
chances of marriage in later life. 
Ideally, children would be pro-
tected from needing to work but if 
the education system ignores the 
economic and social reality then 
it can diminish protection. When 
collecting firewood, for example, 
children are often required to walk 
long distances in poor light after 
school hours, therefore placing them 
at greater risk of mines and other 
UXO and making them more vulner-
able to harassment. Flexible school 
calendars and modular curricula that 
allow children to attend classes and 
still be available for work during the 
day for more regularised work activi-
ties are potential countermeasures. 

The Nueva Escuela Unidad schools in 
Guatemala provide a good example 
of such an approach. This is not to 
say that most education in emergen-
cies supports child labour but it is 
crucial to acknowledge a child’s con-
text and make adjustments in order 
to answer needs accordingly. 

Conclusion

Education in emergencies has an 
important role in enhancing the 
protection of displaced children. 
A pre-requisite of its success is 
nonetheless a willingness to avoid 
assumptions and acknowledge risks. 
To this extent there needs to be 

more routine analysis of pre-conflict 
realities, cultural ramifications and 
economic aspects. The analysis must 
necessarily involve a greater level of 
participation on the part of affected 
children themselves and their com-
munities. In this way the impact of 
education on the protection of chil-
dren could be greatly improved. 

Amalia Fawcett has worked as an 
intern at the Global IDP Project, 
Geneva (www.idproject.org). 
Email: amaliafawcett@hotmail.com 

1. See Una McCauley ‘Now things are Zig Zag: 
Perceptions of the Impact of Armed Conflict on 
Young People in Liberia’, 2001. Don Bosco.

Risking protection through education?

Education free-for-all
by Marc Sommers

During emergencies and the early stages of reconstruction 
the roles and responsibilities of international and local 
stakeholders are poorly defined. What are the prospects 
for improving coordination and local ownership?

T
he fifth of the eleven objec-
tives adopted by the Dakar 
World Education Forum in 

2000 focuses on the rights of chil-
dren in emergencies. Dakar partici-
pants called on all national Educa-
tion for All (EFA) plans to include 
provision for education in emergency 
situations. Realising this pledge is, 
however, complicated by the lack of 
coordination of education in emer-
gencies and reconstruction. 

Although this trend is changing, 
education is still rarely accorded 
a high priority during emergen-
cies – even when vast numbers of 
children require schooling. Curricu-
lum and accreditation issues which 
require liaison between ministries 
of education and aid agencies may 
be put off for months or even years. 
Accumulated institutional memories 
and knowledge are often lost due 
to dispersal and disappearance of 
documents and high staff turnover.

The towering significance of coordi-
nation to the practice of education 
during emergencies and early re-
construction is largely derived from 
its ability to magnify the coherence 
and utility of education for students, 
teachers and their communities. Yet 

the challenges of coordinating educa-
tion action during emergencies and 
early reconstruction periods remain 
daunting and diverse, and can arise 
even before international humani-
tarians arrive in a country. Due to 
their often-overlapping mandates, 
UNESCO, UNICEF, UNDP and/or 
UNHCR have been known to wage 
turf wars, which can be the starting 
point for unhelpful, and seemingly 
avoidable, power struggles. Indeed, 
research and analysis suggest that 
the challenge of defining roles and 
responsibilities between and among 
UN and international NGO actors ul-
timately arises from an atmosphere 
of underlying mistrust and competi-
tion. Moreover, in the scramble for 
favourable media attention – and the 
funding it helps secure – rhetoric 
about cooperation and coordination 
may be bypassed in practice.

During the emergency period, the 
typical international humanitar-
ian official might be described as 
young, single, relatively well-paid, 
well-equipped and forever in a rush. 
His or her government counterpart is 
generally older, burdened by family 
concerns, underpaid – sometimes 
not paid at all – and unable to move 
around with ease. From the outset, 

it is a bad match: a clash of cultures, 
backgrounds, expectations and 
degrees of patience. Stereotypes may 
develop, such as local officials view-
ing internationals as disrespectful 
upstarts and the expatriates judging 
locals as uncommitted and perhaps 
corrupt.

The spectre of interpersonal con-
flicts involving local and interna-
tional officials is further exacer-
bated by the fact that, quite often, 
well-resourced international NGOs 
and UN agencies charge into the 
countryside with funding, sup-
plies, expertise and humanitarian 
mandates, frequently leaving local 
officials feeling left in the dust. 
The capacity and morale of educa-
tion ministries can be further eroded 
by the departure of better-qualified 
civil servants for well-paid jobs 
with international organisations. At 
the same time, truly coordinated 
education systems are unlikely to 
be achieved unless even resource-
poor national education authorities 
are willing to decline aid that does 
not help fulfil the objectives of their 
agreed and announced plans.

Challenges involving international 
agencies and war-affected commu-
nities may be just as thorny. While 
relations between communities 
and agencies can grow to be excel-
lent, the power relations are usually 
quite clear. In general, communities 
are not ultimately in charge of the 
schooling of their own children. The 
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terminology that pervades humani-
tarian work confirms this relation-
ship: people receiving assistance 
from humanitarian agencies are 
often labelled beneficiaries or recipi-
ents, not partners. 

A coordinated education system 
links people from the same coun-
try. When it is properly organised, 
education can, among other things, 
help bind together fractured states 
and limit the chances that trauma, 
abduction and forced labour will 
dominate the lives of war-affected 
children and youth. Accordingly, this 
requires international educational-
ists and donors to: 

■ acknowledge that, with very few 
exceptions, a coordination frame-
work that does not feature the 
role of the national government 
or de facto education authority is 
necessarily incomplete 

■ not cynically anticipate that im-
poverished ministries of educa-
tion will look to receive funding 
for their operations (and to 
supplement their salaries)

■ start training and capacity build-
ing for local and international 
counterparts as early as possible 

to nip in the bud the potential for 
rancour, disrespect and resent-
ment to bedevil relations between 
international and local educators

■ work with local counterparts and 
other international agencies to 
develop joint policies on paying 
teachers and developing systems 
for recognising, validating and 
accepting teacher training activi-
ties, and student achievement 
and national examinations

■ do much more to stop the poach-
ing of local staff by international 
agencies

■ be prepared for the increasingly 
popular option of local educa-
tion authorities declining aid that 
does not align with their objec-
tives and plans

■ clarify at the early stages of 
intervention in each post-conflict 
state the role of UNESCO vis-à-vis 
UNHCR, UNDP and UNICEF

■ ensure that the considerable costs 
of coordination – for training, 
transportation, translation, photo-
copying and communication – are 
built into budgets, just like any 
other humanitarian activity. 

The significance of an education 
system that somehow manages to 

keep itself even marginally cohe-
sive during times of extreme and 
often lengthy crises goes far beyond 
the symbolism of nation building. 
Teachers are usually the largest 
corps of non-military civil servants 
in a government. Leaving educa-
tion uncoordinated constitutes a 
tragically overlooked opportunity to 
unify people separated by ethnicity, 
region or religion.

Marc Sommers is a consultant, a 
Research Fellow with the African 
Studies Center, Boston University 
(www.bu.edu/africa), and the Youth 
at Risk Specialist with CARE USA 
and the Basic Education and Policy 
Support (BEPS) Activity. 
Email: msommers@bu.edu

This article is extracted from ‘Co-
ordinating education during emer-
gencies and reconstruction: chal-
lenges and responsibilities’ by Marc 
Sommers, International Institute for 
Educational Planning, UNESCO, 2004. 
Full text available online at:
www.unesco.org/iiep/PDF/pubs/
A245.pdf

Shemelba refugee 
camp, Ethiopia

IR
C

/D
on

na
 M

or
ri

s

Education free-for-all

education in em
ergencies

FMR 22   15

http://www.bu.edu/africa
mailto:msommers@bu.edu
http://www.unesco.org/iiep/PDF/pubs/A245.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/iiep/PDF/pubs/A245.pdf

