, basic governance
capacity, and political consensus.
Given the varied and constantly
shifting landscape in conflict
situations, there is no easy
formula for identifying and taking
advantage of opportunities for
change. However, some policy
implications can be drawn from
the case studies in this publication
for supporting positive change.

Lengthen support
timeframes
Long-term, predictable support
from donors and agencies is
necessary to ensure positive
changes are progressive and
lasting. Ministries of education
must ensure that changes are
located within broader public
reforms – fiscal or otherwise –
as the ability to introduce reform
is often dependent on wider
progress. Donors and agencies
must suppor t and monitor
programmes over time. All
actors should carefully consider
what trade-offs between quality,
quantity and other factors might
be necessary when scaling up.

Coordinated support for the Secretariat of Education provided the basis for the
establishment of an education ministry in Sudan.
©UNHCR/M. Pearson

be among the highest priorities.
Investment in capacity and
individual, organisational and
institutional development must
be coordinated – and predictably
financed – between governments,
donors and international agencies.
Gaps or limited joint strategic
planning can delay progress.

Introduce innovation
Ministries, international agencies
and NGOs should introduce
innovative approaches and
address special needs for
children and youth who have had
their studies interrupted or been
through serious trauma. Special
programmes should be developed
from the outset of crises with a
strategy for incorporating activities
for marginalized children.

Focus on capacity
development

Strengthen partnerships

Ministries and international
agencies should develop capacity
during conflict to lay a foundation
for future recovery. Once peace is
established, capacity development
for staff and institutions at the
central and local levels should

Partnerships need to facilitate and
integrate a coherent and inclusive
process of consensus-building
within society. Together with
international agencies, NGOs and
donors, national authorities should
make efforts through appropriate

www.iiep.unesco.org
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Students in a classroom at an accelerated learning centre for working street
children in Kunduz, Afghanistan.
©Save the Children/Mats Lingell

Governments should
have a clear national
policy on integrating
conflict prevention or
peacebuilding aims into
the education sector.

decentralization policies to bridge
gaps between the changes that
may take place on national and
local levels. Therefore national
authorities should respond to
demands of communities and
allow their voices to be heard.

Focus on conflict
prevention and
peacebuilding
Governments should have a clear
national policy on integrating
conflict prevention or peacebuilding aims into the education
sector. Ministries, international
agencies and NGOs should
ensure that neither curricula nor
textbooks contain inflammatory
content. They should actively
promote
peacebuilding.
Renewed curricula may include
methodology-related changes,
updating of content, and inclusion
of life skills, citizenship and peace
education.

Ensure support for
teachers
To sustain reform ef for ts,
ministries, international agencies
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and NGOs should develop
teacher training policies based on
modern methods of child-friendly
pedagogy. These policies should
actively promote peacebuilding
efforts and be coupled with
balanced teacher deployment
policies and fair approaches to
teacher salaries and incentives.
National authorities should remove
any regional or ethnic quotas for
both teachers and students.

Pursue protection of
students and teachers
Governments and international
agencies should ensure that legal
provisions and special protection
measures are in place for both
educators and students, and are
respected by law enforcement
and the judiciary. They should
also address and draw attention
to particular violations, including
through human rights committees
and organizations, as well as use
of UN Security Council Resolution
1612. Together with donors and
NGOs, they should contribute
to awareness raising, capacity
building, and campaigns such as
‘schools as zones of peace’.
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Some implementation recommendations
The recommendations presented in the table below are not exhaustive.

Strengthening systems

Improving educational access

Build education during emergency to lay foundation
for stronger recovery

Build on enthusiasm following conflict to boost
access, including through ‘back to school’
campaigns

During instability, focus on smaller incremental
change to prepare for later rapid scale up
Identify common goals in divided communities and
avoid further politicizing education
Create space for new and non-traditional partners
to support education
Seek out ‘policy openings’ that allow for
collaboration with authorities, whether local,
provincial, or national levels
Move towards more predictable and longer-term
funding and partnerships
Address protection issues in education, both at
community and legal levels

Review emergency and policy responses such as
the abolition of school fees in regard to pro-poor
impact and sustainability
Address teaching conditions including class size,
gender and remuneration
Give attention to both increasing enrolment and
education quality
Support community-based education when
appropriate, to increase access for girls and other
marginalized groups
Balance concerns of educational access and social
justice and with rights of cultural minorities
Ensure a safe learning environment, including
the development of teacher/classroom codes of
conduct

Advancing educational quality

Introducing innovation

Develop coordinated teacher training and education
programmes

Encourage innovation, creativity, and alternative
methods in education to reach all children, including
marginalized children

Involve teacher training institutions in quality
improvement initiatives
Ensure curriculum is free of political bias and
supports learning, development, citizenship and
peace
Include peace education in wider process of peace
building and reconciliation
Use opportunities after conflict to address history,
based on multiple perspectives, building critical
thinking skills
Actively measure education quality and share
results with communities
Respect education as ‘a neutral territory’ for learning
without threat of violence

Support flexible, complementary models of
education provision which build on community
initiatives
Institute ALP and catch-up programmes to
reach those who have missed out on schooling,
particularly older children
Ensure new programmes align with evolving
government regulations
Work with other actors to advocate for scaling up
and adoption of successful approaches
Maximize opportunities for research, information
sharing and technical cooperation

www.iiep.unesco.org
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Recent publications
This series is a product of research partnerships between IIEP and the Amsterdam Institute for Metropolitan
and International Development Studies of the University of Amsterdam, the International Rescue Committee
and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and IIEP and CfBT Education Trust. Under these partnerships the
following global thematic policy studies were published in 2009:

Opportunities for change: education innovation and reform during and after conflict
Edited by Susan Nicolai • 2009 • Price: 12 €
This book describes efforts of education authorities and the agencies assisting them as the take advantage of
these opportunities during and after conflict in a range of settings.

Certification counts: recognizing the learning attainments of displaced and refugee
students
Edited by Jackie Kirk • 2009 • Price: 12 €
This study presents a broad conceptual framework in which to consider issues of certification of displaced and
refugee learners, illustrated by case studies from around the world.

Rapid response: programming for education needs in emergencies
by Jonathan Penson and Kathryn Tomlinson • 2009 • Price: 12 €
This book takes an in-depth look at the development of standardized education responses to emergencies,
and gives suggestions for moving towards more community-responsive educational programming.

Donors’ engagement: supporting education in fragile and conflict-affected states
by Laura Brannelly, Susy Ndaruhutse and Carole Rigaud • 2009 • Price: 12 €
This book gives an overview of the policies and financial commitments of the donors of the Development
Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development in relation to education
in fragile and conflict-affected states.

Promoting participation: community contributions to education in conflict situations
by Joan Sullivan-Owomoyela and Laura Brannelly • 2009 • Price: 12 €
This research explores the roles communities play in providing education in both emergency and reconstruction
settings and makes recommendations to ensure that communities are at the centre of the cultural and social
dimensions of education activities.

Alternative education: filling the gap in emergency and post-conflict situations
by Pamela Baxter and Lynne Bethke • 2009 • Price: 12 €
This book reviews some of the types of alternative education programmes in emergency and post-conflict
situations.
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