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Executive Summary

This review of the literature on the integration 
of education and peacebuilding forms part 
of the work of the Research Consortium on 
Education and Peacebuilding, an ongoing 

partnership between the University of Amsterdam, 
the University of Sussex, Ulster University and 
UNICEF’s Peacebuilding, Education and Advocacy 
(PBEA) programme.

1. The review provides a succinct overview of key 
literature on the contributions that education 
(as part of social service delivery) can make 
to peacebuilding. It summarises findings from 
three existing reviews and then synthesises 
the findings from a literature search of 171 
documents, resulting in 76 publications for 
closer review. It concludes with a number of 
key messages for policymakers in terms of the 
integration of education and peacebuilding.

2. Existing Literature Reviews on Education, 
Conflict and Peacebuilding. Existing literature 
reviews highlight how service delivery in fragile 
and conflict affected states can contribute 
positively and negatively to state building and 
peacebuilding (Ndaruhutse S. Et al, 2011), 
and how expectations to deliver education 
are focused strongly on the state.  Equitable 
service delivery is particularly important given 
education’s pivotal role in unlocking wider 
social and economic benefits. Exclusion from 
education has been a key grievance cited in a 
number of conflicts. 

3. A review on the role of education in 
peacebuilding (Smith et al, 2011) highlighted 
three broad discourses that have emerged in 
the last decade: ‘education in emergencies’, 
‘conflict sensitive education’ and ‘education 
and peacebuilding’. The review suggests that 
education for peacebuilding goes beyond ‘do 
no harm’, by placing a more explicit emphasis 
on conflict transformation. The review also 
concluded that education does not feature 
strongly in the priorities of the Peacebuilding 
Architecture and does not appear to feature 
strongly in UN planning and assessment 
processes.

4. A rigorous literature review (Burde et al, 2015) 
found that in the context of acute or protracted 
crisis there is evidence that community based 
education increases access to education, 
especially for girls at the primary level and that 
there is a gap in the literature on how best to 
increase access to schooling in countries or 
regions affected by disaster.  The review also 
finds that in the context of acute conflict, there 
is evidence to support community negotiations 
to protect schools, students and teachers from 
attack.  The review also identified a number 

of gaps in the literature relating to groups of 
learners in conflict or crisis affected areas, 
specifically, girls, youth, children with disabilities, 
and refugees.

5. Three Theories of Change for the Role of 
Education in Peacebuilding. Research literature 
examining the contribution of education to 
peacebuilding at the global level remains limited. 
This current review is structured around three 
main rationales for the integration of education 
and peacebuilding: delivering peace dividends, 
strengthening social service sector governance, 
and providing first entry points for longer term 
peacebuilding. 

6. Education as a Peace Dividend: According 
to the theory of change, by quickly restoring 
social services such as education people see 
the benefits of peace through restoration of 
confidence in the state by demonstrating its 
capacity to provide social services. There are 
a number of key messages from the literature. 
Firstly, speed and visibility of restoration of 
education services is important in terms of a 
‘peace dividend’. However, speedy restoration 
of education is only likely to contribute positively 
to peacebuilding if it is seen to benefit all, 
particularly where there have been inequalities, 
discrimination against or marginalisation of 
certain regions or groups. The peacebuilding key 
is that these injustices are seen to be addressed 
quickly. Thirdly, visibility is important, but it will 
only contribute to confidence in the state if it is 
provided in a way that generates trust between 
the state and all its citizens. This means that 
education needs to be provided in a way that 
is not perceived as political manipulation or 
patronage. The literature also raises questions 
about the extent to which education provision 
that is insensitive to local context may be 
perceived as an imposition by government, and 
whether the use of non-state providers may 
undermine confidence in the state and have a 
negative impact on peacebuilding. 

7. Education Governance and Reform: The second 
theory of change is that good governance 
across sectors can create conditions to 
constructively manage conflict and to overcome 
horizontal inequalities among groups. The 
broad conclusion from the literature is that 
impact is highly context specific and success 
is dependent on a thorough understanding of 
the political economic processes that shape 
society. Although donor agencies have invested 
in political economy analysis tools, they have 
struggled to ensure the impact on policies and 
practice. From a peacebuilding perspective 
these may include structural changes to the 
education system itself as well as administrative 
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changes related to more inclusive participation, 
representation and recognition of various 
interests in education governance and decision-
making. 

8. The literature also shows that the effects 
of policies relating to redistribution and 
decentralisation in post-conflict contexts may 
be an important element in (re)legitimising 
the state, but it may also be a source of 
conflict and needs to be managed sensitively. 
Community participation can lead to improved 
education outcomes, but the evidence on 
its impact on social cohesion is less clear. 
Decentralisation is another dominant reform 
promoted by the international aid community.  
However, qualitative research reveals that it 
can have varying impacts at different levels of 
society, with important consequences for state 
legitimacy and long term peacebuilding. The 
key message from a peacebuilding perspective 
seems to be that decentralisation policies need 
to be carefully implemented and monitored to 
ensure that the overall impacts do not result in 
greater politicisation of the education sector. It 
is important that decentralisation results in the 
reduction of education inequalities and greater 
inclusion, rather than exclusion based on locality 
or identity factors. The key from a peacebuilding 
perspective may be a careful balance between 
centralised and decentralised powers and 
functions, rather than total centralisation control 
or complete decentralisation of the education 
system.

9. Education as an Entry Point for Conflict 
Transformation and Peacebuilding: The third 
theory of change contends that social services 
can provide entry points that begin to address 
underlying causes of conflict. The evidence 
in relation to four aspects of education policy 
and programming was examined: protection, 
addressing inequalities, social cohesion, 
and reconciliation. These issues can still be 
addressed through education policies even 
when it not possible to make explicit reference to 
peacebuilding.

• Protection: There is an increasing literature 
related to attacks on education and protecting 
children from violent conflict and creating safe 
and secure learning environments. Girls’ safety 
is a particular concern during violent conflict with 
negative impacts on their education. Education 
policies and programmes can address violence 
against children, which is extremely important as 
a foundation for peacebuilding, but underlying 
causes of violence also need to be addressed.

• Equity and redistribution: There is now an 
established body of research examining 

inequalities in access to education, particularly 
in relation to gender.  However, this literature 
largely fails to take into account the quality 
of learning or the need for other forms of 
disaggregation where inequalities may exist, 
for example along the lines of ethnicity, religion, 
geographical location or language.

• Social cohesion:  There is a broad ranging 
literature on the concept of social cohesion 
and its relevance for peacebuilding generally 
relates to levels of trust between citizens and 
government, and between different groups in 
society. The literature includes research related 
to a number of education policy areas such 
as segregated schooling, intergroup contact 
programmes, peace education and language of 
instruction policies. Evidence on the impact of 
these approaches on social cohesion tends to 
be highly context specific and there is a general 
critique that social cohesion programmes may 
have little impact if they focus on interpersonal 
relations when the underlying causes of conflict 
are institutional and systemic.

• Reconciliation and transitional justice: Education 
may have an important role in longer term post 
conflict development. Two education policy 
areas in this regard concern the curriculum, 
and in particular the way in which history 
education can contain values that either promote 
division or encourage peaceful management 
of diversity, and the extent to which education 
has a role in contributing towards reconciliation 
following recommendations from Formal Truth 
and Reconciliation Commissions (TRCs). It is 
common in countries that have been affected 
by conflict to point to a role for education in 
promoting longer-term reconciliation as a means 
of preventing recurrence of violent conflict.  
However, it is often an area that is not prioritised 
as part of education policy development.

10. Future research outputs will build on the 
framework of this literature review to examine 
policies, priorities and financing currently 
available for education and peacebuilding; 
policy frameworks and approaches at the global, 
regional and country level; and an analysis 
of the extent to which indicators proposed for 
Education (Goal 4) and Peace (Goal 16) as 
part of new Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), support the integration of education and 
peacebuilding.
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The Research Consortium on Education and Peacebuilding

Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research (AISSR), University of Amsterdam
The AISSR Programme Group Governance and Inclusive Development (http://aissr.uva.nl/programme-
groups/item/governance-and-inclusive-development.html) consists of an interdisciplinary team of research-
ers focusing on issues relating to global and local issues of governance and development. The Research 
Cluster Governance of Education, Development and Social Justice focuses on multilevel politics of educa-
tion and development, with a specific focus on processes of peacebuilding in relation to socio-economic, 
political and cultural (in)justices. The research group since 2006 has maintained a particular research focus 
on education, conflict and peacebuilding, as part of its co-funded ‘IS Academie’ research project with the 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Centre for International Education, University of Sussex
The Centre for International Education (CIE) (www.sussex.ac.uk/education/cie) was founded in 1989 on 
the premise that education is a basic human right that lies at the heart of development processes aimed at 
socialjustice, equity, social and civic participation, improved wellbeing, health, economic growth and poverty 
reduction. It is recognised as one of the premiere research centres working on education and international 
development in Europe. The Centre has also secured a prestigious UK ESRC/DFID grant to carry out re-
search on the Role of Teachers in Peacebuilding in Conflict Affected Contexts, which aligns directly with the 
research strategy of the PBEA programme and will form part of the broader research partnership.

UNESCO Centre at Ulster University
Established in 2002 the UNESCO Centre (www.unescocentre.ulster.ac.uk) at the University of Ulster pro-
vides specialist expertise in education, conflict and international development. It builds on a strong track 
record of research and policy analysis related to education and conflict in Northern Ireland. Over the past 
ten years the UNESCO Centre has increasingly used this expertise in international development contexts, 
working with DFID, GiZ, Norad, Save the Children, UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank, providing 
research on education and social cohesion, the role of education in reconciliation and analysis of aid to 
education in fragile and conflict affected situations.
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