
hear it from 
the children
Why education in emergencies is critical

“With education I think I will have a future that won’t have to involve guns and fighting.  
This is my dream, that I can look into my future and see that I have options and choices.  
Without school you have no choices in life, you are just trying to survive.” 

13-year-old boy, Democratic Republic of Congo

Millions of children are affected by conflict every  
year. Worldwide, children represent half of the 
42.5 million people who are refugees or who have 
become internally displaced, in part as a result of 
conflict or violence in their countries.1 Almost 
50 million primary and lower secondary age children 
who live in conflict-affected countries are not in 
school.2 Living in conflict, many of these children  
have experienced more crisis, violence, and death in 
their few short years than most adults in peaceful 
countries will know in their lifetimes. 

It is the responsibility of humanitarian actors and 
donors to listen to these children, their parents  
and their communities in order to understand their  
needs and respond with aid that is accountable 
and effective. With this principle in mind, Save the 
Children and the Norwegian Refugee Council have 
commissioned a study to capture the views of 
internally displaced persons and refugees on their 
priorities in and after an emergency. This study 
reflects the voices of more than 250 children,  
parents, teachers and community representatives  

in two locations currently served by education 
projects supported by the EU Children of Peace 
Initative: Masisi, North Kivu, Democratic Republic  
of the Congo, and Dollo Ado, Ethiopia.3

ThEIR ANSWER IS CLEAR: 
EDUCATIoN IS KEy

Their message was startlingly clear: children, parents, 
and leaders in communities deeply affected by conflict 
consider education a number one priority. A father 
in Masisi declared, “Education is the most important 
thing. Without education we are nothing. When they 
bring education they are helping the parents as well 
as the children.” A leader in his community noted 
that, “if a child is studying he is protected and more 
peaceful, and we need our children to be peaceful 
for our future.” While in Dollo Ado, a child explained, 
“Without education, we will have no future.” 

The findings of the study, summarised here, highlight 
the remarkable contribution that education is making 
to the lives of these children, their families and 
communities on a daily basis. Not only is education 
a clear priority of those affected by conflict, who 
described the high intrinsic value of education, but it 
also appeared to provide many added benefits in the 
domains of protection, resilience, recovery, stability 
and economic progress. 

This brief summarises the findings of a forthcoming study commissioned 
by Save the Children and the Norwegian Refugee Council on the 
importance of education in emergencies in two projects in Ethiopia and 
the DRC, supported by the EU Children of Peace Initiative.

The research was conducted by Catherine Gladwell and Lydia Tanner 
from Jigsaw Consult.
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KEy fINDINGS

CoMMUNITIES PRIoRITISE EDUCATIoN

A community prioritisation exercise undertaken 
as part of the study provides a snapshot of how 
people receiving humanitarian aid rank their needs. 
out of basic services like health, water, food, shelter, 
psychosocial support, and education, 30% of those 
surveyed ranked education first – more than for any 
other need. A 17-year old girl in Masisi who chose 
food as a priority explained, “I chose food, because 
without this you can’t go to school.” Underscoring 
this strong demand for education, internally displaced 
and refugee communities were found to have invested 

their own limited resources in trying to secure it. A 
leader described how his community had banded 
together to buy land for a school, and then “built the 
school with local materials and UNhCR sheets. The 
conditions were very bad…but this is how much we 
want it.” Living in contexts where possessions have 
been easily lost or destroyed, the children noted the 
value of learning as something that they take with 
them and that cannot be taken from them. A 14-year-
old boy explained, “Whatever happens, my knowledge 
will always be with me, and with that I can continue  
my life.” 

Manishimwe, 11, attends NRC’s Education programme for children displaced by conflict, in Masisi, North Kivu, DR Congo. 
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EDUCATIoN IS LIfE-SAvING

Education is often not included as part of the first 
phase of planning and delivery of a humanitarian 
response. yet according to parents, it is in the first 
three months of a crisis that children are particularly 
exposed to acute physical and psychosocial risks. 
The immediate protective, life-saving function of 
education was emphasised by everyone consulted. 
Leaving children without school for three months, said 
parents, is tantamount to implying that these children 
do not matter. The classroom is a safe place for 
children who are especially vulnerable during a crisis. 

When children are in class their parents can attend 
to securing other basic needs. All those surveyed 
agreed: education cannot wait, it must start as soon 
as possible after an emergency. A community leader 
in Masisi gave the following analogy: “If you have a 
goat and it falls into a hole, will you wait three days 
for it to die before you try to help it? No! you will go 
straight away! It is the same with education – if you 
wait three months, many of these children will go with 
the armed forces or face violence, and they too may 
die, just like the goat.” 

EDUCATIoN PRoTECTS

Children and parents strongly valued the protective 
role of education. Amongst the refugees in Ethiopia 
and the displaced persons in DRC, school was 
perceived as the safest place a child could be. In 
Masisi, more than 90% of the boys consulted said that 
being in school made them less likely to be recruited 
by an armed group. one boy asserted, “the militia 
don’t come here – they can’t make you carry bags for 
them while you are in school,” while another claimed 
that being out of school led to his own abduction: 
“when the militia took me, I wasn’t in school because 
my parents had died. I was in the village – this is 
where they take you.” In Dollo Ado, schools provided 
protection for large numbers of unaccompanied 
children arriving in the camps. In both places, children 
in schools were better protected from sexual and 
gender-based violence. Knowledge learned in school 
also offered protection. Respondents valued the 
life-saving health and hygiene messages, as well  
as learning to think critically, and to gather and 
process information. 

EDUCATIoN bUILDS RESILIENCE

In the schools visited for this report, education was 
helping children to gain practical skills useful for 
contending with future shocks such as drought and 
conflict. In Dollo Ado, a community leader explained, 
“In future, before the drought comes, the educated 
children will know how to save water and food. They 
will help the community change our lifestyle. So the 
children who learn will help their community to 
better survive.” In Masisi, a parent noted, “obviously it 
doesn’t stop all the bad things from happening, but it 
gives them the skills to cope with what happens.” 

In schools in both locations, children were building 
psychosocial resilience to aid their recovery from 
the extreme distress many experienced. They were 
starting to play, learn, talk and laugh again, imagining 
futures for themselves, and overcoming traumatising 
events that had caused them to be withdrawn and 
aggressive. A 15-year-old boy explained, “before I 
came to school I had the spirit of an assassin because 
of what they did to me, but here I have started to 
become like a normal person again. The taste of study 
made me want to be like I was before. I am so happy 
to be here.” 

EDUCATIoN SUPPoRTS oThER SECToRS

Education, in addition to its innate benefits, was 
described as helping people to get more from other 
types of assistance. Children revealed how school was 
the place where they have first learned about toilets, 
hand-washing, clean water and disposing of harmful 
materials. They were in turn becoming agents of 
change, conveying good practices to their families. 

A parent described how their children “come home 
from school and share all this knowledge with their 
little brothers and sisters, and even with us.” Teachers 
have become important sources of information on a 
range of issues affecting the community, and are able 
to ensure that life-saving practices are taught directly 
to children in a way tailored to their understanding 
and specific needs. Education and other services have 
been shown to be mutually reinforcing: education 
helped the children get more from other services, and 
improved health and hygiene helped them learn more 
in school.
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EDUCATIoN TRANSfoRMS CoMMUNITIES

What children learn in school appeared to be affecting 
their approach to violence. They understand that 
fighting and killing are destructive, and that they can 
solve problems in non-violent ways. A 15-year-old 
boy in Masisi claimed, “school teaches us to respect 
everyone, and that if someone annoys us we should 
respond calmly – and even if they hit us we shouldn’t 
get into a fight. This will help me have a longer life in 
this place.” 

Moreover, schools were found to be assisting in 
bringing together different factions of the community. 
In Masisi, people from different groups displaced by 
inter-ethnic clashes were rebuilding their homes 
around the school where their children play together. 
Teaching, playing and learning together was perceived 
to support the development of more cohesive 
communities. While in the midst of the desert of 
Dollo Ado, parents “feel happy and proud when they 
see all the children moving through the community 
together in their uniforms – they say the uniform is 
green just like a green land!”

EDUCATIoN IMPRovES LIvELIhooDS

In both locations, access to basic education and 
vocational skills training were found to be instilling 
in young people aspirations for brighter, more 
prosperous futures. In Masisi an 11-year old girl 
explained her plans: “people who haven’t studied can 
only work in the fields, but the teachers and directors 
and nurses have all studied.” A teacher observed that 
among those with a small business, “the ones who 
make a profit have normally studied because they 
understand how to read and write and add numbers 
– in work this is the base for everything else.” Parents 
considered education especially important for having 
viable options for their children’s livelihoods following 
displacement, as one mother explained, “we have 
already lost our fields when we had to flee, so our 
children won’t be able to live from the fields like we 
did – educating our children is now the only thing  
we can do for their future.”

Break time at the Alternative Basic Education School in a Child Friendly Space, Heleweyn camp, Dollo Ado, Ethiopia.
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RECoMMENDATIoNS

The refugees and displaced people interviewed for 
this study were acutely aware of the potentially life-
saving role of education and its practical benefits for 
their children and communities in terms of protection, 
resilience and economic prospects. They testified to 
the risk that waiting to provide or resume schooling 
means for their children: that many will never return 
to education and some may instead be lured or 
forcibly recruited by armed groups. 

In stark contrast to the way people affected by 
conflict in Dollo Ado and Masisi prioritised access to 
schools, education is the most underfunded sector in 
humanitarian response. The percentage allocated to 
education from global humanitarian funding shrank in 
2012 to just 1.4%, from only 2% the previous year.4 

Education in emergencies can bring many direct 
benefits to people affected by conflict, and is a vital 
component within broader humanitarian responses. 
Education in emergencies can change many children’s 
lives for the better, and improve prospects for 
breaking cycles of violence and rebuilding lives, 
communities and peace. It is therefore vital that 
education in emergencies is fully integrated into 
immediate and longer-term humanitarian response  
to conflicts, and funded accordingly. 

The findings of the study provide the most important 
reason why taking global action to guarantee 
education for children affected by emergencies 
should be an urgent priority: children, parents and 
communities are asking for it. 

Save the Children and the Norwegian Refugee 
Council call on donors, governments and humanitarian 
actors to increase accountability to affected 
communities, listening to and acting upon their clear 
and articulate request for education in emergencies.

WE CALL oN hUMANITARIAN DoNoRS  
AND PoLICy-MAKERS To: 

•	 Include education from the outset of an 
emergency. Education should be integrated 
from the first stages of planning and response to 
guarantee that adequate resources are allocated to 
early education interventions, thereby facilitating 

a more orderly transition for children out of 
protracted and devastating crises, into phases  
of early recovery, and ultimately rehabilitation  
and development.

•	 Improve accountability to affected 
communities. Resources and priorities need  
to be aligned with what beneficiaries demand,  
and donors must continue to prioritise funding  
in accordance with their needs and wishes,  
as well as with international standards. 

•	 Increase the levels of humanitarian funding 
to education, commensurate with the 
scale of needs, and progressively contribute 
to reaching a minimum of 4% of global 
humanitarian aid to education. The clearly 
expressed prioritisation of education as a 
fundamental need by conflict-affected populations, 
contrasted with the current low levels of funding, 
shows a serious gap that must be addressed. 

•	 Ensure predictable funding is committed 
to secure the continuity of education 
for children affected by conflict and 
emergencies in line with funding allocated  
in the first phase of a humanitarian 
response. following a first phase response, 
education funding needs to be predictable to 
ensure that it does not stop when children and 
young people need it most.

•	 Ensure better linkages and integration 
between donor humanitarian and 
development policies in order to minimise the 
divide between humanitarian and development 
funding for education, and prevent children’s 
schooling from falling into the gap.

•	 Ensure continuity after education in 
emergencies programming, including 
through development assistance, to enable 
children who complete primary school to access 
secondary education; to enable those who 
complete courses to evidence this with appropriate 
and accredited certification; and to enable those 
who learn a vocational trade to practise it. 



h
EA

R
 IT

 f
R

o
M

 T
h

E 
C

h
IL

D
R

EN

6

WE CALL oN hUMANITARIAN ACToRS To:

•	 Improve accountability to affected 
communities. Resources and priorities must 
be aligned with the needs children and parents 
identify. humanitarian needs assessments must 
include education from the very beginning.

•	 Improve integrated and cross-sectorial 
delivery of assistance, to capitalise on the 
benefits of education as a platform to reach 
beneficiaries with life-saving interventions and 
information on health; water, sanitation and 
hygiene; and nutrition and livelihoods support. 
Education should not be seen as a competing 
sector, but as a complementary part of all 
humanitarian responses. 

•	 Use funds to maximise the protective 
function of education. Education has been 
shown to play a critical role in protecting children 
in crisis-affected contexts. Children are most 
vulnerable in the immediate aftermath of a crisis, 
and education offers them vital protection in this 
period. Education must start as soon as possible,  
in the first stages of a humanitarian response.

•	 Invest in further research into factors that 
combine to protect schools from attack – 
examining why certain measures seem to work 
better than others, and how these efforts can be 
strengthened in the future.

WE CALL oN GovERNMENTS To:

•	 Take urgent steps to guarantee free, 
compulsory access to a good-quality 
education for children who are displaced 
in conflict-affected regions, and commit 
to securing quality, accredited education 
provision for all refugee children, regardless 
of their ethnicity, nationality, or likely duration of 
stay in the host country. funding must be equitably 
allocated to these regions to ensure families 
do not shoulder the burden of supplementing 
inadequate or non-existent teacher salaries and  
to ensure teachers receive adequate salaries. 

•	 Adopt measures to protect education  
from attack, including endorsing and 
adopting the Lucens Guidelines on the  
non-use of educational institutions during 
armed conflict. Legal, defence, military and 
education experts have drawn up these guidelines 
with the aim of reducing the use of schools 
and universities by parties to armed conflict in 
support of their military effort, and to minimise 
the negative impact that armed conflict has on 
students’ safety and education. The guidelines 
are for those parties involved in the planning and 
execution of military operations.

•	 Prioritise the protection of children’s 
education, encouraging non-state armed groups 
in their territories to sign up to the 2010 Deed 
of Commitment for the Protection of Children 
from the Effects of Armed Conflict, and to work 
with communities and local authorities to ensure 
schools are increasingly considered safe zones  
for children.
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ThE EU ChILDREN of PEACE INITIATIvE: ThE LEGACy of ThE EU’S  
NobEL PEACE PRIzE

“We want all children to enjoy the constant protection 
of their rights. Each and every girl and boy in the world 
should have the opportunity to develop their talents. 
Promoting education is also giving peace a chance to 
be a lasting peace. We want ‘children of war’ to become 
‘children of peace’.” 

José Manuel barroso, President of the European Commission 

In 2012, the European Union was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize for a contribution spanning 
six decades to the advancement of peace and 
reconciliation, democracy and human rights in 
Europe. The EU decided to use the money to 

fund four projects under an ‘EU Children of Peace 
Initiative’ in recognition that one of the best ways 
to help and protect children in violent conflict is to 
give them the chance to learn and get an education. 
The work of Save the Children and the Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC) in Ethiopia and the DRC 
makes up one of these four projects, reaching more 
than 14,000 children.

More information on the projects and the  
EU Children of Peace Initiative can be found in 
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/EU4children/npp_drc_
en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/EU4children/npp_drc_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/EU4children/npp_drc_en.htm


Disclaimer 
This publication has been produced with the financial assistance of the 
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