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scholarship programmes: for example, 
only 31% of UNHCR DAFI scholarship 
recipients in Rwanda in 2017 were female.1 

Offer accredited degrees: Students who 
complete the Kepler/SNHU programme earn 
a fully US-accredited undergraduate degree. 
The US accreditation ensures the degree 
will be recognised in many countries and 
enables students to continue with further 
education. If programmes do not result in 
a degree, it is difficult for them to compete 
in both local and global job markets. 

Consider employment outcomes: The 
programme focuses on skills for job readiness, 
in particular on the development of skills 
in using popular software and online 
professional tools. In the Kiziba programme, 
students are required to complete internships 
– either with companies in Rwanda or for 
international companies via remote working 
– in order to gain professional skills and 
experience. They thereby also gain specific 
professional competencies relating to 
communication, leadership and teamwork. 
A careers department team at Kepler builds 
relationships with local employers and helps 

students to find and apply for vacancies. 
As a result, 90% of students find full-time 
employment within six months of graduation. 
Of course, refugee employment is more 
feasible in countries like Rwanda – where 
refugees have freedom of movement and 
the right to work in the formal sector – than 
in others. However, programmes in host 
countries where refugees do not have these 
rights should enable students to develop skills 
for self-employment (including online or 
remote-based employment) or that will enable 
them to find work in their countries of origin.  
Moise Dushime dumoise07@gmail.com 
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Graduates from Southern New Hampshire 
University through Kepler Kiziba programme 
www.kepler.org/kepler-kiziba  
https://gem.snhu.edu/ 

1. UNHCR’s DAFI programme is one of two scholarship 
programmes in Rwanda specifically for refugees. See UNHCR 
(2018) The Other One Per Cent – Refugee Students in Higher 
Education: DAFI Annual Report 2017   
bit.ly/DAFI-AnnualReport-2017  

The importance of access and accreditation:  
learning from the Thailand–Myanmar border 
Mary Purkey and Megan Irving

The displaced community on the Thailand–Myanmar border has long provided for the basic 
educational needs of large numbers of children. Providing accredited education, however, 
remains a struggle. 

The area around Mae Sot in western Thailand 
is home to a large population of refugees and 
other migrants who have fled conflict, political 
oppression or economic hardship in Myanmar 
(but do not live in the refugee camps). In 
the 1990s, teachers among the displaced 
population began creating informal schools 
called Migrant Learning Centres (MLCs). 
For years the MLCs were under constant 
threat of closure by the Thai government. 
Then, in 2006, a new Education for All policy 
instituted by the government changed the 

dynamic between educators and government. 
Education for All was intended to open 
the doors to Thai educational institutions 
for all children regardless of their legal 
status or lack of documentation. However, 
turning policy into practice has proved 
challenging, and the reality is that most 
migrant children do not attend Thai schools.

Initiatives to provide accreditation
Over the years, constructive collaboration 
between the migrant education community 
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and Thai government representatives has 
been built; the different actors involved 
also share a growing realisation of the 
need to provide children with accredited 
education, including transcripts that are 
transferrable to other education systems and 
that provide avenues to higher education. 
Since MLCs lack legal recognition as 
educational institutions and many teachers 
lack formal teaching credentials, accredited 
education is currently possible only through 
government systems (whether in Thailand 
or Myanmar) that few can access.

A number of initiatives are underway 
to remedy this situation. These include 
programmes to facilitate transfer of MLC 
students into Royal Thai Government schools 
or, alternatively, to formal education in 
Myanmar. With regard to the first option, 
all MLCs are now expected to teach the 
Thai language although implementing 
this is difficult given that schools are 
completely dependent on donors and 
receive no government funding. Students 
are also encouraged to enrol in a non-
formal education programme called Kor 
Sor Nor (KSN), a three-year catch-up 
programme that was originally created 
for Thai students who had missed out on 
education but which is now open to migrant 
students to introduce them gradually to the 
Thai language and curriculum. Primary 
school-aged children take KSN classes in 
the MLCs, visit Thai KSN schools regularly 
and may eventually (if they complete the 
programme) make the transition to the 
formal Thai school system. Older students 
attend the KSN schools directly but need 
to develop their Thai language skills first. 

In recent years, the Myanmar Ministry 
of Education has established a similar 
programme – the Non-Formal Primary 
Education programme (NFPE) – as part of its 
wider education reform. Migrant students 
are now able to take the Myanmar NFPE 
classes and exams at MLCs in Mae Sot. 
Students are also permitted to take Myanmar 
government school exams – for different 
school levels – at the MLCs. Both the Thai 
and Myanmar programmes offer a critical 
benefit: recognised records of achievement. 

The migrant community has also taken 
independent initiatives to facilitate access 
to accredited education. For instance, MLCs 
and community-based organisations have 
collaborated to develop standardised exams 
for certain grades; these exams and the 
Myanmar government exams allow students 
to obtain certificates which allow transfer 
to Myanmar schools. In addition, in 2016 
the community-based Burmese Migrant 
Workers Education Committee, World 
Education Thailand and other education 
stakeholders created the Education Quality 
Framework (EQF) as an assessment tool to 
help ensure some standardisation and quality 
of instruction in the diverse MLC network, 
thereby also bringing schools more in line 
with Thai pedagogical standards. While the 
Thai MOE would like MLCs to be unified 
under one umbrella organisation and to 
use the education assessment tools issued 
by the Thai government, it has nonetheless 
been open to both the diversity that exists 
among MLCs and their use of the EQF.

Challenges 
The Thai government approach demonstrates 
an understandable ambivalence toward the 
migrant education community. It withholds 
official school status from MLCs and does 
not allow MLC teachers the legal right to 
teach. However, the MOE has provided 
migrant teachers with identification cards 
and acted as an intermediary between 
them and immigration officials, protecting 
them from deportation. In addition, it 
works to inform parents about the option 
to send their children to Thai schools. 
Finally, even as MLCs increasingly use 
the Myanmar curriculum, the MOE has 
shown a willingness to engage with them 
and seems to have a positive view of the 
availability of Myanmar’s NFPE and the 
potential for migrant students to enter 
Myanmar schools. MOE officials in Tak 
province have also mediated between the 
migrant education community and Thai 
immigration and security forces, and 
migrant children born in Thailand can now 
receive a 10-year identity card that ensures 
greater security for a longer period of time. 
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However, while the initiatives outlined 
above have created some new pathways 
for migrant youth to gain entry into one 
education system or the other, neither 
government provides funding support. 
The onus is on the MLCs to find the 
financial and human resources needed 
from benefactors and NGOs, an immense 
task in an environment in which finding 
funds simply to keep school doors open 
has become increasingly difficult. 

A number of other challenges face the 
education community in Mae Sot. For cultural 
reasons or because their families often 
have to move for work, migrant children 
do not always integrate easily into formal 
education systems in host countries. The 
Thai government allows MLCs a degree 
of freedom to operate but little access to 
formal accreditation processes. The success 
of new initiatives is often hampered by 
bureaucratic, logistical and financial hurdles 
in a country where rules change often. If 
migrant parents are undocumented, they 
are often apprehensive about enrolling their 
children in Thai schools. Unemployment 
puts economic strain on the family unit, 
and many youth drop out of school to work 
illegally. Lastly, educators, parents and 
children from Myanmar do not all share 
the same goals, and there is therefore no 

‘one-size-fits-all’ solution when it comes to 
creating pathways to accredited education. 

A shift in thinking and practice?
In spite of the obstacles, the experiences of the 
Mae Sot migrant education community show 
that opportunities exist for expanding access 
to accredited education. When governments 
work collaboratively with migrant education 
communities, both security and educational 
choices can be enhanced. Education for 
All created a huge shift in thinking and 
practice among Thai government officials. 
Although unable to provide accreditation, 
MLCs in Mae Sot have been allowed 
to provide basic education – as well as 
security and support for children – and a 
few go further, for example by preparing 
youth for Myanmar government exams 
or the internationally recognised General 
Education Diploma (GED) exam which allows, 
potentially at least, entry into universities. 
Through acceptance of the realities of 
the situation and through flexibility and 
collaboration between educators, NGOs and 
government, much has been accomplished. 

More could be done, however. The Thai 
government could go further to create bridges 
between the migrant education community 
and the formal education system building 
on the positive achievements of the informal 
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Sitting a Thai language test at BHSOH, a migrant learning centre which has an active KSN catch-up programme.

http://www.fmreview.org/dayton20
http://www.fmreview.org/education-displacement


71
FM

R
 6

0
Education: needs, rights and access in displacement

March 2019 www.fmreview.org/education-displacement

MLC system such as the EQF. In Southeast 
Asia, migration and forced displacement have 
regional implications and consequences; if 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) were to create an ASEAN-wide 
education framework to support legal status 
for MLCs, the transfer of academic records 
and certification of teacher expertise, this 
would serve the interests of those building 
the regional economy as well as those 
who are migrating or forcibly displaced. 
Civil society actors, in this case educators, 
could play a critical role in developing the 
standards and mechanisms for accomplishing 
these goals, including development of 
an ASEAN GED programme to replace 
the one currently used (which is the GED 
programme developed by the United States).

Finally, and critically, governments must 
provide funding if policies such as Education 
for All or cross-border initiatives are to be 

effectively implemented – to avoid vital 
functions remaining financially dependent on 
international organisations. There has recently 
been a sharp downturn in funding for the 
Migrant Learning Centres on the border 
as NGOs and donor governments have cut 
funding, possibly due to the prioritisation of 
perceived greater needs inside Myanmar and 
elsewhere. The migrant education community 
in Mae Sot has felt deserted. Education for 
refugees and other migrants demands not 
only acknowledgment but also investment.
Mary Purkey marypurkey@gmail.com  
Coordinator, Mae Sot Education Project 
https://maesot.ubishops.ca

Megan Irving meg.g.irving@gmail.com 
Director of Administration, Parami Learning 
Centre, Mae Sot 
www.facebook.com/parami.learningcentre

Improving learning environments in emergencies 
through community participation
Zeina Bali

An education in emergencies toolkit developed by Save the Children looks at how learning 
environments can be improved through community participation. Piloting the project in Syria 
and Uganda has also shed light on some of the tensions and contradictions that underlie 
education provision in humanitarian settings.  

The Improving Learning Environments 
Together (ILET) toolkit¹ uses assessments 
to improve learning environments in 
humanitarian contexts through community 
participation. Its aim is to respond to the 
need for greater and better evidence of what 
works in education in emergencies (EiE). It 
puts Save the Children’s Quality Learning 
Framework (QLF)² into practice by turning 
the five foundations it identifies as providing 
a basis for the well-being and learning of 
all children – emotional and psychosocial 
protection, physical protection, teaching 
and learning, parents and community, and 
school leadership and management – into 
measurable, quantifiable and actionable 
questions. These questions are put to 
students, teachers and parents to identify 

ways to improve the learning environment. 
ILET’s added value comes in providing 
school communities with evidence based 
on data and by supporting their advocacy 
efforts to improve the schools within a 
rights-based framework. In this way, Save 
the Children’s role becomes, ideally, that 
of a facilitator of or catalyst for change.  

Steps one and two of ILET’s five-step 
process relate to programme design, proposal 
development, coordination and training, 
and are mostly carried out by programme 
staff. Step three is the start of engagement 
with the communities. This third step is 
about programme staff collecting data from 
five sources: teachers, parents, children, 
a head teacher or school checklist, and 
through a classroom observation. A web-
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