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In the context of debates around teachers’ role 
in educational outcomes, accountability and 
management, this literature review explores their 
potential to be active agents of peacebuilding.  

This review specifically aims to explore their role 
in promoting peace, reconciliation, social cohesion 
and violence mitigation recognising that literature 
specifically relating to teachers and peacebuilding 
was limited. The review is based on a framework 
(Naylor and Sayed, 2014) which conceives 
teachers as active agents located in particular 
global, national and local policy contexts and 
structures.

The review begins by acknowledging the broad 
and varied conceptualisation of teachers revealed 
in the literature. While it was recognised, in 
general, that teachers underpin the success of any 
education system, exactly what role teacher’s play, 
and how they play it, varies across the different 
bodies of literature. From the perspectives of 
different actors, teachers are derided to admired 
and positioned on a range of continuums from 
being considered: part of the problem to part of the 
solution; skilful to ineffectual; victims (of conflict) 
or perpetrators; or technocrats to transformative 
agents - and variations and hybrids of all of these 
conceptualisations. As transformative agents 
this review discusses how teachers may use 
their agency to resist change as well as facilitate 
change, to promote peacebuilding and to stoke 
conflict - the double-sided nature of teacher agency 
was apparent across their peacebuilding roles. 

Following a discussion of conceptions of teachers, 
the review turns its attention to the interaction 
between teachers and violence.  Teachers are 
sometimes positioned as perpetrators of violence, 
including political violence and found engaged 
with armed groups, and in acts of Gender Based 
Violence (GBV) on their students. However 
teachers are also victims of violence, including the 
direct targeting of teachers for political attacks, 
driven by multiple dynamics including attempts 
to control or block what and who gets educated, 
to restrict trade union activity and academic 
freedom, and for different military rationales. The 
recognition of the teacher themselves as agents 
who both experience and affect conflict and peace 
highlights the need for understanding the dual role 
of teachers in post conflict contexts.

Teacher governance is an important component of 
the review interrogating efforts to ensure teacher 
supply and deployment in post-conflict contexts.  In 
the initial stages of rebuilding an education system 
there may be a tension between attracting the most 
qualified candidates to bridge this gap and the 
need for a representative teaching body, including 
the recruitment of women.  Attracting the numbers 
or variety of candidates might require lower entry 
qualifications but the effect might be to diminish 
teacher status. Concerning deployment, the 
literature indicated that the distribution of teachers 
was uneven with remote and hard-to-place schools 
operating with fewer teachers with less experience. 
Ensuring the redistribution of educational 
opportunities for a peaceful future is a significant 
consideration and solutions ranged from incentives 
such as: hardship grants; the employment of 
personnel from the remote communities who are 
provided with school-based training; scholarships 
for women who commit on completion to teach 
in remote schools where girls face barriers to 
enrolment and the appointment of teachers 
from representative historically marginalised 
groups. However this also poses dilemmas for 
peacebuilding if unintended consequences are not 
to lead to the infringement of teachers’ rights or the 
consolidation of historically marginalised or ethnic 
enclaves that can produce a culture of separatist 
thinking. The role of contract teachers is reviewed 
as a possible approach to teacher shortages, 
though its limitation are apparent. Teacher payroll 
and conditions of service of all teachers including 
contract teachers is shown to play an important 
role in their motivation, status, and ability to teach 
effectively. What emerges from this discussion is a 
nuanced picture of the motivations and experiences 
of teachers, requiring a response which draws on 
a “holistic understanding of the interplay between 
teacher’s remuneration needs, professional and 



pedagogic support needs and their relationship to 
wider society” (VSO 2002: 5). 

Across the literature, teacher professional 
development is considered vital in supporting 
teachers in order to ensure equity, peace and 
social cohesion. The literature has many examples 
of teacher professional development, illustrating 
its potential in developing teacher agency for 
peacebuilding, including the development of 
individual competencies to deliver both the skills 
for employment and social cohesion. Important 
characteristics of teacher professional development 
include the inclusion of teachers in their own 
learning to develop reflexive practitioners and their 
own identity but responsive to their contextual 
situation and capable of participating in the 
adoption of interventions in their communities. 
Routes to this aspiration include school-based 
teacher education including school clustering and 
teacher mentoring or higher education pre-service 
professional development.  However, in practice 
quality teacher professional development may not 
be realised if the capacity of teacher education 
institutions are not enhanced and teacher are not 
supported at the school level.

Teachers, as key agents in education systems, 
are assigned the role of agents of social cohesion 
whereby they address the legacy of civil conflicts 
in contexts where ethnicity, race or religion have 
militated against the promotion of social cohesion. 
A significant vehicle for teacher agency as 
proponents of or against social cohesion is the 
curriculum. UNESCO has produced significant 
international standard-setting instruments, 
recommendations and declarations relevant to 
textbooks in conflict and post-conflict contexts in 
relation to war, peace, human rights, democracy, 
gender equality and the elimination of forms 
of discrimination. INEE and others have also 
developed curriculum guidelines on these issues. 

Textbooks as key mechanisms for the curriculum 
are not used in isolation, and their content is 
mediated by teachers and students to create 
meaning in specific social contexts and in 
classrooms. The degree of agreement or 
discrepancy between textbook content and a 
teacher’s own positionality and experiences 
will result in a degree of negotiation between 
the teacher and the textbook.  This dynamic 
relationship can be expressed in five ways: 
agreement, submission, defiance, resistance 
and selection. A teacher’s’ ethnicity, geographical 
location, personal beliefs, political leanings, and 
perception of the desirability of relationships with 
the ‘other’ will impact on how they use their agency 

to negotiate the text ranging on a continuum from 
upholding its narratives or subverting them. While 
teachers demonstrate varied relationships with 
official textbooks, in practice, a teacher will rarely 
fall neatly into one or the other, but on a continuum 
between the positions.

The review also explores how in recent years, the 
way teachers use pedagogical practices to foster 
understanding to promote social cohesion, peace 
and gender equity has developed. The driving 
assumption is that teachers are important actors 
in the implementation and success (or obstruction) 
of peace-related curriculum and instructional 
interventions. A key message in the literature is 
that the way that teachers teach is as important as 
what they teach in facilitating the knowledge, skills 
and attitudes that facilitate or obscure peaceful 
futures. The review considers multiple and diverse 
pedagogical practices to promote a pedagogy of 
hope and social cohesion.

Teachers are part of both the school community 
and the wider community where the school is 
situated. Within the school community the teacher 
will be accountable to the school administration, 
which may include parent run school management 
groups. Within the wider community the teacher, as 
a public servant, may take on extra social roles, for 
example they may be asked as in the Philippines, 
to act as election monitors (GCPEA 2014a). 
Regarding the formal school community, codes of 
conduct play an important role in accountability, 
and increasingly the role of parents and the wider 
community to be involved in the construction of 
teacher codes of conduct is advocated. 

The use of decentralization and community 
run School Management Committees are also 
considered mechanisms for accountability. The 
latter brings both the school community and wider 
community together, and can be considered a 
mechanism for increasing stakeholder involvement 
in the management of the school and making 
teachers more accountable to them. However 
policies of decentralisation and school based 
participation may obstruct the aspirations of 
authentic participation if the sphere of participation 
is limited, if participation is reduced to tokenism, 
and if the poorest communities are not capacitated 
to participate meaningfully. 

The review concludes by drawing out the dilemmas 
and tensions in the literature and considering 
them from the perspective of our ‘4 R’ approach 
to sustainable peacebuilding (Novelli et al 2015), 
exploring how teachers may become active agents 
of peace or impact on them. 
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