Peacebuilding And Education

by Mary Biggs

   Education is a cornerstone in the peacebuilding process. As today's youth become increasingly desensi​tized to violence, the roles of schools and the curriculum they represent assume great importance. Schools have the power to shape the attitudes and skills of young people toward peaceful human relations. Through teaching young children values of respect, toler​ance, and empathy, and by equipping them with the necessary skills to resolve conflict in a non-violent man​ner, they are provided with the tools they need, now and in the future, to foster peaceful relations at home, at school and around the world.

    Education builds the foundations for good citizenship, respect for self and others, democratic values and tolerance of opinions. Educational research indi​cates that when young people are trained in civics, mediation, ethnic toler​ance and conflict resolution, the likeli​hood that they will resort to violence later in life is diminished. History tells us that education is no guarantee against hatred and war, but it enlarges people's horizons and breaks down stereotypes and prejudices.

    The Year 2000 has been declared by UNESCO the Year of the Culture of Peace in an effort to make children world​wide aware of the practical meaning and benefits of non-violence in their daily lives. Since the mid 1980s, UNICEF has supported what is called Education For Peace, signifying a departure from the more pacifist Peace Education which emphasized knowledge about peace issues. Education For Peace is more acti​ve. It is about understanding, reflecting, giving young people tools, teaching values and skills.

The peacebuilding process begins at home

     While we speak of promoting peace edu​cation via international institutions or otherwise, it is important to start the peace education process first at a national level. In other words, we must begin the peacebuilding process in our own homes, communities and schools before we can aspire to be effective or successful on the international front.

    Educators across Canada have been concerned about an overall increase in the incidence of violent confrontations among students and espe​cially about confrontations between students of different cultural back​grounds. Canada has learned that there are no "quick fix" solutions and no easy answers to reducing school vio​lence and the alarming trends towards intimidation. Statistics about the nature and extent of crime and youth violence remain unreliable and pro​grams to counter youth violence are difficult to assess. Despite these short​comings, governments across Canada and schools are working hard to find solutions. Re-framing the problem of violence as a need to create safer and more caring schools has become a national trend.
    Some Canadian schools have sought out innovative strategies and adopted a proactive approach to counteract the increasing incidence of violence. These programs include peer mediation, vio​lence prevention, cooperative discipline, anti-bullying campaigns and discipline with dignity. These programs have led to a decrease in the levels of hostility and tension in schools and have promoted peaceful, cooperative behaviour among students. The combination of creative policies, training to enhance students' skills in understanding conflict, and efforts to create a more caring school environment is bringing the issue of youth violence out from the shadows and into the spotlight.

    In Canada, we have learned some important lessons from our peace-building activities at the national level. For example, we have found that violence prevention must be incorpo​rated into all aspects of the curriculum at all levels and it must reflect the diverse groups within society. Schools need to identify high-risk students and provide appropriate monitoring. Schools need a code of behaviour which states rules and expected behaviour. Violence must be reported systematically.

    Schools must affirm their commit​ment to students that their safety is paramount. Schools must acknowledge the nature and extent of violence and bullying. If not, students will simply assume that fear or retaliation remain their only options.

    We have also learned that the most promising strategies addressing school violence are integrated and multi-faceted. They target the delivery of curriculum and instruction, school governance, safe school policies and the fostering of social relationships. Stand-alone programs such as conflict resolution or peer mediation programs (which exceed 4,000 in Canada) are undeniably helpful but insufficient without a broader context.

Violence is not inevitable

     A current refrain from educators and researchers is the importance of con​sulting with students and including them in the anti-violence solutions. To quote one expert :"adult-imposed policy solutions alienate, frustrate and "turn​off" the very minds that schools are supposed to engage and inspire".

    This combination of effort should be viewed as a commitment to peace-building at a national level. Schools are being asked, often with insufficient resources, to teach young people how to better understand themselves and others so that we can all live in a more tolerant society. We are asking our schools to instruct our children on citizenship and democratic values. These are not merely academic concepts, but a set of values and a code of behaviour that will make our society more peaceful. Democracies are inherently conflictual, but they function best when conflict is resolved peacefully. That is why education on violence prevention is a key peacebuilding activity and why Canada is actively fighting violence in our schools.

    It is particularly true of countries that have lived through war, that violence is a learned response to conflict. In fact for many people, conflict is synonymous with violence. We know that whereas conflict in life and between people is inevitable, violence is not. Violence is merely one way of responding to conflict. The critical task of educators is to teach alternative ways. In short, believe that peace can be taught.

    The Canadian Bureau for Interna​tional Education (CBIE) believes that Canada's wealth of experience and expertise at building peace within our own schools should be shared with the international community. CBIE is presently working with educators in Haiti and Lebanon to introduce civics education and conflict resolution into the curricula and to train teachers how to effectively use these modules in the classroom. In both countries, local efforts had already been undertaken in pursuit of this goal. The objectives of CBIE's project is not to impose a foreign educational model in either country, but rather to assist and encourage local educational efforts to build more peace​ful societies in Haiti and Lebanon. CBIE hopes to replicate this model with modifications in other countries such as Yemen and Uzbekistan.

    Some lessons learned from the Haiti/Lebanon experiences are: 

· 
In order for peacebuilding educa​tional initiatives to be effective and sustainable, they must develop local capacity and capitalize on local ini​tiatives as much as possible.

·
A comprehensive needs analysis and data gathering are required.

·
Considerable time needs to be spent on rapport building at the front end.

·
Clarification of terms and concepts is paramount to cross-cultural projects.

·
There are basic values and principles which underlie conflict resolution approaches in different cultures.

·
If the project is to be sustainable, its participants must represent various professional and political sectors.

     Despite the fact that the nature of conflict, its manifestation and resolution, will vary across cultures, there are nonetheless certain basic values and principles which transcend geo​graphic boundaries. It is therefore the responsibility of educators to collabo​rate and share their experiences and methodologies internationally so as to equip the future leaders of our world with non-violent means to resolve con​flict and tension.

    At the edge of the millennium, although the solutions are as yet elu​sive, the complexities are better under​stood. If we can help young people to resolve their conflicts with words and not weapons, then as educators for peace, we will have succeeded.
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