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Today’s war tactics increasingly target civilians, resulting in more innocent victims of 
violence and atrocities. Countries at war are often host to one or more armed conflicts 
involving non-state actors such as rebel groups, anti-government guerrillas, or 
paramilitaries. Such armed conflicts exact a high human cost: unarmed populations are 
victimized, basic social services deteriorate, communal divisions deepen and local 
economies decline.1 The violence that children either witness or experience themselves 
can have lifelong impacts on their physical, mental and social well-being.  
Schools are a fundamental component of building a protective environment for children 
under normal circumstances, but this is particularly true during conflict. They provide 
opportunities not only for learning and cognitive development, but are also vital 
elements of a child’s psychosocial growth and welfare. Sadly, these opportunities are in 
jeopardy for many children living in armed conflict. The latest UNICEF research shows 
that nearly 60 million children in 33 countries affected by conflict are not attending 
primary school. This represents 46 per cent of the children of primary school age living 
in these countries and two thirds of the total number of children out of school globally.2 
This paper examines the relationship between education and protection and argues that 
education and protection are richly interconnected and that it must be a high priority to 
protect educational environments as a means of promoting children’s well-being and 
establishing wider protection. The paper begins with a discussion of child and youth 
protection in contexts of armed conflict. The second section examines how during 
conflict, access to education becomes an even more important mechanism for 
protecting children and shows how failing to protect education during conflict can 
expose children to further protection threats.  Taking a critical perspective, it also 
analyzes how education is often not protective since schools themselves may be 
sources of exploitation, abuse, and violence. Next, the paper examines how attacks on 
																																																													
1 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Machel Study 10-Year Strategic Review: Children and 
Conflict in a Changing World (UNICEF, 2009), http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4a389ca92.html.  
2 Ibid. 
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schools damage the protective environment and create profound psychosocial problems 
for learners, educators and communities. The paper concludes with a consideration of 
how to strengthen the evidence base around the issues of attacks on schools, wider 
protection, and education. 
 
I. Child and Youth Protection in Situations of Armed Conflict 
Child and Youth Protection: An Overview 
 
Most protection practitioners and analysts who focus on the protection of young people 
work under the rubric of “child protection,” which refers to efforts that are taken to 
prevent, mitigate and respond to violence, exploitation and abuse that is directed at 
children. Although children are defined under international law as people under 18 years 
of age, most practitioners focus also on young people between 18 and 24 years 
because they are often in a transitional period and may experience greater risks than 
younger and older people. To capture this wider age range and include a larger array of 
the people who are likely to pursue or to want education, this paper uses the composite 
term “child and youth protection.” This term does not assume that children at all ages 
face the same protection issues. In fact, younger children and youth may have divergent 
protection issues and be in need of different interventions.  
 
Definitions of child protection have evolved as the area of intervention has developed, 
but one recent and comprehensive definition has emerged from the Care and Protection 
of Children in Crisis Affected Countries Project (CPC Project). The CPC is an initiative 
undertaken through Columbia University’s Program on Forced Migration and Health. 
The goal of the initiative is to improve the care and protection of children affected by 
armed conflict and natural disasters. It is piloting new assessment methodologies to 
identify critical child-care and protection needs; strengthening the evidence base for 
effective child-care and protection programs; and recommending common measures to 
use in the design, evaluation, and implementation of child-focused programs. In 2006, 
the CPC held a multi-agency review workshop where senior practitioners and policy-
makers agreed upon the following components of child protection: 

• Refers to actions which secure the rights and associated well-being of children; 
• Guided by analysis of their risks and vulnerabilities; 
• Supports the capacities and responsibilities of children, their families, their 

communities, the providers of services and the state; 
• Involves all sectors of humanitarian response; 
• Includes but is not limited to, those addressing extreme violations of human 

rights.3 
These components apply to youth protection as well as child protection. 
 
The family is the first line of defense in protecting children and youth. Parents are 
particularly important in the protection of younger children. The family, including the 
																																																													
3 Mailman School of Public Health, Care and Protection of Children in Crisis Affected Countries: A Good 
Practice Policy Change Initiative, Program on Forced Migration and Health (New York: Columbia 
University, 2008). http://www.forcedmigration.columbia.edu/research/documents/CPCSynthesis 
Report2008.pdf.  
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extended family, is the central unit within which children develop and where their basic 
protections and needs are provided. Youth continue their development in families, 
starting their own family and retaining strong connections with extended family. Outside 
the family, schools and houses of religion are important social institutions and provide 
spheres of interaction between children and youth, their peers, and influential adults, 
such as teachers.4 These fundamental social structures contribute to what is known as 
a protective environment -- a safety net of interconnected elements designed to 
safeguard children and youth from violence, exploitation and abuse, and crucial to their 
survival, health and well-being.  
 
Child protection is enshrined in international law. The Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) (1989) outlines the fundamental rights of children including the right to be 
protected from economic exploitation and harmful work, from all forms of sexual 
exploitation and abuse, and from physical or mental violence. The CRC stipulates that 
children will not be separated from their families against their will. This milestone 
document also highlights the importance of education for children and emphasizes 
gender equity, inclusion of the disabled, and promotion of linguistic and cultural rights. 
There are numerous other international instruments which address child protection. Box 
1 below lists some of the main instruments, but there are many others, particularly the 

African Charter and a host of regional instruments. 
 
																																																													
4 Neil Boothby, “Political Violence and Development: An Ecological Approach to Children in War Zones,” 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America 17, no. 3 (2008), 297-514. 

Box 1. Legal Instruments Enshrining Child Protection 
• Convention (1951) and Protocol (1967) Relating to the Status of Refugees 
• Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989 

- Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Involvement of Children 
in Armed Conflict, 2000 

- Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the Sale of Children, Child 
Prostitution and Child Pornography, 2000 

• International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966 
• International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966 
• Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 1979 
• Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 1984 
• International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, 2005  
• Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children,    
supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 2000 
• Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, 1998 
• Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, 1949 
Protocol additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to the Protection of 
Victims of Non-International Armed Conflicts (Protocol II), 1977 
• Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction, 1980 
• Hague Convention on the Protection of Children and Co-operation in respect of Inter-country 
Adoption, 1993 
• ILO Convention No. 29 on Forced Labour, 1930 
• ILO Convention No. 138 Concerning Minimum Age for Admission to Employment, 1973 
• ILO Convention on Minimum Age (no. 138) (1973) 
• ILO Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour (no. 182) (1999) 
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Security Council Resolutions 1539 (2004), 1612 (2005) and 1882 (2009) are other 
components of the United Nations’ efforts to protect children from armed conflict. These 
have led to the development of a system-wide Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism on 
the six grave violations against children in armed conflict which are: killing or maiming, 
recruitment or use of children by armed forces and armed groups, attacks against 
schools or hospitals, rape and other forms of sexual violence, abduction, and denial of 
humanitarian access.  
 
Yet despite this legal framework, children around the world are still subject to violence 
and abuse. Their vulnerability increases exponentially during times of conflict. While 
these measures are an important base for protecting children, programs are needed to 
help strengthen community-based protection mechanisms such as families, schools and 
other positive institutions. 
 
Protection Risks During Conflict 
 
Crisis situations weaken or damage the support systems that normally provide 
protection and psychosocial support to children and youth.  During times of conflict 
children may be exposed to terrible atrocities which can seriously undermine the 
foundations of their lives.5  Routines that provide a sense of security and normalcy 
cease, while threats of violence and questions about how to meet basic needs 
permeate day-to-day existence. For youth, many of whom lack education and are 
unemployed and struggling to find an appropriate place in society, the ravages of armed 
conflict often create a crisis of hope. 
 
Pre-existing stresses such as chronic poverty are also exacerbated during conflict by 
exposure to additional risks such as multiple losses, destruction of home and assets, 
separation from families, orphaning, sexually transmitted infections, increased risk of 
disease, exploitation, unwanted pregnancy, and disability. These accumulating stresses 
may force individuals and families into deeper poverty, leading children and youth to 
drop out of school, engage in dangerous labor, live and work on the streets where they 
are subject to multiple threats, and/or join armed groups in hopes of obtaining basic 
necessities and money. The breakdown of social cohesion during times of conflict 
threatens all children and youth by weakening social support at the moment when they 
need it most. Because of this breakdown in family structures and social systems, 
children and youth are more susceptible to abduction or recruitment into armed forces 
and groups. Inside these forces and groups, children may assume a variety of roles 
such as porters, spies, fighters and sexual slaves. Child traffickers may take advantage 
of social and community disruptions to abduct children for their own purposes.6 As a 
result, children and youth in war zones may suffer physical damage, long-term 
psychosocial harm, or even death.   
 

																																																													
5 Graça Machel, The Machel Review 1996-2000: A Critical Analysis of Progress Made and Obstacles 
Encountered in Increasing Protection for War-Affected Children (UN, 2000). 
6 Save the Children, “Protecting Children in Emergencies: Escalating Threats to Children Must Be 
Addressed,” Policy Brief 1, no. 1 (Spring 2005).  
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Even if children’s physical survival needs are being met through short-term relief efforts, 
displacement, losses and insecurity interrupt optimal child development. Crises take 
away important opportunities that would normally serve as building blocks toward 
healthy adulthood. Failure to protect children and youth during these times has negative 
effects that continue into adult life.  Further, the impact of violence and conflict on a 
generation of children and youth has been shown to undermine national development 
and post-conflict recovery.   
 
II. Protection and education: An essential link 
 
Education is of particular value in zones of armed conflict.7 It is widely recognized that 
education, and school in particular, provides a crucial element in the protection of 
children. During the chaos of conflict, schools can be a haven of security and stability 
that are vital to children’s psychosocial, cognitive and physical well-being.  Education 
offers the reassuring safety of daily routine, the confidence that comes with acquiring 
knowledge, and physical and social opportunities.8  
 
Quality education provides children with the time, space and guidance they need to 
realize their personal potential. The basic outcomes of education are important for 
adulthood – it offers literacy, employment skills, language capacity, and cognitive 
competencies in problem solving that can enable effective coping behavior.  
 
These links have been recognized in UN Security Council Resolutions 1261, 1314 and 
1379 on Children and Armed Conflict (CAC) which mandate international action to 
protect the security and rights of children in situations of armed conflict. Education is 
included in each of these resolutions. Resolution 1379 (2001) requests UN agencies to 
devote resources to counseling, education and vocational opportunities for children 
affected by armed conflict as part of their rehabilitation and reintegration programmes. 
Resolution 1314 (2000) mentions the importance of ensuring that children continue to 
have access to basic services, including education, during the conflict and post-conflict 
periods. Resolution 1261 (1999) stipulates ‘the provision and rehabilitation of medical 
and educational services to respond to the needs of children, the rehabilitation of 
children who have been maimed or psychologically traumatized and child-focused mine-
clearance and mine-awareness programmes’.  
 
In addition, the protective role of schools is addressed in several state agreements. The 
2003 Inter-Congolese agreement states that the participants “are aware that the 
Congolese youth must be protected and supervised through education, sport and 
recreation.” The 1999 Peace Plan for Colombia views education as ‘protective’ in that it 

																																																													
7 Marc Sommers, “Children, Education and War: Reaching Education For All (EFA) Objectives in 
Countries Affected by Conflict,” Conflict Prevention and Reconstruction Unit Working Papers, Paper no. 1 
(June 2002).  
8 Joanna Wedge, Where Peace Begins: Education’s Role in Conflict Prevention and Peace Building 
(London: Save the Children, 2008), http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/lib.nsf/db900sid/SNAA-7QA8 
GP/$file/200803_Where_Peace_Begins.pdf?openelement.  
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prevents young people from being recruited by armed groups. The 1991 Cambodia 
agreement mentions education as important to landmine and explosives awareness.9  
 
Increasingly, education is being viewed as the “fourth pillar”, or a “central pillar”, of 
humanitarian response, alongside the pillars of nourishment, shelter and health 
services.10 The key role of education as an institutional response and means of 
protecting children facing emergency has gradually become globally accepted and 
included in the UN cluster approach, particularly in the establishment of the global 
Education Cluster.  
It is important to note too that children and youth are not passive objects of protection - 
which is the way they are often presented in the literature. Many war-affected children 
exhibit remarkable resilience and are in a position to be agents of their own protection. 
Similarly, youth have political consciousness, an increasing sense of identity, and 
agency. One of the key findings from the child and youth development literature is that 
the development of intellectual competencies promotes protection. In essence, children 
and youth who are good problem-solvers are better able to respond in a constructive 
manner to the protection threats they face. Education is one of the primary means of 
developing appropriate intellectual competencies. If done well, education and protection 
are mutually reinforcing.11 
 
Education During Conflict: Promoting Protection 
 
Depending on the circumstances, education during armed conflict can be a source of 
protection or of increased risk, as occurs when schools are attacked. Before considering 
the implications of attacks on schools for protection, however, it is useful to consider the 
benefits of education when it is provided in a protective environment and is free of 
attacks. 
 
1) Psychological Protection 
 
Research on children affected by armed conflict has demonstrated that children may 
suffer a range of psychosocial responses. The word ‘psychosocial’ refers to the 
relationship between psychological and social effects, each influencing the other. 
“Psychological effects” refer to emotion, behavior, thoughts, memory, learning ability, 
perceptions and understanding. “Social effects” imply altered relationships due to death, 
separation, estrangement and other losses, family and community breakdown, damage 
to social values and customary practices and the destruction of social facilities and 
services.12   
 

																																																													
9 Ibid. 
10 Margaret Sinclair, “Education in Emergencies,” In Learning for a Future: Refugee Education in 
Developing Countries, edited by Jeff Crisp, Christopher Talbot, and Daiana Cipollone (Geneva: UNHCR, 
2001).  
11 Friedrich Lösel and Thomas Bliesener, “Resilience in Adolescence,” In Health Hazards in Adolescence, 
edited by Klaus Hurrelmann and Friedrich Lösel, 101-36 (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1990). 
12 Machel, “The Machel Review 1996-2000.” 
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Psychosocial reactions may manifest themselves in a number of ways. Children may 
replicate the violence they have seen; they may have nightmares; or avoid situations, 
persons or thoughts that remind them of the violence. Children may be agitated and 
destructive toward themselves or others, or they may be passive, withdrawn or 
depressed.13  Although available evidence suggests a clear relationship between 
exposure to violence and the onset of traumatic symptoms, children’s psychosocial 
responses to armed conflict will vary, and their resiliency in situations of crisis is 
dependent upon a variety of factors including their age, gender, personality type, 
personal and family history, cultural background and on the nature, severity, and 
duration of their exposure to violence.  
 
The support of family and community after traumatic events will also play a significant 
role in their psychosocial outcomes. If children are given adequate opportunities for 
healthy development, research has shown that they have the capacity to bounce back 
in adverse settings.14 Establishing a sense of normalcy through structured activities 
such as school, play, and sports is crucial to the healing process and wellbeing of 
children affected by conflict. A child’s sense of control over her or his environment, 
including opportunities for involvement in tasks such as reading, drawing or helping with 
chores in school or at home, promotes resiliency and coping.   
 
Ultimately, people recovering from conflict need a supportive environment, although 
what that consists of varies by context. The IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and 
Psychosocial Support in Emergency Settings recommend organizing mental health and 
psychosocial support in a layered system of complementary supports that meets the 
needs of different groups. These layers consist of basic services and security, 
community and family support, focused, non-specialized supports and more specialized 
services.15 As noted in the IASC Guidelines, “all communities contain effective, naturally 
occurring psychosocial supports and sources of coping and resilience. Nearly all groups 
of people affected by an emergency include helpers to whom people turn for 
psychosocial support in times of need. In families and communities, steps should be 
taken at the earliest opportunity to activate and strengthen local supports and to 
encourage a spirit of community self-help.”16 
 
The regular routines and opportunities for self-expression offered through schools 
create familiar and comfortable daily schedules and provide children the chance to 
engage with peers. Simply holding the status of ‘student’ can be valuable, protecting a 
child from forced recruitment or from engaging in other potentially damaging behaviors.  
It may also bolster a sense of identity, confidence and inclusion that can shield children 
from risks.17   

																																																													
13 International Rescue Committee (IRC), Creating Healing Classrooms: Guide for Teachers and Teacher 
Educators (IRC, 2006).  
14 Ibid. 
15 Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial 
Support in Emergency Settings (Geneva: IASC, 2007).  
16 Ibid. 
17 Susan Nicolai and Carl Triplehorn, The Role of Education in Protecting Children in Conflict, HPN Paper 
#42 (London: Overseas Development Institute, 2003). 
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The additional challenge of scale – how to reach thousands of children in need, often in 
the midst of ongoing conflict, and usually with insufficient human and financial resources 
– also makes schools effective outlets to provide psychosocial support services to many 
war-affected and displaced children.18 These school-based psychosocial initiatives 
require proper training, monitoring and supervision and must have a system of referral 
for children suffering more acute conditions.  
 
2) Physical Protection 
 
Schools are a cost-effective and efficient means of providing children with physical 
protection as well. Safe learning environments can shield children and adolescents from 
ongoing insecurity, exposure to landmines, recruitment into militias and gangs, and 
sexual violence.19 Schools also offer an alternative to destructive behavior, giving 
access to meals or providing regular adult supervision.20  Schools can further be used 
as places where other essential services such as primary health care or training in 
security measures are offered. 
 
3) Life-saving skills and messages 
 
Education provides skills and knowledge to survive and can be an important instrument 
to reduce vulnerability. School settings can deliver vital messages—concerning health, 
sanitation, nutrition, HIV/AIDS, and landmine dangers—to children, parents, and 
communities.21 Basic skills, such as literacy and numeracy can be essential for children 
to protect themselves during conflict. Reading skills enable children to gather 
information about their environments – whether from signs, newspapers, health 
brochures or medicine bottles. Children may need basic mathematical skills to manage 
their household’s flow of money. Critical thinking, conflict resoluation and problem 
solving skills can enable children to manage or cope with difficult protection issues and 
to make safe decisions.   
 
4) Identifying at-risk children 
 
Monitoring educational activities can provide a gauge of children’s protection needs in 
the larger community. Coming together for educational activities may make it easier to 
identify those needing special help. Follow-up work to find children who do not attend 
school will further aid in detecting at-risk children, and education staff from the 

																																																													
18 Neil Boothby and Charles Melvin, “Towards Best Practice in School-Based Psychosocial Programming: 
A Survey of Current Approaches,” In Refugee Mental Health, edited by Richard Mollica (Nashville: 
Vanderbilt University Press, 2008). 
19 Academny for Educational Development (AED) and Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and 
Children, The Education Imperative: Supporting Education in Emergencies (AED/Women’s Commission 
for Refugee Women and Children, 2005). 
20 Nicolai and Triplehorn, The Role of Education. 
21 AED and Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, The Education Imperative.	
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community can help identify children facing threats due to separation from their families, 
susceptibility to military recruitment or experience of sexual exploitation.22   
 
Educators can also identify children with severe physical or mental health problems that 
need specialist attention, as well as children subject to abuse such as harmful wage 
labor and exploitation of foster children for domestic labor.  For children who need more 
specialized interventions, quality teacher training initiatives help teachers to identify and 
refer children to appropriate health professionals. Community-based child protection 
mechanisms such as child protection committees can provide strong community 
engagement and backing to protection efforts in school.  
 
5) Community benefits 
 
Re-establishment of the routine of schooling has a beneficial effect on the mental state 
of adults as well as of children. It also has practical benefits, in that mothers are able to 
concentrate on their tasks without having to worry about their children. Parents or other 
relatives caring for children may initially be depressed and unable to cope with 
children’s emotional needs themselves. Education can partially substitute for poor child–
adult interactions in the family, a role which is less important for most children in normal 
times.23 
 
For families, schooling provides weekly schedules and marks weekends, holidays and 
other breaks. A child’s attendance at school provides parents the time and space to 
rebuild their livelihoods, re-establish sources of income, or simply come to terms with 
their experiences. It also may decrease isolation and provide communal space for 
interaction and community building. In the longer term, education helps to build hope for 
children, families, and communities since education helps prepare people to become 
responsible citizens who are gainfully employed and in a good position to support their 
families and communities. 
 
Additionally, education programs in emergencies protect the national educational 
investments by keeping teachers and educational administrators from leaving the 
education profession during times of crisis and by sustaining parent-teacher 
associations, teachers’ unions, and other educational bodies.24 
 
6) Healing Process 

Education provides opportunities for students, families and communities to begin the 
process of coming to terms with difficult life experiences, to acquire useful livelihood 
skills, and to learn skills and values for a more peaceful future.25 Trained teachers can 
model caring adult behavior and help reestablish children’s trust, creating a climate in 
the classroom that helps children heal. Teachers are in a position to help children 

																																																													
22 Nicolai and Triplehorn, The Role of Education. 
23 Sinclair, “Education in Emergencies”.  
24 Carl Triplehorn, Education Care and Protection of Children in Emergencies: A Field Guide (Save the 
Children, 2001), http://www.savethechildren.org/crisis/EDUCATION.pdf. 
25 Sinclair, “Education in Emergencies.” 
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recover through their everyday activities – teaching, sharing, and listening to and with 
children. To aid children’s recovery and well-being, however, it is essential that teachers 
themselves receive appropriate psychosocial supports. The classroom can become a 
safe place in which curiosity and participation and empowerment can be promoted.26 
Psychosocial support may be provided by guidance counselors, if any, and others in the 
school environment.  
During protracted conflicts, children may lose the sense of what it means to live in a 
non-confrontational way; some will never have seen how a stable family or community 
functions. They may have learned to view violence as a normal means of responding to 
conflict. Education can respond to this need through building children’s skills in listening, 
problem-solving and conflict resolution.27 For societies affected by conflict, education 
should be seen as integral to building long-term peace and well-being.28 Children and 
young people represent human resources in peace-building; education is a means to 
build such capacities and provides essential building blocks for social reconstruction 
and future economic stability.  
 
7) Sense of hope 
Education restores an element of hope in the prospect of a better future. It is forward-
looking and constructive, as contrasted to talk of revenge, joining militias or participating 
in other harmful activities such as alcohol and drug abuse or prostitution.29 Goals such 
as completing homework, preparing for exams or gaining a school certificate, regular 
assignments and tests provide children with achievable short-term and long-term 
objectives.  Regular attendance at school or college demonstrates confidence in the 
future.30  
 
Making Education Protective On the Inside 
 
Schools must be safe in order to protect children. First, curricula, textbooks and 
teachers must not be intentionally manipulated to fuel social tensions. “Education 
systems that demonize the ‘enemy’ or support violent school environments often serve 
as triggers for social violence.” 31 For example, in Rwanda, the terminology used in 
schools before the genocide was critical in fuelling the ethnic divide.32 Further, 
education should not be manipulated to exclude certain ethnic groups as was the case 
when the Serbian authorities reduced the enrollment places in secondary schools 
reserved for Albanians in Kosovo.33  
 

																																																													
26 IRC, Creating Healing Classrooms. 
27 Nicolai and Triplehorn, The Role of Education. 
28 Enabling Education Network (EENET), “Enabling Education in Conflict-Affected Countries: Rebuilding 
for Inclusiveness and Relevance,” EENET Asia Newsletter, Sixth Issue (2008). 
29 Sinclair, “Education in Emergencies”. 
30 Jo Boyden and Paul Ryder, Implementing the Right to Education in Areas of Armed Conflict (Oxford: 
University of Oxford, 1996). 
31 Wedge, Where Peace Begins. 
32 ibid.  
33 Kenneth Bush, and Diana Saltarelli, eds., The Two Faces of Education in Ethnic Conflict (Florence: 
UNICEF Innocenti Research Center, 2000). 
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Schools can also be sources of politicization. In the DRC, schools have been a common 
site of child recruitment by rebels. Propaganda teams from the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) in Sri Lanka positioned recruitment booths near schools, and used 
street theater to induce children into joining the military.34 In some cases, such as Nepal 
and Gaza, teachers have used classrooms to encourage children and youth to become 
involved in armed conflict and/or ethnic violence.35  
 
Further, the stress that conflict places on communities can make school environments 
more threatening. Corporal punishment has been shown to be more common during 
times of conflict as teachers take out their frustrations and stresses on their pupils. This 
was shown to be the case in conflict areas of West Timor, Buton and Ambon, where the 
use of physical punishment, ridicule and humiliation to discipline students was 
correlated with the stress teachers experienced due to the conflict.36 In areas where 
there are high student to teacher ratios, the effects of stress that children experience 
and take out on other children may go unnoticed. Bullying, discrimination, and sexual 
harassment and related problems can make schools less than protective contexts. In 
addition, sexual exploitation by teachers (who may trade grades for sex) and other 
educators is rampant in many school systems. Collectively, these problems add to the 
invisible wounds of armed conflict and undermine psychosocial support and healing.   
 
In some instances, schools and teachers are inflexible, with the result that harm is 
caused to children. For example, increasingly difficult economic circumstances may 
make it necessary for children to work in order to support their families. If educators do 
not adjust school hours to reflect this necessity, significant numbers of children may 
drop out of school and face the increased risks discussed above. Similarly, teachers 
may cling to old habits of didactic teaching and use of harsh punishment to manage 
classrooms at a moment when students would benefit from the use of participatory and 
child friendly methods.  
 
These concerns illustrate that it is vital to build capacity for educators in war zones to 
adopt a self-critical attitude and tailor education to meet the needs of a rapidly changing 
context. It is inappropriate to assume that education is automatically protective.  
 
III. The Protection Implications of Attacks on Schools 
 
A disturbing feature of contemporary armed conflicts is that combatants target civilians 
directly. Nowhere is this problem more visible than in regard to attacks on schools, 
which are calculated to terrorize communities, trample hope, and rob families and 
communities of their most precious asset—children, or their teachers. Although attacks 
on schools have highly visible effects in terms of damaged infrastructure and lost lives, 
the protection implications extend much further and warrant analysis here. 
 
																																																													
34 Nicolai and Triplehorn, The Role of Education. 
35 Neil Boothby, Alastair Ager, Les Roberts, and Mike Wessells, Care and Protection of Children in Crisis 
Affected Countries: A Good Practice Policy Change Initiative, Program on Forced Migration and Health 
(New York: Columbia University, 2008).  
36 Ibid. 
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The Education System 
 
The targeting of educational institutions has profound effects. Learners who had 
witnessed the deaths of teachers or fellow students experience profound fears of 
imminent death themselves, and may be overwhelmed by grief over their losses. 
Learners may be terrified that teachers are unable to protect them, and seeing their own 
teachers maimed can have a debilitating impact. Some who survived or witnessed an 
attack may over time develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or its frequent 
companion, depression. Although the clinical problems associated with attacks often 
attract the most attention, most learners do not develop clinical symptoms yet are 
affected strongly in other ways. 37 
 
To begin with, attacks on schools shatter learners’ sense of safety, normalcy and 
support that schools had provided. Exposure to attacks can blunt hopes of finding a 
safe space anywhere. The fact that children and parents had expected schools to be 
safe only increases the shock and traumatic impact of the attacks. The attacks also 
create potent anxiety that there will be additional attacks and that no place is safe. This 
anxiety, which is antithetical to constructive coping and learning, is difficult to quiet since 
the attacks create the perception among children that their entire world is more 
dangerous than they had known and that no one—not even teachers and public 
officials—can protect them. Over time, this perception of the world as an dangerous 
place can grow and lead children and youth to be dominated by fear and to restrict their 
activities in ways that go beyond the objective threats in their environment.  
 
These reactions are by no means restricted to learners whose schools had actually 
been attacked. An attack on one school in a region triggers the perception that any 
school in the area is likely to be attacked, and this perception—even if it is untrue or 
exaggerated—in turn unleashes a flood of anxiety and distress. Many learners will feel 
reluctant to go to school. Those who continue going to school may experience strong 
fear of attack on the way and diminished learning capacity once at school due to high 
levels of fear and anxiety. If repeated attacks occur, their fear and anxiety may increase 
even further, thereby creating insurmountable barriers to learning.  
 
Yet it is not only learners who are affected—everyone who works in schools may 
experience similar reactions. Teachers, too, may be overcome by grief over the death or 
maiming of their students or of other teachers, and they are subject to the same 
crippling fears and anxieties that affect learners. Because teachers may be strongly 
affected, it is essential in war zones to provide psychosocial support for teachers. 
Without this support, teachers may not be in a good position to promote learning and to 
interact with learners in ways that promote their psychosocial well-being. Thus affected 
teachers may be unable to fulfill their roles as educators. Worse yet, visibly anxious or 
fearful teachers may send cues that heighten learners’ anxieties and fears even further, 
thereby triggering even more anxiety on the part of teachers. In such a climate of fear 

																																																													
37 IASC. IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support. 
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and anxiety, education can become devoid of the positive developmental, psychosocial, 
and protective value that it is intended to have. 
 
The Costs of Attacks 
 
If the physical costs of attacks on schools are large, the human costs are enormous. As 
discussed above, the psychosocial burdens on everyone in the school environment, not 
to mention distraught parents and communities, undermine education, and the presence 
of teachers and learners in a place they perceive as dangerous causes extensive fear, 
distress, anxiety, and suffering.  
 
However, additional problems arise as fear leads children to avoid school. Denial or 
even delay of access to education can result in severe developmental problems. The 
consequences of distressing events, such as lack of access to education, may have a 
more damaging and lasting impact on a child’s well-being and development than the 
events themselves.38 If displaced children and youth are refused their right to education, 
they may lose the opportunity forever. Even if access is restricted for a relatively short 
period of time, these children run the risk of never returning to school or completing their 
education. Once a child falls out of the education system, he or she may not feel fully 
empowered to participate in community programs or civil society. This will ultimately 
prove costly for everyone, since developing the thinking skills of children and youth 
constitutes a contribution to postwar reconstruction.39 
 
For older children and adolescents, the sudden ending of their studies represents an 
additional trauma in itself, perpetuating hopelessness. In fact, young people in war 
zones frequently identify the loss of education as their single greatest concern. Young 
people may end up idle, with little to do. They may be consequently at risk of forced 
military recruitment, or may voluntarily join the military or armed group as a means of 
earning money or obtaining prestige or power. They may be driven to become a 
destabilizing and destructive force, continuing cycles of violence and vulnerability and 
finding few options for escaping poverty.40 In other cases, adolescents may be forced to 
take on adult obligations before they are ready, such as becoming the head of the 
household. In all cases, without access to meaningful education, these adolescents are 
at risk for entering adulthood illiterate or poorly trained. Their potential for personal 
growth and economic sustenance is thereby significantly diminished.41 
 
Lack of education is one of the greatest threats to any hope for a peaceful recovery of a 
war-torn society. In countries where families invest in the education of their children as 
protection against future uncertainty, non-completion of school causes the loss of a 
huge cumulative investment. Achievements in improving access to education for 

																																																													
38 UNICEF, Machel Study 10-Year Strategic Review. 
39 AED and the Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, The Education Imperative. 
40 Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and Children, Untapped Potential: Adolescents Affected by 
Armed Conflict: A Review of Programs and Policies (Women’s Commission for Refugee Women and 
Children, 2000). 
41 Ibid. 
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marginalized groups are particularly jeopardized, as these groups — minorities, girls, 
disabled children or certain age groups – may be cut off from schooling.42  
 
Finally, in many areas, attending school is an expected role for children, and they often 
find considerable meaning in fulfilling that role. They perceive it as their means of 
having hope and positive life options for the future. Attacks on schools disrupt this role 
and set of meaning structures and often lead to hopelessness or alternately desire for 
revenge on the attackers. Attacks on schools harm children’s development not only by 
depriving them of safety and learning opportunities but by shattering meaning and 
smashing hope. 
 
Protection Implications 
 
Attacks on schools and colleges weaken access to education, undermine the quality of 
education, and exact a heavy toll of suffering on learners, teachers, other educational 
staff, and of course, parents and communities. Such attacks raise a host of disturbing 
questions about protection: Is it appropriate to place large numbers of children in a 
single space that may become a target and where attacks and abductions can have 
mass effects? Do not only governments but also civil societies and the international 
community have a responsibility to protect against attacks on schools? How can they 
fulfill that responsibility? If schools are subject to attack with impunity, what are the 
implications for other public sites that house vulnerable people? Are attacks on 
education institutions like any other attacks or do they cause special harm to wider 
protection systems? Have adequate steps been taken internationally and with the 
warring parties to advocate for strong prohibitions against attacks on education? 
 
Too often, these and related questions are either not asked or are considered in a 
cursory manner that is wholly disproportionate to the magnitude of the problem. What is 
needed is nothing less than a concerted international campaign to criminalize attacks on 
schools and other education institutions, hold perpetrators accountable for attacks, and 
to organize education in ways that prevent or minimize the risks of attacks on learning 
environments. 
 
IV. Moving Forward:  Promoting Evidence Based Programming and Policy Action 
The Care and Protection of Children Learning Network (CPC Network) has recently 
identified the lack of accurate and timely data on children affected by armed conflict as 
a major barrier to effective protection responses43.  The Network found that the 
conceptual approaches adopted to justify protection interventions—from addressing 
individual psychological concerns to strengthening community care and support 
networks—are loosely connected and poorly coordinated in implementation and 

																																																													
42 Triplehorn, Education Care and Protection of Children in Emergencies. 
43 The CPC Network is committed to professionalizing the field of child protection in emergencies.  It is 
comprised of over 75 operational organizations, universities and donor agencies around the world.  
Columbia University serves as the Network’s Secretariat, and provides technical support as needed.   
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evaluation.  Furthermore, little evidence actually exists to support the efficacy of these 
approaches and how they might be employed to better reinforce one another.44 
The development of a stronger evidence base for good practice is a key CPC Learning 
Network objective.  Different approaches to protection programming—including school-
based initiatives—are being examined for efficacy based on agreed-upon outcomes, 
indicators and impact measures.  Common program principles—scalability, gender 
equality, and community empowerments—also are employed to examine efficacy from 
a humanitarian response perspective.   
Moving this field of practice forward will require that program outcome and impact 
evaluations maintain higher standards of evidence than in the past, and are better able 
to take into account counterfactuals—the impact had the project not been implemented.  
Indeed, determining counterfactuals needs to be at the core of future evaluation design.  
There are different ways to do this—ranging from experimental designs with treatment 
and control groups (using randomization) to non-and-quasi-experimental design.  In 
addition, other methodological issues such as selection bias and integration of 
quantitative and qualitative methods for evaluating program impact need to be 
addressed in a more comprehensive fashion.   
Consistent and rigorous program impact evaluations will be at the heart of efforts to 
professionalize this field of practice.  Children affected by conflict and displacement 
would benefit from further insights into the following concerns: 
 
• How might the application of epidemiological assessment approaches result in more 

timely and accurate identification of child protection concerns?  
• What are the essential elements of effective programs of child protection in schools? 
• What are the most efficacious ways to address the psychological and social needs of 

child soldiers and other groups of exploited girls and boys, and what contribution can 
be made by education?  

• Which social support and education mechanisms are instrumental in strengthening 
resilience and well-being? 

• Which child protection approaches are able to go to scale, especially in the education 
sector? 

 
Such initiatives such as this can help to guide policy and programming decisions around 
best practices. They can demonstrate the importance of ensuring that schools are 
places that protect children from additional harm and where their cognitive, 
psychosocial and physical development is fostered.  

																																																													
44 Boothby et al., Care and Protection of Children in Crisis Affected Countries. 
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