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Foreword vii 

 

Foreword 

‘Summertime in Uganda’ and it was a summer school: an unusual but very interesting 

occurrence. An inquisitive reference to the dictionary informs that summertime is not 

only for the northern hemisphere but also for the southern hemisphere. Any reference 

to summer in Uganda does not normally refer to summer school but to the, 

‘Basummers’; a Ugandan colloquial reference to diasporas in the United Kingdom 

coming back to Uganda to visit family during their summer holidays. However, in this 

instance we had a summer school at Gulu University in northern Uganda from 19 to 30 

July 2018, organised by the University of Groningen. This was therefore a very unique 

summer school resulting in this book: a collection of articles and stories collected in 

and after that very hot summer of 2018. It hopes to reflect the experience of the 

participants and stakeholders, who we hope enjoyed the experience as much as we 

did. I hope the participants, foreign and native, loved the experience of summer in 

Uganda.  

 The writers of this book were not Basummers in Uganda, they form part of the 

Youth Education and Work (YEW) network. An international network of scholars and 

academics who have for a long time been researching and writing about YEW. I am a 

key member of this network, having become the Vice Chancellor in January 2018 and 

Gulu represented the second summer school on ‘Youth, education and work in (post-) 

conflict areas’. As a result, I have a very long working relationship with almost all the 

writers of the different chapters of this book. The authors of this book have been 

working together in the YEW network, over the past 20 years, covering several 

continents but particularly in African nations; Uganda, Sudan, South Sudan, 

Mozambique, and South Africa. The two summer schools (first at the University of 

Groningen and then at Gulu University) on youth in (post-) conflict areas provided an 

opportunity for the authors comprising of students, academics and practitioners in the 

field of youth, education and work to bring together their experiences of working with 

youth, which they had accumulated over the years. 

 I would like to particularly single out Professor Jacques Zeelen who wrote the 

chapter ‘The way forward: What can we learn from the experiences of the summer 

schools and the history of the YEW network?’ and Dr Josje van der Linden, the first 

editor, as eminent scholars around whom the YEW network was built. These two 

scholars have researched and worked on the issues of youth, education and work in 

Africa and the outcome of their work is evidenced in a number of other publications 
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and PhD theses of many African scholars. Examples of these other publications include 

‘The Burden of Educational Exclusion’; ‘Lifelong learning in Practice: Understanding and 

enabling meaningful participation of non-traditional students in University Education 

in Uganda’; ‘Ensuring meaningful lifelong learning opportunities for groups at risk’; 

‘Education and skills for development: transforming support programmes for early 

school leavers in Uganda’; ‘Professional integrity of teachers in Uganda: practical action 

strategies’; ‘Education for social inclusion’ and ‘Broken citizenship’ - just to mention a 

few (see ‘other YEW publications’). Professor Zeelen and Dr van der Linden are tireless 

advocates in youth and work scholarship through training, research, publications, 

conferences, seminars and summer schools, of which the forthcoming book is a 

product. I first met Professor Zeelen as a student of Research at the University of 

KwaZulu Natal where he was a visiting professor and still have his notes on 

Participatory Action Research. Since then we have been working and publishing journal 

articles and supervising PhD students together. Today we still work together on the 

UNESCO Chair of Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work based at Gulu University.  

 

 Youth, education and work (YEW) make up the core themes of this book to explore 

the momentous and diverse challenges young people face in modern society, 

particularly in ‘post-conflict’ environments – therefore, it is important to research and 

formulate informed solutions to address these obstacles. The book is a compilation not 

only of the 2017 and 2018 summer schools and conferences on the same theme of 

YEW, but a product of a long history of our network on this very important subject 

matter. Notably, the book offers case studies of YEW in (post-)conflict areas such as 

northern Uganda, in Colombia, Sudan, and Nepal. It is premised on the belief, without 

doubt, that youth require a standalone understanding and representation in 

emergence from conflict, such as are clearly articulated here.  

 

 Gulu as part of the Acholi Sub-region of Uganda experienced the severest effects of 

a very long and traumatising civil war, which lasted over 25 years. It is commonly 

referred to as the civil conflict of northern Uganda, connoted by the active presence of 

the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). During this period, the segment of the population 

most affected by war were the youth. They were abducted and forcefully recruited into 

the rebel ranks or killed by the insurgents who fought against the government of 

Yoweri Kaguta Museveni. Others were conscripted, thus terminating their studies in 

order to join the government armed forces. Many of today’s youth were born in camps 

for the internally displaced and were denied the benefit of growing up in more normal 
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settings. As a result, many youth missed out on basic schooling, as most schools in rural 

areas were closed down and relocated to safe urban centres on account of the 

instability caused by the insurgency at the time. They therefore are, today, not 

educated to the extent expected of young people in modern society. As a consequence 

of turbulent upbringings in the context of conflict and not being able to access 

education, youth are more likely to be unemployed and have disoriented personalities 

or perceptions of life. This kind of youth warrants careful consideration and support in 

order to ensure that they are able to re-join normal life, in as much as possible.  

 So, what is new in this book? The detailed consideration of the impact of almost a 

quarter of a century of war on youth in northern Uganda is a new and much needed 

consideration on the indirect consequences of conflict and its contribution to on-going 

disparity amongst social demographics. Equally, when read alongside studies on youth 

in Sudan, Colombia and Nepal, the reader is left with a rich collection of learning 

experiences to take home as insights on how to consider similar situations around the 

world. The book offers rich descriptions of the impact of the war on the youth and how 

some have grown to deal with the impacts, especially the psychological effects of the 

war. Namely, it offers narratives of victimization and recovery and reintegration into 

society.  

 In dealing with the post-conflict distortion, one must consider not only the 

disoriented youth but also the many other outcomes of the war. In the Acholi region 

of Uganda, these include reintegration of those displaced (internally or externally) in 

camps, child prostitution, violence and social unrest and the collapse of the traditional 

family dynamic that is manifested in the proliferation of single mothers in the 

community. These are all topics warranting further attention. Many of these themes 

require or are the basis of social intervention or restoration by development partners, 

such as Non-Governmental Organisations. 

 The secondary focus of this book and the summer school is the promotion of 

Participatory Action Research (PAR). Adoption of PAR reflects concern for community 

transformation – it is a democratic research method in which the objects of study are 

encouraged as active participants in the research process, as it were, they are 

researched researchers. Secondly, in PAR the outcome is not knowledge for 

knowledge's sake but knowledge for change sake. Gulu University prides itself as a 

university that champions community transformation and therefore aims to promote 

PAR. This book advocates for PAR as a method to be used by well-meaning researchers, 
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to craft a community of research and offers insights on how such methods may be 

adopted in consideration of youth in (post-) conflict settings and other community-

based issues.  

 The thematic focus on YEW in academic studies is of growing in importance in adult 

education and lifelong learning. Africa is a very young continent where very many 

youth remain outside school and are neither training nor in work. A theme not 

uncommon the world-over. It is a phenomenon that must be fully understood and 

overcome to afford youth, who ought to be in their prime productive age, a place to 

belong. To empower youth will be to make the world a better place. In my view, this 

book offers a very significant contribution to this very important subject.  

 

 

George Ladaah Openjuru PhD 

Professor of Education and Vice Chancellor of Gulu University 
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Introduction1 

Hope of the new nation reads the text on the shirt of the boda boda driver taking me 

through Juba, the capital of South Sudan, in December 2012. A boda boda or simply 

boda is a motorcycle used as a means of transport. It transports people on the backseat 

and allows for the drivers, mostly young men, to earn some money. In December 2012, 

Juba was still vibrant with hope. My companion, a young man from South Sudan who 

lived as a so called ‘Internally Displaced Person’ (IDP) in the North, kept meeting people 

who, just as he did, moved to the South after secession from the North in 2011. The 

secession followed a war of nearly fifty years between the North and the South. A year 

after my visit to Juba, in December 2013, the stability of the young country was 

disturbed by factions taking up arms against each other, incited by ethnic and political 

differences. Thereafter the situation in South Sudan has only changed for the worse. 

Thousands of people (once again) became internally displaced or sought refuge in 

neighbouring countries such as Uganda. Peace negotiations and signatures to 

agreements have done little to change the situation for the better. With them, the 

means to live up to the expectations proffered by the words ‘hope of the new nation’ 

seem to have been further stripped away from young people.  

 The above story aims to convey how fragile the stability in post-conflict areas can 

be. Hence why the term ‘post-conflict’ cannot do without brackets. It is in this context 

that the summer school on ‘Youth, education and work in (post-)conflict areas’ took 

place in the summer of 2018, more precisely in the town of Gulu in northern Uganda, 

close to the border with South Sudan. The summer school was jointly organised by the 

international research network on Youth, Education and Work (YEW), linked to the 

University of Groningen and the UNESCO chair on Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work, 

based in Gulu University. After an inspiring summer school in 2017 on the same theme 

at the University of Groningen, attended by students, researchers and practitioners 

from all over the world, the need was felt to organise a summer school in a (post-

)conflict area. This allowed for fieldwork and direct contact with the young people who 

lived the reality of conflict and are trying to build livelihood in a post-conflict 

environment.  

 In several visits of the research network and the UNESCO chair to the small town of 

Gulu, it appeared to be a lively meeting place bustling with activities despite its recent 

                                                           
1 Josje van der Linden wrote this text on behalf of the editors of the book.  
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history of conflict and war. Equally, Gulu University was eager to receive a summer 

school with participants from other parts of the world. Peace and stability are still 

fragile in this region. Memories of the atrocities of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) 

are still very much alive. Young people who were abducted or threatened to be 

abducted by this armed group, struggle to find their way to or through education and 

work. Meanwhile, the region is flooded by people from neighbouring countries - South 

Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo – who seek safety and stability away from 

their own respective conflicts. Meagre resources have to then be shared by those 

affected by the conflict in northern Uganda and those fleeing others. Whereas we 

discussed far off realities in the 2017 summer school, the complexity of a (post-) 

conflict area became tangible in Gulu in 2018.  

 This book is based on the proceedings of the two summer schools (see Van der 

Linden, 2017; Rodrigues-Vasse & Van der Linden, 2019). Overall, it reflects the 

knowledge that was jointly produced on these two occasions as well as discussions by 

other researchers working on the intersection of youth, education and work in recent 

years. The findings are clustered into three sections: youth, education and work in Gulu 

and the Acholi region, methodological approaches and a consideration of youth in 

other (post-) conflict settings. The articles and contributions are interspaced with 

empirical experiences that were proffered during meetings with youth and youth 

organisations in and around Gulu, in the form of ‘intermezzos’. They allow for the 

reader to get a glimpse of the excellent group work, conducted by the participants, 

who made the effort to travel to Gulu from all corners of the world. Throughout the 

book, we reflect on the fruitful Participatory Action Research methodology used during 

the summer schools and close with a reflection on the discussions and activities of the 

research network and notes on a potential way forward.  

 This introduction explores the theme of the summer school, namely, the process of 

moving between war and peace building to the role of the youth and the importance 

of appropriate education and work for this social group. It discusses the way of working 

in the summer schools with the use of elements of Participatory Action Research and 

it finishes with an overview of the chapters and intermezzos.  

 To critically evaluate the situation in post-conflict areas the concepts of negative 

and positive peace developed by Galtung (1976) are useful. ´Negative peace´ refers to 

the absence of physical violence whereas ‘positive peace’ signifies a situation in which 

people live together without structural violence and where conditions for war have 
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been defeated, in a sustainable form of peace. Achieving ‘positive peace’ is thwarted 

by what Margaret Angucia calls ‘broken citizenship’, in her research among war-

affected children in northern Uganda (2010). Kennedy Amone–P’Olak (in this 

publication) showed us that the thwarting of positive peace may be the result of the 

strategy of Joseph Kony’s LRA army. The LRA used tactics of ‘burning the bridge’: 

cutting, alienating, detaching and destroying the bond between the children and their 

families and communities in order to keep war-affected children in captivity. As a 

result, after the war the majority of these children were reintegrated into highly 

dysfunctional families or communities (Amone–P’Olak, this publication). Liberated 

from Joseph Kony’s army, they returned to towns and villages where citizenship and 

their sense of belonging had been destroyed. Nowadays most of them live as youth in 

vulnerable situations where citizenship is still under construction. Although NGOs have 

played a major role in providing means for survival such as aid packages and handouts, 

aid has equally contributed to the phenomenon of ‘learned helplessness’ among 

people, observes Amone-P’Olak. In this way, ‘broken citizenship’ applies not only to 

war affected children and youth, but to the community as a whole in northern Uganda, 

which continues until today (Angucia, 2017).  

 Yet, regarding people only as victims of their situation disregards their own strength 

and initiative or in Giddens’ words ‘agency’ (1979). To understand agency we follow 

Giddens (1979; 1991), who discusses agency as opposed to but also interrelated with 

structure. Agency is ‘the way in which individuals contribute to and directly promote 

social influences that are global in their consequences and implications’ (Giddens, 

1991, p. 2). Young people, even those who lack education and decent work 

opportunities, have developed experience, skills and resilience during their lives in 

conflict situations. Angucia (2010) observed these aspects of development in children 

affected by the war in northern Uganda a few years after the end of the conflict. In 

2017, when she returned for follow up research she witnessed this again. 

Unfortunately, she also observed that the contributions to the community by the youth 

are often not acknowledged as such (Angucia, 2017). Angucia met youth organised in 

groups for activities such as sports, church work and informal income generating. Their 

interests and creative energies impacted positively on post conflict reconstruction and 

peace building, but were not integrated in formal strategies and policies. A similar 

observation was made in a study carried out in north-western Uganda, where a group 

of young university graduates joined forces with a women's group. Jointly, they run an 

organisation offering literacy and other courses and organising Christmas and Easter 

celebrations for the refugee communities in their surroundings. The organisation 
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survives on donations and small grants, but as they are all volunteers, they struggle to 

sustain the organisation and have limited recognition from local authorities (Van der 

Linden, 2015).  

 What are perceptions and experiences of the youth? What is hampering youth in 

engaging in the community? What is supporting them? These should be the questions 

guiding youth policies and practices on education and work. According to the social 

justice theory of Nussbaum (2011) and Sen (1998), all people in all countries and 

circumstances, including those in (post-)conflict areas, have the right to live a life of 

human dignity. This implies that they are entitled to the capabilities that enable them 

to live such a life. One of these capabilities, according to Nussbaum, is education; 

another is control over one’s environment, which refers not only to acquiring necessary 

commodities, but also to the capacity to engage in political decision-making. In terms 

of education, people in conflict situations lacked opportunity. Young people were 

forced to leave school before acquiring the foundational skills and knowledge. What 

kind of education would serve them taking into account that education is not only a 

capability in itself, but also promotes other capabilities (education as ‘fertile 

functioning’) as Nussbaum states? Should education be directly related to skills to 

acquire an income, which would give them control over their environment, or should 

it be broader, also encompassing citizenship attitudes and self-esteem valuing and 

developing the skills and attitudes they already possess? This latter question links 

education to requisite control over one’s environment for social justice to exist. In the 

YEW network, we tend to interrogate these more meaningful learning opportunities, 

grounded in specific contexts, rather than promoting traditional homogenised 

education (see Blaak, Tukundane, Van der Linden & Elsdijk, 2016). For example, in the 

Gulu context, education is not necessarily geared toward meaningful employment 

opportunities. Monk and Langole and others (in this publication) note the dissonance 

between education received in northern Uganda and the emerging opportunities in the 

agribusiness sector. 

 The concepts and issues discussed so far in this introduction were objects of 

research and debate in the YEW network. As the network unites youth researchers 

from (post-)conflict areas and researchers with special interest in these areas, it 

seemed a natural step to jointly explore this subject. To do justice to the perspective 

of ‘agency’ the summer schools were joint exercises in which lecturers, researchers, 

students and practitioners participated on equal footing. The approach can be 

characterised as ‘joint knowledge production’ (Zeelen & Van der Linden, 2009). In the 
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summer school in Groningen, this meant exchanging research and practical 

experiences and building a common vision. In the summer school in Gulu local 

stakeholders participated just as lecturers, researchers, students and practitioners 

from abroad. Elements of Participatory Action Research were used to engage with a 

diversity of stakeholders and develop collaborative small-scale research (Boog, Preece, 

Slagter, & Zeelen, 2008). The subthemes for the fieldwork in Gulu stemmed from the 

preparatory work of the research network Youth, Education and Work and the UNESCO 

chair on ‘Youth, work and lifelong learning’. They centred around the topics of youth, 

education and work as follows Youth, (self)employment and small business, Youth, 

education and training, Youth, sports, culture and citizenship, Youth, agriculture and 

tourism and Youth, diversity and peace (see box 1). 

Box 1 exemplary questions for each subtheme as they were introduced in the summer school 

 
Youth, (self)employment and small business 
Is self-employment the answer to youth unemployment? Which challenges do young entrepreneurs 
encounter? How do they find their way out? What kind of support is available from (local) government, 
NGOs, banks, micro financing? What kind of support is needed? Are there any good practices to learn 
from? 
 
Youth, education and training 
How do young people evaluate their education? What kind of education and training is available? What 
kind of education is needed? Which challenges do schools and other institutions encounter? Should 
education serve to get work and/or other objectives? When is education really inclusive? Which 
interventions are needed? 
 
Youth, sports, culture and citizenship 
What kind of activities do young people do in their leisure time? Do they enjoy being together, among 
their age group or with others, for example in sports and cultural activities? How do young people 
evaluate their participation in the community? How do other members of the community evaluate their 
contribution? How could the contribution of the youth be strengthened? 
 
Youth, agriculture and tourism 
Agriculture is the basis of the local economy and serves to produce subsistence crops and cash crops. 
What is the role of the youth in it? Do they like to engage in agriculture or do they consider it a necessary 
evil? Are there possibilities to make more of nature’s resources? How is tourism in Gulu? Who are the 
potential tourists and how do they evaluate the facilities? What could be done to upgrade them? 
 
Youth, diversity and peace 
Gulu was one of the centres of the cruel activities of Lord’s Resistance Army. Perpetrators and victims 
now live together. How do they manage to reconcile? Which conflicting interests may revitalize old 
conflicts or incite new conflicts? How can future conflicts be prevented? What role does the youth play 
in maintaining peace and stability? How can their role be strengthened? 
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Five research groups, consisting of lecturers and students from Uganda, the 

Netherlands and a diversity of other countries developed their fieldwork around the 

subthemes. The participants shared their own (research) experiences and interest to 

develop the themes. Participants, in their sub-groups, had autonomy to formulate their 

own research questions. The students from Gulu University who participated in the 

summer school, as volunteers, acted as resource persons making contact with local 

stakeholders and introducing the research groups. The groups went around the town 

making visits, holding meetings, transported on the famous boda bodas. The last days 

of the summer school were used to prepare presentations in unorthodox, innovative 

ways. This resulted in a radio programme, a wall of silence, poster presentations with 

local stakeholders (including a farmer, a young entrepreneur, a singer and a boxer), 

during which presentations interviewees, researchers and participants acted as both 

audience and co-presenters.  

Overview of the book contents2  

Apart from the introduction and the last chapter, the contributions to this book have 

been clustered into three sections. The first section deals with ‘Youth, education and 

work in Gulu and region’. The first chapter in this section by Stephen Langole and David 

Monk discusses background information about the region. In spite of its conflictive 

past, the authors identify the current agricultural and broader potential of the region, 

which could be developed by the youth. The second chapter by Kennedy Amone-P’Olak 

describes the consequences of the conflict for the well-being of youth and proposes a 

model to accommodate their needs and develop their potential in a systematic way. 

We were happy to receive a contribution about research carried out among the youth 

in Adjumani’s refugee setting for this section. During the summer school, we paid a 

visit to the Adjumani refugee camp, which resembled a community of South Sudanese 

families in a remote place, about an hour driving from Gulu. In this quick visit, we 

witnessed the efforts of relief workers and refugee organisations. The chapter by Julie 

Schiltz and Amandine van der Aa gives a more profound insight in the living conditions 

of refugee youth. Furthermore, there are two short ‘intermezzos’ in the section. Both 

are about local initiatives. One of them is an initiative to support people affected by 

                                                           
2 All the chapters in the three sections have been reviewed anonymously by peer reviewers, in alphabetical 
order: Femke Bijker, Pieter Boele van Hensbroek, Kitty den Boogert, Sabrina Hackmann, Alice Wabule, 
Inger Smid, Julia Swierstra, Peace Tumuheki (thanks for your contribution!) and by the editors; the 
‘intermezzos’ have only been reviewed by the editors.  
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the armed conflicts in the region - Hope and Peace for Humanity - and the other focuses 

on improving the relationship between the refugee population and the host population 

- Refugee Sustainable Conflict Prevention and Environmental protection pilot project. 

 The second section discusses the methodological approach to youth, education and 

work adopted in the summer school, by elaborating on the process, the results and the 

challenges of the research conducted by the groups. Both chapters in this section 

reflect on the experiences of the summer school in terms of Participatory Action 

Research (PAR). Ana Rodrigues-Vasse reflects on the work done by the subgroup on 

‘Youth, agriculture and tourism’ and Zula Namubiru and Janita van Dorland give us 

insight in the question ‘What is it like to be a teacher in Gulu?’ based on the work done 

by the subgroup on Youth, education and training. The two chapters give a view of how 

PAR methods were used in the fieldwork, the rich data resulting from that approach, 

but also the challenges. One of the challenges is how to sustain the achievements of 

the summer school. Fortunately we have two ‘intermezzos’ in the section showing 

good on-going practices in northern Uganda, one of them, AVSI-SKY, is well-established 

and the other - the Gulu Association of Lifelong Learning - was the direct result of the 

summer school under the inspiring leadership of David Monk. 

 The third section called ‘Youth, education and work in other (post-)conflict regions’ 

consists of contributions on conflicts and conflict resolution in other parts of the world. 

Gloria Almeyda and Miguel Fajardo take us to Colombia in the aftermath of the peace 

agreement with the Fuerzas Armadas de Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). They 

give insight in the efforts of the so-called solidarity sector in supporting youth to build 

sustainable peace. The chapter is even more enticing because the next summer school 

organised by the YEW network will take place in the University of San Gil, the home 

base of the authors of the chapter. Second, Alawia Ibrahim reports about the hope for 

‘positive peace’ since the new democratic regime took over in Sudan. She sketches the 

challenges for the new regime to meet the needs of the youth and their education and 

work in Sudan, who were left destitute by the previous regime. Hope and positive 

energy also sparkle from the intermezzo about African Rural University (ARU). Four 

dedicated young women from this university attended the summer school in Gulu. One 

of them, Anyinge Christine, reveals how the students of this university are trained to 

work in and for the community in Uganda. The chapter by Francesca Dier about 

Waswahili youth in coastal Kenya sheds light on the threats to ‘positive peace’ and 

justice in one of the neighbouring countries to Uganda. It is a ‘last minute contribution’ 

by our (language) editor, based on her Master thesis. Neha Basnet contributes with a 
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critical reflection on the role of education in Nepal, where young people were attracted 

to join the Maoist insurgency, in spite of their education. This shows the importance of 

quality education, which prepares students to think critically rather than just follow 

instructions. The last chapter in this section is written by four colleagues from Israel, 

Michal Razer, Izabel Ramadan, Michael Motola and Victor Friedman. They reflect on 

their impressive efforts to create quality education in the form of a space in which 

Jewish and Palestinian Arab students may meet each other and interact. The chapter 

shows that peace building in terms of ‘positive peace’ necessitates an effort of all 

parties involved, at all levels. The intermezzo, which closes this section, describes 

another summer school, which took place in Mukono, Uganda. It shows how the 

international exchange between social work students, lecturers and practitioners 

created rich learning opportunities for the participants.  

 The last chapter, written by Jacques Zeelen, reflects on the work of the international 

research network YEW (previously called Early School Leaving in the Netherlands – 

ESLA) and the UNESCO Chair on Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work, based in Gulu. It 

questions what we learn from the summer schools and what are the projected steps 

to be taken in our partnerships in terms of joint research and joint action? And what 

could be the implications for Gulu university? 

Words of thanks 

 Last but not least, we would like to thank all those who made both the summer 

schools in Groningen and Gulu such rich events: participants, community stakeholders 

and also the university workers behind the stage. In relation to the summer school in 

Gulu, we would like to mention the invaluable contribution of the five student 

volunteers: Adrupio Scovia, Alobo Annet, Ojok Moses Walter, Oluk Deogracious, and 

Rubangakene Derrick Otim. A special word for Professor Jacques Zeelen, the UNESCO 

Chair holder on Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work, who was the great inspiration 

behind the summer schools and this book and to Professor George Openjuru, the vice 

chancellor of Gulu University, who was kind enough to host the summer school, 

provide the necessary facilities, promote the programme amongst his staff and 

students and to write a foreword of this book.  

This book hopes to contribute to meaningful and thoughtful practices and policies 

supporting youth who find themselves in dire situations. Interventions on different 

levels are necessary for youth to develop their capabilities and restore hope in order 
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to better experience elements of ‘positive peace’ for both themselves and their 

communities.  
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Background to peace and conflict in northern Uganda 

Introduction 

The aim of this short piece is to very briefly set the historical scene that contextualises 

present-day northern Uganda. The brevity of our comments cannot do justice to the 

long history of oppression and violence that has largely characterized the story of the 

North for over a century. We note that while conflict and oppression have had an 

overwhelming impact, this is not the only story to be told of northern Uganda; there 

are equally rich stories of resilience and culture. We therefore encourage the reader to 

engage more deeply in other readings to extend their understanding of the chronic war 

in northern Uganda, the resilience and vibrant culture of the people who live here, and 

the current challenges being overcome as we rebuild and re-become a strong and 

caring community. We hope our local stories can contribute towards a broader base of 

knowledge of positive peace and, perhaps, offer courage to communities currently in 

conflict. 

Background to the marginalisation of northern Uganda 

Pre-colonisation 

Prior to British colonisation, inter-clan warfare was prominent in the lives of the 

inhabitants of what is now northern Uganda, claiming lives and encouraging looting 

and destruction of property (Atkinson, 1994). Arabs, looking for ivory and slaves, made 

matters worse in the 19th Century, setting up a base at Fort Patiko, North of Gulu, 

where they would sort able bodied captives apart from the weaklings, take the former 

to the slave markets of Sudan and Egypt and execute the latter at the fortified Ocecu 

hills, later renamed Fort Patiko. This practice reportedly slowly ebbed out upon 

intervention of a white explorer, Sir Samuel Baker (1869-1873), who was allegedly 

interested in the ivory trade and promoted the British influence (Anena, 2013). Overall, 

pre-colonisation northern Uganda suffered from loots of ivory, millet and ‘simsim’ 

(sesame seeds) and scores of people were ferried away into slavery, while many others 

were killed, with the local chiefs being agents of these vices (Anena, 2013).  
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Divide and rule under the British Protectorate 

As a British protectorate, the kingdoms that made-up Uganda were divided along 

national, religious, and ethnic lines. This was characterized by Buganda dominance, 

whose chiefs were deployed in other regions as administrators. The kingdom of 

Bunyoro’s influence was grossly curtailed and parts of its territory given away to 

Buganda. The other kingdoms of Toro and Busoga were equally against the British 

approach to administration (Karugire, 1980). In northern Uganda, the Lamogi rebelled 

against the British in 1911 (Ocowun, 2010). 

 Religious divisions were also a feature of British administration, wherein 

Protestantism was favoured to the marginalisation of the then Catholic majority, who, 

as a result, were rendered less powerful. Ethnic divisions also thrived. Regionally, sharp 

divisions developed between the Nilotic North and the Bantu South. Northern Uganda 

was erroneously labelled the ‘Dry North’ and a labour reservoir for the productive 

South. Northern tribes, the Acholi and Langi, were labelled martial and many were 

recruited into the armed forces. Many others were forced into employment as manual 

labourers in the productive South (Karugire, 1980; Mutibwa, 2016). Indian merchants 

dominated commerce while the local population was generally marginalized in this 

sector. Promotion of ethnic Indians as merchants was seen to be a strategy to keep the 

locals less powerful, both as business and political forces, and prevent potential 

challenges they may pose to the British administration (Hundle, 2018).  

Struggle for independence and how Northerners featured 

From 1920, when Uganda’s Legislative Council (LEGCO) was created, until 1945, only 

whites occupied the National Assembly. Subsequent to strong advocacy for black 

representation, eastern, central and western Uganda were eventually afforded 

representation, to the exclusion of the North. Colonialists had determined that there 

were no economic benefits to be derived from the North and therefore considered its 

persons less worthy of representation in the National Assembly (Karugire, 1980; 

Mutibwa, 2016). Equally, ‘northern Uganda was excluded on the reasoning that they 

were not ready to send representation to the legislature’ (Adyanga, 2011, p. 107). 

However, in 1948, the northern region banded together and was finally allowed to have 

its own representative in LEGCO (Parliament Watch, s.d; Makerere University, s.d.). 

Apollo Milton Obote, a Lango tribesman, joined the Uganda National Council (UNC) in 
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1954 and rose through the leadership ladder within UNC until it split into two. The UNC 

split into the pro-Buganda and the nationalistic, of which Obote took leadership 

(Kasozi, 1994). Since 1948, Northerners had shown their worth in the LEGCO as if to 

prove that they too were leadership material. Northerners became the helms of 

leadership in Uganda and Milton Obote and Idi Amin, both originally from the North, 

held the position of head of state for around 16 years (23 years when including Obote’s 

time as Prime Minister), between 1962 and 1985 (Kasozi, 1994).  

 Uganda’s approach to independence was driven by local nationalisms but also 

against the backdrop of divisions between political parties. At the time of 

independence, before the inclusion of the North, Uganda was fractious along ethnic, 

religious, regional and party lines, but characterized by loose political alliances such as 

the short-lived alliance between the Uganda People’s Congress (UPC) and the Kabaka 

Yekka (Kasozi, 1994). The Democratic Party (DP) tended to be more aligned with 

Catholicism, while the UPC was more aligned to Protestantism, a religion 

predominantly followed in northern and western Uganda. The Buganda had their own 

nationalist party named Kabaka Yekka. The UPC won the 1962 elections with 37 seats 

against the DP’s 24. These were the last elections before Uganda achieved 

independence in the same year. The UPC formed an alliance with Kabaka Yekka, to 

achieve a majority and establish Obote as Uganda’s first Prime Minister. Later, in 1963, 

the UPC supported the election of Kabaka Mutesa II, a Buganda King, to the Presidency. 

Kabaka Mutesa II won that parliamentary elections for the nonexecutive post, 

becoming the first President of independent Uganda. In 1966, Obote succeeded 

Mutesa II as the President of Uganda, at which time and the Buganda and other 

kingdoms unified as a nation state (Parliament of the Republic of Uganda, s.d.; 

Encyclopaedia Britannica, s.d.).  

The marginalisation of northern Uganda and economic challenges 

The northern region had maintained its traditional socioeconomic structures since the 

British demarcation of the territory in 1914. After independence in 1962, northern 

Uganda continued to be marginalized in terms of socio-economic development as 

compared to the other regions of Uganda. This was worsened by the two-decade civil 

war between 1986 and 2006 that disproportionately affected the northern region as 

compared to any other region in the country (Advisory Consortium on Conflict 

Sensitivity, 2013). In 1986, Yoweri Museveni, a Southerner, arrested power from 
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General Tito Okello Lutwa, a Northerner, and has remained at the helm of leadership 

in Uganda to-date. The ascendance of Museveni to power coincided with the common 

expression that ‘we are tired of Northerners’. This rhetoric used to mobilise ethnic 

Bantu Southerners against the Nilotic Northerners, met with a perceived threat of the 

South to the North and paved the way for an armed struggle between the regions. The 

struggle was led by a ‘rag-tag of northern Ugandan rebels’, most cited to be part of the 

Lord’s Resistance Army, who fought the Ugandan government for two decades (see 

Amone-P’Olak, this publication).  

 Subsequent to the active conflict, northern Uganda has received less development 

support and service delivery, as compared to southern, central and western Uganda, 

despite World Bank funded initiatives such as northern Uganda Social Action Fund 

phases I, II and now III, and the Peace, Recovery and Development Plan (PRDP). Branch 

(2014) describes these problems with the recovery plans within a framework of what 

he describes as ‘ethnojustice’.  

 Since 2008, northern populations have returned and resettled in post-conflict Acholi 

land, albeit with few resettlement packages. The sub-region has been troubled by land 

conflicts, land grabs, youth unemployment and sexual and gender based violence 

(Laloyo, 2018). In order to tackle the disparities in service delivery, a decentralization 

policy has been proposed by Uganda’s central government. In the Acholi sub-region, 

the decentralization policy is thought to bring services closer to the people through the 

division of two districts into eight, which were considered to have inadequate capacity 

(ACCS, 2013). The current districts are now Agago, Amuru, Gulu, Kitgum, Nwoya, 

Lamwo, Omoro, and Pader. The Lango sub-region suffers similar challenges with 

inadequate transitional justice and corruption. As of 2009/2010, compared to the 

national average of 24.9% people living under the poverty line of 1.25 dollars a day, 

northern Uganda had 46.2% of the citizens classified as poor. Similarly, the North’s 

human poverty index was 30.7% as compared to 20.19% for central, 20.56% for 

western and 27.11% for eastern Uganda. Meanwhile, the total national infant mortality 

rate for Uganda stands at 76 per 1,000 live births as compared to northern Uganda’s 

106 per 1,000 live births (ACCS, 2013). 
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Northern Uganda agro-industry and other socio-economic potential: recipe 

for peace 

We argue here that notwithstanding the negative statistics above, northern Uganda 

has great potential. Since the resettlement period in 2008, many recovery programmes 

have been initiated by the government: NUSAF I, II & III, PRDP, Project for the 

Restoration of Agricultural Livelihoods in Northern Uganda (PRELNOR), agricultural 

livelihoods projects implemented by the Japanese International Cooperation Agency 

(JICA). The North is also host to a growing influx of refugees. Therefore, the national 

ReHoPe strategy was adopted under the Comprehensive Refugee Response 

Framework and targets both refugee and host communities to benefit from self-

reliance and self-efficiency.  

 Meanwhile, Northerners are redefining the available economic opportunities in the 

environment. The region has good soil that can support agricultural development, 

rainfall that can often support two planting seasons (though this needs to be supported 

by occasional irrigation). The colonial and post-independence governments did 

agricultural zonation in which northern Uganda was set to grow low value crops such 

as cotton, tobacco, and cassava. However, contemporary researchers, agronomists and 

agriculturalists, have revealed that the soil in the region can support the production of 

various crops, far beyond what it used to produce.  

 Opportunities for agro-industrial investments in Nwoya District alone have 

attracted over 15 companies engaged in different crops. These include Amahatheon 

producing maize and rice in metric tons, Bukona, an Indian company dealing with 

distilleries and plans for sugar production, Foll Farm, currently producing kingdom rice, 

animal feeds and cooking oil, and Delight Uganda producing Tommy mangoes and 

oranges. Similarly, the Amuru District has Amina Sugarcane Plantation in Atiak and 

Madhvani in shareholding with the government and is in the process of compensating 

landowners at Lakang (Amuru) to open up a large sugarcane plantation. Production of 

other crops such as red pepper and watermelon have picked on well. On a small scale, 

many community members in Alero and Koch are producing Matooke bananas. Rice 

does well in Pabbo in Amuru. Meanwhile Agoro in Lamwo District has a rice scheme.  

 There are activities in northern Uganda aimed at preparing for oil extraction in the 

near future in Nwoya District and other minerals such as coal, copper and aluminium 

are reportedly found in Karamoja. Besides the mineral sector, rare timber that can be 
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found in northern Uganda has corresponding markets overseas, while over 40% of 

charcoal used in Uganda comes from the region (the rest finds its ways into regional 

markets, such as Kenya) (Bartlett, 2019). These newly-defined and vibrant potential 

endeavours in northern Uganda have changed how the Ugandan government and 

other development actors view the North. The negative perceptions of the North as 

‘backward’ are slowly vanishing. In the tourism sector, social and cultural sites and 

practices constitute attractions. There are rich cultural practices like traditional dances 

or forests which are ‘places of abode’ for different deities, teeming with varieties of 

song birds, monkeys and also stores for herbal medicines. Tourist sites include the 

Murchison Falls National Park in Nwoya District, Kidepo National Park in Kaabong, 

teeming with varieties of large animals such as elephants, buffaloes, lions, leopards, 

hippopotamuses, crocodiles, ostriches and diverse types of antelopes. Other 

attractions include Baker’s Fort in Patiko and Aruu Falls in Pader District. Northern 

Uganda has great opportunities for development, jobs and improved livelihoods. With 

these opportunities also come equity and power risks, as the area becomes of 

economic interest to national and global investors.  

Northern Uganda in the neo-liberal economy context 

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank generally cast Uganda 

under the Museveni regime as a success story in respect of socio-economic 

development (Wiegratz, Martiniello & Greco 2018). Evidence is provided in the Gross 

Development Product (GDP) growth figures and the attraction of Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI). These measurements do not account for the vast amount of unpaid 

work (especially care work done by women), and are therefore not particularly useful 

in measuring human development. A critical look at the realities on the ground 

however reveals much disparity, marginalization, patrimonial rule and the use of state 

power for the elite’s socio-political gain (Branch, 2014). This has sucked in foreign allies 

who collude with the powerful class for their personal gains at the expense of the 

majority of the citizens, particularly women, many of whom are still wallowing in 

poverty and go on empty stomachs. The major beneficiaries of development initiatives 

are a small portion of the population and their allies, with few to no benefits for most 

of local communities and youth. The North is looked at as an opposition stronghold 

because of the historical tribal divisions and recent conflict. Despite its potential, it has 

lagged far behind other regions economically especially because of these same factors, 
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as alluded to earlier in this chapter. Overall, Uganda’s neoliberal development goes 

hand in hand with huge costs, indebtedness and imbalances that should be addressed 

(Wiegratz, Martiniello & Greco 2018). 

 Notwithstanding the neo-liberal economic context, it is also worth addressing the 

negative agentic perceptions of local communities, youth in particular (which form the 

majority of the population) and their capacity to realize their dreams and improve their 

communities. The majority of the youth of northern Uganda grew up in the 

displacement camps during the war and lack experience in agriculture, which could 

offer great opportunity. They therefore need to be empowered to realize dreams of 

positive futures through investment in agriculture, tourism and other growing 

opportunities. They require political and civic awareness on how to demand corporate 

social responsibility so that they can benefit from the initiatives of the Foreign Direct 

Investments (FDIs), as active stakeholders. FDIs are known to negotiate and buy out 

land from the locals, but often on unfavourable terms. This practice feeds severe land 

grabbing and land conflict, as often land is sold by a family member with disputed 

ownership of the land, which was traditionally always divided up by elders and 

communally owned. Even in the best circumstances, locals are poorly paid off and lack 

experience on how to invest their money. They often end up landless and poor. Greater 

awareness would better enable local populations to benefit from FDIs, through 

informed negotiation on partnership terms and the capacity to capitalise on 

investment opportunities.  

Consideration of post-colonial opportunities 

Northern Uganda has huge potential to offer food-supply to the country as a whole and 

beyond. The soil in northern Uganda is still very fertile and can support the production 

of a variety of local crops, which balance and re-fertilize the soil. Advances in farming 

methods can support agricultural growth, however we caution against negative 

‘modernities’ such as pesticides and industrial mono-culture farming methods, being 

introduced by the short-term interests of neoliberal businessmen who are only 

interested in profit. Such farming does not have the long term or short-term interests 

of locals in mind. Business owners will come, take land, pay poor wages, erode and 

pollute the soil and take the profit outside the community. There are plenty of 

community-based small-scale high-producing farming practices available to learn from, 

in order to build a strong and lasting agricultural based region that is equitable 
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distributed and contributes to a peaceful, food sovereign future of many generations. 

We suggest that rather than lose their land and their future power, Acholi people 

explore these positive potentialities for a secure and prosperous future. This will not 

be easy, given the pressures by governments and multinational companies, especially 

where conditions for aid erode local sovereignty. 

 Unemployment is a major problem and yet, as the northern region rebuilds, there 

are many potential opportunities in tourism, small business, and vocational work, and 

technologies. In tourism for example, there are still huge opportunities in the 

hospitality sector surrounding game parks and in such places as Baker’s Fort and Aruu 

Falls. With the onset of climate change, there is an urgent need for investment in 

technology to reduce and reuse waste, develop sustainable energy sources, and shift 

into a new age of development. This offers enormous potential to skip the industrial-

capitalist paradigm and be leaders in the world. Educational institutions can take a cue 

from these and develop both formal and non-formal programmes that can empower 

the youth in entrepreneurial skills and in the agriculture and tourism sectors so that 

they can take advantage of the potentials around them. Gulu University has the 

mandate of community transformation and is well situated to research, share and 

support opportunities for the region. With its commitment to lifelong learning and the 

region it serves, we are confident it will play a large role in developing positive peace 

in the region and equitable prosperity for the future. 
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Harnessing the human capital of war-affected youth in the 

aftermath of war through education and work in northern 

Uganda 

Abstract 

Globally, there is an increasing awareness of the role of mentoring in harnessing the potentials of 

vulnerable and marginalised populations such as war-affected youth. However, leveraging the human 

capital of war-affected youth in the aftermath of war is a challenging process. It requires training 

institutions and work settings to understand the roles of social forces, such as the nature of the war 

experiences, psychological problems, role models, support systems, values systems, and life and social skills 

in navigating the post-war environment. Previous literature indicates that these social forces, left 

unattended, predict poor educational and job outcomes in vulnerable and marginalised populations such 

as war-affected youth. Consequently, training institutions and work settings can play vital roles in 

harnessing the human capital of war-affected youth by considering these social forces. This chapter seeks 

to add to the existing literature on war-affected youth as an essential but marginalised subpopulation in 

northern Uganda. The chapter examines the roles of some of the social forces in harnessing the potentials 

of war-affected youth in education and work settings. Specifically, the chapter will propose the Life 

psychological Goal setting Tool (LGT) as a model for mentoring war-affected youth. The present study 

utilises a mixed methods research design based on the results of the WAYS (War-Affected Youth Survey) 

study. Many of the war-affected youths have severe psychosocial challenges such as mental health 

problems and are from dysfunctional family backgrounds and communities disrupted by war. Besides, they 

lack role models, life skills, and value systems, which cannot allow them to function optimally in education 

and work settings. However, war-affected youth bring with them several strengths that can be leveraged 

to navigate educational and work environments. These strengths include resilience, survival skills and 

indigenous knowledge. If harnessed, these strengths can be leveraged to produce shifts in their sense of 

self-efficacy and commitment to overcome the challenging social forces. Overcoming the social challenges 

will, in turn, contribute to rebuilding their shattered sense of belonging and citizenship. Training and work 

settings can benefit from the knowledge of not only the social challenges war-affected youth face in the 

aftermath of the war, but the strengths they bring to the table. Moreover, using the LGT mentoring model 

that takes into account the challenging social forces may result in positive educational and work outcomes. 

Further research is required to understand the LGT model that shows promise in catalysing war-affected 

youth’s efficacy and commitment to education and work. 

Introduction 

This chapter presents an analysis of how the human capital of war-affected youth can 

be harnessed in education and work settings in the aftermath of war. The chapter is 

anchored on the theoretical model of the Life psychological Goal setting Tool (LGT) 

proposed by Bertelsen (2018). The first part of the chapter will provide the background 
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to the war in northern Uganda and its impact on children and youth. The second part 

of the chapter will examine post-war challenges such as mental health problems, social 

relations, social identity, attitudes, unemployment, and the disruption of education. 

Next, the chapter will discuss the unique and positive experiences that war-affected 

youth bring to interventions. These unique experiences include survival skills, 

resilience, indigenous knowledge, and expectations that can be of enormous benefit 

to designing interventions. Subsequently, mentoring war-affected youth in education 

and work settings will be explored within the framework of the proposed LGT model 

(Bertelsen, 2018). The LGT model includes general life skills that may be critical to 

education and work settings such as maintaining relations, community participation, 

attentiveness, planning, norms and values, reflection, and empathy. Finally, 

reintegration in poor resource settings is not evidence-based. The literature on 

harnessing the human capital of war-affected youth is hard to come by; consequently, 

this chapter will mainly be based on previous research by the author on war-affected 

children and youth in northern Uganda. 

Background to the war 

Political turmoil and wars have marred Uganda's post-independence history. Soon 

after independence, the country descended into political chaos when the first post-

independent president, Apollo Milton Obote, was deposed in a military coup in 1971 

by the army commander, General Idi Amin. Eight years later, in 1979, General Iddi 

Amin, too, was forcefully removed (Lofchie, 1974). The transitional post-Amin 

governments were volatile and short-lived leading to the return of former President 

Apollo Milton Obote to power in a contested election in 1980. President Obote was 

again overthrown in a military coup in 1985, paving the way for the National Resistance 

Army (NRA) guerrilla army led by Yoweri Museveni to assume power in 1986 (Schubert, 

2006). After Yoweri Museveni became President in 1986, members of the armed forces 

(the Police and the army), who were mainly from the northern and eastern parts of 

Uganda, fled to their home districts and launched guerrilla wars against the 

government (Gersony 1997). Children and women bore the brunt of the insurgencies 

in the north and east of the country (Behrend, 1999; Gersony 1997; Schubert, 2006). 

Although the rebellions in the north-western and eastern parts of Uganda were quickly 

brought to a conclusion, the one in northern Uganda by the Lord's Resistance Army 

(LRA) took more than two decades to end, lasting between 1986 and 2006. The 

majority of the LRA combatants were children abducted from their villages in northern 
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Uganda. The children who survived the atrocities of the war did not only miss out on 

school but witnessed horrendous war crimes and were left with severe mental health 

problems (Amone-P’Olak, Jones, Abbott, Meiser-Stedman, Ovuga, & Croudace, 2013). 

To date, many are struggling to have a grip on life in education and work settings, hence 

the need for interventions to overcome challenges in education and work settings. 

Method 

Materials for the chapter 

The materials used in this chapter stem from research conducted between 2003 and 

2016 (Amone-P’Olak, 2004; Amone-P’Olak, Garnefski & Kraaij, 2007a; Amone-P’Olak, 

Jones, Abbott et al., 2013). Data was collected using both interviews (Amone-P'Olak, 

2004; 2005; 2007) and questionnaires (Amone-P'Olak, Jones, Abbott et al. 2013) from 

LRA commanders, formerly abducted children who had returned from captivity, 

parents of abductees and community leaders. Information contained in this chapter is 

based on two waves of research projects: research on formerly abducted youth 

(Amone-P'Olak, 2003; 2004; 2005; 2006; 2007; 2008; 2009) and the War-Affected 

Youth Study (WAYS) that started in 2011 and is on-going (Amone-P'Olak, Jones, Abbott 

et al., 2013). The WAYS study aimed to define the path of psychological problems 

among the war-affected youth in northern Uganda (Amone-P’Olak, Jones, Abbott et al. 

2013). Two waves of data collection have so far been conducted for the WAYS study: 

the first from 2010-2011 and the second from 2012-2013 (Amone-P’Olak, Jones, 

Abbott et al., 2013). As outlined before, the WAYS study utilised both qualitative and 

quantitative methods of data collection. The qualitative methods were particularly 

useful for the youth who were not only unaccustomed to filling in questionnaires but 

also hold low levels of literacy (Amone-P’Olak, Jones, Abbott et al., 2013). Interviews 

and focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted to provide a cultural and social 

context within which to understand the experiences and the realities of life in LRA 

captivity and how youth are navigating the post-war environment in northern Uganda.  
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Data collection 

The interviews and FGDs illuminated the social challenges the youth experience as a 

result of their captivity and in educational and work settings such as anger, out-bursts, 

failure to follow routines, mental health problems and poor relations with fellow 

pupils, teachers or work supervisors. Quantitative methods were utilised to collect data 

on sociodemographic characteristics (e.g., age, sex, education, marital status, number 

of children they bore in LRA captivity) and some experiences during and after the war. 

Information on individual characteristics (e.g. temperament, coping), family dynamics 

(e.g. family functioning), and community characteristics such as community 

relationships, discrimination, stigma and psychosocial outcomes (e.g. depression, 

anxiety, hostility) were obtained using quantitative data collection methods (Amone-

P’Olak, Jones, Abbott et al. 2013).  

Adaptation of the Life Psychological Goal Setting Tool (LGT) 

The mentoring model proposed in this study is adapted from the Life Psychological 

Goal Setting tool (LGT) (Bertelsen, 2018). The LGT is an operationalisation of Life 

psychology in the form of tools for the mentoring process (Bertelsen, 2015). The model 

is typically practical and aimed at showing concretely, different ways of mentoring 

(Bertelsen, 2018). Life psychology aims to coach mentees to develop essential life skills 

in areas such as group processes, identity formation in youth and cultural psychology 

(Bertelsen, 2015). These critical life skills are especially crucial for vulnerable youth, 

such as war-affected youth who may have been brainwashed by the LRA. Essential 

elements of indoctrination of child abductees were to ‘reconfigure the identity of the 

new abductees, sever the bond between the abductees and their families and 

communities, and to conform to LRA values and dictates’ (Amone-P’Olak, 2018, p. 167). 

Furthermore, children undergo an identity transformation after being resocialised to 

view themselves and being perceived by others as soldiers and warriors (Wessells, 

2016, p. 106). They were indoctrinated to understand violence as justified and a tool 

for survival of their identity group (Wessells, 2016, p. 108).  

 In Denmark, the LGT model is used as an intervention strategy in the anti-

radicalisation and de-radicalisation process (Bertelsen, 2018) with socially excluded 

and vulnerable youth. The LGT method aims at empowering the mentee's grip on life 

in general by empowering general life skills. In particular, LGT’s aims to transform the 
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mentee’s mindset and skills set regarding education, work and, above all, of being a 

participative citizen. The model is a process where the mentor endeavours to improve 

and empower the mentee by setting goals using specific educational and employment 

tools. Included in the model are general life skills critical to successful educational and 

work outcomes such as maintaining relations, community participation, attentiveness, 

planning, norms and values, reflection, and empathy. 

 In Uganda, this chapter is of particular interest and in line with the government 

policy of Skilling Uganda (Ministry of Education & Sports, 2011). Although the Skilling 

Uganda strategic programme is a welcome intervention for youth unemployment 

problems, the plan considers the youth as one homogenous group. The programme 

does not take into consideration that different categories of young people such as war-

affected youth, school drop-outs or those from impoverished or dysfunctional 

backgrounds have different psychosocial challenges that need to be considered as part 

of the programme. For example, war-affected youths often have traumatic 

psychosocial challenges such as mental health problems, trust issues, guilt and shame, 

among others, that may affect their skills training programmes, if not factored into 

their training programmes. 

The use of children in armed conflicts 

Use of children in armed conflicts 

Worldwide, it is estimated that 300,000 children are participants in various theatres of 

war and violent conflicts (Machel, 2001). Although the participation of children and the 

youth in wars and organised violence is not new, Uganda’s pre- and post-independence 

history of violence and political turmoil disproportionately affected children and youth 

(Machel, 2001). Many children and youth were left orphaned and unable to access 

education due to lack of resources, insecurity, mental health problems and lack of 

guidance. 

 Children have been used in various conflicts in Uganda. The National Resistance 

Army (NRA) war between 1980 and 1986 conscripted about 3,000 children in its ranks 

and files (Kayihura, 2000). Children, popularly known as Kadogos (Swahili for little 

ones) constituted about 30% of the NRA fighting force. The Lord’s Resistance Army 

(LRA) abducted an estimated 30,000 children to participate in its armed group 
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(Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, 2008). At the peak of the LRA insurgency, it 

is estimated that 85% of LRA fighters were children below the age of 18, about 30% of 

whom were girls (Amone-P’Olak, Jones, Abbott et al. 2013; Pham, Vinck, & Stover, 

2009). Many children perished in LRA captivity while others escaped and have been 

reintegrated back into their communities in northern Uganda, South Sudan and the 

eastern Democratic Republic of Congo.  

Effects of war on the youth in northern Uganda 

Most previous studies on the impact of war on the youth concentrated mainly on the 

mental health consequences of conflicts such as depression, PostTraumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), anxiety, hostility, and mass trauma, among others (Amone-P'Olak, 

Elklit, & Dokkedahl, 2018; Amone-P’Olak & Ovuga, 2017; Amone-P’Olak, Ovuga, 

Croudace, Jones, & Abbott, 2014; Ovuga, Oyok, & Moro, 2008). Indeed, the fatal long-

term and intergenerational mental health consequences of war should never be 

underestimated. War destroys the very foundations that make society stable. These 

foundations include education (both formal and informal), daily routines, community 

and personal values (Joshi & O’Donnell, 2003), and belief systems and morality 

(Boyden, 2003; Brock & Lettini, 2012). Consequently, the normal development of social 

skills, life skills and intergenerational relations is disrupted. Besides lack of focus on the 

foundations of a healthy and robust society, there has been little research on the role 

of post-war interventions to mitigate the damaging effects of the war on war-affected 

populations, especially the youth, particularly in education and work settings. In this 

section, some of the adverse impacts of the war will be briefly discussed. 

 The founding Director-General of the World Health Organisation (WHO), Dr Brock 

Chisholm, highlighted the importance of mental health way back in 1954 (Chisholm, 

1954) with the notion that mental and physical health were interlinked. He famously 

stated that without mental health, there can be no true physical health (Chisholm, 

1954). This statement demonstrated the central role of mental health in physical 

health. The consequences of war on the youth are deleteriously leading to poor quality 

of life, poor community relations, community violence and conflicts, and the overall 

inability of survivors to realise their full potential in work and educational settings. 

 Besides the adverse mental health consequences outlined above, the effects of war 

pervade other social structures upon which society is constructed. For example, the 
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hidden and often neglected results of war include the destruction of virtues and value 

systems in general (Daniel, Fortuna, Thrun, Cioban, & Knafo, 2013). Consequently, 

values and attributes such as truthfulness, trust, honesty, hard work, perseverance, 

among others, may not be adhered to as in peaceful times. For example, telling lies and 

delinquency may be ways of coping with deprivation and adversity.  

 During the war, children witnessed atrocities and were forced to flog each other 

(sometimes to death), raid villages (sometimes places where they originated from), 

mutilate or even kill villagers, in some instances, their relatives (Amone-P’Olak, 2004; 

2005; 2007; 2009; Amone-P’Olak, Garnefski, & Kraaij, 2007a; 2007b). Female 

abductees were sexually abused and enslaved and many returned from captivity with 

children fathered by fellow abductees and rebel commanders (Amone-P’Olak, 2004; 

2005; 2006; Amone-P’Olak, Lekhutlile, Ovuga, et al., 2016; Amone-P’Olak, Ovuga, & 

Jones, 2015). Some of the abductees returned from captivity only to find that their 

parents were dead or killed. These war experiences left survivors with a heightened 

sense of guilt, shame, existential or spiritual conflict, and loss of trust besides a plethora 

of mental health problems (Brock & Lettini, 2012; Jinkerson, 2016). For the female 

abductees, the majority could not continue with their education due to child care 

needs, discrimination, and lack of social support (Amone-P’Olak, Lekhutlile, Ovuga, et 

al., 2016; Amone-P’Olak, Ovuga, & Jones, 2015). Those who returned to school 

experienced difficulties, including but not limited to mental health problems, 

discrimination and poor concentration. Furthermore, the war experiences left some of 

the survivors powerless with no life and social skills required to promote their physical 

health, psychological wellbeing and resilience (Bulanda & Johnson, 2016) and to 

support their livelihoods. This powerlessness is exacerbated by lack of social capital 

such as lack of social support, role models and poor community relations. Thus, the war 

decimated the social capital required for optimal development rendering many war-

affected youth dysfunctional. As a result, many are preoccupied with trying to survive 

and are unable to develop the requisite social and life skills necessary to participate 

fully in the development of their communities (Wierda, Stover, & Baines, 2006). 

 Furthermore, the war adversely disrupted their general lives as manifested in the 

lack of routine, poor or no planning at all, and lack of ambition or dreams of becoming 

what they want to be (Efevbera & Betancourt, 2016). Many have adopted the attitude 

of ‘living for each day at a time’. While in rebel captivity, many of the youth never had 

any hopes of survival or only lived to survive another day. The mentality of ‘living for 



 

36 Kennedy Amone-P’Olak 

 
each day at a time’ has left the youths without personal development plans and failure 

to live a structured life with daily routines, goals, and ambitions geared towards 

achieving a meaningful life. Besides, the post-war environment has been characterised 

by extreme deprivation, lack of opportunities, unemployment (or being unemployable) 

and stressors (Amone-P’Olak, Otim, Opio, Ovuga, & Meiser-Stedman, 2015; Amone-

P'Olak, Stochl, Ovuga, et al., 2014; Newnham, Pearson, Stein, & Betancourt, 2015).  

 With nearly 95% of the population in northern Uganda displaced at the height of 

the war (UNICEF, 1998), numerous Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) flocked 

in to provide humanitarian assistance. Although many NGOs had good intentions of 

helping the population in distress by giving free food, free blankets and other 

household items, many war-affected people, especially the youth, ended up being 

socialised in an environment of ‘freebies’. Consequently, outstanding harm was done 

to the war-affected population. First, everything was given freely by NGOs, turning 

people into dependants who learned to be helpless. This learned helplessness 

(perceived inability to control important aspects of one’s life), as conceptualised by 

Peterson and Seligman (1983) led to low self-esteem and confidence. It destroyed 

essential values such as hard work, being industrious, ambition, and planning. Second, 

most of the free food and other items supplied by the NGOs were provided directly 

from countries or organisations that provided funding to the NGO, thus undercutting 

production of the same goods in the region of conflict and disrupting the local 

economy.  

 Therefore, the war affected not only the mental health of the youth but the very 

foundation of human development as their families and communities were severely 

disrupted. Furthermore, the war also changed their attitudes, social and life skills that 

are required to function optimally in education and work environment. To harness the 

potential of war-affected youth, a holistic approach taking into account the impact of 

the war on all facets of life should be adopted. Focussing on education and work 

without considering attitudes, social and life skills, and mentoring, among others, may 

not succeed in harnessing the potential of war-affected youth. 

Navigating post-war challenges among war-affected youth 

This section examines the consequences of war in northern Uganda on the youth. In 

the aftermath of war two significant areas of problems proved to be affected. First, the 
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economy, infrastructure, social services and social relations are affected. As a result of 

the war, the majority of the people were left unproductive and encamped in Internally 

Displaced People’s (IDP) camps living on hand-outs from Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs) and humanitarian agencies. At the peak of the war, between 80 

and 95% of the population in various parts of northern Uganda were displaced, 

unproductive, and food insecure (Tusiime, Renard, & Smets, 2013). As a result of the 

lack of production, there were no jobs for the youth. As it is always with wars, most of 

the infrastructure in war-ravaged areas such as schools were destroyed, and social 

services such as education and health were rendered dysfunctional (Angucia & Amone-

P’Olak, 2010). The majority of teachers and health workers in northern Uganda fled to 

the more peaceful parts of the country (Angucia & Amone-P’Olak, 2010). Above all, the 

most gravely affected aspect of the post-war situation was community relations 

(Amone-P’Olak, Lekhutlile, Ovuga, et al., 2016). The theatre of the LRA war was in the 

community. Children from one village were used to attack, loot, or even kill members 

of the same or neighbouring villages, often those they knew, often their relatives 

(Amone-P’Olak, Garnefski, & Kraaij, 2007a; 2007b). Consequently, the post-war climate 

has been fraught with personal vendetta, suspicion and hostility. 

 Second, apart from the mass trauma (Ovuga, Oyok, & Moro, 2008) survivors are 

usually scarred by numerous mental health problems including PostTraumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, hostility (Amone-P'Olak, Elklit, & Dokkedahl, 

2018; Amone-P’Olak, Ovuga, Croudace, et al., 2014; Amone-P’Olak & Ovuga, 2017). 

Mental health problems make it difficult for war-affected youth to pursue studies in 

various training institutions successfully. In the community, the yoke of stigma and 

poor community relations still hangs around the necks of many of the youth (Amone-

P’Olak, Jones, Meiser-Stedman, et al., 2014; Amone-P’Olak, Lekhutlile, Ovuga, et al., 

2016). At a personal level, many survivors have been raised in severely dysfunctional 

family situations without good family education, role models, life skills, and integrity to 

enable them to function optimally in education and work settings (Amone-P’Olak, 

Lekhutlile, Ovuga, et al., 2016).  

 Nonetheless, war-affected youth bring with them several strengths that can be 

leveraged to navigate educational and work settings. For example, the war-affected 

youth survived numerous adversities during their ordeal in LRA captivity (Amone-

P’Olak, 2004; 2005; 2009; Amone-P’Olak, Garnefski, & Kraaij, 2007b). Consequently, 

the youth bring to educational and work settings survival skills, resilience, and 



 

38 Kennedy Amone-P’Olak 

 
indigenous knowledge. If properly harnessed, these strengths and abilities can be 

leveraged to produce shifts in their sense of self-efficacy and commitment to overcome 

the challenging social contexts they find themselves in and can contribute to rebuilding 

their shattered sense of belonging and citizenship (Angucia, 2010).  

 In spite of the unique strengths and problems, such as carrying the identity acquired 

while in rebel captivity (Wessells, 2016), psychological distress, poor community 

relations, stigma, war-affected youth need assistance to change and become active 

participants in their families, communities and society (Blattman, Fiala, & Martinez, 

2011; Johannessen & Holgersen, 2014). Re-joining the education system, gaining entry 

into the labour market, among others, are essential considerations to make an attempt 

to harness the human capital of war-affected and other marginalised youth (Blattman, 

Fiala, & Martinez, 2011; Newnham, McBain, Hann, et al., 2015; Tukundane, Minnaert, 

Zeelen, Kanyandago, 2015).  

Life psychological Goal setting Tool (LGT) 

Life psychology 

Life psychology is posited as a theory that brings together the roles of personal agency 

and different aspects of life skills and tasks in creating, sustaining, and developing one’s 

own life concerning the family, community and society as a whole (Bertelsen, 2013; 

Ozer & Bertelsen, 2019). Subsequently, the aim of life, according to Life psychology 

theory, is to establish, maintain, and develop a good and desirable life (Bertelsen, 1994; 

Bertelsen, 2013; Ozer & Bertelsen, 2019). Social and individual circumstances and a 

confluence of other factors such as war, poverty, family dysfunction, lack of role 

models, failure in school, poor relations, discrimination, and mental health shape an 

individual to function poorly in school and work settings. Poor functioning may take 

the form of antisocial and criminal behaviour, difficulties in school, violent behaviour 

or hateful behaviour (e.g. fighting, robberies, theft), participating in a gang and 

destructive activities, poor relations at work, etc. leading to school drop-out or 

unemployment. These behaviours and consequences echo the emphasis that the 

theory of Life psychology lays on the interaction between personal agency and life 

circumstances (Ozer & Bertelsen, 2019). Based on the theory of Life psychology, the 

LGT may be an essential tool that brings to light the exigencies of one’s life trajectory 

and helps to reconstruct one’s own and the community’s skills for a better grip on life, 
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thus creating a sense of belonging in a citizenship-oriented way (Bertelsen, 2017). For 

the majority of people, success comes with external acknowledgement and support of 

others and this is the entry point for mentors, whose main task is to empower and 

change the mentee’s mindset and to steer them away from an unproductive life 

trajectory towards a productive purposeful life and citizen-oriented activities. 

Characteristics of the LGT model3 

The LGT model is based on the assumptions of Life psychology: (1) everyone aspires to 

have a good life, (2) everyone copes sufficiently successfully with the tasks that life 

offers them, and (3) every human being is confronted with the same fundamental life 

tasks (Bertelsen, 2015). Everyone must develop life skills that match their life tasks. For 

vulnerable youths, these assumptions are either derailed, undeveloped, confused or 

the right conditions did not exist to develop the skills to match their life tasks. 

Consequently, they are on a trajectory towards self-destruction (inability to meet life's 

tasks) and with it the destruction of the community (failure to contribute in a positive 

way to the community and society).  

 Consequently, three vital qualities are critical for the success of the LGT model: 

safety, challenge and agency (Bertelsen, 2018). It is critical to establish a safe space 

(where mentees feel secure and free to discuss their life challenges without fear) and 

agency (when mentees are made aware from the onset that they are their own agents 

of change and should take ownership of their own experiences) (see Table 1). 

According to Bandura (2008; 2009) and McAdams (2015), humans can influence their 

operations and conditions. The post-war life trajectory of the majority of war-affected 

youth before, during and after the war is controlled by a confluence of risk factors such 

as poverty, family dysfunction, integrity issues, mental health problems, and post-war 

stressors. Considering this confluence of factors, young people themselves are the 

most important agents of change. War-affected youth have several challenges that 

require a trusted mentor in whom to confide in and to discuss these issues in a safe 

environment and who can inspire and empower them to be their own agents of change 

                                                           
3 Currently, the original LGT model, specifically for the youths vulnerable to violent radicalisation in 
Denmark, has been transformed from a paper version to an online application. Although this exists only in 
Danish, a translation to English with extensive help texts and guides is in preparation. 
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(Bertelsen, 2018). In the end, the mentees are guided in setting an alternative life by 

training in life skills that will help them achieve their life goals. 

Table 1 Qualities critical for the success of the LGT model (Adapted from Bertelsen, 2018) 
 

Initial qualities essential for the success of the LGT model 

SAFE SPACE Mentor: confidant - trustworthy and reliable person with whom one can discuss 
personal issues in a confidential and safe environment. 

CHALLENGES Challenges: identify mentee’s purpose in life, challenge it, and introduce the 
mentee to a new perspective and to steer the mentee away from an unproductive 
and meaningless life trajectory and channel it into a productive and purposeful life 
trajectory.  

AGENCY Agency: only YOU can change YOURSELF. From the onset, the mentee should be 
made to realise that only she/he can bring about the desired change. The mentor is 
only a facilitator (midwife). 

Tackling lack of confidence and insecure attachment  

After establishing a safe space and confronting the purpose and challenges in life, the 

next phase of the model is to tackle insecure attachment, one of the toxic 

consequences of war for the youth (Amone-P’Olak, 2008). Insecure attachment is often 

characterised by insecure relations at family and community levels (Amone-P’Olak, 

Lekhutlile, Ovuga, et al., 2016), poor citizenship participation (Angucia, 2010), and poor 

ethics and planning (Boyden, 2003; Brock & Lettini, 2012). Adopting a clear perspective 

in life is critical in an attempt to overcome insecure life attachment, that includes not 

only the child-parent relationship, but also attachment at community and societal 

levels (Bertelsen, 2018). As a result, it is vital to bring to the awareness of the mentee, 

particularly human life tasks and skills to tackle insecure attachment through 

engagement, environmental awareness and a realistic and concrete perspective of life 

(see Table 2). 

 The Life psychological Goal setting Tool (LGT) is premised on a number of factors 

that are at the root of inability to engage (to be active agents of their own, family and 

community life), to be aware of their surrounding (to be able to appraise their own and 

to respond in a flexible manner to the norms of their families and communities) and 

pursuing a realistic view of life by following a course of life based on varied personal 

and community perspectives on life (Bertelsen, 2018). Consequently, engagement, 

awareness of the surrounding and pursuit of a realistic goal of life are critical 

components of the LGT theoretical model that attempts to establish secure 

attachment. The key elements are explained in detail in Table 2.  
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Table 2 Qualities critical for the success of the LGT model (Adapted from Bertelsen, 2018) 
 

Engagement 
 

Participating in 
one’s own life and 
that of the 
community. 

1. Relations 
Maintaining close ties with family, close relatives, clan, 
friends and peers. 

2. Framework of life  
Structuring everyday life and interests to match your life’s 
project (work or school settings).  

3. Community role 
Role in one’s village (i.e. one’s contributing to the greater 
good of the village or community). 

Environmental 
awareness 
 

Awareness of the 
realities in one's 
environment by 
being flexible, 
adhering to societal 
and environmental 
norms 

4. Attentiveness 
Paying close attention to one’s activities in the workplace 
Engaging with the workplace  
Focussing on the activities of the workplace 

5. Planning 
Being aware of one's plans about the surrounding world 
Aligning one's plans with the surrounding world 

6. Ethics (norms, values) 
Aligning one’s norms and values with the morality of the 
surrounding (workplace and educational setting) 

Navigating life 
 

Relating to the 
rules and demands 
of life in the 
workplace. 

7. Understanding the environment  
Awareness of the immediate surroundings, 
Communication (verbal, non-verbal and being able to 
detect or sense feelings). 

8. Understanding oneself regarding life 
Reflection on one's thoughts, feelings and motivation 

9. Understanding others (empathy) 
Sensing what others think, feel, and want 

10. Understanding systems (navigation) 
Considering other people’s culture, society, ideology, and 
religion 

Implementing the LGT theoretical model 

Before implementing the LGT conceptual model with war-affected youth, it is 

imperative to understand the effects of the war and indoctrination on the youth. 

Previous studies have demonstrated a significant lack of trust among war-affected 

youth (Verdell et al., 2008). Those who lived in LRA captivity for extended periods and 

who were indoctrinated while in captivity do not trust the government and consider 

themselves different from the rest of the folks (Amone-P’Olak, 2018). The LRA 

orchestrated disinformation and a narrative of hatred against other ethnic groups to 

motivate the abductees and dissuade them from escaping from captivity (Amone-

P’Olak, 2018). Indoctrination is exacerbated by youth missing on school (Angucia & 

Amone-P'Olak, 2010), being discriminated against (McKay, 2004) and many suffering 
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from mental health problems such as depression and anxiety (Amone-P’Olak, Jones, 

Abbott, et al. 2013), shame and guilt (Amone-P'Olak & Elklit, 2018; Murphy, Elklit, 

Dokkedahl, & Shevlin, 2017) and insecure attachment (Amone-P’Olak, 2008). 

 However, war-affected youth bring with them many strengths that can be leveraged 

to navigate educational and work settings. These strengths include survival skills, 

resilience, and indigenous knowledge. If harnessed, these strengths can be leveraged 

to engender a new sense of self-efficacy and commitment and to navigate the 

challenging psychosocial forces and contribute to rebuilding their shattered sense of 

belonging and citizenship. 

 The overall objective of the LGT model is to empower and coach mentees on how 

they put to use general life skills to overcome challenges and cause a positive change 

in their lives (Bertelsen, 2018). These challenges may be in education or work settings. 

For example, a mentee in education setting may be experiencing difficulties with school 

work (e.g., poor study skills, poor attitudes towards certain subjects, etc.), failure to 

get along well with fellow students or teachers (e.g., being temperamental, withdrawn 

or docile, etc.). In work settings, a mentee may be struggling with challenges such as 

failure to follow routines, poor time management, poor relations with supervisors, 

being rude and aggressive, etc. There are several tools in the arsenal of the mentor to 

address the challenges highlighted above in the mentoring process.  

The mentoring process 

The mentors have three crucial tools at their disposal to employ with the mentee: 1) 

assessment tool, 2) intervention tool, and 3) supervision tool, often carried out 

subsequently in three different stages. First, during the initial assessment, the mentor 

uses the motivational interview to get a grasp of the mentee's life in general, level of 

motivation, interests, grip on life, and particularly the challenges in life. At this stage of 

primary assessment, the mentor and the mentee will identify a challenge and set goals 

to overcome the challenge. For example, in a work setting, the challenge may be one 

or a combination of the following: a) failure to comply with a routine, b) poor relations 

with supervisors, c) stealing, d) overly aggressive and rude, e) anger, etc. The 

corresponding life and social skills to overcome these challenges may include: training 

and developing skills in time management, anger management, honesty and integrity 
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and other skills that will enable the mentee to relate well with managers and colleagues 

at the workplace to allow them to work optimally. 

 Second, the intervention tool involves identifying a goal, setting objectives (tasks) 

to be accomplished and assessing the levels of skills required to achieve the objectives. 

The goal identified may be a solution to the challenge that has been detected at the 

initial stage of assessment. Around the goal, the mentee, together with the mentor, 

may come up with a task or set of tasks to be accomplished within a specified period. 

In other words, the tasks must be specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-

bound (SMART) as outlined in Table 3 (Doran, 1981).  

Table 3 Interventions to implement the LGT model (Adapted from Bertelsen, 2018) 
 

GOAL 

1. Identify a challenge 

 Discuss and describe a challenge in the mentee’s life 

2. Discuss goal with the mentee 

 The goal must be meaningful, comprehensible and manageable (similar to the 
concept of Sense of Coherence conceptualised by Antonovsky (1987) 

 The target must answer the mentee's challenge 

 The target must aim to bring about change in the mentee's life. 

3. Discuss whether the goal is SMART 
Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-bound 

FOCUS 

 Discuss different aspects of the goal  

 Align the goals to the skills: identify necessary skills to boost the goal  

 Discuss the life skills 

 Find out which ones are functioning well and 

 Boost those that are not working well 

NEXT  
STEPS 

 Start with the goal that is easiest and most manageable.  

 Discuss feelings, thoughts, situational and relational factors that would act as cues to 
remind the mentee to keep focussed. Turn it into a motto or slogan Yes, I can, I can 
do it etc. to inspire accomplishment of goals.  

 Is the mentee sufficiently motivated to pursue his or her goal? The mentor can use 
the motivational interview to find out whether the mentee is adequately motivated. 

Assessing whether the skills match the tasks 

At this stage, it is also crucial to discuss with the mentees whether they possess the life 

and social skills necessary to achieve the tasks ahead. For example, do they have the 

interest, know-how (technical or academic), the motivation, the right attitude, and the 

social skills necessary to accomplish the task? A mismatch between the tasks and skills 

produces frustration or boredom. Therefore, the tasks should, to a large extent, match 
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or correspond to the skills (see Figures 1a-1c). In Figure 1a, the skills match the tasks, 

and this is likely to lead to a better school and work outcomes. Whereas in Figures 1b 

and 1c, there are skills and tasks mismatch leading to boredom (when the skills are 

superior to the tasks) or frustrations (when the skills are inferior to the tasks). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1a The task matches the skill 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1b The task is inferior to the available skills 
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Figure 1c The skills are inferior to mentee’s tasks 

Supervision of the LGT model 

Finally, the supervision tool involves monitoring and evaluating the extent to which the 

set objectives are being achieved. Monitoring and evaluation begins with the 

interrogation of the challenge earlier identified (was it the real challenge or symptoms 

of the actual problem?), were the objectives SMART? Was the mentee interested and 

or sufficiently motivated? Did the mentee's skills match the task? Was the mentee able 

to garner adequate social support to achieve the objectives? Once answers to these 

questions are gathered, gaps in achievement of the tasks emerge and secondary 

interventions that fill the gaps identified need to be implemented for optimal 

achievement.  

 While discussing the issue of agency, it is vital to use a model of empowerment 

known as the Basic Five of Life Psychology (BFL) (Bertelsen, 2018). BFL serves as a 

roadmap for motivational interviewing (Miller & Rollnick 2002). BFL highlights five 

essential characteristics critical to having control of life: want, ability, intentions, 

external conditions, and supporting network. The crucial elements of BFL are explained 

in Table 4 below. Together with the SMART booster, the BFL is an essential booster by 

which the mentor helps the mentee to find out whether the next step is motivation 

(Bertelsen, 2018) (See Table 4). 

  

 k 



 

46 Kennedy Amone-P’Olak 

 
Table 4 Basic Five of Life (BFL) supervision tool (Adapted from Bertelsen, 2018) 
 

WANT  
Motivation to realise one’s goals 

Do you want to reach your goal? 
Do you experience some reluctance to reach your goals? 
Should you change your goal? 

ABILITY  
Self-efficacy and know-how to reach 
one’s goals 

Do you have sufficient knowledge and skills to pursue your 
goals? 
What do you lack or find difficult regarding reaching your 
goal? 
Do you need new skills and knowledge regarding your goal? 

INTENTIONAL ACTIVITIES  
A set of activities to reach one’s 
goals 

What have you already done to reach your goal? 
What is preventing you from reaching your goal? 
Could you do anything differently to achieve your goal? 

EXTERNAL CONDITIONS  
The majority can only succeed if 
there are external forces to hold 
their hands (acknowledge, support 
and help 

What are the external factors for reaching your goal? (e.g., 
poor infrastructure, insecurity, market hindrances, etc.) 
Are external changes required regarding reaching your goal? 
Can you contribute to the external changes? 

SUPPORTING NETWORKS 

Do you need help regarding reaching your goal? 
Do you lack help regarding reaching your goal? 
What should you do to get such support? 

Conclusions 

War-affected youth, for whom this mentoring model is proposed, have endured a 

traumatic and dysfunctional family and community backgrounds and relations. 

Consequently, they have enormous challenges to function optimally in work and 

educational settings. Harnessing their human capital requires substantial knowledge of 

their origins, war experiences and the challenges they face as they navigate the post-

war environment. The proposed LGT model (Bertelsen, 2018) of intervention to 

overcome their current challenges may be of benefit to society for war-affected youth 

who have missed on education, have a dysfunctional family and community 

backgrounds and are experiencing difficulties in work and educational settings to have 

a grip on life. Although other factors such as personality and culture have not been 

factored into the model as described here, the LGT model may limit personal 

challenges experienced by war-affected youth and enable them to stay in school or 

keep their jobs. As it is all over the world, youth unemployment and educational 

systems being out of touch with job creation, the LGT model may be part of the 

solution. Although the LGT model is work in progress, it has great potential to guide 

vulnerable youth to overcome their challenges to continue in school or keep their jobs. 

A simple, detailed and user-friendly manual that can easily be used by mentors and 



 

Harnessing the human capital of war-affected youth 47 

 

mentees is planned for war-affected and other vulnerable youth in less resourced 

settings.  
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Hope and Peace for Humanity 

Introduction  

Christine dropped out of school after her mother, a single parent, could no longer afford to keep her 
in school and take care of her other siblings as well. Years back, Christine lost her father to one of those 
numerous horrific atrocities of the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) on the civilians of northern Uganda. 

As the story goes, Christine’s father met his death one day while he was taking his sick lovely wife 
(Christine’s mother) to a health centre. The LRA rebels captured them while they were on their way 
and clubbed him to death in front of his wife, who was also badly battered and left to bleed to death. 
Fortunately, a passerby found her lying in a pool of her own blood and saved her. She survived but lost 
one eye during the incident and, as a result, struggles to carry out basic farm activities as a result. 
Despite her struggles, Christine’s mother raised her five children and supported them through 
elementary school, however at form three of secondary school, she could do no more for her eldest 
daughter, Christine.  

With financial support of Hope and Peace for Humanity and the Global Fund for Children, Christine 
enrolled back into formal secondary school. At senior four level examinations, Christine emerged the 
best performing candidate in her school and came first across the District of Omoro in 2016 at senior 
six examinations. Christine earned a Government Scholarship to pursue her Bachelor’s degree in 
Community Psychology in Makerere University, Uganda and is now in her second year of studies while 
some of her colleagues have joined nursing schools, Primary Teachers’ Colleges and Management 
institutes to pursue diplomas and certificates. As a determined person, Christine has her eyes on the 
ultimate prize and continues to be a huge inspiration to young girls in her village and district.  

Christine’s story is only one among many stories of individuals supported by the 

organisation Hope and Peace for Humanity (HPH). Her story elucidates how young 

people, when given the chance, can become inspirations to their community. 

Empowering individuals and supporting them in taking control of their lives lies at the 

heart of HPH’s work. During the summer school on Youth, education and work in (post-

)conflict areas, one of the research groups examining local youth’s perceptions of 

peace in Gulu, approached HPH to learn more about their work in the community. HPH 

was established in 2007 by Godfrey Canwat, a victim and survivor of the two decades 

of armed conflict in Acholi Sub region, with the aim of creating a socio-economically 

empowered community where individual rights are recognised and upheld. In this 

endeavour, the organisation invests in youth and other vulnerable segments of the 

community, such as children, young women, people with disabilities and the elderly, 

as well as orphans, HIV-infected persons, survivors of armed conflict and survivors of 

Sexual and Gender Based Violence (SGBV). HPH has offered us an insight into how it 

functions, below, by illustrating its core values, its organisational structures, and its key 

successes. 
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 HPH’s values include integrity and respect for humanity, accountability and 

transparency, creativity and innovation, commitment with humility, collaboration and 

partnership and quality data management. Core programme areas include integrated 

community health; formal and informal education programmes; livelihood and food 

security; human rights advocacy, justice and peace building; and institutional 

development. HPH has demonstrated capacity to manage grants from Positive Action 

for Children Fund-UK, Pediatric Aids Treatment for Africa (PATA), International Labour 

Organisation (ILO), USAID/Research Triangle Institute (RTI), North South Cooperation 

Organisation Austria and PEPFAR/USAID, Geneva Global and Global Fund for Children 

(GFC), USA. Overtime, HPH has expanded their operations beyond Gulu to Omoro and 

Amuru Districts with qualified and experienced personnel in transforming 

communities, improved coordination with local governments, Civil Society 

Organisations and communities; improved service delivery and a functional Board of 

Directors. 

Leadership, organisation and human resources 

In terms of administration, HPH has a decentralized system of governance, which 

allows the application of democratic processes in the management of the organisation. 

The Board of Directors, with five gender-balanced members, acts in an advisory 

capacity and advises on matters of policy, finance, human resources, strategy and 

direction of the organisation. Equally, the Secretariat is represented by the Executive 

Director, who acts as spokesperson responsible for the day-to-day running of the 

organisation. Further HPH has committed finance, administration and programme 

departments. The programme coordinators lead departments committed to 

Education, Health and Livelihood and HPH hopes to establish Human Rights Advocacy, 

Justice and Peace Building Departments in future. The coordinators work along with 

field officers/supervisors, counsellors, facilitators, caregivers, Village Health Teams and 

Child Protection Committees for effective service delivery at community level. Finally, 

the Monitoring, Evaluation, Research and Learning Manager supports programmes in 

developing and maintaining a culture of results-based management, documenting 

changes to the Project Performance Monitoring Plan and indicators including tracking 

progress in line with budget and plans and ensures value for money. 
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HPH key successes 

HPH has proven records of accomplishment in addressing health, socio-economic and 

education needs through a Rights-Based Approach. HPH is one of the district’s leading 

humanitarian and post-conflict development NGOs, with over 63 staff members 

supporting communities including schools and health facilities in two districts. It serves 

a population of 612,700 people. HPH is a district leader in durable solutions for 

populations in conflict, transition and development. HPH has supported more than 

2500 out of school children, who were enrolled back into school to complete their 

primary education cycle. In Early Childhood Development, children’s parents/ 

guardians are supported in establishing Self-Help Groups, which equally provide seed 

grants in order for family units to start income generating activities send their children 

to school. With the support of HPH, 1447 community people including uniformed 

personnel have gained access to HIV/PMTCT (Prevention of Mother-To-Child 

Transmission) and reproductive health information and services. Further HPH’s work 

with public health facilities has helped over 200 women to safely deliver healthy 

babies. Over 2000 young people and community adults have been educated on topics 

such as child rights, dangers and risks associated with Commercial Sexual Exploitation 

of children and other forms of child rights violation, abuse and exploitation, while 46 

young female victims of commercial sexual exploitation were supported in acquiring 

practical skills and knowledge in leather shoe making and tools, in order to be better 

enabled to establish individual businesses, gain employment, and be reunited with 

their families and abdicate sex trade. 

With ten years experience in health programming, HPH has contributed to 

strengthening health systems through training of health workers, community 

members, village leaders and community volunteers, in advocacy and lobbying, and 

service delivery. Equally, it has dedicated resourcing to building communities’ health 

literacy and the provision of direct care to vulnerable community members. HPH has 

become one of the promoters of Clinic-Community Collaboration (C3) Strategy in 

Africa. This is a systematic approach with a series of methodologies on how clinic-

Community Based Organisaties (CBO) partnership can be built through shared projects 

to expand access to prevention, treatment and care for pregnant mothers, children and 

adolescents. With the project titled ‘Improving Retention of mother-Baby pairs’, HPH 

partnered with the Bobi Health Centre III in Omoro District and this clinic has had a 49% 

retention rate for its Prevention of Mother-To-Child Transmission (PMTCT) patients. 

This was far below the national target of 100%. 115 mother baby pairs enrolled into 
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the clinic PMTCT programme and the average enrolment of new mother-baby pairs 

ranged between three and six newly exposed babies per month. This means that 51% 

of mother-baby pairs were at a Loss To Follow-Up (LTFU), however, by the end of the 

project, the retention of mother-baby pairs increased from 49% to 80% of those 

mothers participating in the PMTCT programme. A network of Village Health Team 

members and health facility staff, under routine supervision by HPH, health educated, 

monitored, maintained and reported on monthly basis on the uptake of PMTCT, 

general health of their communities, built local capacity and strengthened referral 

systems. HPH successfully used the Bobi Health Centre III and VHT reports to identify 

gaps in the health care system and influenced the District Health Department’s 

increase on health budget allocation and programming. Due to that enormous 

achievement, HPH was documented among the best Paediatric Adolescent -Treatment 

Africa and Positive Action for Children Fund PATA/PACF partners for having successfully 

applied the C3 in Africa.  

 Remarkably, HPH has impacted the lives of girls and young women who suffered 

vulnerabilities during and after conflict. The earlier illustration of Christine Apiyo is a 

paramount example of the effect HPH has had on the community during and following 

the conflict in northern Uganda. Other beneficiaries like Christine have joined nursing 

schools, primary teaching and management institutes or pursuing diplomas and 

certificates.  

 Christine summarises the impact of HPH support in her own words below: 

I couldn’t believe my luck. My eyes welled with tears of joy for going back to school. I knew I could use 
academics as a ladder to get up there. I promised myself that I would never disappoint those who 
offered me this opportunity. I knew this was an opportunity to make my mom proud.  

I would like to take this moment to thank every staff at Hope and Peace for Humanity and Global Fund 
for Children for giving me the chance to enrol back to school and progress to this level, I want to 
promise them all that one year from now I will be celebrating my first degree with each one of them 
because being on this government scholarship means a lot to me and I will work very hard as a 
disciplined student to achieve my career dreams so that I can step in the footsteps of my father to give 
an unending smile and joy in the face of my mother and siblings, the sky is the limit and with God 
everything is possible. 

I want to encourage other children out there, especially girls, that life teaches us many things, both 
joy, sorrows and pain, but never should we ever lose hope because you don’t know what life itself has 
for you. 
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Knocked by opportunity: the limits of work, education and 

futures for South Sudanese refugees in the Adjumani refugee 

setting, northern Uganda  

Introduction 

Uganda has a long history of hosting refugees, and is known as a ‘safe haven’ for people 

fleeing armed conflicts in its neighbouring countries (Mulumba, 2017). Since the 

outbreak of a civil war in South Sudan in 2013, Uganda has been hosting more than 

700,000 South Sudanese refugees across over 20 settlements in the North of the 

country. As a host society, Uganda accommodates refugees under the auspices of 

UNHCR and the Office of the Prime Minister (OPM), assisted by several NGOs 

implementing humanitarian aid. Uganda’s refugee policy is enshrined in the Refugee 

Act of 2006 and the Refugee Regulations of 2009. Today, the Act has been translated 

into a Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) (UNHCR, 2017), that is also 

part of a Global Compact on Refugees as outlined in the 2016 New York Declaration for 

Refugees and Migrants (UNHCR, 2018), and thus has a distinct international character 

as well. What seems to be most significant about the country’s approach is its non-

encampment policy, whereby refugees are locally integrated in village-like settlements 

instead of camps, ‘allowing people access to land, the right to work and integrate into 

the country’ (UNHCR, 2017, p. 23). Uganda has been praised in the media and in reports 

of humanitarian organisations for its integrationist refugee policy, which has been 

described as ‘one of the most generous and progressive approaches to hosting 

refugees in the region, if not the world’ (Amnesty International, 2017, para. 5).  

 Despite the progressive efforts and promising expectations, Uganda’s refugee 

policy has also been subject to criticism. First, Uganda considers the refugee situation 

as transient, contending that one day refugees have to return to their country when 

the causes that generated the refugee situation cease to exist (UNHCR, 2017). Uganda 

holds on to repatriation as the preferred solution to refugee situations, casting 

refugees in settlements into a state of permanent temporariness; neither able to truly 

integrate into the host society, nor maintain clear certainty of return in the near future. 

Second, the Ugandan refugee policy provides freedom of movement and freedom of 

residence, but the majority of refugees in Uganda (almost 90%) live in what Uganda 

calls ‘rural settlements’ (UNHCR, 2017, p. 4). Living in the most remote areas of Uganda, 

ten hours away from the capital by bus, refugees may have the right to move, but do 
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not have the means of transport to actually ‘do’ the moving. Furthermore, assigning 

refugees to a small plot of land and providing structural facilities like primary schools 

and health care services within the confines of such a geographically isolated area, 

indirectly condemns them to stay put, while also narrowing down the attainment of 

self-reliance to the exclusivity of the settlement (Hovil, 2007). Lastly, as the number of 

refugees keeps rising, the land to settle refugees on is becoming increasingly scarce, 

which impedes people’s abilities to provide themselves with essential needs and the 

pursuit of productive and stable futures. Currently, Uganda’s refugee model is 

approaching its ‘breaking point’ (UNHCR, 2017, p. 27). In 2017, only 36% of the South 

Sudan regional refugee response plan was funded (UNHCR, 2018b) and the Ugandan 

government and humanitarian organisations have made several appeals to the 

international community to close the ‘funding gap’, arguing that ‘Uganda cannot tackle 

this refugee crisis alone’ (UNHCR, 2017, p. 27). 

 On the other hand, the increase of refugees seeking a way out of war-afflicted 

countries and into a host-society goes hand in hand with economic difficulties within 

the countries they migrate from and – particularly - youth-unemployment. Young 

people are especially affected by economic crises, since they are among the first ones 

to be withdrawn from the labour market (Shakya et al., 2010). Education has widely 

been perceived to positively contribute to one’s quality of life. Despite residing in a 

context of displacement and accompanying hardships, many youngsters thus consider 

education to be a source of hope and a ticket out of poverty and discrimination 

(Akesson, 2015). Oppedal, Guribye and Kroger (2017) have argued that making 

decisions about education and vocation are important for refugee youth to facilitate 

their integration process, as this enables them to explore the different goals within 

educational institutions and requirements set by the labour market in the host country. 

Furthermore, education plays a key role in social mobility and integration (Pherali & 

Turner, 2018). Considering these choices are important for future aspirations on both 

an individual and societal level, our article aims to collect and combine information on 

the different barriers and opportunities experienced during youngsters’ integration 

process, both with regards to education and the labour market.  

 To conclude, spotting the huge void between what is outlined in Uganda’s liberal 

refugee policy concerning refugees’ right to education and work, and the structural 

constraints for refugees to actually pursue these rights, has pinpointed our focus on 

South Sudanese refugees’ accounts of everyday life experiences, those of youth in 

particular, within the context of settlements. How do youngsters experience work and 
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education in displacement? And how do their experiences point to some unintended 

consequences of contemporary humanitarian aid practices in refugee settlements?  

Methodology: visual methods 

In the past, children and youth have been largely overlooked as active participants in 

scientific research (Johnson, Pfister & Vindrola‐Padros, 2012). However, new studies 

have begun to highlight the importance of youth contributions, youth’s life experiences 

and narratives revealing how they understand and give meaning to certain aspects of 

their lives (Christensen & James, 2000; Greene & Hogan, 2005; Mayall, 2002). This 

resulted in a visible shift from perceiving children and young people as passive study 

objects towards a more empowering approach, encouraging them to take on active 

roles as co-researchers and ‘experts’ on their own lives (Bluebond‐Langner & Korbin, 

2007; James, Jenks & Prout, 1998). This focus contributes to exploring data in a richer, 

more dynamic way, refining the content of research, broadening its scope and 

rewarding us with unique and valuable insights; insights which have previously been 

marginalized or even completely disregarded (Lomax, 2012).  

 Considering all of the above, this study aims to observe and interpret everyday life 

experiences related to work and education as shown and told by young South Sudanese 

refugees using participatory techniques and visual research methods. To fully 

understand and unravel the often very complex lives of youngsters living in exile, a 

qualitative, interpretative and phenomenological approach was utilized, supported by 

the appliance of creative tools (cameras and video-cameras). As Lewandowski (2008) 

confirms in his research, visual images are ´anamnestic´, meaning that they may 

function as a useful memory aid and help reflect on different experiences. Bearing this 

in mind, the equipment was offered to each participant and after capturing ‘a day in 

the life’, served as prompts whilst the youngsters recounted stories of lived 

experiences within the refugee settlements. The idea behind the use of these 

additional devices, hereby creating a richer, multi-layered method, was to provide a 

more holistic understanding of what is really going on in the lives of juvenile refugees. 

It has regularly been illustrated in previous studies how interpretative 

phenomenological research remains somewhat limited due to the one-dimensionality 

of participants’ accounts (Didkowsky et al., 2009; Khawaja et al., 2008; Plunkett et al., 

2013), and how visual assistance has been known to enrich this data as it captures 

important personal and cultural meanings, provides colourful, contextual details and 
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gives the researcher an impression of everyday events which might otherwise have 

been overlooked (Arnould & Wallendorf, 1994; Plunkett et al., 2013). 

 This chapter explores youth’s experiences related to work and education in the 

context of a refugee settlement. It is based on a visual research project by the two 

authors conducted in the spring of 2017, as part of a larger ethnographic research 

project undertaken between 2015 and 2017. The participants were asked to take part 

in a filmmaking and photography project. The aim of the project was to urge the 

youngsters to take as many pictures as they wanted of specific things, people, actions 

or events within the settlement as long as they could explain its significance after the 

shots had been taken. The assignment was purposely left vague and no examples were 

presented, as they were asked to be creative and independent in their search for 

personally meaningful images. This was all extensively explained during an introduction 

day, where they were handed cameras and given a few exercises to ensure that 

everyone understood the functioning of the devices. At this point all questions were 

answered and the written informed consents were obtained. The youngsters also 

practiced how to obtain consent while taking pictures themselves and explain how the 

pictures would be used in the research project. They had approximately ten days to 

capture the required images. Subsequently, two interviews were conducted with each 

participant; one discussing the videos and another handling the pictures. The images 

produced were used to offer the participants visual aids whilst encouraging them to 

recount life experiences and other relevant subjects connected to the images in a free 

and thorough manner. Interviews with minimal interviewer intervention were 

conducted, only asking for clarifications and stimulating participants to describe and 

reflect on life experiences profoundly. The interviews were translated on the spot with 

the aid of local translators, fluent in both English and the participant’s local languages. 

All interviews were recorded and later transcribed, each lasting approximately two to 

three hours. In total, about 10 youngsters participated, both male and female, and 

aged between 15 and 25 years old.  

 Data was analysed using content analysis, following an inductive and conceptual 

mapping approach (Charmaz, 2014; Clarke, 2005). The aim was to look for experiences 

that were representative for many of the youngsters, and that allowed for a greater 

understanding of the messy and unstable, but nevertheless shared experiences of work 

and education within displacement. Reoccurring themes, common patterns and key 

points were identified by the two authors after coding the interviews and were refined 

during discussions between them (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The themes were examined 
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in search for consistent patterns and exceptions focusing on experiences of work and 

education. The data was structured along different themes, each understanding the 

youngster’s experiences of displacement as contributing to different aspects of life: the 

various perceptions on and experiences in refugee settlements, work and education.  

Results  

Daily lives in the camp: boredom, lack of opportunities.  

The most prominent and conspicuous focus in the visual material was put on what the 

youngsters manage to do throughout the day; the occupational component. 

Conversing with these youngsters about daily activities and interests made it very clear 

that one of the main struggles they face day to day is keeping themselves busy. 

There are so many things I could do, but that I can’t do… now I can’t do anything. But there are so 
many things I could do. It’s just that the opportunity of, I don’t know like, maybe just certain help that 
I need, is not happening. – Martin 

Martin’s quote emphasises how much he could do, emphasizing just how capable he is 

to be doing any kind of labour, business or schooling, yet not being given those 

chances. He wants to, but he does not have the means. This urge to ‘do something’ 

stems from the fear of ‘wasting time’. As indicated by a few participants below, staying 

occupied suppresses that feeling and takes their mind off the current situation they 

reside in and the distress it causes: 

When I am busy doing things, it does not allow me to stress. When I stay idle, I am stressful when I 
look ahead of my life. – Gabriel 

Sometimes when I’m at home, I find that I’m idle and think about a lot of problems. All these problems 
are set in my brain. But when I come out and when I’m with friends and doing things, then at least I 
can forget about these problems. – Anna 
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Figure 1 Young men sitting and standing around in a circle playing card games in Ayilo’s centre 4 

 

Leaving their home country due to the push of war and the pull of often imagined 

educational and laboural promises in Uganda, the new, remote location of the 

settlements and its insufficient provisions result in conditions of occupational 

deprivation, puncturing dreams and imaginings. Kachuol talked about how he was 

mostly ‘just idle, not doing much’. An experience that became more pressing over time. 

Young people, especially boys, were just hanging around, playing cards or watching 

movies. Kachuol explained: 

We have never been to school and that is why some of us are on the streets. They do drugs because 
nothing to do. Then, at the end you find yourself smoking, drinking or chewing mira and marihuana. – 
Kachuol  

Because of the high unemployment rates in Uganda, the exile to remote settlements 

away from towns and cities (and consequently work opportunities), and an unspoken 

discriminatory mindset amongst many Ugandan locals, finding a job as a refugee is 

extremely difficult. Hardly having enough savings to pay for transport to places outside 

of the settlement in turn denies youth of opportunities to attend high school, as the 

institutions are mostly far away from the settlements and school fees are too 

expensive; they are stuck in a never-ending negative spiral. In many cases this is 

accompanied by feelings of restriction and frustration. One participant explains: 

The life here is not going very well, everything is difficult. (...) being here as a young person in Ayilo, 
we are lacking like one of the best things, most of us are not at school. Some have completed primary 

                                                           
4 All pictures in this chapter are taken by research participants. 
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school and started high school, but have now been affected by the crisis and the war. (...) what about 
us? The people who are in high school? We can’t go because there is no money. (...) So, now I stay at 
home here and I’m not doing anything. – Gabriel 

Work: leja-leja  

For many of the girls, it somehow seemed to be easier to stay occupied in the 

settlement. They had the household to take care of, mainly in charge of fetching water 

and preparing food and they are often responsible for babysitting infant brothers and 

sisters. But Maria also explained how she could only get some money through leja-leja, 

a form of casual labour such as digging someone’s land or washing someone’s clothes. 

In South Sudan, it used to be easy to get this kind of work, but here in the settlement 

‘rich people were not around and most people had time to take care of their own work’. 

 
             Figure 2 Young woman preparing food at her compound in Ayilo refugee settlement 
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Figure 3 Young women cooking cassava together in a joint patio 

 

Because of this double-sided drawback (no one able to afford paying others for work 

and a lot of time to do things themselves), a great deal of young men move around the 

settlements helping family and friends with thatching roofs, digging latrine pits, 

ploughing grounds, etc. This is perceived as a ‘worthier’ occupation than hanging 

around and waiting for opportunities, yet it is often considered as the only thing they 

can do instead of being bored, waiting and hoping for vocational training programmes 

and jobs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                             

Figure 4 Boys thatching a new roof for one of the neighbours 
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Although it would not necessarily lead to financial reimbursement, some youngsters 

would also help their parents at the market, selling primarily tomatoes, onions, 

peppers or charcoal.  
 

 

Figure 5 Charcoal sellers at the market of Maaji II refugee settlement 

 

Yet others just got lucky; a somewhat higher economic status, the ability to borrow or 

rent certain familial properties or receiving sponsorships from organisations enabled a 

mere few individuals to establish small-scale businesses like restaurants, a salon, 

charging centres, a cinema and a photo studio. In trying to open up new opportunities 

by means of these small, occasional advantages, individuals tend to become architects 

of their own surroundings and their liminal lives, and consequently help define and 

structure the architecture of the settlements in their entirety.  

 
        Figure 6 Men hanging around the Skylight Photostudio, Ayilo I refugee settlement 
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Education in the settlements: hope for the lucky few 

Many of the youngsters explained to us how they came to Uganda for two main 

reasons: war and education. People ran away from war and violence, but they also ran 

towards something else – a place where they hoped to find opportunities for a better 

future. In most of the youngsters’ stories, education was central, because, as Deng 

explained: If you are educated, everything will be possible. He told us that ever since 

he was a child, he had a dream of becoming a pilot, and here in Uganda, NGOs were 

sponsoring children to go to school. Because NGOs encouraged the youth to study 

hard, he was hopeful of his future: my chances of achieving the future are high for 

example, the best performing pupils are taken care of by NGOs, so if I pass well then I 

might get a scholarship. The presence of the NGOs in the refugee camp thus seemed 

to create expectations of the future, that it might become more tangible than if they 

had remained in South Sudan. 

 

 Unfortunately support reduced over time and even the food ration was no longer 

sufficient to survive on. People partly had to cater for their own food, for which they 

were highly dependent on the products sold by the nationals living around the 

settlement. Deng explained how his life in the refugee settlement became increasingly 

difficult. In the semester that had just passed, he did not participate in the exams 

because he could not pay the required examination fee (13,000 UGX, about €3). He 

attempted to get support from the NGOs, coming up with a story about him being an 

orphan, but it all ended up in vain, he said. The tangible hope that Deng had cherished 

during the first months he spent in Uganda, nurtured by the presence of NGOs who 

sponsored children to go to school, seemed to have shifted into an abstract hope that 

was heavily dependent on divine powers outside of anyone’s control. The lack of 

opportunities weighed heavily on Deng, and he had the feeling that he had to stop 

thinking about his future: It is because I do not know where the UN is and that is why I 

wanted to stop thinking about it. But I just have to cope with it since I cannot erase it. 

In his movies, he shows his school and explains how he is worried about the fact that 

the camp had no secondary school. 
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Figure 7 Young man showing his school, Ayilo I refugee settlement (video still) 

 

Those who were sponsored by the humanitarian organisations were sent to a 

secondary school outside the camp, but this was only possible for pupils with the 

highest grades, and many of the youngsters believed that, even then, you needed to 

have inside contacts within organisations or close ties to refugee leaders. Over time, 

many of the youngsters came to realize that education was only an option for the lucky 

few, rather than an expectable fact within the camp, and they believed that a 

supernatural power decided for whom this was reserved. The youngsters’ stories 

recount an experience of ‘existential stuckedness’, as they saw that opportunities were 

available for the chosen few rather than the majority. Those who got sponsored for 

secondary school felt as if they had won the jackpot, as one of the youngsters phrased 

it, they were just knocked by opportunity. 

Discussion and conclusion  

This chapter aimed to bring a greater understanding of how young South Sudanese 

refugees experience everyday life related to work and education within Ugandan 

refugee settlements. By encouraging the youth to speak about their thoughts using 

video material, photography and a phenomenological approach, this field work 

enabled them to guide us through meaningful place-making practices and daily events, 

but also to open up on how they personally experience and interpret place in 

displacement. Despite the Ugandan government and settlement stakeholders who are 

undoubtedly doing everything in their power to ensure refugees’ well-being in their 
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country, the youngsters in this study revealed a different side of the story; one with a 

lot of unsealed and unbridgeable cracks in the system. 

 Although being displaced is generally associated with a loss of meaning and 

structure in everyday life and displaced people’s experiences of occupational 

difficulties have gained growing acknowledgment (Smith, 2015), the youngsters in this 

study were ceaselessly in search of meaningful activities to engage in; to give meaning 

and structure to their daily life again and to actively contribute to their ‘becoming at 

home’ process and sense of belonging in displacement. Making sense of these 

engagements and the self by purposefully positioning it towards others, added value 

to youngsters’ general place-making endeavours. Although several significant practices 

were mentioned as crucial in coping with the many challenges of adapting to life in 

exile, it slowly becomes clear that participants’ place-making attempts were 

continually impeded. All youngsters encountered constraining boundaries in the 

settlements which were thoroughly ‘felt’ in economic, social and political terms, even 

if they appeared to be intangible. Economically, the main worries concerned the lack 

of available employment. Each participant claimed to be willing to work, but not being 

able to find an employment within or close to the settlement. This almost automatically 

leads to chronic poverty and exclusion from access to basic needs and facilities, in turn 

creating perpetual waves of anxiety, uncertainty and dissatisfaction with life. Socially 

and culturally, the adolescents discussed feeling isolated from the local community. 

The perceived display of hostility and discrimination on the side of the local citizens, as 

well as the unfamiliarity with the local culture lead to an increased sense of alienation, 

unbelonging and insecurity. Political boundaries were felt in the prominent absence of 

having a choice, voice and opportunities. The youngsters feel powerless and greatly 

limited, unable to break through the imposed barrier of being a helpless outsider and 

only being permitted access to the bare necessities of life, while even those are on the 

verge of being insufficient. 

 Throughout our conversations, a lot of frustration and anger was expressed. The 

participants laid out how, by attempting to engage in place-making practices, their 

eagerness to work towards being at home in Uganda was continuously being thwarted 

by the refugee policy itself, despite its promises of opportunities and improvements in 

all of these domains. In addition, the accounts of experiences within this study are 

immensely paradoxical to what the Ugandan government actually promotes with its 

self-reliance strategy. The cornerstone of this strategy is an appeal for refugee 

empowerment, but the youngsters feel more vulnerable than ever, lacking advocacy 
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and control over their own lives. Another objective of the strategy is freedom of choice, 

but again, how many choices do refugees really have, if everything they do is forced 

upon them in order to survive? Lastly, the self-reliance strategy advocates an ‘easy’ 

integration into the local society and the economic system, but this is greatly 

contradictory with the youngsters’ experiences of integration difficulties, like being 

repeatedly blocked and discriminated against by local Ugandans and being turned 

down despite many efforts to engage in employment. 

 Youngsters’ experiences were not only related to their everyday lives within the 

camp. The way they made sense of their experiences of work and education was 

heavily connected to future possibilities and imaginings. Similar to the provision of 

everyday support, youngsters’ hope for the future initially seemed to be contingent 

upon the presence of organisations that provided scholarships for secondary school 

and vocational skills training programmes, and in that sense, became ‘distributors of 

hope’ (Hage & Papadopoulos, 2004, p. 108). But over time, tangible opportunities for 

a better future were repeatedly disappointed. When organisations reduced support 

and opportunities only seemed to be available for the lucky few, youngsters’ hope for 

the future shrunk and led to resignation about opportunities within the camp. The 

more they resigned from achieving actual opportunities, the more any coherent vision 

of the future seemed to disappear, and the youngsters held on to dream-like future 

desires and supernatural powers. 

 The youngsters’ stories also show that the settlement is a place where not only the 

condition of being a refugee is surging, but also the experience of distinct poverty. This 

appears to be forgotten in the Ugandan refugee policy, that aims for refugees to quickly 

become self-reliant and independent of humanitarian aid. Kaiser (2006) already 

highlighted in a study that she undertook more than a decade ago that only the 

wealthier people, often those who had external support, were able to escape the 

confines of the remote rural settlement. People with fewer resources were forced to 

stay in the settlements, where bare survival is possible, but ways to become self-reliant 

or to imagine a future are largely absent. Living in a refugee settlement, people’s 

‘normal’ everyday norms and rules are challenged by new demands and limitations 

encountered in the settlement, where much of the social, economic and political world 

is externally formed and restrictively imposed (Buckley-Zistel & Krause, 2017). 

 Kaiser, just like other authors (Dryden-Peterson & Hovil, 2004; Meyer, 2006), 

heavily advocated for refugees’ freedom of movement and right to work, but since 
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these constraints have been alleviated in the Refugee Act of 2006 and the Refugee 

Regulations of 2009, the situation does not seem to have changed much. Despite the 

liberal policy, finding work and moving freely seem to be de facto impossible in the 

context of the settlement. Merely providing rights is thus not sufficient to ensure that 

refugees are effectively able to pursue these rights, especially when limited resources 

are available. The conception of integration as outlined by UNHCR seems to be 

incompatible with a reality where large numbers of refugees are confined to 

settlements located in remote areas for long periods of time. The consequence is that 

refugees themselves become increasingly responsible for their own situation, and that 

the possibility for change lies within individuals, rather than within structural 

conditions of the settlement. 

 These ideas on self-reliance and resilience in crisis settings aligns with a broader 

criticism of development programs and discourses, that likewise provide opportunities 

that are profoundly detached from what people themselves would prefer. As Pupavac 

argues, they expect people to reconcile with a world without substantial expectations 

of material progress, as if ‘the majority of the people in the developing world want only 

to be fishermen or farmers’ (Pupavac, 2010, p. 138). The findings of youth’s 

experiences of work and education in this research thus reach beyond the specific 

context of the Ugandan refugee settlements, but point out how both humanitarian and 

development programs that provide limited opportunities and target the lucky few risk 

to legitimise a global status-quo of economic inequalities (Versmesse et al. 2017).  

 Based on these experiences of work and education for youth in the settlement, we 

advocate for refugee policies that provide more far-reaching durable solutions. A non-

encampment policy needs to support and encourage opportunities for young people 

to move out of the settlements, and provide opportunities for work and education that 

reach beyond the space of the camp. At the same time, humanitarian organisations 

should engage with the high expectations and dream-like future imaginings of youth, 

not to totally level these down, but to provide realistic opportunities while leaving hope 

to exist. They need to reconnect the perspectives and future imaginings of the refugees 

themselves – not only on a discursive level but also in actual practices and in the 

refugees’ lived experiences. In order to keep hope alive and let different futures be 

possible, opportunities should offer something more than an absolute necessity (e.g. 

becoming a farmer in the settlement), but also something more concrete than the 

(currently) absolute impossibility (e.g. becoming a pilot). Completely imaginary visions 

of the future should be nuanced. At the same time, viable alternatives, like sufficient 
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opportunities for secondary education or meaningful livelihood activities should be 

made realistic and available, not merely for the ones ‘knocked by opportunity’. 

Youngsters should be able to imagine opportunities of which the possibility to achieve 

them are neither nil nor total.  

 On a final note, we question the idea that education and work per se may indeed 

be a ticket out of poverty and discrimination, and facilitate integration, as suggested at 

the beginning of this chapter (Akesson, 2015; Oppedal, Guribye & Kroger, 2017), and 

in the hopes of many of the youngsters. What is needed is a brave and far-reaching 

reinterpretation of education and work in emergency settings, and in development 

contexts more broadly. Thinking about opportunities for youth starts from an 

international responsibility and engages with current inequalities. At that point, 

education and work might not automatically lead to social mobility and integration for 

young refugees, but it could ignite creative forms of youth engagement with various 

stakeholders at local and global levels to combat the abundant injustices of today’s 

world.  

References  

Akesson, B. (2015). School as a place of violence and hope: Tensions of education for children 
and families in post-intifada Palestine. International Journal of Educational Development, 
41, 192-199. 

Amnesty International. (2017, June). 8 things you need to know about refugees in Uganda. 
Retrieved 13 March 2018, from 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/06/8-things-you-need-to-know-
about-refugees-in-uganda/ 

Arnould, E. J. & Wallendorf, M. (1994). Market-oriented ethnography: interpretation building 
and marketing strategy formulation. Journal of Marketing Research, 31(4), 484–504. 

Bluebond‐Langner, M. & Korbin, J. E. (2007). Challenges and Opportunities in the Anthropology 
of Childhoods: an introduction to “Children, Childhoods, and Childhood Studies”. American 
anthropologist, 109(2), 241-246. 

Bogdan, R., & Biklen, S. K. (2007). Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to Theory 
and Methods. 5th Edition. Pearson. 

Buckley-Zistel, S. & Krause, U. (Eds.). (2017). Gender, violence, refugees. New York Oxford: 
Berghahn. 

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory. 2nd edition. London: Sage Publications Ltd. 
Christensen, P. & James, A. (2000). Researching with Children: Perspectives and practices. 

London: Falmer Press. 
Clarke, A. E. (2005). Situational Analysis: Grounded Theory After the Postmodern Turn. 1st 

edition. Thousand Oaks, Calif: SAGE Publications, Inc. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/06/8-things-you-need-to-know-about-refugees-in-uganda/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2017/06/8-things-you-need-to-know-about-refugees-in-uganda/


74 Julie Schiltz & Amandine van der Aa  

 

Didkowsky, N., Ungar, M. & Liebenberg, L. (2010). Using visual methods to capture embedded 
processes of resilience for youth across cultures and contexts. Journal of the Canadian 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry [= Journal De L'académie Canadienne De 
Psychiatrie De L'enfant Et De L'adolescent], 19(1), 12–18. 

Dryden-Peterson, S. & Hovil, L. (2004). A Remaining Hope for Durable Solutions: Local 
Integration of Refugees and Their Hosts in the Case of Uganda. Refuge: Canada’s Journal on 
Refugees, 22(1), 26-38.  

Greene, S. & Hogan, D. (2005). Researching Children’s Experience: Approaches and methods. 
London: Sage Publications. 

Hage, G. & Papadopoulos, D. (2004). Migration, hope and the making of subjectivity in 
transnational capitalism. International Journal for Critical Psychology, 12, 107–121. 

Hovil, L. (2007). Self-settled Refugees in Uganda: An Alternative Approach to Displacement? 
Journal of Refugee Studies, 20(4), 599–620. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fem035. 

Hovil, L. (2016). Refugees, Conflict and the Search for Belonging. Springer. Retrieved from 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-33563-6. 

Hovil, L. (2018). Uganda’s refugee policies: the history, the politics, the way forward. 
International Refugee Rights Initiative. Retrieved 8 February 2019, from http://refugee-
rights.org/uganda-refugee-policies-the-history-the-politics-the-way-forward/ 

James, A.; Jenks, C. & Prout, A. (1998). Theorising childhood. Cambridge: Polity. 
Johnson, G. A.; Pfister, A. E. & Vindrola‐Padros, C. (2012). Drawings, photos, and performances: 

Using visual methods with children. Visual Anthropology Review, 28(2), 164-178. 
Kaiser, T. (2006). Between a camp and a hard place: rights, livelihood and experiences of the 

local settlement system for long-term refugees in Uganda. The Journal of Modern African 
Studies, 44(04), 597–621. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X06002102. 

Khawaja, N. G.; White, K. M.; Schweitzer, R. & Greenslade, J. (2008). Difficulties and coping 
strategies of Sudanese refugees: A qualitative approach. Transcultural psychiatry, 45(3), 
489-512. 

Kibreab, G. (1989). Local Settlements in Africa: A Misconceived Option? Journal of Refugee 
Studies, 2(4), 468–490. https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/2.4.468 

Lewandowski, J. D. (2008). Rescuing critique: on the ghetto photography of Camilo Vergara. 
Theory, Culture and Society, 25(7), 285-308. 

Lomax, H. (2012). Contested voices? Methodological tensions in creative visual research with 
children. International journal of Social Research Methodology, 15(2), 105-117. 

Mayall, B. (2002). Towards a Sociology for Childhood. Thinking from Children’s Lives. 
Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Meyer, S. (2006). The ‘refugee aid and development’ approach in Uganda: empowerment and 
self-reliance of refugees in practice. New Issues in Refugee Research (131). Retrieved from 
http://www.eldis.org/go/home&id=31281&type=Document#.V9k3X_mLTDc 

Mulumba, D. (2017). Refugees in Uganda. An overview of the history, legal framework, 
challenges and opportunities. Keynote address at ‘Open Doors’ Refugee Symposium, 
Makerere University, Kampala, 21st Nov 2017. Retrieved from 
http://www.kas.de/wf/doc/kas_50806-1522-2-30.pdf?171122105845 

Pherali, T. & Turner, E. (2018). Meanings of education under occupation: the shifting 
motivations for education in Palestinian refugee camps in the West Bank. British Journal of 
Sociology of Education, 39(4), 567-589. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/jrs/fem035
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-33563-6


Knocked by opportunity: the limits of work, education and futures 75 

 

Plunkett, R.; Leipert, B. D. & Ray, S. L. (2013). Unspoken phenomena: Using the photovoice 
method to enrich phenomenological inquiry. Nursing Inquiry, 20(2), 156-164. 

Pupavac, V. (2010). Between Compassion and Conservatism: A Genealogy of Humanitarian 
Sensibilities. In D. Fassin & M. Pandolfi (Eds.). Contemporary States of Emergency: The 
Politics of Military and Humanitarian Interventions (pp.129–152). New York: Zone Books.  

Shakya, Y. B., Guruge, S., Hynie, M., Akbari, A., Malik, M., Htoo, S., Khogali, A., Abiyo Mona, S., 
Murtaza, R., & Alley, S. (2010) Aspirations for higher education among newcomer refugee 
youth in Toronto: Expectations, challenges, and strategies. Refuge: Canada's Journal on 
Refugees, 27(2), 65-78. 

Smith, H. C. (2015). An exploration of the meaning of occupation to people who seek asylum in 
the United Kingdom. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 78(10), 614-621. 

UNHCR. (2017). Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework Uganda. The Way Forward. 
Retrieved from http://crrf.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/67 

UNHCR. (2018). New York Declaration Quick Guide. Retrieved 28 August 2018, from 
http://www.unhcr.org/events/conferences/57e4f6504/new-york-declaration-quick-
guide.html 

UNHCR. (2018b). Uganda 2017 Funding Update as of 2 January 2018. Retrieved from 
https://reliefweb.int/report/uganda/unhcr-uganda-2017-funding-update-2-january-2018 

Versmesse, I.; Derluyn, I.; Masschelein, J. & De Haene, L. (2017). After conflict comes education? 
Reflections on the representations of emergencies in ‘Education in Emergencies’. 
Comparative Education, 53(4), 538–557. https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2017.1327570 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Intermezzo: 

 

Refugee Sustainable Conflict Prevention and 

Environmental Protection (Rescope) Pilot 

Project 

 

Akim Mukasa 

 



Refugee Sustainable Conflict Prevention and Environmental protection 79 

 

Refugee Sustainable Conflict Prevention and Environmental 

protection (Rescope) pilot project5  

Refugee hosting locations in Uganda, and mainly Rhino Camp settlement, West Nile, 

do not have sufficient capacity to prevent or mitigate conflict and violence between 

refugee ethnic groups and hosting populations. This intermezzo briefly outlines the 

pilot project of the Refugee Sustainable Conflict Prevention and Environmental 

Protection (RESCOPE) which has been designed with the aim of empowering 

communities in the Tika Zone of Rhino camp refugee settlement and enhancing conflict 

management.  

Risk factors in refugee populations in northern Uganda 

Since the onset of the refugee influx to Uganda in July 2016, the competition for natural 

resources including wood for cooking, heating, and shelter; arable land for agriculture; 

and water has increased. The rapid depletion of forest cover is affecting soil fertility, 

flooding, and drying up water sources. Equally, decreasing land productivity due to 

water scarcity and infertility is affecting food security and increasing conflicts with 

communities hosting refugees. As a result, refugee girls and women are having to travel 

further into host community territory foraging wood, spending longer hours away from 

other productive activities and exposing themselves to greater risk of gender based 

violence, including rape. The use of improved cooking technologies could potentially 

reduce average household wood consumption in Rhino camp by 72.5%, from 28 kg to 

7.7 kg per day. Briquette and biogas technologies are not adopted and yet there is no 

alternative for charcoal users. The use of improved cooking stoves is not foreign to the 

refugee and host populations and yet the uptake of the technology is very poor 

whereas the benefits seem fairly obvious.  

 Mechanisms to prevent or resolve conflicts are weak in the camp context. Local, 

religious, traditional, and youth leaders are mostly absent or underutilized in the 

management of conflicts. Institutions mandated to provide justice are poorly 

facilitated and referral mechanisms function poorly. Front line service providers 

including the police do not have adequate knowledge or skills to address cases of 

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV), suffered mainly by refugee girls and 

women. Such unresolved grievances can cause conflicts to escalate. 

                                                           
5 By Akim Mukasa, Uganda Martyrs University and Africa Non-Profit Chore (ANCHOR). 
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 Refugee and host community youth of secondary school-going age lack access to 

education. Such poor and idle youth can easily contribute towards uptake of violence 

and destruction, owing to their cheap labour as well as desperation. Desperate and 

unskilled youth may turn to recruitment into armed forces in South Sudan as an 

alternative to earn a living. On the other hand, young people are frequently 'othered' 

in discussions about conflict whereas they can play a very positive role aiding peace 

building in societies recovering from conflict. Responding to this, UNDP and Adjumani 

District have sought to engage the local youth in an initiative that would help them turn 

their challenges into opportunities. Despite the limitations of this initiative, 

improvements in lighting and fuel efficiencies were aimed at bettering the lives of 

refugee communities.  

RESCOPE 

The pilot project of the Refugee Sustainable Conflict Prevention and Environmental 

Protection (RESCOPE) was designed to empower communities in the Tika Zone of Rhino 

camp refugee settlement in Madi Okollo District (which was carved out of Arua District 

about a year and a half ago) to enhance conflict management by employing a 

participatory and a market-based approach. The market-based approach consists of 

selling the improved cooking stoves and briquettes made by refugees and nationals in 

Tika. Selling these products and encouraging people to use them would reduce the 

dependence on natural resources, thus reducing conflicts and competition for these 

resources. This was ensured through the provision of education for environmental 

protection and by equipping influential community stakeholders (including local 

political, faith and cultural leaders; youth and women groups; and frontline service 

providers) with necessary knowledge, skills, and tools to co-exist peacefully. The 

project aimed to: 

● Enhance the knowledge and skills of refugee and host communities to prevent and 

manage interethnic and host community conflicts through conducting training, 

mentorship, and community dialogue sessions to promote effective and inclusive 

participation in peace building processes and decision making; 

● Motivate youth to turn away from extremism and to make better informed life choices 

that contribute to peaceful co-existence through conducting youth outreach events for 

youth groups using sports and drama; 

● Strengthen the holding capacity of natural environment in refugee and host locations 

to sustain current and future populations through conducting marketing campaigns 
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and training in agroforestry and energy-saving methods (briquetting and improved 

stove-making);  

● Enhance the capacity of partners to be more effective in preventing conflicts and 

protecting the environment by conducting assessments and training of two 

strategically aligned local Non-Governmental Organizations and Community Based 

Organizations. 

RESCOPE Intervention results  

23 male and 7 female local leaders equipped with basic Peace Education 

knowledge and skills 

30 selected leaders from host and refugee communities in Tika Zone were trained in 

general conflict management, non-violence approaches, negotiation and mediation, 

and power in leadership. They included faith-based, youth, and cultural leaders 

identified due to their influence in local communities. The interactive training built on 

the knowledge, experiences, and understanding of the participants and provided tools 

to manage conflicts in their surroundings. 

15 highly influential local community leaders equipped with conflict 

management skills 

Fifteen participants were trained as Local Peace Agents using a Trainer of Trainers (ToT) 

approach (building the capabilities of local people to pass on the knowledge to others). 

Age, gender and diversity criteria were employed to select local leaders who graduated 

from the Basic Peace Education including representatives from the Refugee Welfare 

Committees, Local Council, Community Management Committees, Water User 

Committees, School Committees and Women groups. Africa Non-Profit Chore 

(ANCHOR) developed an inclusive and comprehensive practical training curriculum 

which covered: conflict sensitivity approaches, peace mediation and negotiation, early 

warning signs and prevention, psychosocial support, monitoring and evaluation and 

conflict mapping and analysis. Trained persons were commissioned as Local Peace 

Agents (LPA) to manage conflict and violence, improve relationships and promote 

social harmony. 
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100 community members 

More than a 100 community members participated in seven community discussions 

facilitated by RESCOPE Peace Agents. LPAs facilitated seven community group 

discussions in locations identified as having the most need for social harmony. This 

enabled peace committees to better identify and resolve conflicts in their community, 

allowed participants to share experiences on conflict transformation and resolution 

and created networks for the advancement of their roles as LPAs. Embedded within 

local community structures (police, local councils and roadwellness centres), the LPAs 

identified and addressed local triggers of instability and violence in their community. 

Through the discussions, more than 100 participants pledged support to resolve 

community problems through sensitization, training, information sharing, discussions, 

designing referral pathways and advocating for local bi-laws on issues of school 

attendance and youth loitering. 

150 highly influential community leaders participated in peace-promoting 

dialogues.  

Two community dialogue meetings were conducted in different areas in Tika Zone with 

150 refugee and host community youth, women, local leaders, and elders participating 

who identified community problems, discussed their root causes and agreed on ways 

to collectively manage them. Those problems include: scarcity of wood for cooking or 

shelter, deforestation, water congestion and scarcity, destruction of water pipes by 

host communities, language challenges for teaching children in schools, exclusion from 

participation in natural resource decision-making and manipulation of the refugees by 

host communities in land sales agreements. The meetings proposed amicable solutions 

to community needs including engaging youth in tree planting and ensuring enough 

water supply to refugees and host communities, which was facilitated by Danish 

Refugee Council. 

55 youth, women, and girls empowered with Environmental Conservation 

knowledge and skills.  

55 youth, women, and girls aged 18-32 years have been equipped with knowledge and 

skills in environment protection which is enhancing peaceful co-existence in the Tika 

Zone. The training created awareness about ongoing environmental changes and 

economic opportunities, and encouraged sustainable use of biomass 
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40 out-of-school youths equipped with making energy-efficient cooking 

technology products  

To stimulate supply of biomass efficient technologies and reduce household wood fuel 

consumption, 40 out-of-school youths, women and girls in Tika Zone, were equipped, 

through hands-on training, with skills in improved cooking stoves and briquette 

making. Anticipated benefits of reducing communities reliance on wood fuel for 

cooking include: decrease in land degradation and in SGBV, lower risk of respiratory 

diseases, lower greenhouse emissions, alleviation of food insecurity and increase in 

girls' school attendance. These factors will individually and collectively enhance 

peaceful co-existence. The training was 95% practical and 5% theoretical making it 

highly participatory with learners able to make energy-efficient products. Upon 

graduation, two groups were formed, each constituting 20 out-of-school youths from 

diverse refugee and ethnic groups and were provided with start-up briquette-making 

tools and equipment for their livelihoods as well as to promote supply of biomass 

efficient technology products. 

Environmental awareness created for over 4,000 refugee and host community 

members within the Tika Zone.  

Directly over 4,000 and, indirectly, about 24,000, refugee and host community 

members in Tika Zone were sensitized, through nine creative behavioral change public 

drama campaigns, which demonstrated the consequences of excessive use of wood 

fuel including but not limited to: escalation of community conflicts, climate change, 

SGBV, energy insecurity, land degradation, water scarcity and respiratory diseases. The 

activity was devised and delivered to create a mindset shift from the use of traditional 

cooking methods towards more energy-efficient techniques, hence stimulating 

demand for locally produced green products. Energy-efficient stoves and briquettes 

were handed to 90 competition winners. Drama groups which constituted individuals 

from diverse ethnic groups, nationalities, and language abilities held campaigns on 

market days in the villages.  

 

 Overall the RESCOPE project has strengthened the capacity of the Tika community 

to prevent and manage conflicts and violence. However, there has not been an end-

line survey conducted to measure change or provide much credence, since this was a 

pilot.  
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Lessons learned  

The lessons learned throughout the implementation of the RESCOPE pilot project 

support the claims for investment in environmental education as a means of mitigating 

conflicts for natural resources between refugees and host communities. Furthermore, 

it stresses the strategic role of youth agency in this process as multipliers of knowledge 

and partners in peace building. Based on this example, it is possible to infer that specific 

skills, mechanisms and strategies for broader conflict prevention are very likely to 

work.  

 Prioritizing behaviour change and communication should be the key for such 

initiatives. Past interventions in conflict prevention within Rhino camp distributed free 

improved stoves while others trained communities to make their own improved stoves 

using cheap locally available materials. In spite of all these, the uptake of biomass 

efficient technologies remained significantly low (with only 33% of refugee households 

using improved stoves and having knowledge on its construction). RESCOPE instead 

focused on creating awareness about the benefits of improved biomass technology. 

That way, households should be able to sustainably apply their own investments to 

finance their transition into more energy-efficient methods.  

 Building trust through participatory engagement with local actors and by sharing 

information to address their needs is extremely important. Due to the inherent risk 

associated with working in new conflict areas, ANCHOR cooperated with influential 

local partners who had built a good rapport among target communities over time. This 

paid off considering that on several occasions, such partners were able to reduce 

disagreements arising during the implementation of the project. While sharing 

information regularly and including vulnerable groups in decision-making can be 

arduous, the investment often rewards itself by easing tensions and quelling violence.  

 Intensifying fast-tracked and marketable youth skill enhancement can be a way to 

empower youth against radicalisation. In many conflict situations, unengaged and 

desperate youth are often manipulated as agents in the promotion of conflict and 

violence. Youth’s diversion to other activities can impede violence of spreading further. 

Such youth are often unable or unwilling to attend formal education due to the length 

of study required versus their desperate need for income and survival. In such cases, 

inclusive, fast-tracked, practical, and marketable vocational skill training has proven 

effective in preparing and quickly launching unengaged youth into employment and 
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self-employment. Such skills will also be critical in rebuilding the countries of origin 

upon return. 
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Summertime in Uganda: reflecting on the experiences of the 

summer school ‘Youth, Education and Work in (post-)conflict 

areas’  

Abstract 

This chapter discusses the practical implementation of Participatory Action Research (PAR) in the summer 

school ‘Youth, Education and Work in (post-)conflict areas’ in northern Uganda. This reflection is based 

mostly on my personal experiences working with the theory on PAR in a context of international 

cooperation, as well as the respective challenges of combining social action and scientific research in long-

term partnerships. In line with the importance of critical thinking, I aim to discuss the initial steps of 

engaging in a dialogue, with the cross-cutting themes of a ‘pracademics’ attitude and the flow of 

knowledge over time through a ‘joint production of knowledge’.  

Introduction  

Among the great diversity of situations in which Participatory Action Research (PAR) is 

a viable research methodology, the first challenge researchers face is establishing fair 

and trustworthy connections with people and communities. These connections, as 

understood generally in qualitative research, should go beyond instrumental reasoning 

and practices towards an interpretative paradigm in social investigation (Hennink, 

Hutter & Bailey, 2011). In PAR it is important that these connections have purposes 

beyond data collection. Thus, establishing an equitable exchange between those 

involved and offering a chance to further developments into action are a valuable 

starting point (Lammerts, 1998; Coenen, 1998).  

 There is growing concern over global power disparities and the ways it affects 

cultural exchanges, particularly between the North and South, calling for an horizontal 

approach to scientific research and social interventions. This means that previous 

patterns of international cooperation may be at question, paving the road for different 

relationships to be developed. In this scenario, PAR has emerged as a potential 

methodology to carry on international cooperation in many different areas such as 

public health, education, peace studies, community and rural development among 

many others (see, for example, Chantler et al., 2014; Lundy & McGovern, 2006; Suda, 

2004; Van Diesen, 1998).  

 Looking at the global context, the network on Early School Leaving in Africa, later 

named Youth, Education and Work (YEW), was built in the mid-2000s to represent a 
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long-standing endeavour of cooperation among people and institutions, especially the 

University of Groningen in the Netherlands and Gulu University in Uganda, 

theoretically and practically inspired by PAR. As a part of the actions taking place within 

the network and also to celebrate the inauguration of the office of the UNESCO Chair 

Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work, an international summer school programme was 

co-designed mainly between these two institutions to take place in Gulu in July of 2018. 

The programme aimed to bridge communication between local actors and participants 

from Uganda and all over the world, mediated by a PAR, as implemented during the 

fieldwork conducted by participants.  

 In addition to lectures, the summer school programme included a practical exercise 

in PAR. Equally, throughout fieldwork and in the following months unavoidable 

questions arose concerning the practical use of PAR. These questions frame the 

discussion in this article: how did participants make use of PAR during the programme? 

Was a short-term programme able to embody inspirations and concerns about 

responsible practices and ethics? What could be done in ten days that would meet the 

expectations of participants and local communities? What is our responsibility in terms 

of follow-ups or further contributions that can be given to northern Ugandan youth?  

 Overall, this chapter discusses issues concerning the challenge of combining 

theoretical frameworks of scientific research with expectations of creating immediate 

practical outcomes in communities, with particular attention to the initial steps of PAR. 

Hence, the chapter’s structure is divided as follows: first of all, we put forward the 

experimental concept of pracademics, first termed by a 2017 summer school 

participant, and frame it under the perspective of long-term ‘joint production of 

knowledge’ that orientates practices within the YEW network. Secondly, we discuss 

some principles of PAR in light of theories of ‘communicative action’ (Habermas, 2002; 

Kemmis, 2006), dialogical communication and co-production through cooperative 

interaction between researcher and co-researchers (Sennett, 2008; 2012), which 

underpin ethical guidelines for a PAR practice. Lastly, we reflect on these concepts, 

focusing on one of the groups’ fieldwork, and discuss some of the comments the 

organisation team gathered anonymously from participants on the last day of the 

programme. 
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Context of the summer school 

In the summer of 2018, a summer school on ‘Youth, Education and Work in post-

conflict areas’ was organised in Gulu, northern Uganda. This was the second edition of 

this summer school – the first one took place in Groningen, in the Netherlands in July, 

2017. This was thought to be an activity binding elements of practice and academic 

backgrounds, and on forming an extensive network of people interested in themes 

such as youth, education and work in and within international cooperation. The YEW 

network was mobilised to help in the organisation and to attend the event in Gulu.  

 The organisation team – which I shall refer to here as we6 - was a product of the 

collective effort of professors, students and volunteers (particularly linked to Gulu 

University in Uganda and the University of Groningen). Some of whom have been 

participating in cooperation projects in the African continent since the early 2000s, 

through their engagement in the YEW network. The purpose of the summer school was 

to encourage participants to better understand youth experiences concerning 

education and work in (post-)conflict areas such as northern Uganda (and particularly 

in Gulu) and the relevance of debating resilience and opportunities towards 

emancipation of youth in these places.  

 A period has passed since our trip to Gulu and this emotional distance makes it 

possible to reflect more accurately and critically on the experience, as well as on the 

2017 summer school in Groningen. In 2017, a participant from New Zealand pointed 

out that, although our effort to stress the contribution of PAR to guide researchers and 

practitioners on discussing youth issues in the field was remarkable, the challenge of 

integrating theory and practice remained relatively untouched because we did not 

have a chance to carry out a practical exercise. She highlighted the asymmetry of power 

within the space of our discussion (the academia) and what it meant to have main 

interlocutors (mostly professors and/or people involved in higher education) in a 

                                                           
6 The organisation team of the summer school had a team of coordinators whose members were Dr. Josje 

van der Linden, lecturer at the University of Groningen; Prof. Jacques Zeelen, professor at the University 
of Groningen and, since 2016, also chairholder of the UNESCO Chair Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work at 
Gulu University in Uganda; Prof. George L. Openjuru, professor of education and Vice Chancellor of Gulu 
University; Gloria Lamaro and William Amone, both lecturers at Gulu University; and the three assistants 
- Ana Carolina Rodrigues-Vasse, Janita B. van Dorland and Kitty den Boogert - who were also involved in 
designing the programme. However, when I refer to this organisation team as ´we´, what I mean by ‘we’ 
in this reflection is me – one of three assistants, and later on also a participant of the summer school – in 
discussion with other members of the team, discussions that eventually shaped the project the way we 
collectively envisioned. 
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position of power whilst subjects (undergraduate students, for example) were barely 

present. This was indeed a confronting point, sparking critical views on the matter. 

Accommodating her critique and suggestion brought an impending need of creating 

spaces for participants to dig into the practice of PAR as a way to bring other viewpoints 

to the table. It offers a reminder on how important it is to ask questions such as ‘how 

can theory and practice be integrated in order to promote social change?’ or ‘how can 

a democratic and participatory framework be developed throughout the interaction 

between researchers and researched?’. Our New Zealander colleague suggested that 

we should be more ‘pracademics’ (practitioner + academics), which was a thoughtful 

neologism that we sought to embrace more effectively in the Gulu’s edition of the 

summer school (see Van der Linden, 2017). 

Pracademics and international cooperation 

Being pracademics, as we understand it, means opening pathways to different forms 

of interaction, which differ from mainstream instructional patterns that operate – 

sometimes even unconsciously – between formally educated and non-formally 

educated people in research settings. Instructional patterns are supported by the 

separation between academic and practical reflection and the usual assumption that 

the former is more important than the latter. Breaking this assumption may be difficult 

in societies that happen to be strongly divided by class, conflict, race, gender and so 

on. However, a historical example of pracademics attitude can be found in the Brazilian 

educator Paulo Freire (1972), who aimed at bridging the gap between academic 

knowledge and social action, paving the road towards the empowerment of 

communities socially excluded due to poverty and illiteracy. Nonetheless, the YEW 

network tries to bring practical and academic experience together as complementary 

ones, furthering collective learning trajectories towards the joint production of 

knowledge (Zeelen & Van der Linden, 2009). Throughout this process, several actors 

may benefit from long-term and mutual benefiting cooperation processes. 

 In international cooperation – in particular, North-South cooperation, which is the 

scope of the YEW network – it is also essential to rethink social interactions, processes 

of communication, and the role science plays in reinforcing ontological and 

epistemological approaches that may favour established power, as those studying 

‘postcolonial and decolonial thinking’ have determined (Shilliam, 2011; Meneses, 

2008; Santos, 2016). At the same time, science holds a legitimated position of power, 

which may be used to challenge other narratives in society too. As Bourdieu and 
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Passeron (1990) identified, as well as other sources of power unevenly distributed in 

society, scientific knowledge is also an instrument used by social groups to navigate 

fields of power. This critical view on power allows us to reflect on possible impacts of 

our intervention in terms of what it meant to local dynamics of power. Can these power 

structures actually be challenged in such a short intervention – as a summer school for 

example? 

 Despite the power dynamics, the summer school programme was designed to 

incorporate PAR values into research and intervention practices, whereas connecting 

more people – some of those who had never been to Uganda –, expanding the YEW 

network and enhancing possibilities of cooperation links yet to come. The idea was that 

the on-the-ground knowledge, that has been accumulated over the years by people in 

connection with the network, should be made public and accessible, while affording 

for people to interact with local communities and exchange their impressions. We 

believed that attracting new actors, particularly youth, to get to know what is being 

done and, potentially, to feel inspired to be involved in long-term actions or to 

cooperate with our network, is essential to oxygenate international partnerships. 

Besides, it has the merit of building an intercultural shared view on a future of peace 

and social justice that may be pursued in all parts of the world.  

Participatory Action Research: a very brief discussion 

PAR is not simply a collection of procedures to gather information for researchers to 

build their thesis, to write reports for their consultancy jobs or to propose interventions 

in line with their organisation’s vision and mission. It is not a tool to collect and to 

analyse data. Some authors even argue that PAR is not necessarily qualitative research 

at all (Smaling, 1998 op cit. Boog et al., 1996). So what is it then? PAR seems to be 

better described as a ‘social relationship’, as termed by Beinum (1998). But as soon as 

we remember that Karl Marx also described ‘capital’ as a social relationship, this 

definition becomes unclear. Stating PAR is a social relationship does not mean much if 

we do not qualify this relationship. If we do not look at the ethical aspects that bear 

the social relationship, we might not be able to demonstrate how PAR can be insightful 

and pose a complementary role to research based on other methodological designs. 

 We can start qualifying this relationship by agreeing with Eikeland (2006) that PAR 

emerges from ‘turning to practice’ as a paradigmatic move in social sciences. As he 

argues, this is not a completely new movement. In fact, it is present in the works of 
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social scientists such as Marx, Bourdieu and, on my own addition, Alain Touraine 

(1988), whose work was dedicated to discussing social change by analysing the 

historicity of social movements from within these movements. In bringing concepts 

first coined by Aristotle, Eikeland (2006) discusses the way knowledge is built through 

layers of interaction, reflection, reification; from speculating to praxis, by experiencing 

and revisiting the object. Dialogue is a fundamental part of the praxis knowledge and 

intimately related to dialectics. According to Eikeland, this form of knowledge based 

on the practice sets the standards for a relationship between actors as equals taking 

part in an exercise towards mutual understanding. In his own words: ‘dialogue helps to 

articulate what we carry with us as tacit or subconscious knowledge, and it helps us on 

our way from novices to experts and to virtuous performers’ (2006, p. 40). Hence, 

dialogue also needs ‘time-out’ and collective reflection from peers as well as 

continuous critical thinking to grasp what things actually mean beyond their 

appearance. 

 From what is described, it is fair to say that knowledge based on practice – as in PAR 

– is a long-term dialogical process that requires gathering information, translating it 

into a way both parts can understand (reciprocal adequacy – Boog, 2001), discussing it 

with stakeholders, evaluation and data analysis, revisiting data, rediscussing, 

reframing, reanalysing it, and so forth. It requires researchers and co-researchers to 

maintain a prolonged interaction based on mutual trust and to build a relationship on 

a horizontal basis or, as Coenen (1998) suggests, it requires from a researcher to be 

immersed in the context. This ‘exemplarian’ action research (Smaling, 1998) implies 

building a rapport, constructing the dialogical relationship over symmetrical basis of 

dialogue in which all contributions have the same value, and creating a communicative 

space committed to reciprocal adequacy, where common sense and critical thinking 

constitute a part of the learning process towards common understanding (Boog & 

Logger, 2001). Beyond that, PAR cannot lose sight of action, which means that this 

process of learning through action has to lead researchers and stakeholders 

somewhere, to walk co-authored pathways that take those involved to a place they 

were able to envision together.  

 In terms of ethics in PAR, the discussion above highlights some issues that deserve 

more attention. Concerning the democratic aspect of PAR, in order to open and 

maintain communication flows, it is important to include a shared view or common 

purpose towards change and social justice. Despite these concepts being subjective, 

they derive from an ontological acknowledgment of power differences and inequalities 
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that operate within societies and among countries (Boog et al., 2008). Also, it concurs 

with the need of a ‘decolonial’ approach, assuming a self-critical position, and an 

intercultural perspective when researching communities in international contexts. 

Thus, action research may become a lifelong learning exercise in itself, meaning that 

people involved develop a personal and institutional memory related to the long-term 

work they perform among many human collectives. Some of these works have relevant 

results in terms of local change, as Zeelen and Van der Linden (2009) present in their 

reflections over their cooperation work in universities of South Africa and 

Mozambique. 

 However, as it seems to be clear by now that PAR is a process, it is logical to think it 

has a departure point. Perhaps, as exchange (and the dialogue, in particular) is 

omnipresent throughout the construction of a meaningful human interaction, it is 

worthy to say that PAR begins as just that: a dialogue. Its practice describes a 

‘movement’ of reaching the other by initiating a conversation. Furthermore, as 

communication is not restricted to spoken language, trying to grasp what human 

bodies have to say is relevant to establish an exchange. Therefore, invoking Habermas’ 

communicative action theory, a meaningful dialogue in action research can be 

translated to ‘communication aimed at intersubjective agreement, mutual 

understanding and consensus about what to do’ (Kemmis, 2006, p. 472). In fact, 

communication action is present in Habermas (2002) as the foundations of the public 

space. Through communicative action one finds the ‘other’ as a resemblance of the 

‘self’, setting the grounds to wake up the sense of otherness and to recognise 

‘alterities’7. 

 Friedman & Blaak (2016) present an insightful metaphor for this first practice of 

dialogue. They refer to their experiment of ‘cooking soup’ to describe the act of 

opening up for what could further develop into a dialogical relationship or dialogical 

partnership. They stress the importance of this moment of ‘creating encounters’ in 

their workshop, which can lead to new questions and approaches to research youth, 

education and work. Both authors prepared a workshop during a conference on ‘Youth 

and pathways for craftsmanship in a globalised world’. They wanted to understand how 

the fourteen participants of the workshop – stakeholders – could learn from each 

                                                           
7 ‘Alterity’ has been broadly referred to in the context of education as ‘the presence of the social ‘other’ 

without which ‘we do not exist as humans’ (Branco, 2018, p. 37). Moreover, the concept has also been 
present in discursive forms as a way to bridge culturally diverse groups and vulnerable minorities (Åalund, 
1995) and in connection with social movements’ processes of construction of collective self(ies).  
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other’s experiences by connecting them through what they called ‘the method of 

dialogue’. In other words, their activity could possibly be translated into ‘breaking the 

ice’ between these participants and encouraging them to talk among each other. The 

‘microcosm of participatory research’ on which they reflect is not different from the 

summer school. By creating connections in a safe communicative space or by 

conducting a sensitive inquiry while sharing the protagonism with stakeholders, both 

deriving from the democratic ethics of PAR, researchers might start performing rather 

as facilitators and co-producers of knowledge. 

Making the 2018 YEW summer school programme 

We began to think about the programme months before the summer school actually 

takes place. The first draft was available on our website by the end of March 2018 and 

it was updated a couple of times before the actual date to accommodate lecturers, 

workshops and fieldworks. The team of researchers and practitioners working on it 

believed the programme should create opportunities to connect participants and 

communities in Gulu town and its surroundings. It should have an impact beyond the 

walls of the university. This idea came from the previous experiences most organisers 

had with PAR inspired by popular education in academic and practical contexts. At the 

same time, the programme should also be accessible for those who had no previous 

experience in PAR and/or were not particularly knowledgeable about Uganda. 

 With that intent, the idea was to start with introductory lectures, when participants 

would be told about the history of northern Uganda and the conflicts that took place 

in the region. Then, we would have workshops, when they would be exposed to 

theoretical discussions on PAR by hearing from other researchers and practitioners 

about how they have been using this approach in their works with communities and 

institutions. In the end, participants would also conduct a fieldwork and later 

summarise their results to be presented in the last day of the programme. This was 

proposed to be a learning-by-doing exercise on how to use PAR in the field. On the 

presentation day, people with whom participants had spoken during their fieldwork – 

the stakeholders – were also to be invited to the validation session, so they could give 

their feedback to the findings on the spot.  

 To support the designing of the programme, the organisation team gathered 

academic knowledge about northern Uganda from many previous researches 

produced in the context of the YEW network and the former Early School Leaving in 
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Africa (ESLA). This accumulated knowledge served the purpose of defining the concepts 

and ideas coined by their authors, which laid the foundation to the themes we defined 

for the group work. Among those, the concept of ‘broken citizenship’ (Angucia, 2010) 

summarises the experiences of formerly abducted children (now young men and 

women) with institutions and livelihoods in the newborn ‘state of peace’. Alongside 

that, we learnt from Tukundane (2014) about youth unemployment playing a decisive 

social and economic role in the development of northern Uganda. In addition, Amone-

P’Olak, Schnelker and Van der Bent (2016) stressed the importance of adequate mental 

health care in the process of community reintegration of youth affected by conflict, 

particularly those who were abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA). 

Complementary to that, other projects developed in the region under the umbrella of 

the UNESCO Chair ‘Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work’, some of them currently being 

executed by local teams, enabled us to make informed choices over the many relevant 

topics that could be discussed choosing five of them. 

 The five themes were understood as bottlenecks for youth emancipation. They 

were predefined as (1) Youth, self-employment and small business; (2) Youth, 

education and training; (3) Youth, sports, culture and citizenship; (4) Youth, agriculture 

and tourism; (5) Youth, diversity and peace. Participants were proposed to use the time 

out of lectures and workshops to search for information among local people and 

institutions. They should decide collectively what type of arrangement they would use 

in their respective research groups. The aim was that each group would note their 

findings, discuss them within their groups and finally present the results to other 

participants and to stakeholders, who were able to attend. In any case, the final report 

of each group work should be shared among stakeholders, complying with the aim of 

transparency and mutual validation, both fundamental principles of PAR. 

 During the time reserved for the assignment, participants arranged meetings with 

actors, conducted interviews, focus groups and/or participant observations in relevant 

settings. It is important to add that meetings were arranged by the local team at Gulu 

University because of their knowledge of the area and the time schedule. Although 

people showed good will to receive summer school participants in their schools, NGOs, 

vocational training centres, businesses, and so on, less than ten days would have not 

been enough time for participants to inventory all possible stakeholders and schedule 

meetings without the help of local support people. All in all, groups were very proactive 

to share the workload with the volunteers Annette, Deogracious, Derrick, Scovia and 
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Walter in order to reach out to more actors around Gulu town, bringing more diversity 

to their research.  

 Together with the fieldwork around Gulu, the programme included a one day field 

trip to Pagirynia Refugee Settlement, in the neighbouring district of Adjumani. 

Pagirynia is a South-Sudanese refugee settlement close to the Ugandan border to 

South-Sudan. The settlement started receiving refugees in 2015, as the conflict in the 

neighbouring country escalated, and in the summer of 2018 approximately 30,000 

people were told to be living there. Even though Ugandan policy for refugees allows 

them to freely move out of the settlements, for safety reasons and lack of means to go 

elsewhere many remain therein. By staying in the settlements, they are assisted by the 

government and NGOs while rebuilding their lives. Once there, summer school 

participants would be able to contact Pagirynia dwellers, institutions and NGOs in order 

to understand what has been done in that community concerning the themes on which 

they had been working. For that, all participants would travel together by bus and 

spend the day visiting the local administration and the facilities encountered there – 

schools, healthcare units, NGOs, and community organised initiatives.  

Travel, local arrangements and the kick-off of the summer school project 

Participants from outside of Uganda as well as lecturers travelled on their own to 

Ugandan national airport in Entebbe. The 330km from Entebbe to Gulu was travelled 

by bus. Most Ugandan participants were already in Gulu attending a previous activity 

– a roundtable on youth, education and work also promoted by Gulu University and 

UNESCO Chair ‘Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work’ – or because they were actually 

from Gulu themselves. Some other participants were sponsored by the institutions 

they work for or by their universities, such as the group of four female community 

development students from the African Rural University. Once in Gulu, most of foreign 

participants and some Ugandans stayed in a hotel in the centre of town. A collective 

agreement helped to lower the lodging price for each participant. From there they 

could walk around the town on their own or use transportation service. To do the 

fieldwork, for example, it was relatively easy to get around on a boda boda8. In fact, 

                                                           
8 Boda boda is very common in Uganda meaning that a motorcycle is used as a ‘cab’ to transport one or 

two people (sometimes even more) at the time. 
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during the fieldwork some groups split to be able to reach more actors and speak to 

more groups of people. 

 After a welcome introduction to the programme and a session on the effects of the 

armed conflict on youth in northern Uganda and its consequences to the future of 

education and work in the region, participants mobilised themselves around the 

themes of their interest. The organisation team proposed moderating the composition 

of groups, to ensure that they were of roughly equal size and each group was 

sufficiently diverse in its make-up to include locals and foreigners as well as academics, 

students and practitioners. Ultimately the almost 50 participants (including lecturers) 

were motivated to interact and to share experiences with members of different 

backgrounds and to explore knowledge outside of their comfort zone, limiting the 

organisers’ need to moderate. The very same day groups were formed, participants 

started brainstorming and defining their research question. Some drew a line promptly 

for their investigation by making a list of actors they would like to contact and few 

questions they thought it would be appropriate to ask.  

 Participants used many different methods in their research. Where possible due to 

previous contact and the helpful mediation of the summer school volunteers, groups 

were able to organise focus groups in the places they visited. Others interviewed key 

actors and did participant observation in institutions and organisations. Some even had 

the chance of participating in events related to their research that, by chance, were 

happening in Gulu. At the time, for example, there was an international film festival 

underway in Gulu featuring the grassroots art and culture scene of local young artists 

and producers. This helped the group researching ‘Youth, sports, culture and 

citizenships’ to interact with more actors and to form a bigger picture about their 

research themes. Equally, it was an extra opportunity for all participants to appreciate 

Gulu’s cultural movements. 

Finding information on ‘Youth, Agriculture and Tourism’ in Gulu 

The group of which I was a member9 was the fourth and our research theme was 

‘Youth, agriculture and tourism’. In northern Uganda, entire communities rely on food 

production to sustain themselves and their families and to earn a living by farming 

and/or trading food. Initially, we heard from locals that youth paid very little regard to 

                                                           
9 In total, the group had nine members from six different nationalities. 
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farming; that they had ‘short-term thinking’ and that this contradicts the spirit of the 

work in agriculture, which is constant hard labour aimed at long-term gains. Thus, our 

focus was to look at how important agriculture is to those communities and yet, why 

youth seems not to be economically engaged in this sector.  

 During our research we interviewed young farmers, NGOs, a government 

extensionist, a business owner, and a market manager. Drawing from our theoretical 

framework, which focused on the local drivers of change, linking both our inspiration 

on PAR in combination with decolonial and postcolonial perspectives on international 

cooperation, these actors were identified as key ones. Their positions were crucial in 

the process of articulating further partnerships. For instance, considering Eikeland’s 

remarks on ‘turning to practice’, although these potential partnerships are likely to 

develop on the institutional (academic) and international level, the essential aspects of 

‘who will benefit from them’ and ‘how’ should be raised among (and mostly by) those 

individuals and local communities.  

 Overall, we found contrasting views on agriculture coming from youth and actors 

along the food chain. On the one hand, the assumption that youth is not willing to work 

hard to pursue gains in agriculture; on the other hand, we found young entrepreneurs 

full of joy and motivated to share their knowledge with others in the community as 

well as successful cases of programmes developed by community mobilisers and NGOs 

targeting specifically youth. Based on this dichotomy, it is fair to deduct that there is 

potential to develop small-scale agriculture among youth mainly because many young 

people already farm small plots in their communities, even when they have a side 

activity elsewhere.  

 The themes that appeared in our conversation with the actors revealed that there 

are good practices when it comes to youth engagement in agriculture. In general, 

young people are stimulated to undertake a farming business when it is seen as an 

opportunity for earning a living, which is associated with finding a market for their 

products and having a ‘good idea’, such as cultivating something that others have not 

thought yet, like the young entrepreneur we met who grows mushrooms. Having 

himself built almost all the equipment in use in his mushroom production, he also holds 

community gatherings with other young people to share what he knows and to help 

them to set up their own businesses. Even when those businesses have nothing to do 

with mushrooms at all, he helps them to come up with feasible ideas and draw a 

business plan.  
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 Furthermore, youth’s experiences in agriculture are associated with having access 

to the means to kick-off their projects: (1) knowledge coming from a mentor or a family 

member who is also a farmer or yet those who perform rural extension and technical 

assistance; (2) access to land, as we learnt, this might not be a bottleneck for those 

who have family members in the surrounding villages. On the other hand, for those 

who are not from northern Uganda, such as internal migrants or refugees living in 

settlements like Pagirinya, access to land might be an issue; (3) initial capital in order 

to invest in technological and organisational facilities; (4) ability to persist on the idea 

despite other factors such as losses of harvest due to natural constraints; (5) market 

validation, which means basically getting the produce out there in the market for a fair 

price that allows the farmer to support himself and his family. These five main themes 

suggest what institutions that play important roles in developing local markets such as 

the government and NGOs could focus on. Furthermore, it signals the importance of 

looking at entire value chains from farming to marketing and developing strategies to 

foster climate resilience and adaptation. 

 These research findings were discussed among our group before we structured the 

presentation, which came up as a socio-drama exercise. For that, we used theatre as a 

language to speak to the public (Boal, 1989). We opted to present these findings in a 

scenic design of news broadcasting in which members of the group represented the 

interviewees (small-scale farmers, NGOs spokespersons, entrepreneurs, government 

extensionists, etc.). During the presentation, individual names were anonymised 

responding to our ethical concerns, but the social roles were revealed (whether they 

were farmers, NGO’s spokesperson and so on) and their most remarkable statements 

were quoted during the ‘broadcasting interview’. In general, participants appreciated 

our idea.  

 After that, our group did an internal reflection on what had been the merit of our 

presentation. First and foremost, we could identify that by presenting our findings the 

way we did, we were able to smoothen conflictive common sense views on youth and 

at the same time reinforce a positive message on Ugandan youngsters by reframing 

the ‘lazy young people’ generalising narrative and showing that there are enduring 

stories of young men and women crafting their pathways in agriculture.  

 This craftsmanship had very local roots because it is based on northern Uganda’s 

territory and history, but was also globally connected. For instance, what youth learn 

about agriculture, how they learn and how they make connections with markets and/or 
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partners to boost their projects is particularly influenced by the global online 

environment. In some cases, by using social media as an extension of possibilities for 

one’s own self-development (sometimes by learning or creating social technologies). 

In the end, bringing some of the farmers we interviewed to join the final presentation 

and to give their feedback on the spot made it more meaningful to the purpose of this 

exercise on participatory action research, once they were able to criticise our way of 

interpreting and presenting the findings that ultimately featured them. 

Initiating a thought process: reflecting on the fieldwork in PAR 

To conduct their fieldwork, participants were given insights from lecturers and 

practitioners on the practical side of their research that were inspired by the 

framework of participatory action research. General discussions among participants 

touched ethical paradigms that are common to PAR researchers such as respecting and 

encouraging autonomy, democracy and reciprocity among researchers and co-

researchers. Stress was put on the need to build an ontological notion of ethics that 

accommodate the humanistic core value of acknowledging both parts in the research 

as individuals fully capable of authoring their own opinions and pathways. Thus, acting 

against the instrumentalisation of the other was strongly recommended as well as 

avoiding instructional language or, as Sennett (2008; 2012) would possibly name it, 

using language in an ‘assertive’ way - as opposed to a dialogic one. Respecting actors’ 

freedom is central to creating an open and democratic communicative space 

permeated by informal interaction and trust. The importance of critical reflection was 

also stressed. These topics flourished in group discussions, during workshops and even 

in social spaces such as the hangouts that participants organised to enjoy Gulu’s vibe. 

 In general, the small-scale research conducted by summer school participants 

resulted in short reports summarising their findings. These reports documented the 

information gathered during the fieldwork. They later became objects of discussion for 

participants, organisers (some of these reflections are contained in this book), and local 

people with whom the research was co-produced. This material is expected to 

contribute with future projects to be developed by the actors involved in this process. 

Most of the groups had some of their stakeholders present during the validation 

session, in some cases bringing more inputs to the discussion. Moreover, most of the 

groups also shared their final reports with the stakeholders they consulted during the 

fieldwork. Since transparency – or publicity, which consists of ‘sharing research results 

with stakeholders in a clear and understandable fashion throughout the research 
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process’ (Boser, 2006, p.19) -, is an ethical principle of PAR and therefore one of the 

main concerns of the organisation team, we tried to bring awareness to how important 

it is to share information with stakeholders. Furthermore, special attention was given 

to instruct participants in asking consent during their data collection.  

 However, transparency and publicity may not fulfil the many unavoidable hopes 

that emerge when a group of researchers (academics or not; foreigners or not) walk 

into institutions and groups of people asking questions about their livelihoods. Even 

though many of the people we met in Gulu were not strange to Gulu University’s 

students and staff - some of whom were acquaintances of the volunteers or, yet, had 

been involved in previous researches linked to the YEW network -, on an individual 

basis, it is sometimes hard to balance personal involvement and some levels of distance 

that preserve others to feel manipulated. One of the key considerations of PAR, trust 

building emerges from a long lasting relationship. In a sense, it is not possible (or 

actually desirable) to work on building trust in such a short period of time. To do so 

may send out a wrong message, turning people hopeless when participants go away in 

the end. At the same time, considering our inspiration in PAR, the word ‘action’ - and 

the need thereof to tackle robust challenges communities face widely - cannot be 

ignored. Action, as a way of co-creating solutions for problems people encounter in 

everyday life, is a crucial part of using this approach. Yet, and paradoxically, oftentimes 

researchers lack the instruments and resources to fully address all the issues they find 

during their fieldwork. As well as in the summer school, planned schedules and time 

constraints are critical even for researchers and practitioners working with PAR. This 

contradiction between wishing to become a driver of change and facing the limitations 

of possibilities, we were able to experience in these ten days of the summer school 

programme. But what to do about that?  

 By the end of the summer school, we collected participants’ comments. While 

reading these comments, the organisation team realised the group research exercise 

left participants with some question marks that were in line with my reflection here. 

Naturally, these questions deserve some critical reflection. Some of them had to do 

with ethics. Others had to do with the way decisions about the programme were taken 

such as the choosing of themes for the group assignment, for example. Yet, others had 

to do with possible follow-ups. Although the reflection proposed here is not meant to 

cover all possible interpretations participants may have had, they offer an opportunity 

to open the discussion and to learn more about the possible dilemmas faced by those 
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who decide to work with PAR. After all and considering the further points, the idea is 

to find a common ground for a broad interpretation of this summer school experience.  

Looking inside out: ethics in PAR and critical reflections on the summer 

school work 

On group themes 

Throughout the discussion of the programme, we understood that the role of the 

organisation team was to expose participants and communities to practicing PAR and 

to further consider this approach in their researches and practical interventions. The 

idea was to create opportunities for new voices to join the dialogue that currently 

exists within the long-standing partnership between the University of Groningen and 

Gulu University under the auspices of the YEW network. The summer school was 

intended to work as a small-scale exercise of ‘joint production of knowledge’ (Zeelen 

& Van der Linden, 2009) in which previous research contributions were put together 

to design a programme that would allow new connections and new possibilities of 

bringing people together to develop further research projects and interventions. Using 

previous contributions of Masters and PhDs was also a way of legitimising the work 

their authors had done and the life experience they have brought in as northern 

Ugandans who also lived through years of armed conflict in their youth. Moreover, 

considering the summer school time span, we believed that having a structured 

programme would allow participants to get the most of their time in Gulu in terms of 

experience and knowledge. Besides, it made the coordination of the event feasible and 

handy. 

Communicative action and joint production of knowledge 

The summer school’s proposal was for participants to work in line with the idea of 

creating a first contact with the field, ‘breaking the ice’ in communication, and being 

able to establish connections with communities. Lectures and more experienced action 

researchers highlighted the importance of a dialogical way of starting a conversation 

by asking open and general questions and giving up on assumptions. They tried to 

stimulate a gesture of collective communicative action. Many participants had some 

experience with research and international cooperation, being familiar with inquiring 

in sensitive contexts. They were able to acknowledge the importance of approaching 
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people in a respectable manner in the field and find their path through an open 

conversation space. The involvement of Gulu University students as volunteers was 

crucial to facilitate meetings between the groups and the actors to whom they wished 

to speak. 

 As it was understood as an exercise of joint production of knowledge to which PAR 

guided the approach to the field, it was meant to go beyond one single interaction that 

participants individually had with the stakeholders. In fact, a moment of collective 

discussion of the findings, a form of validation conference, was scheduled for the last 

day of the summer school. Further, all the possible ways these interactions between 

summer school participants and communities in northern Uganda could develop were 

unforeseeable by the organisation team. The underlying motivation for the summer 

school was that what starts with informal dialogues can lead to relevant networking 

for research projects, development and/or reinforcement of professional and personal 

skills, and so on. It was, to say, an attempt to get people involved in a pracademic act.  

 After the summer school, many people remained in contact, especially those who 

stayed in Gulu. As of now, it is possible to see some actions as some ideas presented 

during the summer school had interesting follow-ups. Monk (this publication) presents 

one of these examples. The ‘community gatherings’, aimed at sharing experiences 

among small-scale farmers, small businesses and self-employed youth, were first 

organised by a university lecturer and a young entrepreneur soon after the end of the 

summer school. They met other youth during the programme and carried on with the 

meetings up to the point that they decided to establish an association to help other 

young entrepreneurs. There is also a new UNESCO Chair group at Gulu University 

whose members are some of the skilful volunteers of the summer school together with 

other young people from the communities. Plus, another UNESCO Chair group is about 

to be formed at the African Rural University, from where we had four female students 

participating in the programme. All in all, whether our event was crucial to these 

follow-ups is yet to be determined, but it is fair to argue that the summer school 

brought like-minded people together and this may have helped in refreshing their ideas 

and opened new pathways for their action.  

Is the summer school all flowers? 

On the other hand, our visit to Pagirinya refugee settlement was a chapter of the 

programme resulting in some ‘unsettling’ comments in the end. On that note, it is 
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worthy to reflect on a particular comment questioning whether it was relevant and 

appropriate for this to be in the programme, given that we were there in a large group 

and our visitation lasted only a few hours. The participant questioned whether this, in 

fact, may have caused an estrangement from those who are in such difficult 

circumstances and struggling to rebuild their lives. Like in 2017, when our New 

Zealander colleague exhorted us to be more pracademics, leading to a great process of 

deliberation and learning, this question posed by the 2018’s participant is valid and 

deserves some thoughts. 

 Considering that horizontal forms of interaction are crucial to build a dialogical 

communication between researcher and co-researchers in the field and that this intent 

is in the core of PAR, it is understandable that the situation described above did not 

create an opportunity for this to be accomplished. From the perspective of the 

community in Pagirinya, our presence might have caused a level of estrangement and 

further than that, it may have also built unspoken expectations that we were not in the 

position of fulfilling. Thus, this part of the programme seems to have challenged our 

inspiration in the principles of PAR and that is why the comment from the participant 

is very welcome. It is ‘unsettling’ because it takes us into a path of moral deliberation, 

as thus did the comment by our colleague in 2017 when she pointed out that our 

efforts should be more aimed at outside of the university walls. That is what the 

pracademic attitude that started this entire discussion entails. In a way, the learning 

outcomes of this activity were produced by facing the challenges and the moral 

dilemmas of turning to practice. 

 Further than this important lesson of applying critical thinking, we recognise 

another outcome of this activity too: visualising how South-Sudanese refugees are 

mobilised to rebuild their livelihoods in Uganda. And going there while assuming that 

they have agency to do so means looking at them as competent actors. In the end, 

there are indeed several ways of interpreting this activity. These multiple 

interpretations belong to the diversity that appears under the framework of PAR. 

Valuing diversity ultimately unveils the democratic layer underneath the praxis of PAR 

and the complex relationships that emerge from the research. It also welcomes further 

discussions. That is why this reflection might be rather a comma than a full stop.  
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Final considerations 

The idea defended here is that PAR begins with a soft approach, with a dialogue aimed 

at communicative action, and that is ethical to do so as far as the basis for this 

communication is a dialogical interaction between competent actors searching for an 

intersubjective understanding. It means to understand that one does not have all the 

answers. Also, it means that some mistakes might be on the way, but one can learn 

from those mistakes too. The most important thing is to start somewhere. As Zeelen 

(2004) resumes, ‘taking action research as an epistemological starting point does not 

mean that it is always possible or preferable to comply with the full implementation of 

this concept in every single research project. Not all projects will, for instance, offer the 

possibility of ongoing feedback processes.’ (Zeelen, 2004, p.10). Further, he suggests 

that PAR might be better implemented as a team effort instead of an individual project, 

because everyone can add a small segment to the whole throughout time.  

 Putting in perspective, this is possibly an accurate description of the joint 

production of knowledge that has happened within the YEW network throughout the 

years, which includes the summer schools. Combining knowledge offers opportunities 

to question our viewpoints and creates open spaces for collective learning. In this 

sense, the work produced by the five groups in the summer of 2018 is valuable to 

explore possible ways forward in the cooperation that is now represented by the 

UNESCO Chair Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work. In the end, the goal of this PAR 

exercise was to blend different forms of knowledge (traditional, academic, practical) to 

envision collective solutions to address the challenges faced by youth in northern 

Uganda. 

 The hopes are that the summer school brought awareness to the many possibilities 

of using PAR and that it exposed participants and communities to the joy of learning 

with each other in a way that can be beneficial to all involved. Above all, we hope that 

those who took part in the programme had fun with this way of learning. At the same 

time, it is noticeable that the current need for a plural and antagonistic democracy to 

contest youth exclusion worldwide is relatable to the core values of PAR. On that note, 

it has become increasingly relevant to reaffirm the empowering strategy of the 

‘popular education’, a project defended early on by Paulo Freire (1972). Its role in 

disassembling structures of power and oppression in society remains urgent. In fact, 

we expect that pracademics does not become a new word only, but that it becomes 
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the outcome of turning to practice in interdisciplinary research and that this effort 

embraces emancipation utopias, so much in need these days.  
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Agricultural apprenticeships – AVSI and SKY activities in Uganda  

Introduction 

In 2012, the UNESCO Global Monitoring report described the importance of education 

for development with the following words: ‘young people with appropriate skills have 

the potential to boost their country's prosperity. Ignoring the skills needs of 

disadvantaged young people not only limits their chances of achieving their potential, 

but also threatens to slow growth and poverty reduction’ (UNESCO, 2012, p. 299). 

 Uganda has been on the forefront of Sub-Saharan African countries in achieving 

country wide access to education. Over the past decade primary school enrolment 

rates more than doubled and secondary school enrolment rates tripled from 1996 to 

2010 (UBOS, 2012). Despite this remarkable progress, Uganda’s education system 

remains under stark criticism for being ‘overly academic, theoretical and exam-

oriented’ (Tukundane et al., 2015). Hence, while school enrolment rates might have 

increased in numbers, the amount of students leaving the education system too early 

without finding employment remains. As a consequence, the unemployment rate 

amongst Ugandan youth is high and has not significantly decreased in the past years. 

Youth unemployment and its root causes were discussed during the summer school in 

2018. One of the recurring comments focused on the inability of the Ugandan 

education system to impart students with much-needed skills and vocation training. 

 The Skilling Youth Project (SKY), implemented by the non-profit organization AVSI, 

aims to fill this educational void. The SKY project introduced a unique agribusiness 

entrepreneurship model which aims to train up to 6000 young people with the 

necessary skills for the agribusiness market. There is potential for major agricultural 

development in Uganda and therefore, the sector could offer employment 

opportunities to the youth population. In light of the educational shortcomings on one 

hand and the huge potential in agribusiness on the other, SKY started to focus on 

skilling for the agricultural market. In cooperation with local, strategic agribusinesses, 

SKY has established a vocational programme which aims to offer students the skills 

needed in agribusiness. It has increased and accelerated the capacity of local 

enterprises, which in turn favours local development as a whole, for example, author 

Olango Patrick Okot works independently, having completed the procedural steps that 

make-up SKY’s vocational training programme, outlined herein.  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0738059314001047?casa_token=5xS2oMagApQAAAAA:Ib2jg9pzK3QY-EmXrcic-bs9Pas-VBVsSfB5opTnJu-Y_vM4cKgVgvniXTQqBxYGu89h79hENtXH#bib0425
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 In the following text Patrick explains the SKY agribusiness entrepreneurship model 

and Mara Kopp, one of the editors offers broader commentary. 

AVSI and SKY principles, beliefs and practices  

Olango Patrick Okot enlists AVSI and SKY principles and beliefs as follows: 
 
 If micro-businesses become small businesses, then small businesses become 

medium businesses, then medium businesses become macro businesses. 

 If macro businesses are leading employers in the private sector then self-

employment is the way to go. 

 If the above two principles hold true, then with good governance we shall have a 

better economy. 

 The ingredient for success is the quality of staff: 

- those with heart for the project, 

- those with love for the country,  

- those not greedy working within a micro environment & 

- those that allow room for innovation and creative thinking. 

The way of working step by step: 

1) Identification and business needs assessment agribusiness 

SKY and AVSI begin by identifying various agribusinesses within the agricultural value 

chain: at production, processing, and marketing level. A comprehensive business needs 

assessment is conducted to ascertain the capacity for youth training and how to 

enhance business productivity, performance, sustainability and communication. After 

a potential business has been identified and the needs assessment is conducted, the 

results are analysed and a selection is made in favour of the business with most 

opportunity for growth, sustainability, willingness to improve and, in particular, its 

capacity to train and transfer skills. Businesses which do not (yet) have the capacity to 

train or do not demonstrate a willingness to engage are given time and consulted again 

at a later date. 

2) Improve capacity of agribusiness to offer relevant skill training 

Once a business is selected, it participates in several discussions with the SKY team to 

fully understand its potential. In this context its business model(s), market, customers, 
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competitive advantage and opportunities for training are analysed. Then, the form of 

training for youth to benefit from the business market(s) is considered. SKY also 

analyses other crucial aspects of the business, including its human resources, finance 

and organisational control management strategies. Lastly, challenges, which might 

constrain success, are identified. Together with the business’ management team, 

models and strategies are designed to enhance opportunities and address challenges. 

This is translated into a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) which clarifies the roles 

and responsibilities of the stakeholders in the programme. 

3) Youth recruitment 

In the following phase, the agribusiness is tasked to recruit youth for training, according 

to principles of equal access (taking into account gender)(as demanded in the MoU). In 

order to be recruited, youth candidates undergo a thorough assessment, to ensure the 

selection of those showing great interest, commitment and will. 

4) Actual training 

Once recruited, students get together in a training centre where they learn more about 

the AVSI team. During their first training, Earn As You Learn models are explained and 

a training plot is assigned to each student. In this process, the students are allowed to 

elect mutually agreed leaders and set their own rules, under the guidance of the 

agribusiness concerned. All the youth are requested to pay a commitment fee of 

between 10,000 and 25,000 Shilling (2,40€ - 5,90€), as agreed between the 

agribusiness training centre and AVSI. However, this fee is reimbursed to the youth in 

form of tree seedlings or seed procurement, agrochemicals and protective clothing. 

The commitment fee aims to detract from a ‘freebies mindset’ (see Amone-P’Olak, this 

publication), sustain the training model, reduce dropout rates and remove potential 

for conflict. 

5) Startup tool kits 

The Startup tool kit includes so called software and hardware skills. The software 

includes training (on technical, business mindset, financial literacy, life skills, etc.), 

inspirational speakers and field visits. Hardware includes agro inputs, protective 

clothing and others necessary items. In ‘Earn as You Learn’, the youth is encouraged to 

generate an income from their training plots or production demonstration plots, with 

a set target of 1 million Ugandan Shilling. Any income generated is divided between 

the host agribusiness, who benefit 30% according to the support provided and the 
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youth earn the remaining 70% for his/her work. This approach has been very successful 

and has reduced dropout rates from training, by ensuring a commitment from both 

sides. 

6) Examination and Certification 

Participants in the trainings have the option to take an examination and gain a 

certificate from the Directorate of industrial training (DIT), which is mandated to assess 

and certify non-formal or Competency Based Training (CBT) in Uganda. The certificate 

equally aims to guide students away from a ‘freebies mindset’, prevent their dropping-

out and reduce conflict.  

7) After the training 

The AVSI team and the agribusiness follow up with the youth regularly to foster 

sustainability of their project. Some of the youth are retained as employees in the 

company, while others start their own business and, often, become partners in the 

private sector as an independent grower. In the follow up process, those students who 

continue to adhere to their training are offered scale-up support, in the form of either 

software or hardware. Youth who show outstanding results and thus have a true 

impact on local community are considered as best ‘Agripreneurs’ and are given the 

opportunity to train other youth, as a SKY partner 

Conclusion by the editor 

The SKY and AVSI project offers a vital and relevant contribution to job creation in 

Uganda. The project aims to train 6000 students by 2021 and create employment for 

up to 4000 young adults, who will have the capacity to earn at least 90 USD a month. 

It aims to transform the relationship between youth and adults, business communities 

and the government, in order to create a youthful, innovative agri-labour market and 

to better adapt current business models and behaviours. This ethos is summarised by 

Olango Patrick Okot in the goals of SKY set out above. To complement this agribusiness 

focused approach, the project also considers sexual education of youth to be important 

in order to enhance their livelihoods and opportunities. 
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What is it like to be a teacher in Gulu? Reflections on small-scale 

Participatory Action Research in the area of education 

Introduction 

This chapter describes how Participatory Action Research (PAR) was used as a research 

methodology by the group that was tasked to research education and training in post-

conflict areas during the summer school. It describes what the PAR methodology 

entails, why it was necessary to adopt this methodology, the education system in 

Uganda and Gulu in particular and how PAR was applied during the Summer School. To 

illustrate the PAR methodology in practice, practical reflections are included as well as 

experiences and findings of both the researchers and the co-researchers. Finally, the 

limitations of PAR at the summer school will be described and recommendations for a 

next summer school are made. 

 The summer school can be seen as a moment in time of a longer process, in which 

researchers and co-researchers jointly explore an issue. Prior to organizing a summer 

school, considerations can be made on how this process started. Engagement of the 

host communities in preparation of the key themes before commencement, up to six 

months before, is beneficial. PAR can be continued and part of the participants can 

remain involved in the next steps in the research even after a study comes to its close, 

including follow-ups with participants, in the case of Gulu, by giving participants a new 

role in subsequent activities with support from Gulu University and UNESCO chair 

Lifelong learning, Youth and Work. 

Participatory Action Research methodology 

PAR has the potential to cause a sustained change as it makes individual research 

participants collectively feel a ‘problem’, its magnitude or importance, and equally 

ensures local mobilization and communication with tools and methods that facilitate 

reflections and the development of new knowledge, which ideally lead to actions that 

are realistic and applicable to the community. Hence, researchers ought to be 

democratic and participatory to generate debates, dialogue and conversation space 

(Maxwell, 1996), PAR has the potential to enhance collaborations among stakeholders 

founded on common interest, agreement on a problem, action steps and ownership of 

the results implemented collectively (Maxwell, 1996: Brophy, 2001). 
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 Therefore, a strong justification associated with PAR is its (potential) ability to give 

space to the voices of those who are living with the problem or are part of the problem 

that is being researched, so that, together with the researcher(s), they co-create new 

knowledge and solutions towards improving the problematic situation (Fals borda & 

Rahman, 1991; Mclntyre, 2008). In this way, PAR is perceived as an inquiry that is done 

with the subjects and not on the subjects (Reason & Bradbury, in Tumuheki, 2017). 

Justification for Participatory Action Research methodology during the 

summer school 

Considering research conducted during the summer school in Gulu, PAR was the most 

appropriate methodology to be adopted. Gulu is a post-conflict area in which the 

effects of war on the population, especially to the youth in contexts of education and 

work, are particularly visible. In reference to the chapter by Kennedy Amone P’Olak 

(this publication) on war experiences, navigating post-war challenges and mentoring 

war affected youth in education and work settings using the Life Psychological Goal 

Setting Tool (LGT model) can be an useful way to largely emphasise self-directed 

learning. With this model, a mentor endeavours to change and empower the mentee 

by setting goals using specific educational or work tools. In addition, Stephen Langole 

and David Monk (this publication) in their chapter on the background of peace and 

conflict in northern Uganda gave emphasis to the on-going negotiations of peace 

following decades of conflict. Negotiations in this context necessitate listening to 

mutually understand each other for a sustained change from the initial stages of 

research towards implementation, hence the appropriate adoption of PAR. 

 As PAR involves participation of the researchers and co-researchers, the education 

group - the students and the teachers - opened a dialogue and shared emotions and 

feelings about the problem at hand. It is an empowering tool where voices of the group 

living with the problem are contextually heard and understood, and action steps are 

developed and implemented amicably for sustained change in their lives. In addition, 

as the UNESCO Chair Gulu focuses on Lifelong Learning related to youth in education 

and work, PAR offers an opportunity for learning and re-learning from each other. 

Hence, for the research exercise during the summer school, it was pertinent to adopt 

PAR methodology to match our ambition to foster sustainable change and 

development in Gulu.  
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Practical application of Participatory Action Research methodology during 

the summer school 

In preparation for the summer school, members of the research network UNESCO of 

the University of Groningen and Gulu University identified the sub-themes within the 

theme Youth Education and Work in post-conflict areas. These included: youth, self-

employment and small business; youth, education and training; youth, sports, culture 

and citizenship; youth, diversity and peace and youth, agriculture and tourism. This led 

to grouping of summer school participants into about five (5) groups of ten (10) 

members, which were tasked with carrying out PAR across the sub-themes. The 

participants chose which theme they wanted to explore based on their own interest. 

Guidelines in the composition of the groups were (1) diversity of expertise and 

experience (2) diversity in countries and cultures and (3) the presence of Ugandan 

participants in each. 

 The YEW sub-themes were loose so that each group’s co-researchers could identify 

Gulu-specific issues to consider during informal conversations. Each group was able to 

define an issue or problem to be researched and research participants’ views were able 

to continuously reframe the topic and particular research questions. This chapter 

describes PAR in the ‘Education Group’ and does not elaborate on the work of the other 

thematic groups. 

The main research question of the Education Group (EG) during our short study in Gulu was ‘What is 
it like to be a teacher?’ This question allowed us to approach the study from a broad perspective and 
enabled the teachers to highlight the main topics that were of relevance to them. After a discussion 
about how to collect data, the group decided to use open dialogue in focus groups and not to use an 
interview-questionnaire. Therefore, the final themes that structured our study were not decided by 
the researchers, but designed after we developed the data with the teachers. Another point of 
discussion in the group was the question of how to get in touch with schools and teachers in Gulu and 
whether they wanted to work with PAR. A group member and resident of Gulu made contacts with 
two schools (Education group report, 2018). 

The Education system in Uganda and in Gulu District 

The Bird and Kate Higgins education system in Uganda has 7 years of primary education 

at age range 6-13 years, 6 years of secondary education (4 years lower secondary and 

2 years upper secondary), and 3-5 years post-secondary education. The government of 

Uganda recognizes education as a basic human right and continues to strive to provide 

free primary and secondary education to all children. However, the issues of funding, 

teacher training, poverty and inadequate facilities continue to hinder this goal. Besides 
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government schools, private schools continue to operate in Uganda for the population 

that can afford its fees and ancillary costs.  

 It is also necessary to understand the importance of education in the post-conflict 

transition of northern Uganda, as it has the capacity to help to develop people’s 

abilities to break free of cycles of violence and suffering. Unfortunately, despite the 

fact that Uganda’s Universal Primary Education (UPE) and the expansion of secondary 

education have resulted in high enrolment rates in northern Uganda, education tends 

to be of a low quality and few pupils actually complete school. There are inadequate 

facilities, for instance out of 238 Primary schools in Pader District, 47 are still under 

trees, there is limited teachers’ accommodation which causes high rates of teachers 

absenteeism and the average primary school teacher to student ratio is 1.200 (Ejang, 

2009; Bird & Higgins, 2009). Drop out of girls stands at 15% in primary schools 

compared to 10% of boys. Gulu District has only 155 Primary schools with a total of 

112,676 pupils. The percentage of girls’ enrolment in Primary schools stands at 48% 

against 52% of boys of the population. Overall only 57% of school age children are going 

to school, with 43% recorded as out of school (Muto, 2015).  

 However, in recent years there is increasing awareness of the impact of conflict on 

the education system and the importance of education for children and youth as part 

of a post-conflict reconstruction in northern Uganda. These subjects are largely 

explored by the UNESCO Chair and were present during the summer school ‘Youth, 

Education and Work in (post-)conflict areas’.  

Fieldwork 

This section sets out how PAR methodology was adopted during the field work. During 

the field work, three focus group discussions were conducted in two separate high 

schools. Half of our group visited high school 1 (a quasi-public, all-male school with 

additional fees, known as one of the best schools in Gulu and Uganda) and the other 

half visited high school 2 (a private school). In school 1, the head teacher proposed that 

we talk to the students as well as the teachers and introduced us to about 70 students. 

On a second visit to the school, our group spoke with teachers alone. 

 During our first visit to the school, we met the director and gave a short explanation 

of the summer school and our research theme 'Being a teacher'. The director gave us 

permission to make an appointment for the meeting with the teachers, which was 

scheduled after class time. Our group came to the school at the scheduled time but 
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due to unforeseen circumstances the conversation with the teachers was not possible. 

Instead, the director of the school proposed to speak with a group of 70 students, aged 

15-17. Although we were initially disappointed that we were not able to speak with 

teachers, we accepted the proposal. In a short time frame, we adapted the open 

questions somewhat for the conversation with students. We found space under a 

mango tree and the students sat in a semicircle around us (Education group report, 

2018). Open-ended questions were drafted by our group and supplemented with 

additional questions asked by the student participants, therefore, involving them at 

the level of formulating the investigation.  

 A later opportunity arose to have a conversation with the teachers at School 1. As 

in the meeting with the students, one of the members of our group led the 

conversation while other group members participated in the conversation and/or took 

notes of what was being discussed, to allow for data collection. We met with twelve 

participants, causing us to adapt our questions and offer them the opportunity to ask 

us questions. Considering the principles of PAR, the researcher acts as a facilitator - 

their role is to allow for the researcher and the researched to become co-researchers 

(Hennink, Hutter & Bailey, 2011). Therefore, our data collection process was 

conditioned by a cooperative focus group of informal, guided discussions through 

open-ended questions. In this way, relevance in PAR is ensured through fostering co-

creation of knowledge. 

 It is imperative to note that PAR breaks the monopoly of knowledge (Fals Borda & 

Rahman, 1991) by enhancing active participation of co-researchers in a co-construction 

of knowledge, promoting self and critical awareness that leads to individual, collective 

or social change and putting emphasis on a learning process (Mclntyre, 2008). Being 

involved in a PAR process has many benefits as people experience growth and learning 

(Koch & Kralik, 2006).  

We asked teachers why they had become teachers and what they thought of their social position. We 
asked the students about what makes a good teacher. In both groups, time was needed to get the 
conversation going well. Gradually the experiences in education were openly discussed. We were 
increasingly seen as discussion partners. Teachers and students were curious and asked questions 
about education in other countries (Education group report, 2018). 

The learning took shape in the exchange of participant experiences, as UNESCO Chair 

Lifelong learning explains. 

 The motivations for participants in the first focus group to become teachers are 

quite diverse. In one group, teachers seemed to already have a passion for the 
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profession itself or decided to become teachers because of their skills in presenting 

and imparting knowledge. The quotes below, reflect shared responses of all the 

research participants in the first research group.  

There are two ways to serve the state: being a teacher or being in the army. Teaching is almost a 
voluntary service because we are never adequately paid. When you teach, you encounter a lot of 
problems, but you open up pupils’ minds. I have a passion for teaching. My father was a teacher and 
my grandfather as well (Teacher). 

In contrast, the responses we got from the second focus group were quite different, 

since the teachers answering our questions did not start teaching because they enjoyed 

working with children or the practice of teaching. Most of them stated that their 

passion for their subjects (disciplines in which they specialised) led them to teaching. 

They also mentioned that the profession of teacher used to be highly ranked in society. 

In this country, in the early 60-70s, teachers were given high respect. I chose to be one and I chose to 
be a role model to impart knowledge. As time goes, this profession started losing this respect in terms 
of salary and support from the government. This made teachers to get less respect in society (Teacher). 

Teachers expressed the struggle with their current position as teachers in society. They 

mentioned that there is a decrease in the rank of teachers in Uganda as a whole, which 

strongly influences their welfare, their relations with students and their ability to 

actually be good teachers.  

You cannot compare teaching at this time with our time. In math, for instance, we have to teach the 
curriculum for the national examination. But, they do the ‘ABC’s’ and we don’t have a good method of 
step-by-step instruction in mathematics. We teach how we all learned back in the days, but now you 
have to use different ways of teaching in addition to the one way you learned in university (Teacher). 

However, from the students’ perspectives in focus group 1, all answers related to the 

knowledge of the teacher and the ability of the teacher to listen to the students. 

My parents are migrants and live far away. I live with my grandmother. Many years ago, I started 
failing. I got a grade U (which we call ́ useless´). I said to my grandmother that I won’t go back to school. 
My grandmother tried to force me to go back but she was not strong enough. When I actually stayed 
home on school days, she told the teacher. The teacher then came home to find me and I started 
running away and she chased me. She caught me and brought me to school. Told me I can do better! 
Told me the importance of school! I went back to school. I started slowly to get better. I got motivated 
(Student). 

Overall our research revealed that being a teacher in Gulu is not easy. The position in 

society has significantly declined and so have salaries. This strongly influences teachers' 

welfare, their relations with students and their ability to actually be good teachers. 
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Validation exercise and conclusion 

At the validation stage of PAR, the researcher and the researched (both co-researchers) 

extensively analyse the data to reframe their understandings of data in a 

comprehensive manner fostering critical awareness and learning, which is eventually 

translated into action planning. This was not effectively implemented or achieved 

during the summer school due to the fact that only a few research participants (co-

researchers) who were contacted in the schools actually managed to attend the 

presentation of the findings. Their participation would have led to a more productive 

round table discussion. The absence of many could be attributed to the short notice in 

which they were contacted and the lack of perspectives for further involvement in 

projects and activities, especially to the teachers that had little time available.  

 The validation exercise was also anticipated to be one strategy of product 

dissemination. This was done in a participatory way by different groups presenting 

their findings with different approaches and methods. Our group, the Education Group, 

presented our findings with the aid of group members reading out the quotes of the 

stories we heard during the field work. In addition, we involved the relatively few 

research participants who attended the presentations.  

 It is uncertain whether the rest of the community members will benefit from the 

knowledge generated if further strategies to ensure the participatory dissemination of 

the information generated during the summer school are not implemented. A primary 

shortcoming in 2018 stems from the fact that PAR takes a lot of time to be effectuated 

properly, and this time was not available during the summer school which only 

afforded for two weeks. In addition, there was no prior orientation for the participants 

on PAR. This too limited our group’s capacity to facilitate reflections and promote 

further lifelong learning via exchange of our experiences and conclusions. Doing this 

could have triggered co-researchers’ motivation to follow up on the next action points. 

Therefore, in order to precipitate the social change advocated by PAR, further 

strategies to enhance more reflections and more sharing of the knowledge created are 

needed. 

 In conclusion, the probable recommendation for prospective summer schools to be 

organised is to orient the summer school participants on PAR before commencement 

of the research practice. It would also be useful to reserve more time for research and 

later presentations, since PAR is time dependent in order to achieve a sustained 

change. The summer school can be seen as a moment in time in a process in which 
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researchers and co-researchers jointly explored some themes and issues. Prior to 

organising a summer school, considerations can be done on how the process starts. 

engagement of the host community is crucial during the preparation of the key themes 

(issues) that will be subjects for further study. This is to ensure more participation and 

ownership of the research process, thus PAR can drive change in the respective host 

communities and continue with part of the participants remaining involved in the next 

steps of the research. This could include a follow-up in which participants from Gulu 

are given a role conducting activities supported by the University and the UNESCO chair 

Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work. 
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Gulu Association of Lifelong Learning10  

It was on a hot October day that the Through Art Keep Smiling (TAKS) Community 

Centre in Gulu was bustling with creativity, innovation, and shared learning around the 

opportunities for youth in small scale entrepreneurship. The afternoon started off with 

an ice-breaker activity which aimed to encourage participants to share knowledge and 

experience and voice the dreams and challenges they have to start small businesses. 

 This was the inaugural Community Learning Café, hosted by the Gulu Association 

for Lifelong Learning. Inspired by the UNESCO field school, a group of students, faculty 

and community members came together to form this group to act on the research 

results of the field school by deepening relationships with the community, inspiring 

creativity and innovation, and developing a network of mentors and practitioners 

where we can all learn from each other. Ultimately, we decided to try out a series of 

‘Community Learning Café’s as a means of opening a space of dialogue. 

 

 

                                                           
10 The pictures in this chapter were taken by members of the Gulu Association of Lifelong Learning in their 

first meeting. 
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So, in October 2018, we invited 50 community members to come and learn together 

about small scale entrepreneurship in Gulu. We strategically invited some highschool 

students interested in entrepreneurship, some small-scale entrepreneurs just starting 

out, some experienced small-scale entrepreneurs and NGOs who provide 

opportunities and work with youth in the field. In addition, we asked four panellists to 

briefly present their own success stories. 

 Following the introductory activity, the panellists inspired us all with their unique 

stories of the challenges they have faced and how they then overcame them. Their 

messages of determination, patience, research and passion were well received. The 

second activity placed participants in mixed groups and tasked them with developing 

a business plan, listing common challenges and solutions in business, or mapping out 

the characteristics of a sustainable business which they then presented. 

 

Going into the inaugural community learning café, we had no idea if we would be able 

to pull it off, however despite a number of challenges and surprises we feel that in the 

end, we were successful primarily because of our willingness to trust each other, ask 
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each other for help and take ownership of our individual or group tasks . As a result, 

we were flexible and able to adapt. 

 The success of the event was evident first and foremost by the enthusiasm of the 

participants and the various maps and plans they produced. A great deal of informal 

learning took place as participants shared existing ideas and inspired new ones. 

Connections were made among participants, along with practical suggestions and 

opportunities and the press were there to write the story. Most importantly, we have 

fostered meaningful friendships. It was a lot of work, but in the words of one of the 

organizers: ’We nailed it, we made it better, it was perfect!’ 

 The Community Learning Café demonstrated that there is significant interest in this 

form of learning on the topic of small-scale entrepreneurship. We realized very quickly 

that there are a lot of organisations and community groups that work with youth in this 

capacity. There is a clear need to map out who is doing what and ensure plenty of space 

for coordination. In fact, our event initiated some activity in this domain. One of the 

key and unpredicted outcomes was the beginning of a conversation with NGOs and 

civil society organisations in the region about the potential to develop an ‘incubator 

hub’ together: a community space where youth could come and learn, share their ideas 

and search out opportunities available to them. 

 

Many of the participants in the learning cafés have founded lasting partnerships with 

employers and some of our newly-graduated members found employment using their 
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newfound facilitation skills through our UNESCO network. They remain integral to our 

regular meeting group. On a personal note, I have the fortune to have become 

acquainted through our workshops with a young arts-based youth group: STARFACE 

CAMP. These very talented young musicians, poets, artists, beat boxers, yoga 

instructors, painters, fashion designers, playwrights, movie makers and break dancers 

were once failed by the discipline-based, static formal education system. In contrast, 

in the STARFACE CAMP they learn together, experientially and in enriching traditional 

circumstances and have become determined to bring art, passion and creativity to 

Lifelong learning in Gulu and are very inspiring partners to our network.  

 We come from various backgrounds, bringing diverse perspectives that require 

negotiating as we decide on themes, locations, and facilitation methods. The learning 

is purposefully informal, yet still planned carefully. Our key learning outcomes are 

threefold: learning the general field and conditions around a particular theme that is 

impacting the youth involved in the café- including understanding key barriers and 

challenges participants face and potential pathways or opportunities available; 

developing a network of youth support and capacity building; and opening up spaces 

for people to dream and aspire for realistic futures. To achieve these goals, we invite a 

targeted group of people from diverse backgrounds, including university students, 

secondary students, out-of-school youth (either working or not) who have an interest 

in the field, professionals from the field and NGOs or CBOs (Community Based 

Organisations). We facilitate dialogue among these stakeholders, usually with arts-

based methods such as storytelling, painting and theatre, to share experiences and 

learn from each other. To contextualize the topic, we always host our cafés ‘in situ’. 

For example when we hosted a learning café on agriculture, we did it from a local dairy 

farm. The participative and art-based approach to our learning demands that all 

participants bring their particular experience to the cafés. In this way everyone is 

recognized as a teacher and we build on the diversity in the room to learn 

collaboratively and catalyse strategies for decent futures for all. 

 It is now 2020, and we find our group deeply engaged in planning another 

community learning café, this time to share stories of pathways and aspirations of 

youth in vocational education and training in the pursuit of decent and sustainable 

work. In the last year and half, we have gained considerable momentum with our 

strategically oriented learning café’s. We have learned a lot about the many aspirations 

and the important role in community development occupied by youth. We now have a 
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community space, in the Gulu Centre for Community Based Participatory Research and 

Lifelong Learning where we provide internet, loan computers and books, hold our 

meetings and convene workshops. This is thanks to the work of Professors Openjuru 

and Zeelen and the research grants provided in partnership with the University of 

Nottingham. Our latest projects include a community tree planting project on all the 

streets in Gulu initiated by one of our members, Deo, and documented on film by 

another member, Dickens; another Community Learning Café and hosting a youth 

component of the 2021 UNESCO Chair conference in Gulu. 

 

We are a modest group, our activities remain small and largely unnoticed, but we can 

feel the relationships we are softly building are important and meaningful. We also feel 

that our youth connection with African Rural University in Kagadi, initiated in the 

summer school of 2017, has been valuable to integrate the national network of lifelong 

learning. We had the opportunity to visit Kagadi, learn about the amazing community 

integrated curriculum they have and co-host our signature lifelong learning café! We 

look forward to more opportunities for connection in Uganda and beyond in pursuit of 

lifelong Learning. We are always looking to build more stories - different from the 

negative and disempowering stories that are too-often told about northern Uganda. 
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Each time we make a connection we start a new story of hope, love and realized 

dreams. So, stay tuned as you never know, we may be hosting a Community Learning 

Café at a theatre near you! 
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Youth, education and work in southern Santander, Colombia  

Introduction 

We [the institutions of higher education] share the problems of young people today, in all areas. The 
problems include drugs, family problems, the economic part, early pregnancies, intra-family violence, 
those who want to study and cannot, a bunch of things! We [at our institution] meet every month with 
the teachers and the administrative staff to look at all those problems. Sometimes we feel powerless.11 
(Teacher in southern Santander) 

For the past six decades Colombia experienced an undeclared internal war that reaped 

unequal social and economic conditions on people’s lives, particularly the lives of its 

youth. After several years of negotiations, the Colombian government and the Fuerzas 

Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) ended the armed conflict and signed a 

peace agreement in 201612. Debates over the process for implementing the terms 

agreed upon in that peace agreement are ongoing. While some of the country’s regions 

are still engaged in some level of conflict, according to social leaders, others have 

already reached a post-conflict stage 13. 

 Levels of social and economic exclusion and inequality, political violence, drug-

related issues, and local conflicts vary across the country. Young Colombians in areas 

where coca is cultivated are confronted with different issues than those young people 

who live in areas without illegal crops or drug trafficking. However, there are conflicts 

common to all young Colombians, particularly among those who are in the poorest 

rural communities, as the quote at the opening of this chapter demonstrates.  

 In the province of Guanentá in southern Santander, the cooperative, solidarity 

sector has taken on the challenge of making youth education a strategy for social 

transformation. Leaders in this sector propose transforming education to strengthen a 

territorial and local development model to better involve youth. The ability to retain 

young people challenges this region. To address these challenges, the Centre for the 

Study of Solidarity Economy (CSSE) of the University of San Gil (Unisangil14, located in 

                                                           
11 Personal conversation with a teacher from a higher education institution in San Gil, May 2018. 
12 Colombia signs new peace deal with FARC. BBC News, November 24, 2016. Retrieved from 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-latin-america-38096179. 
13 Personal conversation with Father Luis Alberto Rivera, Director of Pastoral Social, San Gil, Santander, 

Colombia, May 24, 2018. 
14 Unisangil, located in the province of Guanentá: http://unisangil.edu.co/nuestra-identidad/historia 

http://unisangil.edu.co/nuestra-identidad/historia
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Santander) has initiated research focusing on the following questions: In which ways 

do institutions in the solidarity sector (i.e. cooperatives, NGOs, and foundations) 

currently integrate youth? In which ways are local technical and vocational institutions 

and universities preparing youth for meaningful employment or entrepreneurship 

upon completion of their studies? 

 The questions have been addressed in two different research activities led by CSSE. 

The first question has been elaborated in the mapping of the solidarity sector in the 

province of Guanentá (Santander) and youth participation. The second question led to 

participatory action research with the institutions of higher education (IHE) in the 

province of Guanentá concerning the provision of workforce development. In this 

chapter we present the preliminary results of these on-going research activities. In the 

conclusions and recommendations we reflect on both researches and address the 

challenges of integrating youth as agents of their own development in the southern 

province of Guanentá in Santander today.  

The solidarity sector in southern Santander and youth involvement 

In the rural Guanentá province of southern Santander a social movement has emerged; 

it comprises cooperatives, associations, social corporations and social foundations 

(Fajardo, 2018). The movement originated from various pastoral actions led by Ramón 

González, a Catholic priest (González et al., 2018). Father González founded 

SEPAS15(Secretariado de Pastoral Social) of the Diocese of San Gil. Through SEPAS 

various priests and lay people were involved in the movement and, over the course of 

five decades, they created a network of diverse social organisations in rural 

communities. The solidarity sector of southern Santander provides evidence that it is 

possible for peasants and other rural communities to unite and form associations and 

cooperatives to work together in solving economic and social problems at the regional 

level (Arango et al., 2005). Palacios (2013) argues that compared to other regions of 

Colombia, where the peasants were disempowered as armed groups gained control 

and drug trafficking expanded, the peasant social movement in southern Santander 

has strengthened during the last six decades. An important factor in this is that the 

engagement of youth received continuous attention from the leaders of the 

                                                           
15 For more information about SEPAS see: http://sepassangil.org/pbro-ramon-gonzalez-parra/ 

http://sepassangil.org/pbro-ramon-gonzalez-parra/
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cooperatives and other organisations in the solidarity sector in southern Santander 

(Fajardo & Almeyda, 2016). 

 According to Bucheli (2006), the peasant movement in southern Santander 

developed a model based on solidarity and cooperation guided by principles of 

efficiency and productivity. The development strategy focused on the development of: 

(1) financial institutions (savings and credit cooperatives) associated with a central 

federation, Coopcentral (p. 67), (2) an agricultural commercialisation system at the 

community level linking local production, transformation, and commercialization 

centres to national and regional agricultural markets (p. 97, 124) ; and (3) production 

technology, management and commercialisation training and education programmes 

and institutions (p. 78, 123). Among these three groups, we find that the participation 

of young people in savings and credit cooperatives is perhaps the most exemplary case 

of youth participation as money savers. Coomuldesa, the leading cooperative in the 

region, has around 35,000 savings accounts for children and young people. Likewise, 

the solidarity sector has created educational institutions to respond to young people’s 

training needs. Unisangil University, the Coomuldesa Institute, and the IDEAR (Instituto 

Técnico para el Desarrollo) high school rural education programmes of SEPAS are a 

direct response to the lack of education in rural areas. On the other hand, in the area 

of agricultural marketing, there are associations of rural producers such as those of the 

fique, coffee, sugar cane and tobacco growers, however there is no updated data on 

the participation of young people (Fajardo & Almeyda, 2016). In addition to the 

aforementioned groups, there are other associations in the solidarity sector in which 

the level of youth participation was unknown until recently. The mapping activities by 

CSSE have been focusing on these associations. 

Mapping of the solidarity sector and youth 

In 2016 and 2017, Unisangil mapped the solidarity sector in the southern province of 

Guanentá (Corzo & Sarmiento, 2018). This study provides updated evidence that this 

province has had a higher level of development in the solidarity sector than the 

national average (Ruiz et al.; 2015; Fajardo, 2018). The administrative and operational 

capacity of this territory is important. The active organisations in this province 

encompass 519 Solidarity Sector Organisations (SSOs) in 18 municipalities. These 

organisations have the potential to offer leadership opportunities as well as job 

experience to youth in a variety of sectors. This social structure provides a basis for 
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youth participation as active members, junior leaders of committees, boards of 

directors, staff or managers. Results indicate that 9% of these SSOs are less than one 

year old, while others have over 10 years of operation. 48% percent are rural, 14% are 

in both rural and urban activities, and the remaining 38% are mainly urban. At the 

managerial and/or board of directors level, women occupy 46% of the positions, which 

offers evidence of the importance of the solidarity sector in its capacity to offer women 

leadership opportunities. Corzo and Sarmiento (2018) report that only 6% of those 

participants among the SSOs contacted are less than 25 years old. This low percentage 

has made the leaders of the solidarity sector even more concerned about how youth 

are preparing to become the leaders of these organisations. Research is needed to 

identify the reasons for lack of youth participation.  

 According to CONPES16 (2014), a study of youth’s values in Colombia reports that 

only 19% of those 18 to 25 years old trust public institutions and traditional forms of 

political organisation and spaces for citizen participation. The SSOs could offer an 

avenue for youth participation and training to build youth’s confidence and 

participation in community institutions. Trust is a pillar for developing social capital. 

With respect to other types of institutions, such as organisations in training, artistic, 

musical and/or cultural activities, youth had a participation rate of only 15%, higher 

than Colombia’s national average of 10%. This makes youth’s participation in the SSOs 

even more crucial. 

 According to the mapping activities (Fajardo, 2018) among organisations in the 

solidarity sector, cooperatives have made major contributions to education, 

employment and social inclusion of youth, but this is not enough. Poor youth in some 

sectors, such as the informal economy and the lowest income level, continue to be 

excluded from leadership opportunities and access to crucial services such as savings 

and credit (De Jong et al., 2019). In order to identify reasons for this low youth-

participation rate, we began researching youth participation in higher education in 

southern Santander, which refers to the second research question.  

                                                           
16 CONPES is the Spanish acronym for the Consejo Nacional Política Económica y Social (National Council 

of Economic and Social Policy of the National Planning Department (in Spanish: Departamento Nacional 
de Planeación). 
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Youth, education, and work in the southern province of Guanentá 

(Santander) 

About the agricultural sector, first of all I would like the government to support the peasants more, to 
train them for certain things, to guide them on how the farms can become more productive here in 
this region. We lack support [for peasants]. Many people have moved to the city and very few farms. 
For youth farmers, it would have to be a career with less theory and more practice. (Elkin Bravo from 
Charala, a rural community in the province of Guanentá, 17 year’s old, student of SENA, San Gil) 

Two of the challenges in southern Santander have been how to integrate young rural 

people into the educational system and second, how to innovate production systems 

and work opportunities17. In the early 1960s, the state did not provide education for 

young farmers or peasants. To respond to this need, SEPAS -the Pastoral Social 

Organization of the Catholic Church - became a major promoter of rural youth 

education in the provinces of southern Santander. SEPAS’ first action was to create a 

mobile training course for team leaders in cooperatives and other forms of solidarity-

sector organisations. Cooperatives and parishes sponsored young people’s 

participation in training courses for social organisation and agriculture (González et al., 

2018). The creation of Unisangil and educational centres such as the Coomuldesa 

Institute and IDEAR of SEPAS provided an opportunity to further develop the education 

of young people in the province of Guanentá. 

 Julio Mario Palacios (2013, p. 38), an anthropologist who studied the peasant 

movement in this region of Santander, concluded:  

Although this report is not sufficient input to support this assertion, at least it allows us to propose a 
solid and reliable hypothesis that the scarce presence of the armed conflict in the southern region of 
Santander may be precisely the result of the treatment that was given to the agrarian conflict from 
the peasant movement since the 60s.  

According to Palacios, the peasant movement in the south of Santander has fought for 

its right to modify its culture to improve living conditions rather than to defend its right 

to keep its culture intact:  

The peasant movement of the south of Santander was built not upon a right to defend its traditional 
forms of education, based on family work of the land and whose contents revolved around agricultural 
work, but around the right to access academic training that would allow their young people to enter 
labour markets not necessarily restricted to the work of the farmer in the field. The result of this was 
the creation of Unisangil, a university recognized by the Ministry of Education that nowadays has 

                                                           
17 The promotion of agricultural cooperatives and association of peasants became a major effort of SEPAS 

in the sixties. SEPAS organized the 1st Peasant Congress in 1967 (Aranda et al., 2010) 
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faculties of natural sciences, engineering, administration, education, law, and health sciences 
(Palacios, 2003, p.143). 

Several factors are affecting the situation of youth in southern Santander. On the one 

hand, the productive systems of the region (e.g., coffee, sugar cane, small-scale 

livestock, fruit, handicrafts, and tourism) are not generating new jobs. This situation 

discourages young people from remaining in the province, as they prefer to migrate to 

big cities or to engage in informal jobs such as ´moto-delivery´. Therefore, institutions 

such as SEPAS, UNISANGIL, the Coomuldesa Institute, and SENA (the National Service 

for Work Training) are making efforts to offer work training programs relevant to the 

conditions and realities of local development.  

 The challenge remains to generate creative and viable employment opportunities 

for the young population. That is why we began researching youth participation in 

higher education in southern Santander in March 2018 to answer the second research 

question. The Centre for the Study of Solidarity Sector of Unisangil initiated dialogues 

with each of the providers of technical/vocational and university education in the 

province of Guanentá (based in San Gil). By way of action research we implemented 

innovations as part of our research. These innovations were designed following the 

recommendations of the international research network Youth, Education and Work 

(see Blaak et al., 2016): 

● Dialogue, as a key approach to participatory research, offers a method for enabling 

different stakeholders to learn from each other. Facilitating short, but meaningful 

processes of dialogue can be an effective means of bringing diverse perspectives of 

multiple stakeholders to bear on youth, education and work and integrating these in 

collaborative action (Friedman & Blaak, 2016, p. 135). 

● Intensive partnerships between education institutions, cooperatives and other 

stakeholders are needed to enhance common strategies (Fajardo & Almeyda, 2016, p. 

5). 

● Further public debate and reflection concerning a number of issues is planned. These 

issues include the attitude that vocational education is inferior, the myth of higher 

education for all, and the need for the strengthening of traditionally strong – but long-

neglected – economic sectors such as agriculture (Zeelen, 2016, p. 16). 

We were also inspired by the experience of the UNESCO Chair research agenda in 

Uganda (see Box 1).  
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Box 1. Building up a research agenda (Zeelen, 2017) 

 
Steps to build up UNESCO Chair research agenda in Uganda 
 

● Building up on what already exists by using current resources: inventory of existing 
connections between universities, vocational education, community initiatives and 
NGO programmes 

● Working towards stakeholder round tables to establish practices of research and 
development: Knowledge sharing in the region and beyond 

● Involvement of Bachelor, Master and PhD students in specific research projects, as 
well as young people 

● Small is beautiful: start with small case studies, best practices research, needs 
analysis of young people in rural areas, tracer studies of graduates of vocational 
education and higher education, interviews with local business men and women, 
interviews and participant observation of training practices, making portraits of 
individual stories and small documentaries etc. 

● Combinations of different types of social science research 
● All integrated in the concept of action research at programme level 
● Methodology workshops/training to improve capacities of research supervisors. 

 

 

Following the steps discussed in box 1, we visited each Higher Education Institute (HEI) 

in San Gil. We asked them about their view on youth, education and work and we 

discussed with them why it is important to have a dialogue with other HEIs in the 

province. HEIs disclosed a lack of best practices in career orientation for youth and their 

higher education options. 

The main challenge that young people have, which one perceives on a day-to-day basis with students, 
is a lack of awareness of the importance of education. Students try to meet the requirement of having 
an undergraduate degree, but not because they see the importance of researching, growing, studying, 
learning, applying, and training academically, but because they know it is a requirement to find a job. 
(Officer from Corposalud18) 

HEIs also share the need for framing the ‘territorial’ approach to education and local 

development of the province, as one of their officers indicates:  

                                                           
18 Corposalud is a technical training institution in San Gil. It offers technical training in nursing and other 
health-related short term training such as dental hygienist. For more information, see 
http://www.corposalud.edu.co/portal/sede/san-gil/cod8/ 

http://www.corposalud.edu.co/portal/sede/san-gil/cod8/
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We must strengthen our technological capabilities to better produce what we need for life in this 
region. And that has to do with workforce training and technological education. Rural education too 
because without rurality Santander cannot live. We have to respond to this population. 

On July 5, 2018, the Centre for the Study of Solidarity Economics of the University of 

San Gil organised the first ´conversatorio (or dialogue)´ among a group of HEIs as 

stakeholders. The main purpose was to identify areas of common concern, exchange 

information, and receive feedback regarding the challenges and potential of higher 

education and youth in the Province of Guanentá. The issues identified included: 

lowering the desertion rate, building a territorial educational project for work, 

generating a sense of belonging (arraigo) to the region, linking higher education to the 

informal economy and instructors’ best practices in teaching and training 

methodologies with new technologies. Then, participants identified what they share as 

HEIs in the province and action plan priorities including:  

● Generate greater articulation from primary, secondary, university education (lifelong 

learning) 

● Generate a sense of belonging in the students regarding the territory 

● Develop participatory research processes on issues related to education and work in 

education 

● Agree on a regional education plan for work and on processes for its development 

● Strengthen the articulation of education for work among institutions, generating inter-

institutional alliances, educational development plans, and resource management for 

the strengthening of education in the province 

● Promote youth entrepreneurship and/or linking of young people to the production 

chains and processes of the region 

● Continue involving youth with other stakeholders (formal and informal entrepreneurs 

and enterprises, solidarity sector organisations, and government institutions). 

The participating HEIs agreed to continue the process of participatory action research. 

Three top priorities were selected for an initial action plan for the group. The priorities 

are to: (1) propose a regional education plan for employment, (2) strengthen the 

articulation of education for work and, to this end, generate inter-institutional 

alliances, educational development plans and resource management for the 

strengthening of education in the province and (3) promote youth entrepreneurship 

and/or link young people to the production chains and processes of the region. The 

group is collaborating with a working group of HEI in Rural Education in order to link 

with public policy institutions at the departmental and national levels. 
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Conclusion 

Referring to the first research question the mapping exercise revealed that in response 

to the problems of violence in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as the setbacks due to social 

inequality, peasants and rural and provincial people in the southern provinces of 

Santander have developed cooperatives and other social sector organizations under 

the umbrella of SEPAS (such as foundations, associations, and other non-profit, 

community-based organizations). These organizations are an example of how it is 

possible for rural and peasant people to contribute to local and regional development, 

when they join efforts. They collaborated to respond to needs for water, education, 

financial services, production, and commercial activities, among others. However, they 

need to find new ways to engage youth. This is particularly important as Colombia 

continues to struggle to implement the peace process with the new administration of 

President Duque (2018-2022). 

 Referring to the second research question, the CSSE of Unisangil is committed to 

conducting participatory action research on ways to increase youth participation in the 

solidarity sector organisations. Initial activities in this framework have shown that 

there is a potential among HEIs, who have expressed their willingness to cooperate to 

attract and retain youth and to develop appropriate programs for young people. Based 

on these experiences, more institutions that were identified in the mapping could 

participate. This report is an invitation to scholars and practitioners in Colombia and 

other parts of the world who share challenges associated with a globalized world to 

come and conduct participatory action research projects in this province. Other 

researchers such as De Jong et al. (2019) and Vargas and Ortiz (2015) have also 

recommended a broadening of research approaches to respond to the limitations and 

opportunities of the cooperative sector and cooperation among organizations, in the 

province of Guanentá. 

 Partnerships between youth and education institutions, cooperatives, and other 

stakeholders should be further established. Given the current rising unemployment in 

Colombia, it is necessary for cooperatives and the solidarity sector to continue their 

search for strategies and methodologies to include youth. Colombian youth, 

particularly in rural and provincial areas, need to find options for developing their 

potential into a sustainable livelihood. The question of how to link educational 

institutions, enterprises and government to the creation of sustainable employment 

and social inclusion of youth in the region remains a very crucial subject. We at the 
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Unisangil hope to contribute and collaborate with colleagues and partners to bring 

opportunities for youth as part of the process for building peace in Colombia. 
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Reflections on challenges related to youth, education and work in 

Sudan 

Introduction 

April 2019 will be remembered as the month that brought new hope to the Sudanese. 

The Sudanese Professionals Association (SPA) mobilized flocks of people of all ages and 

backgrounds to march the streets and demand the ousting of President Omar Al Bashir, 

after three decades of dictatorial rule. President Al Bashir’s rule resulted in a country 

torn apart by conflict, where people struggled to make ends meet and were deprived 

of basic human rights. The protesters, among them many women speaking their mind 

freely, got their way. Omar Al Bashir was detained and initially replaced by a military 

colleague, who only rested in power for one day. Afterwards, a transitional civilian 

government was formed under the leadership of Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok. This 

government overturned the infamous law of the former regime, known as the public 

order act, which prevented vendors from selling on the streets and controlled the 

movement of women in public. There is hope that the situation will continue to change 

for the better, but there is also fear that there will be a struggle for power among those 

who have been silent for such a long time (see Abdulbari, 2019; Bearak, 2019; 

Beaumont & Salih, 2019). The forthcoming chapter describes the challenges inherited 

from the Al Bashir government that persist asking for further patience from the 

Sudanese inhabitants.  

 In July 2018, Alawia Ibrahim Farag, the director for students’ affairs at Ahfad 

University for Women (AUW) in Sudan (see Box 1), joined the summer school in Gulu 

as a lecturer and supervisor of the fieldwork. Her contribution sheds light on the 

background of all this turmoil. This chapter presents her view on the challenges related 

to youth, education and work in Sudan and offers suggestions for positive 

interventions. The latter may come in handy for the newly formed government. The 

reflections on the challenges facing Sudanese youth to choose a decent life are guided 

by the question: What does it mean for youth to live in a (post-)conflict situation, by 

considering their psycho-social situation, their access to education, and their 

employment opportunities? 
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The socio-economic and political context of Sudan 

Sudan occupies an area of approximately 1.8 million square kilometres. According to 

the World Bank (2018), the population of Sudan is estimated at 41.8 million with an 

annual population growth rate of 2.4% and an average fertility rate of 4.5%. As of 2013, 

according to the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO, 2013), 70% of the country’s 

population reside in rural areas, of which around 8% are thought to be nomadic 

pastoralists (CBS, 2010). The remaining 30% of the population live in cities, with urban 

population growth calculated at 3.2% (World Bank, 2018). The average household 

consists of six persons. The literacy rate among the adult population (aged 15 and 

older) remained at 60.7% in 2018 (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). The same year 

76.8% and 47% of the children were enrolled in primary and secondary education, 

respectively (World Bank, 2018).  

 Sudan is one of the least economically developed countries in the world. The 

productivity in farming, livestock and manufacturing sectors is very low. The country 

continues to face huge economic challenges, complex emergency situations, poverty, 

disease, floods and insecurity due to the ongoing conflicts and violent repression of 

public demonstrations. The country has experienced extreme demographic shifts due 

to an increase in youth population, urbanization and the ongoing conflicts. In fact, in 

some states the population below 16 years-old makes-up more than half of the 

population (CBS, 2014; World Bank, 2014; UNICEF, WHO and World Bank, 2012).  

 The country is culturally diverse with multicultural and multi-ethnic groups, as it is 

home to more than 500 tribes speaking more than 150 languages and dialects - while 

Arabic is the formal medium of communication. Islam is the dominant religion in the 

country and Muslims constitute 97% of the population, including numerous Arab and 

non–Arab groups. The remaining 3% of the population ascribe to either Christianity or 

a multitude of indigenous religions (CBS, 2013). The country is divided into eighteen 

states with corresponding local governance systems (localities and administrative 

units). Each state is governed by a governor and council of ministers19.  

 The mismanagement of the diversity in the country by the previous government has 

led to many conflicts and wars. In many cases, competition over power and resources 

                                                           
19 This applies to Sudan before the change that was brought by the protesters in April, 2019, as a result of 

which the structure may have changed with the formation of the new transitory civilian government. 
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has led to tribal tensions and fighting. The high poverty rates in states such as Darfur 

in the West, Nuba Mountains (South Kordofan) on the border with South Sudan and 

Blue Nile in the East correlate with tribal tensions, conflict, insecurity and 

displacement. The long-lasting war between northern Sudan and southern Sudan 

ended with the separation of South Sudan in 2011. The past as well as current ongoing 

conflicts and tensions pose challenges for governance, human development and 

poverty reduction, as they negatively impact the provision of social services, including 

education and employment to children and youth.  

 UNESCO’s Institute for Statistics (UIS) reported in 2018 that 2.63 million children, 

adolescents and youth were out of school in 2016, representing more than one fifth of 

the national population of this age group. This disparity stems from substantial 

challenges posted to progress to education as a result of complex contexts of poverty 

and conflict. Consequently, the quality of social services deteriorated – in particular 

relating to education and youth employment (UNICEF, 2016). Moreover, about 46.5% 

of the Sudanese population live in poverty. This percentage is majorly comprised of 

women and internally displaced people (IDPs) in rural areas, who make-up 12% of the 

country’s population (CBS, 2010; UNDP, 2011).  

 The unemployment rate is high in Sudan. In particular, youth unemployment in 

2017 reached around 26.42% of youth (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2018). The 

disappointment among youth is visible in the following response of ‘Ahmed’ when he 

was interviewed in June 2010, about why he was not in school: I stopped going to 

school because I am from a poor family with limited financial resources. My family failed 

to pay my school fees and buy me a uniform and books in addition to the daily money I 

need for food and transport (Ahmed, 10 years old, in an article published by Farag, 

2013).  

Consequences for youth 

The consequences for the youth as a result of the socio-political context outlined 

above, particularly those in disadvantaged situations, are both socio-economic and 

cultural with a psychological dimension. Low quality schools, which in spite of 

government funding charge fees to survive, do not retain their students to completion 

of their education. There are low retention and high school dropout rates, which in 

turn result in unemployment and involvement in unsustainable jobs that do not allow 
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catering for the livelihood of a family. Youth do not succeed in escaping from poverty 

which may lead to higher rates of child labour or, for young girls, child-marriage. 

Equally, many youth migrate within or out of the country to find better life 

opportunities for themselves and their families. Together, these factors result in a 

multi-generational cycle of poverty which has a firm, never-ending grip on the 

Sudanese youth. 

 Living in a cycle of poverty takes its cultural and psychological toll. Violence tends 

to increase. Loss of moral and other values results in more criminality or feelings of 

frustration, anger, low self-esteem, low confidence and feelings of hopelessness. The 

latter lead many young people to try drugs or alcohol and can then foster addiction. 

Young people who live in post-conflict areas or migrate from there and attend poorly 

equipped schools are vulnerable, easily influenced by those who may engage them in 

sugar-coated ‘easy solutions’ to their problems, like crime and drugs. The scenario of 

youth suffering and struggling to get quality education and decent work has continued 

for thirty years in Sudan and it is hard to believe that one day a change might come to 

end the miserable cycle. 

 Psychologically, different types of feelings of exclusion, frustrations, hopelessness 

and anger experienced by some adolescents and youth have motivated and pushed 

them to continue fighting for change20. As it could be observed through the cycles of 

demonstrations and protests that started in December, 2018 (December Revolution). 

The protests reached their a peak in April of 2019 with the ‘Sit in’ in the Central Military 

Headquarter, and in June of 2019 with the break-up of this Sit in. Protesters – mostly 

young people – continuously claimed for ‘Freedom, Peace & Justice’ as core demands.  

 Besides the readily-observed consequences of the protests such as arrests, 

imprisonment, injury and death of demonstrators (youth in particular), the general 

public suffered a shortage of services and goods such as cash, bread, electricity, water, 

fuel and medication. In line with the disruption of the normal life in the country, the 

political decision to close higher education institutions was taken by the previous 

regime in order to limit and control the movement and the involvement of youth in 

demonstrations, which were frequently organised and led by students and youth 

                                                           
20 Change is not only meant for the old political systems, it is time for change of all systems: social, cultural 
and economical, and before all education, meaning that once the right education system is constructed, 
other systems will be corrected and constructed. 
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associated to the Sudanese Professionals Association (SPA) and the ‘Freedom and 

Change Force’ (FCF). However, the closure of universities and education institutions 

failed to achieve the goal, as the youth kept protesting in spite of the huge death and 

other losses, eventually ending the Al Bashir Regime. Female youth were found to be 

at the front lines of the demonstrations and succeeded in inspiring the masses with 

their will and actions. 

 On 17 August 2019 a civilian transitory government was formed. This transitory 

government was composed by a joint council with representation of the Military 

Council and FCF. Since then, the vision and mission of the new Sudan focuses on making 

the dream of the Sudanese people come true. The protesters’ claims, mainly the motto 

‘Freedom, Peace and Justice’, are expected to be translated into actions and practices.  

 The voices of youth were well reflected in the way they chanted phrases towards 

changing and updating the curriculum of formal education, based on a strong belief 

that education would lead to rectification of past mistakes, directly assist in the 

reconstruction of all fields and, thus, contribute to the development of the country. 

Such development aims at improving people’s access to medication and building the 

new Sudan. These aims are only achievable if educational policies and practices are 

revisited, planned and implemented in proper and inclusive ways.  

Education in Sudan 

Education in Sudan consists of basic education, secondary education and higher 

education; all financed by the government or by private organisations and agencies. 

Considering the complexities of the country, the system has been organised as follows: 
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Figure 1. Education system in Sudan 

Privately funded schools are either profit-seeking businesses or run by non-profit 

organisations. Ahfad University for Women (AUW) is an example of the latter, 

representing a good practice of a higher education institution (see Box 1).  

Box 1. Ahfad University for women 
 

 
Ahfad University for Women is the direct result of the steadfast vision of two men, Sheik 
Babiker Badri (1860 - 1954) and Professor Yousif Badri (1912-1995). Sheikh Babiker combined 
the traditional Islamic devotion to learning with his own - then radical - notion of providing 
secular education in addition to religious instruction for both boys and girls. Babiker Badri 
established the first secular school for girls in Sudan at Rufa’a in 1907. In 1951, Ahfad Girls’ 
Intermediate School was established in Omdurman, and in 1955, his son Yousif Badri 
established the Ahfad Girls’ Secondary School. Ahfad University College for Women was later 
founded at the School’s sites in Omdurman in 1966. The Ministry of Education granted the new 
College the right to confer diploma certificates upon completion of its four year program.  
 
In 1984, an act of the National Council for Higher Education authorized Ahfad University 
College for Women to confer Bachelor of Sciences and Bachelor of Arts degrees. In 1995, the 
President of the Republic signed a decree to elevate the college to university status whith the 
name Ahfad University for Women (AUW). The university is situated in Omdurman, Sudan. 
Spreading over around 80,000 square meters, the campus has 21 buildings, including faculty 
and administrative buildings, one library, and a Medical Care Centre. Currently AUW serves 
approximately 6600 - 7000 undergraduate and 352 - 500 postgraduate students who come 
from all regions of Sudan and several neighbouring countries. Students at the university are 
enrolled in one of its eight schools and institutes, which are organized along practical 
professional lines, rather than the traditional academic fields. The schools and the institutes 
are (Ahfad University for Women, 2018):  
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• School of Health Sciences 
• School of Psychology and Pre-school Education 
• School of Management Studies 
• School of Rural Extension, Education and Development 
• School of Medicine 
• School of Pharmacy 
• School of Languages 
• School of Graduate Studies 
• Regional Institute of Gender, Diversity, Peace and Rights  
 
In keeping with Ahfad’s tradition as a pioneer in women’s education, the university is 
maintained exclusively for women. Emphasis is placed on preparing women to act as agents of 
change in building a modern nation in Sudan, or in their home countries. Areas of emphasis 
include nutrition, education, child development, management, agricultural and domestic 
technologies, gender studies and health care. The university maintains its longstanding 
commitment to help improve conditions in rural areas of Sudan through active students’ 
participation in population studies, education projects, health care, appropriate technology 
research and development, and other field activities.  
 
A major area of emphasis in AUW is Women Studies. A specialized institute -The Regional 
Institute of Gender, Diversity, Peace and Rights, serving Sudan and the region, has been 
established to provide instruction and to conduct research in this vital field. AUW’s 
commitment towards Women Studies includes support of the Women’s Documentation Unit 
as well as publication of two journals, one for students (Elnisf Al Waid) and the other is Ahfad’s 
Journal, Women and Change which is the university’s outlet to national, regional and 
international links for analyzing issues affecting women in Sudan and in other developing 
countries. In addition, the university serves as the patron and supporter of the Babiker Badri 
Scientific Association for Women Studies. The aim of this NGO is to encourage research on the 
status of Sudanese Women and to seek effective application of the research findings. AUW’s 
vision is to be a nationally prominent university and a leading institution recognized worldwide 
for its academic excellence, research, women empowerment, civic engagement and social 
responsibility.  
 
AUW’s mission is to provide quality education for women to strengthen their roles in national 
and rural development, and to seek equity for themselves and fellow women in all facets of 
Sudanese society using a combination of well-articulated academic programs, professional 
trainings, research, and community outreach activities. To achieve its vision and carry out its 
mission, AUW adheres to the core values of Social Responsibility, Academic Freedom, 
Leadership, Innovation, Excellence, Respect, Integrity, Ownership, Commitment, Diversity, 
Inclusiveness, Partnership, and Autonomy. The uniqueness of the programs of the AUW has 
shaped an image of being an example of good practice higher education institution that is 
always approached by knowledge seekers and researchers (Undergraduate Catalogue 2018 – 
2020, p. 20). 
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The three types of funding lead to differences in the way education is delivered and 

achieved. Table 1 shows some of the characteristics of public and private (non-profit 

and profit making) education in Sudan: 

Table 1 Characteristics of public and private education in Sudan 

Governmental/Public 

Education  

Private (non-profit making) 

Education 

Private (profit making) 

Education 

Low quality, due to: 

● Limited government resources 
and budgets contribute to low 
spending.  

● Absence of a conducive and 
stimulating learning 
environment 

● Poor facilities and services 
● Poor treatment 
● Low levels of participation 
● Curriculum irrelevancy 
● Untrained teachers 
● Traditional modes of teaching 

and lack of educational 
materials 

 
 
Resulting in poor outcomes  

Characterised by: 

● Better resources lead to 
higher levels of spending, 
to some extent supported 
by the learners.  

● Curriculums are up to date 
and more relevant to the 
needs of the learners and 
wider society 

● Modern teaching 
techniques and qualified 
teachers 

 
 
 
 
Resulting in excellent 
outcomes, but not everybody 
has the opportunity to benefit. 

Characterised by: 

● High fees due from the 
learners leads to high 
spending  

● Conducive learning 
environment 

● Curriculum up to date and 
relevant to the needs of 
the society 

● Modern teaching 
techniques and trained 
teachers 

 
Resulting in excellent 
outcomes, always leading to 
social disparities, due to both 
discrimination and inequality 
affecting access.  
Classism, not inclusive.  

 

Table 1 reflects how the educational sector has suffered from mismanagement, lack of 

funding and priority by the former Sudanese government. Common sense dictates that 

children are better off in private schools. To get a thorough education which provides 

them with a solid foundation for employment and citizenship, students then need to 

either come from affluent families or be selected for a scholarship or a sponsorship. 

Children born out of poor families, those who live in areas shattered by conflicts, or 

those who have to work to help support their families are excluded from education, as 

Ahmed clarifies: Education does not work for me! Ahmed elaborated further saying: 

Instead I found the casual selling in the street more attractive and with economic benefits. Through 
selling I am able to have money to support my family and at the same time I become economically 
independent, buying everything that I need…. Even if I continue with my education and get a degree; 
I will not have any sort of employment. In that case only more frustration will happen to me because 
I will not be able even to practise the job that I am doing now, [educated people do not sell in the 
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streets], so I will just be idle, a hopeless graduate with all my needs, ambitions or expectations left 
unsatisfied (Farag, 2013). 

Similar issues are discussed by Zeelen, Van der Linden, Nampota and Ngabirano (2010) 

who found that in most parts of Africa the exclusion of children and youth from 

education is highly complex, meaning that there is a mixture of factors impacting 

children and adolescents’ retention in both primary and secondary schools. To them, 

the influence of the curriculum inadequacy and the quality of the teaching add up to 

other issues such as poverty, conflicts and sociocultural practices. These factors 

complicate and often impede children’s enrolment and their learning progression in 

the education system. 

 Looking at gender, it also becomes clear that the majority of out of school children 

are girls. Girls face extra disadvantages when it comes to education, for many reasons, 

notably including early marriage practices. The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2018) 

confirms that in low and lower-middle income countries, females are more likely to be 

out of school than males, as sons are given higher priority over daughters in affording 

access to education (Holmarsdottir, Nomlomo, Farag & Desai, 2013). Nomlomo, Farag 

and Holmarsdottir (2012) clarify that: 

(…) whilst there is evidence of greater access to education in both South Africa and Sudan since 2000, 
it appears that females do not benefit equally. For example, in both countries there are reports of 
sexual harassment, gender-based violence, rape, assault and traditional/cultural practices directed 
towards girls such as early marriage, particularly in Sudan, which affect girls’ access to education. 
These factors often lead to girls dropping out of school resulting in ‘invisible’ forms of exclusion all of 
which impact negatively not only on girls’ participation and performance at school, but also increasing 
the gender equality gap between boys and girls in education. (p. 43). 

Furthermore, in a comparative study between Sudan and South Africa, Holmarsdottir, 

Nomlomo, Farag and Desai (2013) testify that being a girl in both of the countries 

comes with extra disadvantages and limitations to participation in education.  

Education and youth employment 

In addition to the disparities affecting access to education, Ahmed also highlights how 

young people emerging from schools struggle to gain meaningful employment in 

Sudan. Getting a job is crucial for the majority of the young people in their capacity to 

emerge from poverty and disadvantaged or vulnerable positions in society. The type of 

education they receive influences their chances of employment and the kind of job that 

they might obtain due to the capabilities developed in different institutional settings. 
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However, the capacity to capitalise on the benefits of education, interpersonal and 

collective gains (i.e. poverty alleviation or social emancipation) also depends on the 

broader environment as Ahmed explained:  

in that case only more frustration will happen to me because I will not be able even to practise the job 
that I am doing now, [educated people do not sell in the streets], so I will just be idle, a hopeless 
graduate with all my needs, ambitions or expectations left unsatisfied (Farag, 2013).  

Table 2 elucidates on the differences between the governmental and private 

schoolings in the social-divide students may experience upon completing their degree: 

Table 2 Gaps observed in alumni from private and governmental schools 
 

Youth graduated from governmental schools 
and universities, are more likely to: 

Youth graduated from private schools and 
universities , are more likely to  

● lack knowledge, skills and competences due to 

curriculum irrelevancy 

● struggle to compete and get jobs (limited 

resources) 

● be unable to start their own business (usually 

for lack of financial resources) 

● migrate internally /externally. 

● not be job-oriented, for lack of adequate career 

guidance 

● be affected by disparities in job opportunities 

based on socio-cultural lines 

Overall, a large proportion of the unemployed youth 

● get jobs – here wasta21 might play role  

● form their own business supported by their 

families 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overall, better situated to realise their future 

hopes and dreams  

 

Table 2 clarifies that the gap that started in education continues and even widens in 

relation to the chances to get a decent job according to enrolment in defined 

institutions. Children from more affluent families tend to attend private schools 

surrounded by others in similar socio-economic circumstances, who are likely to help 

securing gainful employment in affiliated companies or institutions - ‘Wasta’ is part of 

the Sudanese culture and linked to most ethnic groups. It works to maintain the status-

quo. Considering its relevance to social norms, the government should be the 

institution responsible to break this system. However, it seems the previous 

government ignored the demand for equality and equity for too long, not 

                                                           
21 ’Wasta’ is an Arabic word referring to favouritism. 
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acknowledging the need for universal empowerment of youth through education. The 

severe consequences of such neglect go beyond formal education and the labour 

market, to exclusion from power by limiting democratic participation in society of less 

affluent or disadvantaged groups.  

 In this sense, the previous government went further in categorically discriminating 

and systematically marginalizing young people in Sudan, according to social and ethnic 

groups. The main instrument of such was the structural deprivation of quality 

education, which should have concentrated in skills development and training to 

empower youth from the outset and create employment opportunities that emerge 

from the public as well as the private sector. A strong connection between education 

and work is crucial for the development of the country and to readdress the majority 

of youth who have been left powerless and hopeless over three decades.  

Conclusion and suggestions for interventions 

Referring back to the title of this chapter ‘reflections on the challenges related to youth, 

education and work in Sudan’, my conclusion is that the challenges posed to youth 

caused a trap. Without proper education enabling young people to achieve work and 

greater life prospects than the generation before them, many have lost faith in the 

capacity of education to guide the next generation toward a meaningful life.  

 Given the latest developments (as described in the introduction of this chapter), 

questions arise: did the previous government acknowledge the youth and their 

empowerment through education and work? Did youth have access to education? Did 

they benefit from the education being provided? How did education contribute to their 

employment opportunities? None of these questions have easy answers. Maybe the 

previous government purposely undermined youth empowerment hoping they would 

not revolt while, at the same time, it remained focused on recruiting and preparing 

those young people who would work as successors of the political system. If that is the 

case, the government did not succeed in its aim. It is likely that the governmental 

system unintentionally fuelled the protests among youth and even more so among girls 

and women. Contradictory as it is, the fuel was people’s disenfranchisement. Their 

voices and their criticism towards the dictatorship had been silenced too long. Now 

they are not hesitant any more in demanding democratic change. 
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 Following the description and analysis of the challenges the current educational 

system has faced and still facing, I close with suggestions for interventions and policy 

improvements moving forward: 

● Reforming the country’s education system, policies and practices. This need to be on 

the agenda of the newly formed transitory civilian government so that the hopes and 

the voices of the youth and protesters for the new Sudan are translated into actions 

that actually meet the needs of the Sudanese people with their diverse backgrounds; 

● Diversifying education (formal and non-formal, academic and technical, vocational and 

lifelong learning) to offer opportunities to citizens in general (youth and non-youth) 

with different educational needs;  

● Transforming the educational system: revision and updating of the curriculum (skills 

and practice need more attention besides theory), upgrading the mode of delivery and 

teachers’ qualification and training; 

● Redistributing opportunities and resources (education access and work opportunities) 

to reduce the inequalities; 

● Strengthening the involvement and democratic participation of youth in issues related 

to their education, work and future roles; 

● Guiding and orienting the youth to make use of the available resources and form their 

own small scale business (challenging ‘wasta’ with their own strength);  

● Raising the awareness of the families and communities about the relevance of lifelong 

learning and self-employment.  

Hopefully, the new transitory civilian democratic government can take these 

suggestions into account to open opportunities for youth. Youth ought to benefit from 

education and employment opportunities in order to become critical and responsible 

citizens of a responsible newly-democratic country.  
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African Rural University: five best practices 

 

Anyinge Christine Ojok  

 
Chorus 

African Rural University 
The cradle of learning 

African Rural University 
The cradle of creating 

African Rural University 
The center for transforming 

 
1. You educate a woman 
Uganda to be prosperous 

You educate a woman 
African to be at peace 

 
2. You educate a woman 

The world to be free 
You educate a woman 
Humanity to be happy 

 
3. You have a vision 

That is inspiring 
You have a mission 
That is empowering 

 
4. They come from the East 
They come from the South 
They come from the West 
They come from the North 

To drink on the well of wisdom 

 

African Rural University Anthem
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African Rural University: five best practices  

The summer school in Gulu in 2018 was honoured by the presence of four students of 

African Rural University. They brightened the sessions with their clear voices singing 

ARU’s anthem and women’s empowerment song. The lyrics are presented on the 

preceding and end pages. Not only that, the young women exhibited hard working 

attitudes with a clear vision on development and desire for hands on experience in 

community work. They garnered the interest of the participants in their university and 

therefore we were eager to dedicate a ‘good practice intermezzo’ to this university. 

ARU is situated in Kibale district in midwestern Uganda. It is the country’s most recently 

established, all-female university. ARU was founded by the Uganda Rural Development 

and Training Program (URDT) and is focused on providing women necessary skills, 

knowledge and experience in rural development. In this endeavour, the university's 

core belief is focused on people of Uganda ‘being the key to their own development’. 

The bottom-up approach to rural development is also incorporated in the ARU 

Education Model. It embraces a versatile role for women as teachers, organizers, 

negotiators and aims to push their leadership capabilities through knowledge and 

skills. The aim in doing so is for women to become the heart of rural community 

transformation. In the following text, the students from ARU share their own 

experiences. Specifically, they illustrate the educational model, different learning 

approaches and strategies and the vision statement underlying the work of the 

university (see also http://aru.ac.ug/): 

1) Education model  

ARU’s Bachelors of Rural Development is a four-year course. Three years of classroom 

study are placed alongside in-field visits and practical projects, therefore, the teaching 

model necessarily comprises 40% practice and 60% theory. We have technology 

transfer and demonstration sites where students learn new agricultural and other 

appropriate technologies which they later transfer to their own individual plots 

allocated to them by the University. Students also do projects and field tours or visits 

within communities which become the basis of reports submitted to the lecturers. 

After the second semester of the third year, students are distributed to households 

within a community for one month, in what we term “one month Practicum''. Here, 

students stay at the home of the host family, like daughters and do everything the 

family members do. The fourth year is allotted for internships, whereby students are 

http://aru.ac.ug/
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assigned to an ‘epicenter manager’ who is a graduate of African Rural University for 

one year.  

2) Visionary approach 

ARU has a unique approach, used similarly by its mother organization URDT and other 

affiliated institutions, whereby students are taught to create for themselves and the 

community what they truly care about by using the principles of: Vision, Current Reality 

and Structural Tension. This approach helps students to contribute towards a paradigm 

shift from problem-solving orientation to creative orientation. 

3) Epicenter Strategy 

All the graduates of African rural University are employed immediately by URDT, which 

founded the University, to work at the sub-county as the Epicenter managers. Each 

graduate manages one sub-county and trains the community members in use of the 

visionary approach. They foster an environment wherein community members create 

lists of their own aspirations and the graduates simply act to facilitate their choices and 

formulate action steps to achieve their visions based on their choices.  

4) Foundation Course 

All the students, lecturers, professors and management staff, including the vice 

chancellor of African rural University, adhere to the same culture. They all meet every 

morning from 07:45 to 9:00, Monday to Friday to discuss cultural, socio-economic or 

political topics of interest. Anyone is allowed to facilitate and get involved since we 

believe in teamwork and building collective intelligence.  

5) The vision 

ARU is an all women’s University training Rural Transformation Specialists. It is only for 

women because of the belief that Uganda and Africa needs more female leaders to 

champion rural transformation in poor communities. The university curriculum draws 

on the intrinsic value of a woman as a leader, as a teacher, the mother, the coach, the 

guide, the peacemaker, the social integrator, the intuitive and rational manager among 

others. Women by their nature perform integrated work at family and household 

levels. Therefore ARU felt the need to tap into, strengthen and nurture the inherent 

capabilities of women for development across the African continent. 
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Women empowerment song 

 

Chorus 
Ladies and gentlemen, 

Let us transform our communities, 
Through educating women, 

Let us leave the myth about women 
They can do everything (x2) 

 
Women can be doctors 
Women can be lawyers 
Women can be teachers 
Women can be nurses 

 
Women can be pilots 

Women can be engineers 
Women can advise, discuss and decide 

Sooo………. 
 



 

Reflections on Waswahili youth navigating 

extrajudicial violence in coastal Kenya  

 

Francesca Dier 

 

 

 

Images of art identified by group 5 on Youth, diversity and peace during the summer school in Gulu 
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Reflections on Waswahili youth navigating extrajudicial violence 

in Coastal Kenya 

During the Summer School in 2018, I actively participated in the group surrounding the 

sub-theme (5) concerning ‘Youth, diversity and peace’. Our group interviewed and 

engaged in bilateral discussions with several stakeholders, including NGOs, war-

affected youth (including Lord´s Resistance Army soldiers and captured wives) and 

culminated in a presentation of a Wall of Peace.  

 The Wall of Peace was made-up of quotes from our participants and the key themes 

that came to the surface from our discussions. A theme which came to the fore was 

stigmatisation and preconceived perceptions of youth who (un)voluntarily subscribed 

to the violence of the conflict and the misconstrued or disassociated consequences for 

such population’s potential as a result. The two images of art on the title page of this 

chapter, struck me during the data collection process in Gulu. Equally, the research in 

Gulu highlighted how formal justice or peace-keeping mechanisms, despite promises 

made on paper and introduction of schemes, purportedly for all, are not relevant or 

all-encompassing enough to embrace populations most vulnerable to the political, 

social and economic impact of violence or conflict. The Wall of Peace, as a research 

exercise, offered to some an exhibit of emotions and thoughts, not often expressed or 

appreciated by formal stakeholders in peace-making processes and highlighted the 

disparity between negative and positive peace, wherein although a ceasefire and peace 

agreement remained in place, many, in particular war-affected youth in northern 

Uganda, still experienced day-to-day life in a far from peaceful society, which continues 

to recover emotionally, physically and financially from the extent of the conflict.  

 The summer school in Gulu in 2018, was a truly informative and enriching 

experience, which encouraged me to pursue my Msc thesis in the East African context, 

particularly surrounding access to justice and, ultimately, the effects of its barriers on 

the Waswahili youth, in Uganda’s neighbouring country - Kenya. Therefore, I have 

shared below a brief summary of my thesis and, as the topic of this editorial warrants, 

the observations that emerged concerning the youth population within its conclusions.  

An introduction 

The thesis is entitled: ‘Papers And People: Things Just Disappear. An Exploration Of 

Access To Justice In Kenya’ and was guided by the research question: ‘How is legal 
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empowerment facilitated or inhibited based on perceptions and experiences of justice 

and access thereto amongst Muslim Waswahili populations in coastal Kenya?’  

 Much like Uganda, Kenya was a British protectorate (from 1895 to 1961) and 

became an independent state, following civil unrest, on 12 December 1963. Kenya’s 

population at the point of the last census in 2009 stood at just under 48 million people, 

with significant growth estimated in the past ten years contributing to a youthful 

population (with 50.1% under the age of eighteen) (Mwangi, 2017a). In Kenya, 

disparities in socio-economic development have contributed to rapid urbanisation, 

however in coastal regions, resident or local populations face significant socio-

economic burdens due to over-crowding and broader patterns of marginalisation, as a 

result of ethnic and religious diversity (Creel, 2003; Eastman, 1995). The thesis 

fieldwork was undergone in Mombasa County from December 2018 to February 2019 

and evolved to include data from the broader Coastal Region (where Kwale and Kilifi, 

which neighbour Mombasa have elevated poverty rates of 47.4% and 46.4%, 

respectively – KNBS 2018). It is home to the Waswahili Muslim population.  

 The long imperial and colonial history of Kenya’s coastal region contributes to 

modern imagined spaces and identity attributed to the Waswahili ethnic group 

(Eastman, 1995), as it is made up of a strong Muslim population, as compared to the 

dominant Christian and Catholic denominations across Kenya. The Waswahili is one of 

47 ethnic groups in Kenya. Ethnicity in Kenya is marked by mass polarisation and 

politicisation, characterised by disparities in development, socio-economic 

marginalisation and violence surrounding political elections, social unrest, gang activity 

and high levels of criminality. The politicisation of ethnicity, has the capacity to 

perpetuate political communities and manipulate social attachment or conceptions of 

ethnic groups and identities (Swartz, 1978). In particular, election violence, evidenced 

in 1992, 1997, 2002 and 2007, arose from capitalisation on protective assertions over 

territory in the face of so-construed ‘invasion’ of others, often marked by ethnic 

difference. ‘Invisible political instigators’ motivated clashes, in which security forces 

are allegedly complicit in patterns of state-sponsored killings surrounding elections. 

The severest repercussions of the violence are often felt in the Coastal Region (Oyugi, 

2002; Shilaho, 2018). 

 In this context, the thesis built upon Sen’s conception of realisation-based, 

substantive justice (2009) and Golub’s work on legal empowerment to understand 

contemporary barriers to access to justice in the region, as experienced and envisioned 
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by local populations (2003). An enquiry into access to justice is relevant in post-conflict 

and post-crisis contexts, as defined in Kenya’s long history of political violence. The 

study drew on Ribot and Peluso (2003) to understand and formulate a provisional 

deductive framework of access, whilst incorporating elements of empowerment to 

reveal a nuanced and socio-legal perspective of rule of law provision. The study was 

based on fieldwork facilitated by a host NGO in Mombasa and is the first country-

specific, grassroots appraisal of access to justice and legal empowerment in Kenya. It 

relied upon primary and secondary data, derived from semi-structured interviews, 

NGO case files and a daily newspaper review, which were then subject to rounds of 

open-coding. It reveals barriers to access to justice according to structural (lack of legal 

awareness and lack of resources to access services, delays in justice provision and state 

actors’ unwillingness to work), relational (discrimination and corruption) and 

emotional (fear alongside loss of faith in the formal legal system) factors. The second 

half of the research is inductive, building on findings on access to justice, to understand 

how barriers may contribute to informal and illicit justice practices. Namely it explored 

views on mob justice, police brutality and extrajudicial killings and limited 

accountability of the police and found disillusionment in the civil and criminal justice 

systems on the part of both communities and the police. Such disillusionment 

contributes to a culture in which extra-judicial retributive and violent punishment is 

often taken as the norm at the expense of due process.  

Police brutality and youth in Coastal Kenya: the imaginary threat 

Research participant quotes [emphasis added] 

What did we do? What do they think we did? 

I don’t know what’s behind the same, especially in the Coastal Region. Because most of our youths lost 
their lives just like that. And I wonder how the inspector general of police can sit in his office and say: 
Abu is suspected – for what? Be branded as wanted by the police department for no reason, because 
you can find my picture through social media and say you are a terrorist. Then you brand me a terrorist. 

The reasons for the killings are not justified… Very young children, very young boys lose their lives… 
You might be caught up in it and you are innocent – you lose your life just like that.  

He didn’t pose a threat to them, but they imagined he was a thief.  

It’s like: it happened to so and so, you know. Just another statistic. 
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For the purposes of this editorial, it is worth reflecting on the inductive component of 

the research project, in particular police brutality and extrajudicial killings, as they 

disproportionately affect male Waswahili youth in the Coastal counties of Lamu, Kwale, 

Kilifi and Mombasa. All quotes, except where noted otherwise are from research 

participants, whose anonymity was guaranteed during thesis data collection.  

 It was readily apparent early on in the data collection process, that to speak of 

access to justice in Kenya, without reference to mob justice and brutality or 

extrajudicial killings, is to give an incomplete rendering of day-to-day justice practices. 

Extrajudicial killings by police were accepted as a matter of fact in Kenya by the 

research participants, in contrast to the government’s preference to justify killings in 

self-defence or counter-terror rhetoric. Their existence is reified in the national and 

local news. Further, there are allegations of enforced disappearances, in the course of 

counterterrorism efforts of the Anti-Terrorism Police Unit (ATPU). The Coastal Region 

falls just behind Nairobi in terms of the prevalence of police violence, where killings 

tend to occur during swoops, raids and operations to flush out purportedly suspected 

terrorists or thieves. The most vulnerable population is male, Muslim Waswahili youth, 

who live in the least affluent areas, with the highest crime rates. As outlined above, the 

politicisation of ethnicity, tied with a growing youth population and high levels of 

poverty, contributes toward the characterisation, not dissimilar from those shared in 

northern Uganda, of male youth in such areas as susceptible to engagement in 

violence, lazy or untoward, as a result of their lacking (or lacking desire to engage in) 

meaningful employment or livelihoods. These conceptions, tied together with anti-

terror or gang rhetoric, explored below, lend to a threatening imaginary attributed to 

male youth.  

 The prevalence of police brutality and its affiliated target group varies between 

counties and over time. In Kwale, the focus is on extremist radicalisation and 

counterterrorism, whereas in Mombasa and Kilifi it is the presence of juvenile gangs 

and in Lamu many incidents arise surrounding land issues. In Mombasa, the severest 

effects are felt in Kisauni and Majengo (Likoni), which is commonly regarded as a 

‘hotbed of radicalisation’ thus lending to larger ATPU activity. The police’s recourse to 

use of force is propped up by rhetoric asserting the necessity to quell threats of 

terrorism, gang violence and insecurity. In a similar vein, the presence of gangs in 

coastal towns, is often cited in justification of police actions. For example, Mombasa 

Police Commandant Johnson cited the need to ‘tame insecurity’ generated by gangs, 

arguing that ‘we are not aiming at killing anybody, what we want is to enhance security 
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for all Mombasa dwellers’ (Mbunga, 2019). Gangs are usually made up of male youth, 

aged 15-25 and described in the media, by politicians and commentators, as machete-

wielding, killer and insecurity menace. The security efforts coincide with patterns of 

marginalisation, insecurity and land rights along the coast (Mazrui, Njogu & Goldsmith, 

2018). Such rhetoric is described by academics, like De Goede (2008) and Bigo (2012) 

and drawing on Derrida’s (1992) notion of ‘force of law’, as the securitisation of 

imaginary threats, in which law becomes synonymous with the need to exert force, as 

permitted by politics of pre-emption in anti-terror measures. 

 Kenya has a long history of terrorism, which saw the incidence of attacks increase 

following Kenya’s alliance with the United States in the Global War on Terror (Mazrui 

et al., 2018). Notable attacks include the Westgate Mall (2013), Mpeketoni (2014), 

Garissa University (2015), the El Adde military base in Somalia (2016) and the Al-

Shabaab hit on the Dusit hotel and business complex in Nairobi (2019). Following terror 

attacks, it is common for the ATPU to attempt to flush out, under a pre-emptive policy, 

potential terrorist cells, often associated with mosques along the coastal region, where 

radicalisation of Muslim youth is deemed most likely. Extrajudicial killings and other 

illicit police activities are compounded by rhetoric surrounding terrorism and 

radicalisation. Within such rhetoric, male, Muslim youth at the coast – in Mombasa or 

Malindi - are considered the most likely to be radicalised, by virtue of their religion and 

socio-economic status (lack of education and poor living standards). Equally, the 

propensity to radicalisation is enhanced, according to Mazrui et al. (2018), by 

marginalisation and political othering of Muslim Waswahili and Somali populations in 

Kenya. It leads to a relationship wherein ‘the genesis of terror is informing the way 

police handle it’ [counterterrorism measures] and the ATPU is so much harder on the 

Muslim fold than the Christian fold (research participant). A research participant 

rationalised the police bias insofar as such communities conduct themselves similar to 

how those in Somalia do their business and reiterates that it is thus natural that 

Kenyans of Somali origin will be victims, they will be victimised by the police in efforts 

to quell a terrorism threat. Another research participant described the effect of pre-

emptive punitive law enforcement practices in rendering her community victims twice 

in the war on terror, since Muslims fall victims to the terror attacks like any other 

Kenyan, but are also singled out in becoming victims of counterterror measures as well.  

 The risk of becoming a victim of police brutality or simply disappearing, leads people 

to worry about their boys. A mama imparted that when a boy leaves home, you worry 

until they are back home and in the door and if they do not, there is no justice. Male 
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youth are targeted so long as everything negative [drugs, crime and radicalisation] is 

correlating with the youth. One’s safety is determined by the company you keep and 

the areas you visit: in Mombasa, areas like Kisauni are under constant police controls, 

looking for any guys who seem to be looking like having anything to do, as compared 

to the affluent neighbourhoods of Nyali where police will never bother you. Thereafter, 

once you are branded an imaginary threat or suspected criminal, your physical safety 

and life become at risk. A young male participant’s statement of incredulity at the 

process, sums up the random outcomes of the violence, in the quotes above.  

 The excerpt from a news article, below, offers a view on the interrelation between 

factors affecting access to justice and the persecution of youth in Coastal Kenya, by a 

prominent local rights activist Hussein Khalid (2019): 

We speak out in defence of the rule of law and respect for human rights. The Constitution and the 
laws of Kenya are clear that every person is innocent until proven guilty by a court of law. It is only the 
court of law that can confirm guilt. Not the police, not the public. It is therefore wrong for police and/or 
public to become the jury and executioner at the same time (...) If the top leadership of security and 
criminal justice take zero tolerance to extrajudicial killings, then the country should realise a new era 
of human rights and rule of law (...) It is a fact that youths are involved in crime. Before the youth go 
to the communities and engage in crime, parents, politicians and religious leaders should provide the 
necessary supervision and be role models to the young. When parents chew khat22, politicians engage 
in corruption and religious leaders defile and sodomise the young, they fail to be good examples. Only 
by changing the entire criminal justice system and social lives of the people will we be able to address 
the security concerns of the country. Kenya requires a complete overhaul in the political, social and 
economic spheres. 

Some conclusions 

The thesis findings in Kenya offer a different lens of criminalisation of youth, motivated 

by past conflict, most notably the politicisation of ethnicity and history of terror activity 

in Kenya, as aggravated by conditions of vulnerability that arise from growing youthful 

populations in urban and impoverished areas. Without opportunity in education or 

employment, it is unsurprising that youth populations are found in communities 

without much to do. Further, un- or mis- informed on the basics of due process and the 

formal legal system, they are ill-prepared for eventual confrontations with law 

enforcement. In addition, as stereotypical lines are drawn against the Waswahili 

population, by virtue of a shared religion and ethnicity with commonly identified 

terrorists, male, Muslim youth become tied to an imaginary threat, without many 

                                                           
22 Khat is a naturally growing plant and amphetamine and a traditional pastime, akin to drinking in Europe 
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means of destabilising the rhetoric. Waswahili youth are indeed victims twice, of 

circumstance and pre-emptive law enforcement, which combined become part of a 

negative feedback loop. This loop, as discussed more broadly in the thesis is part of a 

broader cycle of perceptions of and access to the formal legal system in Kenya, which, 

despite formal rights-based justice afforded in Constitutional provisions, sees due 

process and rule of law undermined by bias or prejudice.  

 Overall the research revealed that dominant factors affecting access to justice are 

low levels of legal awareness, inaccessibility of legal services due to financial 

constraints, temporal delays in service provision, institutionalised corruption, bias in 

treatment based on gender, ethnicity and religion, fear of police and lack of trust and 

faith in the formal legal system. The structural factors are aggravated by limited pro 

bono services which could reconcile status-based distributional inputs and outcomes 

in the justice system, however without it, substantive justice is not afforded to the 

socially marginalised Waswahili. Further, structural, relational and emotional factors 

motivate recourse to prevalent informal and illicit justice systems. Mob justice and 

extrajudicial killings, particularly of imaginary youth threats, as parts of either gangs of 

potential terrorist cells, in the Coastal Region are perceived as easier than engaging 

either the police or the courts, by civilians and police alike. Equally, they condition fear 

of the system and mistrust of due process, wherein actors perpetrating crimes are 

afforded impunity based on logics of exception and rhetoric purporting necessity. Here, 

enhancing accountability amongst perpetrators of violence in illicit systems could 

promote greater faith in the formal legal system and strengthen rule of law. However, 

instead, in contrast to legal empowerment, violent efforts to quell both civil and 

criminal issues, wherein to harm or kill is normalised in a punitive and retributive model 

of justice, by communities and police alike, is common place. Therefore, lack of access 

to and loss of faith in the formal legal system, pushes coastal populations to accept, 

reflect and adopt the flaws in the formal system and, in so doing, encourages violence 

at the grassroots level and aversion to legal engagement.  

 Engaging in conversations with my participants during the thesis fieldwork seemed 

to offer a similar form of restorative justice to the Wall of Peace built in Gulu. It offered 

participants an opportunity to express openly their views on the justice systems in 

Kenya and how it affected their respective communities. It appeared to offer some 

acknowledgement, beyond passive remarks common in society that implicitly 

normalise violent practices, even without a capacity to offer a remedy. I believe there 

remains an opportunity in this vein to further develop Waswahili youth confidence and 
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opportunity, through raising civil and legal awareness in vulnerable communities. In 

future, I would like to explore offering a forum for civil and legal awareness throughout 

secondary schooling, tailored to circumstances and issues prevalent in local 

communities. In so doing, the programme could highlight the importance of 

reconciliation in day-to-day social life, with past histories of stigmatisation and 

violence, and move toward de-stigmatisation of youth, who may be better prepared to 

demand, as Hassan outlines in his quote above, a new era of human rights and rule of 

law, so that security concerns, ideally, become less associated with the imaginary 

threat attributed to vulnerable youthful populations. Most subtly, raising civil and legal 

awareness, directly with vulnerable youthful populations, may offer a safe space in 

which youth do not feel forgotten or overlooked, and as such, a form of restorative 

justice.  
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Exploring the role of education and youth in social movements in 

Nepal 

Introduction 

I had only understood that communism was good. How to become a communist? I did not know. The 
CPN-UML I had liked since I was small. I had also been affected by the story of Ratnakumar Bantawa. 
(…) 

When I was studying in class 4, I had read Sanjay Thapa’s novel Naoilaune Phul. The main character of 
the novel, Rajesh, had already made me think that I should become communist like him. I did not like 
it when he suffered, but his successful actions inspired me. (…) 

I came to understand more how much the rajas and maharajas must be oppressing us. I realised the 
extent to which the basikhane class had turned the garikhane class into slaves. It made me think how 
much worse it must be for those who had nothing to eat and no place to live. (…) 

I understand what communism was, and I became communist all the same. (translated excerpts taken 
from The Diary of a Guerrilla Girl, by Tara Rai, 2010, in Hutt, 2012, p. 119-121).  

This essay explores how girls like Tara Rai were encouraged to go to school to improve 

their lives and those of their beloved ones and ended up joining the Maoist movement 

and enrolled in the Nepali Civil War, which began in 1996 and lasted until 2006. As 

Nepal moves forward consolidating its Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA), it is 

necessary to reflect on its history to explore why and how events have unfolded in the 

way they have. In 1996, a Maoist revolt which sought to overthrow the political system 

transpired into a civil war displacing more than 100,000 residents, mainly in the rural 

areas (Pherali, 2011; Van Wessel & Van Hirtum, 2013). The conflict lasted until 2006, 

taking the lives of an estimated 13,000 individuals, of which many were children and 

youth that had been recruited as guerrilla fighters. Young people were forcibly 

recruited in several ways, such as mass gatherings in villages, deploying individual 

motivators and kidnapping in schools (Eck, 2007). Equally, many youths voluntarily 

joined the movement, like Tara Rai, on the expectation that it was the only viable 

means of achieving social justice in Nepali society (Pherali, 2011). The Maoist 

insurgency is commonly referred to as ‘People’s War’, meaning the conflict 

precipitated by the Maoist fraction of the Communist Party of Nepal – CPN/M. It did 

not emerge from thin air. It stemmed from a long tradition of youth participation in 

political contestation in Nepal, in the previous thirty years: the anti-Panchayat 

movement, also known as Jana-andolan I, took place in 1990, followed by the Maoist 

Insurgency between 1996 and 2006 and most recently the Jana-andolan II in 2006. In 
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a sense, the Maoist insurgency uncovered – and was largely a consequence of – a 

common theme of the history of Nepal: a highly instrumentalised education system, 

configured to serve ruling powers.  

 In this essay the Maoist movement is regarded as a social movement that relatively 

easily penetrated education institutions in Nepal to gather support for their cause. The 

analysis builds on the literature about the movement of the Maoist Insurgency (or 

People’s War) in Nepal combined with the experiences of the author growing up in 

Kathmandu. This case is particularly interesting due to the pedagogical strategies which 

remain in use today across the world, where education systems are used as a tool to 

forge consent, abandoning any higher meaning or purpose to develop youth’s 

autonomy and emancipation. 

Education system in Nepal: seeking for belonging 

Yo Janmadaii Jagat ma (when this country was born in this world) 
Kayaun Pahar Aaye (attacks tried to destroy it) 

Samrajya Dubaii Harey (but we did not surrender) 
Harena Shaan Hamro (and did not lose our pride) 

(...) 
Gai Sari Chan Sadhu (holy like a cow) 

Jo Jo Yeha Jagatma (with our sovereignty and integrity) 
Sabko Saran Baljoyo (we form a safe haven for all) 

Jangi Nishan Hamro (the red flag is our sign of courage) 

 
The lines above evoke Nepali national pride and patriotism by stating that, despite 

several attacks by the British who ruled Nepal’s neighbour India at the time, Nepal has 

never been colonised. Proudly alluding to this period of history, the song expresses 

how the Nepali were unified in fighting against intruders. The song was and is a 

prominent part of the school curriculum. This is one example of how the education 

system in Nepal was historically geared towards building a national identity. According 

to Onta (1996), during the Panchayat system (1962-1990), cultural patriotism was 

vigorously championed. Stories that spoke of heroism of martyrdom and of the 

undefeated warriors of the siege of ‘Naala-pani’23 were the central themes in 

educational resource materials, becoming the pedagogical approach that influenced 

generations of Nepali citizens. Up to these days, Nepali students are still taught the 

                                                           
23 Nepal and forces of the British East India Company had a battle at ‘Naala-pani’, where the British had a 
pyrrhic victory. This battle is famous as part of the Anglo-Nepali War (1814-1816). This established Nepali 
forces as the Gurkhas - the great warriors.  
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story of the battle at Naala Pani in which the brave soldiers fought to retain the 

country’s sovereignty. The historian Pratyoush Onta observes: 

Looking back at our history lessons in schools in Nepal, I cannot dodge the feeling that our nationalistic 
pride based high opinion regarding Nepal (and its sovereign past and all) were so deeply implanted on 
us that even before our minds get enough time to evaluate issues concerning Nepal’s pride, our so 
called ‘pride for being Nepali’ gets in the way. (Onta, 1996, p. 213).  

Besides, broader cultural tales of fate, which Bista (1991) calls fatalism, of Karma 

(Karmic connections or Karma’s call), and holy scriptures alluding to the greatness of 

Nepal also became a part of schools’ repertoire. 

 Up to the mid-20th century Nepal was pretty much a tradition-bound country 

resembling a medieval society (Bista, 1991). It had been under the authoritarian rule 

of the Rana Dynasty until 1951. When the Ranas were overthrown by the Shahs and 

their allies in 1951, a Parliamentary democracy was declared in Nepal. The borders 

opened and Nepal became part of a globalised world, receiving aid and support from 

foreign governments and INGOs (International Non-Governmental Organisations). 

With the commencement of democracy, education, infrastructure and health care 

were the first sectors to benefit from foreign aid (Karkee & Comfort, 2016). Along with 

educational programmes, foreign aid also sponsored agricultural development, 

reproductive health, and the contestation of hierarchical caste-based tradition in the 

Nepali society, by supporting the possibility of inter-caste marriages (Bista, 1991; Aryal, 

2016). These changes represented a major societal shift. Political renovation was 

followed by the establishment of the parties’ student wings in the 1950s, which sought 

to gain power within universities by contesting student union elections. These student 

wings were essentially chain drives of political parties’ ideologies, turning students into 

the frontline actors to run activities on behalf of the sponsoring party. Eventually, some 

of these activities would result in civil unrest. 

 If under the monarchy, education had been limited to Rana family members and 

their close relatives and acquaintances, NGOs brought a different concept of education 

for all. Overall, development interventions in education in Nepal exposed people to the 

idea that development was measured by societal progress attained via education. 

Under this preemptive assumption, numerous educational projects were implemented 

in Nepal, especially from the early 1980s. The educational projects included the 

Primary Education Project (1984); Public Primary Education project (implemented in 

several phases until 2003); Education for All (2003- 2009); Community School Support 
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Program (2003-2009) and School Sector Reform Plan (2009-2015). The majority of 

Nepali, whether living in rural or urban areas, were quick to absorb the importance of 

education into their belief systems. Education was thus consolidated as a vital part of 

social and economic development. Children’s education became paramount for rich 

and poor families. It was viewed as an opportunity for social mobility. Textbooks were 

charged with discourse of progress in a rather anecdotal way, for example by 

portraying villages as the ‘past’ and cities as the ‘future’. This discourse seduced youth, 

offering them a window to social and economic ascendancy. As a whole, Nepali society 

became acquainted with an articulated vision of a better society through education 

and development (see Pigg, 1993). 

 This seductive education-development paradigm also had a structural component 

in the geographic distribution of educational infrastructure. In a number of villages and 

rural communities, schools were a place of social status, where teachers were often 

the only individuals who could read the newspaper and earn a stable income (Van 

Wessel & Van Hirtum, 2013). As a result of both the objective and subjective (or 

symbolic) value attached to education, entire school communities (mainly teachers and 

students) began to be considered in high regard by locals. 

 On the other hand, the educational system was equally crippled with structural 

constraints such as ideological biases, political instrumentation and caste-based 

discrimination, especially in rural areas (Pherali, 2011). These fundamental constraints 

produced a scholastic youth who lacked the capacity to question what they were 

taught and act autonomously. As a result, Pherali (2011) argues that: 

despite efforts to ‘modernise’ and push for increased participation in education, Nepalese schools 
continued to embody socially and culturally prejudiced values and institutionally legitimised the 
inequitable practices in the education system. (Ibid. p, 136).  

In this scenario, the author argues further that: 

the social and political agenda of the Maoists motivated young people, who were profoundly uncritical 
of expedient political propaganda, yet perhaps predisposed to listen to revolutionary rhetoric because 
of the seemingly stagnant and unequal conditions that surrounded them (Ibid. p, 136). 

Overall, in the pre-democratic era in the 1940s, educational institutions in Nepal have 

served as grounds for political parties to further anti-Rana activities. When the Maoist 

insurgency arose, the same tactic was scaled up so that political actors could take 

advantage of the respectability and social function of schools and their influence 
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among the largely illiterate population to better enable their ideologies to take root in 

communities and villages, particularly in less affluent rural areas. It is well documented 

that in the years that preceded the Maoist insurgency, schools became an ideological 

battleground for the movement (Van Wessel & Van Hirtum, 2013; Pherali, 2011). 

The Maoists turning school into a battlefield 

When the Maoist Insurgency (or ‘People’s War’) broke out in 1996, youth made up 

most of its army. They were the Maoist cadets. Their goal was to abolish the monarchy 

and establish democracy by force in Nepal (Hirslund, 2012; Hutt, 2004). Educational 

practices within the Maoist guerilla camps had profound influences in shaping the 

youth’s minds. Their training in the Maoist camps highlighted and propagated a defined 

perception of the world, through the lens of the ‘only truth’. The training embodied an 

ideologically powerful means of imparting knowledge. This world-view was then 

reflected in how young men and women acted throughout the revolution. Youth spoke 

of the country’s place in history ‘as the bastion of the students’ movements against 

social and cultural struggles in Nepal’ (Hirslund, 2012: p. 191). Many people, including 

scholars, believed the Maoist insurgency was an independent movement contesting 

socio-cultural oppression. As discussed above, some teachers and students took part 

in the movement voluntarily. Kristine Eck's (2007) study of Maoist tactics of 

recruitment finds that voluntary participation may have been influenced by personal 

approaches to prior political education – to the point of indoctrination. Ideological 

manipulation and indoctrination became a crucial form in which insurgents 

approached young people. 

 The phenomenon of indoctrination was also identified by Ina Zharkevich (2013) in 

consideration of study books used to promote Marxism in villages during the Maoist 

Insurgency. Indoctrination and acts of violence against civilians walked hand in hand. 

The Maoist cadres made sure to strategically burn down nonconformist households to 

reinforce the power of Maoist ideology. The rural Jamindars were killed and their 

families were looted in order to show what could happen to those who kept bonded 

labourers. The Maoists romanticised images of martyrdom, victory and courage that 

impressed the youth (Eck, 2007), just as it had been long encouraged by the official 

discourses within the education system. The narrative was different though, and the 

goals too. This time martyrdom was supposed to liberate people from poverty and 

injustice. Besides, Zharkevich (2013) highlights that youth’s informal learning in the 
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countryside during the Maoist movement played an important role and became their 

main source of knowledge. Although their learning in this period was deeply rooted in 

tradition, Maoist ideas were consolidated in youth’s imagination as a simulacrum of 

reality, forming the basis of a new set of values that was distinctive to the previously 

acquired ones (Hirslund, 2012). 

 The social grounds for the Maoist insurgency were most prevalent in rural areas. 

This is where it started. In the ruralised world of Nepali mountains, previously exposed 

to globalised discourses of development and progress through education, youth who 

did not want to pursue their families’ vocation as farmers also found their fate among 

the Maoist. Their rejection of a traditional life as farmers had found no immediate 

response in the globalised Nepal. Real opportunities of further education and/or work 

in their birthplaces or even in the cities to where they could migrate were scarce and 

unattainable for many. This scenario frustrated their hopes and, once again, exposed 

structural vicious inequalities, against which it made sense to fight. The goals of the 

Maoists, according to leaflet distributions, were to ‘March Along the Path of the 

People's War to Smash the Reactionary State and Establish a New Democratic State!’ 

(CPN-M, 1996, p. 1). The revolutionary Maoist movement challenged the existing social 

discourses and values and contested the Hindu nationalism that had been growing 

within the Nepali state. It incorporated the growing demand for democracy and social 

justice, fed by caste discrimination and poverty experienced by many, particularly the 

rural poor. 

 As the main goal of the Maoist insurgency was to overthrow the monarchy 

intimately linked to social injustice, the revolution can be considered a cultural 

phenomenon. Drawing from the Chinese experience, a cultural revolution in Nepal 

would mean to change the entire set of values shared by the Nepali society in order to 

build a new society. The key component to achieve this was found to be education, and 

more specifically, schools. As well respected among villagers, achieving support from 

teachers meant that they could even assume ‘the role of gurus’ in the countryside, as 

reported by Van Wessel and Van Hirtum (2013, p. 11). Teachers were an essential force 

of spread of Maoist principles across the country. In the absence of such widespread 

support among school communities, insurgents resorted to abducting teachers and 

secondary school pupils to be politically trained and used thereafter to train others, 

thus instrumentalising the education system for their own cause. As described by Van 

Wessel and Van Hirtum (2013): 
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Maoists abducted students and teachers for indoctrination and recruitment into the movement. The 
modus operandi was to enter a highschool and to take all students and teachers to a remote area for 
a few days. (p.9). 

Upon return from abduction, such teachers and students would be coerced to join the 

revolution’s side and to instruct Maoist ideology. Teachers were also harassed to hand 

in parts of their salaries to the movement (Pherali, 2011; Van Wessel & Van Hirtum, 

2013). The state of confusion that prevailed throughout the decade from 1996 to 2006 

in Nepal made some teachers adopt Maoist ideologies in the classroom because of fear 

and intimidation (Pherali, 2011). 

 The context of kidnapping and indoctrination transformed education and schools 

into battlefields. The tensions between the establishment and the insurgents began to 

manifest throughout the educational system, exposing its cracks. The prevalence of 

such questionable methods throughout the revolution streams, as we have argued, 

flowed from the contradictions within the education system in Nepal. While social 

injustice in the form of the caste system and bonded labour continued to permeate the 

Nepali society, old fashioned school-based methodologies and teaching practices 

naturalising discrimination and forming uncritical students merged with the 

development paradigm of education-for-all, then used to propagate political agendas. 

Concluding remarks 

As a latecomer to the globalised order, the Nepali society did not have the chance to 

partake in the worldwide social and education debate throughout the 20th century. 

The educational system remained poorly equipped to foster the development of critical 

education which would have enabled students to question and to find answers. 

Instead, the exclusive education system seemed entirely devoted to glorifying the past 

and building a national identity that could subsist the seduction of the external world. 

The entire design of this education system hindered the autonomy of young people to 

inquire and to act autonomously in real life. When the possibility of educating everyone 

finally arrived, it came by the hands of NGOs who brought the attractive education-

development paradigm without appropriate ways to contribute to its realisation. When 

the Maoist insurgency came about, it benefited from the sense of betrayal many youth 

felt towards the promise of a better future through education. Apart from those who 

were kidnapped and forced to join the movement, youth’s self-recruitment to the 

movement thus warrants consideration. Considering the flaws of the Nepali education 



 

198 Neha Basnet 

 

system, it is pertinent to question whether youth were capable of critically evaluating 

and making informed decisions about the ideas that insurgents imposed upon them. 

Following the memories of Tara Rai, cited at the start of this essay, it can be argued 

that the Maoist insurgency benefited from the uncritical state of students, which 

facilitated the embodiment of Maoist ideologies. 

 The Maoists practiced the instrumentalisation of education which was not a foreign 

to Nepali society, but equally evident in the Rana regime. However, the tactics were 

not readily apparent. The widespread use of intimidation and fear to pass ideology 

onto people, especially youth, could be compared to tactics commonly associated with 

groups committed to indoctrination and radicalisation. Hirslund (2012) and Eck (2007) 

note that the education received within the Maoist camps had strong elements of 

indoctrination, which for Eck (2007) means re-learning processes to act in a ‘new 

society’. 

 In the case of Nepal, the ‘new society’ which would be based on Maoist principles 

did not come to the fore. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) signed in 2006 

put an end to the conflict and in 2019 the country concluded the transition to 

federalism. From strong and centralised structures of power, Nepal finds itself opening 

new spaces for people’s participation and engagement in genuine social movements 

that serve social objectives. As young people like Tara Rai reflect openly on their 

memories and find platforms to share these, it will hopefully contribute to diversity in 

governance and sound policies and practices, especially in the field of education. If 

young people are treated as partners in developing education and work trajectories in 

which they are valued for their contribution, it is not unrealistic to nurture positive 

expectations. 
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Creating spaces for engaging intergroup conflict through 

reflexivity and empathy 

Abstract  

In Israel, institutions of higher education provide natural space of encounter between Jews and Arabs 

within a larger, dominant field of conflict that shapes the perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and actions of 

members of both groups. This space of encounter among students is typically characterized by fear, 

suspicion, and avoidance of the other along with a form of denial of conflict that we call the ´one big happy 

family fantasy´. This chapter describes and analyzes our attempt to use tools of reflexivity, empathy, and 

narrative storytelling in order to open a communicative space within such natural space of encounter. It is 

based on a case study of a required Master of Education course involving Jewish and Palestinian Arab 

students, all working teachers, at the Oranim Academic College of Education in Israel. As will be seen the 

process created a kind of ´transitional space´ that enabled many of the students to disengage from the 

influence of the dominant field so that they could think, feel, see, and relate differently. Some, however, 

remained entrenched within their opposition to discussing the issue at all. For the faculty facilitators, the 

greatest challenge was ´holding´ the powerful emotions that arose among the students and within 

themselves so that they could be critically reflected upon, opening the way for change. 

Introduction  

In societies characterized by past or ongoing conflicts, people from opposing groups 

often meet and interact over extended periods in ´natural spaces of encounter´ such 

as the workplace or institutions of higher education (Valentine, 2008). Although they 

do not come together for the purpose of dialogue or relationship building, the meeting 

offers potential for making conflict discussable as the first step in repairing 

relationships and generating social change (McCall, 2011). One of the obstacles to 

realizing this potential is the tendency of members of conflicting groups to avoid each 

other and keep conflict undiscussable (Arieli & Friedman, 2013; Halabi 2016; Halabi, 

Sonnenschein & Friedman, 2000). 

 Under these circumstances, tensions often mount beneath the surface, such that 

the two groups become increasingly alienated from each other, while acting as if 

everything is just fine. The goal of this chapter is to present an action research approach 

to removing the barriers to communication by fostering skills of interpersonal 

empathy. It is based on a required Master of Education course involving Jewish and 
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Palestinian Arab24 students, all working teachers, at the Oranim College of Education 

in Israel. The chapter will show how a combination of narrative and reflexivity generate 

empathy, relieving tension opening the door to listening, understanding, relationship 

building, and change. 

The ‘one big happy family fantasy’ 

Jewish and Arab citizens of Israel live together in the shadow of a prolonged, intractable 

national political conflict. Arab citizens of Israel form a non-assimilated minority 

differing from the Jewish majority in language, religion, and cultural orientation – 

though there is a high degree of diversity within both the Jewish and Arab populations. 

Jews and Arabs in Israel mostly live in separate communities or neighbourhoods and 

study in separate public education systems through high school. Relationships between 

Jewish and Arab Israelis have been heavily strained by the ongoing conflict between 

Israel, the Palestinians, and much of the Arab world. Arab citizens of Israel often 

experience structural discrimination, socioeconomic inequality, and exclusion relative 

to the Jewish majority. Furthermore, many Arab citizens of Israel live in an ongoing 

conflict between their loyalty to the state and loyalty to their national, Palestinian 

identity (Smooha, 2002). Fear, prejudice, ignorance, and anxiety adversely affect each 

group’s perceptions of, and feelings toward, each other (Bar-Tal, Halperin, & Oren, 

2010).  

 Oranim College of Education is a public institution located in northern Israel. In the 

Masters of Education program, the ratio between Jewish and Arab is approximately 

50:50. Students from all sectors of society come to Oranim with little first-hand 

knowledge about other groups, along with prejudices, stereotypes, and fear regarding 

the other. In the college setting, many young Jews and Arabs meet, often for the first 

time, under conditions of close physical proximity, shared activity, and sustained 

interaction. Although almost all classes are mixed, the two groups tend to separate 

themselves in terms of how they sit in class, who studies together, and who socializes 

                                                           
24 Arab students at this institution are the descendants of Palestinian Arabs, Israeli citizens, who were not 
expelled or did not flee Israel during its War of Independence in 1948. This group, which comprises about 
20% of the Israeli populace, should be distinguished from Palestinians who live in the West Bank (Judea 
and Samaria) and live under Israeli occupation, but are not citizens.  
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together. In general, courses are taught in Hebrew without any regard to these 

dynamics or to the meaning of the encounter for the students.  

 Three authors of this chapter, Michal (Jewish), Izabel (Palestinian), and Michael 

(Jewish) are faculty members in the Master of Education Program in Inclusive 

Education. We believed that it was essential to engage all forms of exclusion, and 

especially exclusion that occurs in the ´here and now´, as part of the training process. 

In order to overcome this situation, we developed a course under the title ´Empathy, 

Identity and Narratives´. The course consisted of 51 students, 28 Jewish and 23 Arab, 

all experienced teachers in various schools in Israel. The students are mostly women 

and the average age is 40. Most of them teach in secondary and primary schools both 

religious and secular, and some teach in special education schools. Most of the 

teachers have between 5-10 years of teaching experience. They come from a variety of 

disciplines: math, science, humanities, and language.  

 The course was a year-long required course for students in the second, and final, 

year of their program. When the students heard that their course would be dealing 

with issues involving their identities and relationships as Jews and Palestinian Arabs, 

most of them, both Jewish and Arabs, voiced strong opposition to participating in it. 

They objected to this requirement and said that they were not interested in discussing 

this issue, placing a great deal of pressure on the faculty to change the course contents. 

The main argument was ́ this is a political issue, not a professional one, and has nothing 

to do with inclusive education´. 

 The reactions of these students were almost identical to what Arieli and Friedman 

(2013, 2015) described in another Israeli institution of higher education, where Jewish 

and Arab students resisted talking about the issue, claiming that everything was just 

fine and that there were no divisions or conflicts among them, even when there was 

ample evidence to the contrary (e.g. voluntary segregation). Arieli and Friedman (2013) 

called this phenomenon ´the one big happy family fantasy´. Halabi (2016) attributed 

this reaction as resistance, stemming the desire of the Jewish students to keep the 

conflict undiscussable and the Arab students fear of losing whatever status they have 

gained in the classroom. 

 However, in reflecting on this fantasy, Arieli and Friedman (2013) argued that it 

makes practical sense for both groups to avoid talking about the conflict, at least in the 

short term, since the superordinate goal for most of the students is to get a degree. 
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Since students feel helpless to do anything about the conflict, they want to keep it out 

of the academic space so that they can get on with their studies without interference. 

Thus, the conflict is the proverbial ´elephant in the room´. Furthermore, Arieli and 

Friedman (2013) found that attempts to directly challenge the fantasy and make the 

students face up to reality only increased resistance. Through cycles of action research, 

Arieli and Friedman (2013, 2015) found that the conflict could be made discussable if 

facilitators allied themselves with the fantasy – that is, rather than challenging it, trying 

to make it come true. Furthermore, they found that students were more open to 

dealing with the ́ elephant´ if they were talking about their own immediate reality, over 

which they had some control, rather than the conflict in general, and if students were 

provided with skills of reflexivity that helped them deal with their own feelings 

(Friedman, Arieli & Aboud-Armali, 2018). 

Empathy and reflexivity 

Baele, Sterck and Meur (2016) described a cycle in which emotional worldviews 

influence how members of the group interpret events and communicate them to other 

group members such that the worldview propagates and reinforces itself. Friedman et 

al. (2018) found that this vicious cycle can be interrupted and turned into a more 

virtuous one if emotions are expressed and reflected upon. The feelings of the Jewish 

and Arab students they worked with, changed when they were allowed to express 

themselves freely, while at the same time asking them to look reflexively at these 

emotions, to what triggered them, and how the other side might be feeling. Perhaps 

the most important factor in explaining the change was that students had received 

prior training and practice in reflexivity, which probably made it more natural and 

easier for them to re-appraise. We define reflexivity as understanding how people’s 

worldview is both shaped and constrained by their own subjectivity (Kaufman, 2013). 

England (1994, p. 82) defined it as ´self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self-

conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher´. Plus, we consider reflexivity to 

be a critical skill to be developed by the students both for, and through, their encounter 

with students from the other group. 

 Interpersonal empathy is another skill that we promoted as a tool to remove 

barriers among the students. Empathy, as an occurring therapeutic relationship, was 

defined by Rogers (1957) as: 



 

Creating spaces for engaging intergroup conflict 207 

 

(…) experiencing an accurate, empathic understanding of the client's awareness of his own experience. 
To sense the client's private world as if it were your own, but without ever losing the "as if" quality […] 
To sense the client's anger, fear, or confusion as if it were your own, yet without your own anger, fear 
or confusion getting bound up in it, […]. When the client's world is this clear to the therapist, and he 
moves about in it freely, then he can both communicate his understanding of what is clearly known to 
the client and can also voice meanings in the client's experience of which the client is scarcely aware. 
(Rogers, 1957, p. 99) 

De Vignemont and Singer (2006) proposed two major roles for empathy: 

epistemological and social. Its epistemological role is to provide information about 

future actions of other people and important environmental properties. Its social role 

is to serve as the origin of motivation for cooperative and prosocial behavior, as well 

as help for effective social communication. They suggest that individuals automatically 

share the emotions of others when exposed to these emotions. The ability to share 

other people’s emotional experiences and to react to them in a fine-tuned manner 

might facilitate social communication and create social coherence. Based on this social 

role of empathy we introduced some practice of emphatic interactions to our students.  

 The social role of empathy deals with moral sense, altruism, justice, prosocial 

behavior and cooperation (Hoffman, 2000; Eisenberg & Morris, 2001) and has been 

more emphasized in the literature. Some behavioral evidence indeed suggests that 

people help others more when they report having empathized with them, whether 

they help to alleviate their own personal distress or because they care for the other 

person (Eisenberg, & Morris 2001). Furthermore, individuals with empathy deficits are 

more likely to display aggressive, antisocial behavior towards others (Hoffman, 2000).  

 Empathy enables people to predict more accurately other people’s needs and 

actions. It also enhances their ability to discover salient aspects of their surroundings. 

As a consequence, it has a crucial role in facilitating human communication among 

people in conflict situations. 

The action research process 

In order to work through the one big happy family fantasy and make difficult issues 

discussable, we designed an action research process that would take place during the 

first part of the course. This process was intended to first (1) build skills of empathy 

and reflexivity and then (2) gradually engage the issue of Jewish-Arab dialogue. The 

exercise did not make use of a pre-existing formal action research method, but was 

designed to include elements of action research, defined by Stringer (2013) as a 
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‘reflective process’ of progressive ‘problem solving’ led by individuals working with 

others in teams or as part of a community of practice to improve the way they address 

issues and solve problems. The problem to be solved was the underlying tension and 

lack of meaningful contact and dialogue between Jewish and Arab students. 

 The goal of the exercise was to create a community of practice among the students 

so that they could establish contact and improve the ways they relate to each other 

while at the same time developing skills of empathy and reflexivity. The method was 

to have students reflexively studying themselves in the context of engaging members 

of the other group in a meaningful discussion. This action research involved a paradox 

in terms of participation. On the one hand, the exercise was intended to enable the 

students to study their own practice. On the other hand, most of the students would 

not have freely chosen to study this aspect of their practice. Given the dilemma 

between engaging the issue and making participation voluntary, which would have led 

to avoidance, we chose engagement within the context of a required course.  

 The course was conducted in a format that combined theory with practice so that 

the faculty were both instructors and facilitators. The first six meetings of the course 

were dedicated to study theory and practice of empathy and reflexivity and their 

implementation in a conversational setting. We believed that the best way to develop 

empathy and reflexivity was to have students tell each other their life stories, with 

attention to the social-cultural-political as well as personal identities. We assumed that 

the students came to their studies with very different, but fascinating stories which 

they had never told to one another. Not knowing each other’s stories in itself creates 

prejudices that perpetuate the barriers between groups. We wanted to enable people 

who come from different backgrounds and live in separate communities with their own 

characteristics to better understand each other and create closer connections.  

 In order to foster skills of empathy and reflexivity, we designed a systematic process 

of action research in which students would conduct narrative interviews with each 

other, record and transcribe the narratives, and then discuss both the content and the 

process. In our opinion, developing skills of empathy and reflexivity are essential in a 

program dealing with social exclusion in education. Furthermore, we believed that it 

was important to develop them in a ´here and now´ context because it is not possible 

to deal with social exclusion in education without dealing with the process of exclusion, 

alienation and distancing within the group itself. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reflective_process
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 The first step was devoted to presenting the concepts of narrative, identity, 

empathy, and reflexivity. Then the course faculty presented to the group their own 

identity narratives. The goal of this step was to model narrative story-telling and 

prepare the ground in order to set the tone and character of the discussion and make 

it easier for the students to connect to each other’s identity narratives. We reasoned 

that, if we did not model the desired behaviour, and just asked the students to tell their 

personal stories to each other, most of the students would not touch on the more 

controversial issues but rather deal only with common ones, excluding those that 

divided them. This assumption was based on the ´one big happy family fantasy´. 

Indeed, some of the students subsequently reported that talking about issues towards 

which there was no consensus was very difficult. For example, one said, ´It was hard 

for me to talk about my son, the soldier, because I knew that the Arabs hate soldiers´. 

 The faculty told their stories, each individually for about ten minutes. Our narratives 

described where we came from, our families, the societies in which we grew up, the 

social-political contexts and experiences of our childhood, the truths and ethos to 

which we were exposed and which touched on our identities and the identities of other 

groups. Izabel described growing up as a Palestinian who, in 1948, became a refugee. 

Michal told about growing up in a kibbutz, a kind of self-contained bubble with little 

contact with the rest of Israeli society. Miki (Michael Motola) spoke about growing up 

in a multicultural family, part of which were Holocaust survivors. The great diversity of 

these stories reflected, quite accurately but not surprisingly, the mosaic of Israeli 

society. 

 The presentation of our narratives generated highly emotional reactions among the 

students. The Jews expressed anger about Izabel’s story. Some of them were unable to 

listen to her narrative and raised questions like ´Why do you call yourself a Palestinian? 

Why do you call yourself a refugee? Those things happened over 70 years ago!´ The 

Arab students admired and identified with Izabel’s self-definition and her relating to 

being a refugee. At the same time, some Arab students reacted strongly to the Jewish 

students’ anger at Izabel. Some of these students also responded in anger to the 

caution and restraint of the other Arab students. A great deal of anger was also 

expressed about the social-political elements of the narratives: ´Why are we talking 

about this issue?´, ´There are good relations among us, why are you trying to ruin 

them?´ 
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 We encouraged these reactions and used these responses to help the students 

reflectively examine their responses. It is important to distinguish between the anger 

expressed by Jewish students and the anger expressed by Arab students. The Arab 

students, who are accustomed to be a minority, were used to acting cautiously in public 

spaces. Most likely they feared disturbing the peace and quiet and, perhaps, that they 

would be harmed by the majority. The Jewish students felt that they were being forced 

out of their comfort zone as a majority whose version of reality is self-justifying and 

rarely questioned. We modelled empathic responses to anger and discomfort, helping 

the students reframe their reactions in more empathic ways. A group discussion took 

place about our modelling and on the process as a whole: the presentation of stories, 

reactions and our empathic responses. Afterwards, the students were divided into 

mixed pairs and given the following written instructions: 

Personal-social-political Interview: Each one of the pairs will tell his/her story for 40 minutes. Be sure 
to stay in your roles as interviewer or interviewee. Record the two stories. 

It is important to note that the students had not been taught the method of narrative 

interviewing in this course. It was beyond the scope of the course and was not 

considered essential for conducting the exercise. Students were required to transcribe 

and hand-in the audio recording in which they were the interviewer. In addition, each 

student wrote an analysis and reflection on his experience as both interviewer and as 

interviewee, according to a set of questions (See Table 1). These reflections were then 

handed in to the faculty. 
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Table 1: Reflexive Questions  

For the interviewer: 

● Expectations and concerns at the start of the interview. 

● How did you feel in the process of the interview? Try to reconstruct your thoughts and feelings at 

key moments throughout the interview. 

● How did you feel at the end of the interview? 

● In retrospect, were there things that you wished you had asked? 

● To what extent can you say that you understood the interviewee/storyteller? 

For the interviewee: 

● To what extent did you feel understood during the interview? 

● At what point(s) did you not feel well enough understood? 

● What were your expectations and concerns at the beginning of the interview? 

● How did you feel during the interview and at the end? 

● Were there things that you would like to have said, but didn’t, during the interview? 

● Can you describe a particularly meaningful moment in the interview – and why it was meaningful? 

● Can you identify two interventions by the interviewer that, in your opinion, were particularly good? 

● Can you identify two interventions that you would have done differently? How would you have done 

them? 

● At what moments were you careful? What were you careful about? 

 

The exercise took place during the first semester of the course. Formally, the second 

semester dealt with the students’ educational work – dealing with multicultural 

classrooms in which there are differing narratives and children with very different 

identities. The discussion about the relationships among the students was not 

continued on a formal basis, but the exercise continued to reverberate throughout the 

rest of the course with many of the students, and especially the pairs, continuing to 

discuss the issue.  

 At the end of the course, there was a summary discussion about the process that 

the participants underwent. Most of the Arab students25 expressed a great deal of 

satisfaction with the openness that was made possible for them. They spoke about the 

fact that, as a minority in a Jewish college, they were very careful about what they said 

and that this was the first time that they dared to speak openly about their identities, 

which were usually hidden. A few of the Arab students expressed anger at the 

                                                           
25 The statements here are estimates based on our recollection of discussions with the students that took 
place throughout the course. However, we did not collect the data necessary to give exact numbers 
regarding the students’ attitude towards the process in the course. 
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facilitators, claiming that the openness was actually a burden and made it more difficult 

for them to manage in the program, which was not easy to begin with. 

 Among the Jewish students, there were also different voices. One voice expressed 

the great importance of speaking openly. These students were very pleased with the 

attempt to overcome the risks of really meeting members of the other group and said 

that the attempt to come together was very important to them, despite the difficulties. 

They also said that, even though meeting someone from the other group was often 

very tense, they felt safe enough to make the step. However, another voice among the 

Jewish students was anger. Other students claimed, until the end of the course, that 

mixing political elements into the learning was an error and interfered with productive 

learning processes. They also said that they would do everything possible to ensure 

that others would not learn in the program. There was a third group among the Jewish 

students that spoke about a great deal of confusion and helplessness from the fact that 

we ‘made the ground shake underneath them’. As one student put it: 

I am 45 years old and, until now, thought that I had very solid opinions. You succeeded in confusing 
me. I now don’t know what I actually think. 

We ended the course by posing the question: ‘What will you, as teachers, do in your 

classrooms to enable different groups to come together?’ 

Findings 

In this section we present the findings as they emerged from the exercise. It is based 

mainly on the written reflections. We did not systematically collect data from the group 

discussions. However, at the end of the process we brought all of the students together 

into a plenary discussion in which we asked them to describe the overall process they 

experienced in the course.  

 The analysis of the reflections on the narrative interviews revealed four main 

themes: moments of empathy, barriers to empathy, being cautious, and learning about 

myself. 
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Moments of empathy  

Many of the students identified moments when they felt truly empathic towards the 

other person. One of the most common sources of empathy was finding that they had 

common experiences but in completely different contexts. For example, when the 

suffering in other person’s suffering resonated with their own stories: 

Jewish woman: There was a lot in common between our two stories – the suffering and the hardship 
and the pain that they experienced. It’s true that the situations were different, but in both cases I felt 
that (the people) were weak and treated cruelly. 

Arab woman: She told how her parents had experienced the Holocaust and I really identified with her. 
I thought about the stories my grandmother and uncles tell about how they were expelled to Arab 
countries and how they were treated during the Mandate period and in 1948. 

One of the Arab students took this empathy a step further, finding commonality not 

just in the stories but also in her own feelings:  

Arab woman: Her father hates Ashkenazim26 and Arabs. I didn’t feel angry at him or at her. I was able 
to put myself in the place of her father, the place of the minority, and it’s legitimate to act and feel 
that way when you are deprived, abandoned and taken advantage of. It’s the same feeling that 
sometimes fills me when, at certain periods I allow myself to hate the behavior of the same group of 
Jews. 

In her reflection, this student was able to talk about ‘hatred’ – an extremely powerful 

and threatening feeling. She could understand the father’s hatred, give it legitimacy, 

and not take it personally, because she identified a similar experience in herself under 

similar circumstances.  

 The other moment of empathy most mentioned was when a person criticized their 

own group or were criticized by their own group: 

Arab woman: When she talked about her right-wing neighbors, whom she herself criticized, it was 
easier for me to identify. And my feelings of empathy greatly increased when she said that sometimes 
she feels as if she does not entirely belong to the place where she lives. 

This Arab woman identified with her Jewish partner because the latter expressed views 

that went against the norm in her groups and were closer to her own. However, she 

also identified with the Jewish woman’s sense of being an outsider within her own 

                                                           
26 ‘Ashkenazim’ is a term that roughly refers to Jews that come from Europe – as opposed to ‘Sephardim’ 
or ‘Adot HaMizrach’, which refers to Jews who came from Arab or Muslim countries. The latter have 
suffered from discrimination in the State of Israel.  
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group. It was not made explicit, but the quotation suggests that the Arab woman might 

have felt the same way. 

Barriers to empathy. 

Many of the students described things that the other person said that made it difficult 

for them to feel empathic. One of the main barriers to empathy was when a member 

of one group felt hurt or insulted by the other as the result of some remark. For 

example: 

Jewish woman: She was telling me about how she was taking care of her elderly father and how much 
it demanded from her. Then she said: ‘But with you, the Jews, it’s not like with us. You neglect elderly 
parents but with us the son stays close in order to help’. That really hurt me and after that I was not 
able to listen to the difficulties in her daily life. 

The Arab woman probably did not mean for her remark to be hurtful, but it contained 

an implicit negative judgement about Jewish society. This remark was hurtful to the 

Jewish woman and her feelings of hurt prevented her from being empathic. The same 

dynamic also worked the other way around: 

Arab woman: She told me that she meets Arabs here (at school) and tries to make connections with 
her (Arab) classmates, saying ‘I always thought and believed “Arab” meant violence and terror’. That 
really hurt me and caused me pain. I hardly succeeded in listening to her about her difficulties in class. 

The interesting thing in this woman’s reaction was that the Jewish woman was actually 

saying something about her prejudices, and her desire to meet Arabs, perhaps as a way 

of moving beyond them. Nevertheless, hearing these prejudices was so hurtful to her 

Arab partner that she had difficulty listening to the other woman. 

 Another main barrier to empathy arose when one person was seen as legitimizing 

violence or harm to the other side. For example: 

Jewish woman: When she said ‘I’m against harm being done to civilians, but I do think that it’s 
legitimate for a minority to harm soldiers in fighting for their rights.’ I thought to myself: ‘How can she 
say such a thing? Especially since my own son is a soldier’.… I got angry. 

This woman reacted not just to the particular point of view on the legitimacy of 

violence, but to the statement she interpreted as a threat to her own family. She took 

it very personally and could not step outside herself. Interestingly, the same 

interpretative process can work exactly in the opposite direction: 
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Arab woman: When the issue of her son being drafted into the army (came up) (…) I was not able to 
listen to her pain about her son being a soldier(…) At that point in the discussion, I felt emotionally cut 
off. She also talked about how the Arabs have to serve too. It was very important for me to convey my 
position regarding Arabs serving in the army and I was less open to her message. 

In this woman’s eyes, soldiers represent the armed forces, which symbolize, for her, 

violence and oppression carried out against her people. In the interview, she was not 

able to make a distinction between the Jewish woman’s son, as her child and as a 

soldier. By the same token, the Jewish woman quoted above was unable to make a 

distinction between civilians and soldiers. In both cases, the experience of implicit 

threat, especially of violence, blocked empathy. Another barrier that can be identified 

here is when a person from one group tells members of the other group how they 

should act. 

 It was difficult for the students to feel empathy when a member of the other group 

displayed passivity when confronted with negative views:  

Jewish woman: She told me that she was in favor of co-existence27 but her neighbors were not. She 
told how difficult it was for her to express her own opinion in the village. That disappointed me. I had 
hoped that most of the people in the village would hold opinions like hers. It was difficult for me to be 
empathic. Why does she keep silent? Why does she accept the fact that all of her neighbors are against 
the Jews? 

Arab woman: It was difficult to be empathic when she shared with me her husband’s extremist political 
identity and on the political problems they have in the family and in educating her children. She told 
me that she was brought up in a right-wing family and feeling hatred towards Arabs. I couldn’t be 
empathic towards her parents and her difficulty during the interview. Why doesn’t she argue? 

Interestingly, the fact that the other person had a favorable attitude was not the key 

factor. In both cases, empathy was blocked by feelings of disappointment at the 

person’s inaction in not openly challenging the negative opinions of others in their own 

community. The expectation is that she would prove her position by influencing the 

others around her. 

  

                                                           
27 The term ‘co-existence’ is a term commonly used in Israel to describe a situation in which Arabs and 
Jews live in peace or, at least, in the absence of conflict. Although the term usually has a positive 
connotation, it is commonly criticized for emphasizing toleration and separation (‘side by side’) rather than 
a truly cooperative existence (‘together’). Furthermore, the idea of ‘co-existence’ assumes a kind of 
equality in the relationship that does not exist, so some critics say that the problem is ‘existence’, 
particularly for the Palestinians, rather than co-existence. 
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Being cautious  

One of the main themes that characterized the reflective statements was being 

cautious about what they said. For example: 

Jewish woman: I assume that, if I was telling my narrative to another Jew, the presentation of my 
personal story would have been very different. I would not have started at the same point in time and 
I would have devoted less energy to choosing the right words.  

This person told her story with clear awareness of the audience, what they needed to 

know and what they might be sensitive about. One of the main concerns was saying 

something they felt might hurt the other person. For example: 

Arab man: I had a hard time telling about my grandfather – how he had participated in demonstrations 
against Jewish settlers. It was hard to talk about this without feeling that I might hurt the other 
person’s feelings because she’s Jewish. 

Students also sensed this cautiousness in each other, not telling the whole story so as 

not to hurt the other: 

Jewish woman: Throughout her entire narrative, I felt like she was trying to protect me and our 
relationship. Maybe that stemmed from her not feeling sure that I could hear and deal with or be 
empathic to certain parts of her narrative, so she chose not to tell them. 

On the one hand, this student attributed a sense of caring to the other for not wanting 

to hurt or to jeopardize their relationship. At the same time, it reflects a kind of 

disappointment in the other for trying to protect, because it implies that the other did 

not believe in this person’s ability to be empathic. And maybe it reflects the distrust 

and fear from the other as well. 

 The students were also careful not to say things that might upset or anger the other 

person. This was particularly true when students came to defining their identity: 

Jewish woman: I wanted to define my identity without hurting the other person. Therefore, I chose an 
identity that is common to the both of us. I went on the issue of religion. Both of us are religious.  

For the Arab students defining their identity as Palestinians or their lack of 

identification with Israel was an extremely sensitive point. 

Arab woman: She asked: ‘How do you define yourself?’ Here I wasn’t sure. I didn’t feel comfortable 
because the truth is that I am an Arab Muslim, but not an Israeli, but I wasn’t sure whether to say so. 

Arab woman: When I speak about my identity as a Palestinian Arab with people whom I do not know 
so well, I feel anxious because…I don’t know what kind of reaction to expect. 
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 They both reflect the sense that saying who they really are would not only define 

themselves as different but also hurt or anger the other. They feel they need to hide 

part of their personal and collective identity, those that are related to the conflict. In 

other words, they feared that being themselves would put a barrier between 

themselves and the other.  

 It is important to relate here to the different meanings that Arab and Jewish 

students attributed to the world ‘Palestinian identity’. For the Arab woman, it was a 

legitimate declaration of national pride and the struggle for recognition. For her, this 

declaration was part of a struggle for an existential right and a national identity which 

the Palestinian people have been denied. For the Jewish students, this declaration 

conveyed an existential threat and raised associations with terror. 

Learning about myself 

Many of the students reflected on what they learned about themselves as a 

consequence of telling their stories and listening to the stories of others. Students 

talked about the value of the narrative interview in opening them up to new 

perspectives. For example: 

Jewish woman: Within 10 minutes I was exposed to a whole world belonging to someone else, with a 
very interesting and special identity and narrative. It surprised me. 

Others mentioned that listening to the other had a calming effect on them and that 

their own sense of curiosity helped them listen, especially when it became difficult. 

One student told of how the exercise helped her speak freely: 

Arab woman: As the storyteller, I succeeded in expressing myself freely. I felt strong because the 
setting and framework gave legitimacy to speaking freely and not being afraid of the other’s reaction. 

Perhaps the most important insight was realizing exactly how little they knew about 

the other: 

Jewish man: In the course of the discussion with her, I understood, within myself, that I do not really 
know the Arab sector, something that really saddened me. When we are not exposed to a particular 
issue, we are not able to change it. 

By looking at their thoughts and feelings during the narrative experience, some of the 

students became aware of and acknowledged their own shortcomings: 

Jewish woman: I tend to think of myself as someone who doesn’t think in stigmatic ways about others, 
but looking at my thoughts proves just the opposite. 
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Discussion 

In Israel, institutions of higher education provide natural space of encounter between 

Jews and Arabs within a larger, dominant field of conflict that shapes the perceptions, 

thoughts, feelings, and actions of members of both groups. The space of encounter 

between the students in our program, as in many academic programs, is characterized 

by fear, suspicion, and avoidance of the other (Friedman, Arieli & Aboud-Armali, 2018). 

Many groups that deal with Jewish-Arab intergroup relations focus on facts, clarifying 

positions, and the intellectualization of the conflict. In doing so, they overlook the 

critical role of emotion in preventing meaningful dialogue, learning and change 

(Friedman, Arieli & Aboud-Armali, 2018). This chapter describes our attempt to use 

tools of reflexivity, empathy, and narrative storytelling in order to open a 

communicative space within that natural space of encounter. 

 Essentially, both reflexivity and empathy are a form of listening – not just to the 

words but to the internal, emotional experience behind the words in order to 

understand where they come from. Reflexivity means listening to oneself, whereas 

empathy requires listening to the other. These forms of listening provide a mechanism 

for interrupting, or at least slowing, and suspending automatic reactions such as 

anxiety, fear, anger so that both parties of the conflict free themselves, at least 

temporarily, from the powerful influence of the dominant field, and see the possibility 

of change. 

 This act of disengagement from powerful thoughts and emotions imposed by a field 

of conflict can be understood in psychological terms through the concept of a 

‘transitional phenomenon’ (Winnicott, 1971). Infants mentally disengage from a 

dominant field (oneness with the mother) so as to make a transition to a different 

experience of the world (as containing separate beings) and acting accordingly. 

Transitional phenomena point to ‘an intermediate area of experiencing, to which inner 

reality and external life both contribute’ (Winnicott, 1971, p. 2). Winnicott (1964) 

argued that the inside and the outside touch each other in a kind of dance that enables 

people to discover something new and to be surprised. Steyaert (2010, p. 51) used the 

terms transitional space to describe ‘disorganizing spaces that question the usual forms 

of ordering and acting by the prevailing script or standard’. Taken together, reflexivity 

and empathy disorganized the intrapersonal and interpersonal space in ways that can 

change standpoints, enabling people to see things from a new perspective, and create 
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movement in attitudes of people in situations of intractable conflict. Thus, the course 

could be seen as a ‘transitional space’ (Friedman, Sykes, Lapidot-Lefler & Haj, 2016) 

that enables individuals to disengage from a dominant field so that they can begin to 

think, feel, see, and act in ways that significantly differ from the relationships, 

meanings, and rules imposed by the dominant field. 

 The students did not choose to create this space. They were required to take this 

course in order to receive their degree. And the outcomes were not unilateral. On the 

one hand, some of the students who expressed extreme opposition to the course, 

reported that something moved within them and it was a very important process for 

them. Others, however, remained entrenched within their position that the course was 

inappropriate.  

 Even though there was no open discussion about gender in the course, our 

assumption is that the process also touched on gender issues. Ninety percent of the 

students were women. It may be easier for women to engage in empathic discourse 

than for men. The whole process might have looked different, and been more difficult, 

if there were more men.  

 The class was very difficult for us as facilitators. We needed to ‘hold’ the powerful 

emotions that arose among the students and within ourselves so that they could be 

considered. We ourselves are an integral part of the conflict and are by no means 

neutral. The Jewish facilitators had to deeply understand the processes that the Arab 

students were undergoing and the Arab facilitator had to understand the process that 

the Jewish students were undergoing. The fact that Izabel, for example, displayed a 

deep understanding of what the Jewish students were undergoing, helped them listen 

to her and her narrative. And through her, they were better able to listen to the 

narratives of the Arab students. The same was true for the Jewish facilitators. 

 In order to do so we had to model high degrees of both reflexivity and empathy, 

especially when racist and hurtful opinions were expressed. This required maintaining 

clear and firm boundaries for the discussion, treating everyone equally, and making 

sure that all voices were heard. One of the major difficulties was to bear the anger that 

was aimed at us for ‘ruining’ the good relationship that had developed among the 

students. Our task was to accept the anger without letting it destroy the mission and 

the cooperation among us. What helped us to maintain the dialogue process was the 

knowledge that we were teaching tools of ‘empathy’ and ‘reflexivity’ and that the 
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group was a means for learning. Furthermore, an action research approach involving a 

cycle of planning, action, reflection, conceptualization was appropriate for guiding this 

kind of process. 

 The feelings we encountered were so powerful and difficult that at times we 

wondered if we were not doing damage to the participants. Throughout the entire 

process, we asked ourselves whether it was necessary, fair and ethical to require this 

course. Most likely, if it were voluntary, it would have only been chosen by those 

students who were ideologically or emotionally predisposed to building relationships 

with the other side. Under those circumstances, we might not have encountered such 

strong and authentic feelings of resistance, but it would have been ‘preaching to the 

converted’. The mission of the program is to challenge processes of exclusion and to 

foster inclusion in Israeli society. Despite the difficulty and the ethical doubts, we 

believe that in the end, the process was important for all the students, including those 

who found it difficult to deal with. 
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Summer school in Mukono, Uganda: building a community of 

learners through international exchange  

Group interactions have helped us to know each other and know ourselves much more better  

This is a statement of one of the students during the student evaluation of the summer 

school in Mukono in August 2018. Other participants of the summer school had similar 

experiences. All of them highly appreciated the exchange of ideas, practices and values: 

The diversity was nice. Think we achieved mutual understanding of each other. The 

‘Mukono summer school’ took place in the same year as the ‘Gulu summer school’ with 

a different format. In Mukono, social work professionals (lecturers and students) from 

Uganda and the Netherlands gathered to learn from each other in terms of theory and 

practice. Similarly to the Gulu summer school, this summer school was part of a long 

term international cooperation project. This intermezzo explains the background, the 

objectives and activities in and beyond the summer school and reflects on the lessons 

learned.  

 Ugandan Christian University’s (UCU) and Hanze University of Applied Sciences 

(Hanze UAS) established a staff and students international exchange programme in 

2017. Through a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), these institutions have 

leveraged their respective learning resources to create an on-going partnership with 

the goal of enhancing both staff and students’ cross-cultural learning experiences. 

While the current MOU incorporates partnership and exchange initiatives that are 

undertaken among various UCU and Hanze UAS faculties, this brief paper describes a 

notable successful partnership between the Departments of Social Work at both 

institutions. 

 Initially, in March 2017, the Head of Social Work at UCU was invited to attend the 

International Social Work Week in the School of Social Studies at Hanze UAS. During 

this event it was agreed that both schools would explore further education and training 

exchange opportunities. A follow up to conceptualize the nature of a desired project 

arose as senior faculty members from Hanze UAS visited UCU, later in 2017. Joint 

proposals of social work staff and students exchange activities were presented to the  

respective management in both institutions and were approved. 

 In 2018, two staff from UCU participated at Hanze UAS’ annual guest lecture week. 

Later in August 2018, a group of three staff and eight students from Hanze UAS 

participated in the first jointly organized Summer School at UCU. The hosting UCU team 
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consisted of eight staff and 21 students. Under the theme: ‘Cultural Diversity-teaching 

and learning methods for different client groups’, participants were involved in a series 

of workshops that discussed learners’ fieldwork experiences (in Uganda) and 

innovative learning projects. Within this multicultural environment, participatory 

learning experiences emphasized the importance of cultural sensitivity and 

internationalism, seeking the gaining of social work’s key competencies in diversity 

practice through acquiring cross-cultural knowledge, skills and attitudes. Our choice of 

approach draws from our diverse societal contexts: the collective or community focus 

in Uganda versus a largely individualistic societal context of social work education and 

practice in the Netherlands. 

 The summer school aimed at sharing knowledge on (contextual) social work 

education and training perspectives on the two countries. Participants learnt about 

each other’s institutional approach to in-class learning and field practice experiences. 

Presentations from the Dutch faculty and students highlighted the importance of 

artistic innovations such as photo voice, creative writing and mindfulness techniques 

in learning spaces. The lively and interactive sessions included activities on reflection 

skills, cross-cultural communication and giving feedback in appropriate sensitive and 

professional ways. 

 Ugandan faculty presentations reflected the general outlook on social work 

education and practice in a country of approximately 40 million people comprising 

multi-ethnicities characterized by mostly similar rural agricultural communal living. 

Students’ workshops and presentations reflected on field practice learning experiences 

in a variety of social service agencies, depending on the particular student choice of 

placement. The social work education and practice overviews by the lecturers on the 

one hand, and the field-based learning experiences of students, on the other hand, 

gave a good insight in social work practice and theory in Uganda for the visiting 

participants. Small group discussions in workshop sessions, and informal participant 

interactions thereafter, created opportunities for more in-depth exchange. For 

example, when one of the visiting participants asked: What would you say is generally 

different in the Ugandan context of social work … drawing from what you were able to 

see when you visited the Netherlands? The answer was: 

In Uganda, the majority of people’s livelihoods are often sustained through mostly rural informal 
traditional kinship set-ups; and professional social work and modern social service provision is a thing 
of a relatively recent past and so is social work professional training. But this archetype of a largely 
communal traditional society is changing fast, so professional preparation of social service providers 
must be appropriate to suit practice competencies required (…)  
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Among other factors, the phenomenon of rapid rural-urban migration, breakdown of 

kinship welfare systems, consequences of civil wars in some parts of the country, and 

weak governmental social service provision call for a response in social work education 

and practice. During the summer school the participants visited three social work 

agencies offering various community services. At a teenage mothers’ project the 

visiting group listened to the vision of the founder of the agency about care for these 

mostly materially poor, socially ostracized vulnerable teenage mothers. The social 

worker of the agency explained the therapeutic approach used at the agency which 

combines both psychosocial support as well as community education targeting 

unhelpful (individual and collective) community norms and attitudes (usually victim 

blaming). The visiting students learned how minimal resources can be leveraged by 

targeting the change of cultural beliefs and building teenage mothers’ resilience to 

gradually gain sustainable positive self-regard and practical skills of living and taking 

better care of themselves and their kids. Students reported that the most impressive 

moment during this visit was the opportunity to see and hear clients sharing 

experiences of recovery and future plans for transformation with strengthened 

resilience and positive self-beliefs.  

 Six exchange students chose to stay for fieldwork placements in Uganda. They got 

exposed to a context far different from their home environment, an opportunity to 

widen their scope of understanding social problems, and of various ways of addressing 

such problems. Four of the students have so far completed internship practice at the 

‘Children’s Welfare Mission Project’ (Kinderhulp Afrika) at Namugongo located about 

15 km from UCU’s Main Campus. The agency assists needy children to meet their 

psychosocial and educational needs. Many of the children receive care in a boarding 

school setting. Interviews were held to capture the experiences and reflections of the 

Dutch students. One of the female students shared the following observations:  

The experience has been good. it is very exciting to work with kids who have all sorts of concerns. 
Some of the cases I listen to are very difficult to know how to help. There are so many factors involved, 
so I sometimes find it confusing to come up with a plan that will help, and the school may not be 
handling that need. 

On probing, the student in the case above expressed some degree of inability to help 

the child, and also indicated the limitation of the resources of the agency to address 

the child’s needs satisfactorily. Very often, social workers in settings of limited agency 

resources have to learn to explore clients’ resilience. This was also part of the learning 

process of the student as she related:  
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In one day you may talk to a child with so many problems (…) and you perhaps think she is not going 
to keep in class, but then you see her after one week in a completely good mood (…) which makes you 
feel really encouraged.  

One of the Dutch (male) students from another agency (Vision for Africa) that provides 

mostly vocationally blended education and livelihood/social skills development to 

needy children shared: 

We are learning quite a lot, and the agency allowed us to come up with our own initiative. We’ve set 
up a social work office where we provide counseling to children in a more friendly way. These kids say 
they now prefer to tell us their issues instead of their teachers because they feel we will not negatively 
judge them or even ‘discipline’ them as other teachers sometimes do.  

And the Ugandan student commented on the same experience that: 

From our [Dutch] friends’ point of view, they seem surprised that the kids can be caned [ with a cane 
stick cane] for ‘normal’ kids’ mistakes (…) So we explain the Ugandan use of such a method as a way 
to discipline misbehaving kids, although we are also aware that the government outlawed the practice 
of caning school kids. 

Co-placement of Ugandan and Dutch students at this agency enhanced peer to peer 

cross-cultural informal learning as exemplified from the above students’ statements. 

Towards the end of their placements, all interviewed students shared insights that 

indicated broadened perspectives on diverse practices, which will, hopefully, shape 

learners’ future dispositions on social work practice. In building a community of 

learners through our institutional collaboration, even agencies benefited as field 

supervisors reported cordial working relationships that were built on discussing 

learners’ expectations and aspirations. One of the supervisors noted:  

The two students fitted in well with our setting, not only because the agency is seen to be advancing 
a good cause in the community, but for me, UCU’s co-placement of Ugandan and international 
students was very helpful. With this group, I counted on the Ugandan students to provide their peers 
relevant cultural tips, and explain our way of doing things here. The feedback I got is that they 
(students) preferred working with one another and learning better than having to ask me about 
whatever they do not comprehend (Supervisor at Vision for Africa). 

What can we learn from this approach to international exchange? Reflecting on the 

experience we can identify at least three ‘keys to success’: professionalization in 

diversity, the combination of formal and informal learning, and long term cooperation. 

Firstly, the people who came together shared the same professional interest in social 

work and a genuine wish to professionalize their performance in this domain. Thus, 

they engaged in ‘deep learning’ including knowledge, but also skills and attitudes. They 

had to open up to practices and contexts they were not familiar with. In this respect, 

the combination of formal learning in presentations and workshops in the university 
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and informal learning in conversations, activities and observations outside classes was 

very inspiring. The participants befriended each other, bridged cultural differences and 

got to understand each other’s background, especially at the level of peers. 

Participants testify in different wordings that their horizon has been broadened, both 

professionally and personally. Contacts are still maintained, not only at institutional 

level, but also at individual level. That is what makes this cooperation strong and 

promising for the future. It can be viewed as a new concept of professional education 

in international perspective which gives a dimension of diversity to professional 

performance in social work. 
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The way forward: What can we learn from the experiences of the 

summer schools and the history of the YEW network?  

Introduction 

Looking back at the two summer schools, inspiring experiences come to mind. Working 

intensively together with people from different parts of the world; the beautiful 

mixture of ages, colours, disciplines and stakeholders; and the open and warm 

atmosphere of talking and listening to each other, still feels invigorating. In this final 

chapter I would like to take stock of the inspiring ingredients of our collective learning 

experiences and explore the direction for the way forward. Is it possible to keep the 

evolved energy and creativity flowing and, most of all, how to do that? And additionally 

question what kind of shape could this take in Gulu University, a community oriented 

university in the post-conflict context of northern Uganda? 

 

 In talking about the way forward I think we can benefit from the learning takeaways 

from the past. As indicated in the introduction, the organisation, methodology and 

content of the summer schools in Groningen and Gulu were building on the rich 

research and development experiences of the international Youth, Education and Work 

network. And - as will be shown - this network was also built on earlier pillars.  

 

 Firstly, I will briefly reconstruct the history of the long term YEW partnerships and 

the establishment of the UNESCO Chair network at Gulu University. Secondly, I will 

present a list of tips and examples which, in my view, can keep our partnerships – but 

also similar initiatives elsewhere of a community oriented university - alive and kicking, 

and will give some direction for raising the quality of community oriented research 

activities. In the last section some suggestions will follow on how the chair network and 

Gulu University as a whole could contribute to dealing with the aspirations of the 

youth. This is important, as the experiences of the summer school in Gulu have shown, 

the youth expressed the urgent drive to further develop their skills and capacities to 

make a dignified livelihood, despite the legacies of the war. 

 



 

234 Jacques Zeelen 

 

The history of the Youth, Education and Work network and the UNESCO 

Chair at Gulu University 

Reconstructing historical sources is a tricky thing. For instance even the identification 

of such things as the source of the Nile, still today leads to heated debate. Obviously 

there are multiple sources of this mighty river, which has at least the two big streams 

of the Blue and the White Nile joining forces in Khartoum in Sudan. In terms of our YEW 

partnerships there seem to be several relevant blue, white and other rainbow coloured 

‘Niles’. I give my interpretation from the perspective of being involved in these 

sparkling streams for many years as a staff member of the University of Groningen in 

the Netherlands.  

Adult education and lifelong learning networks in the global North and global 

South (1997-2007) 

Important multiple sources for the rainbow Nile were the international networks of 

adult education and lifelong learning in the global South and global North, which in part 

still exist. In the late nineties, the department of adult education in Groningen got 

involved in North-South and South-South collaboration projects. The partners: Eduardo 

Mondlane University in Mozambique and the University of the North had links to the 

University of Western Cape and the University of Natal in South Africa28. An important 

element was the establishment of personal contacts and relationships that lasted over 

many years. To give a personal example: in 2004 the current Vice Chancellor of Gulu 

University, professor George Openjuru, was one of my students in a methodology 

course I taught as a visiting professor in Kwazulu-Natal. In 2006 I was browsing in one 

of the bookshops in Kampala. To my surprise I found his name as an author of a chapter 

in a book on adult education in Uganda (Openjuru, 2004). From there it was not difficult 

to trace him, so we could meet! Long lasting connections between people, sometimes 

supported by pleasant coincidences, gave vibrant sources to the river to flow. 

 Building on these collaboration projects important topics for research were how to 

avoid social exclusion and drop out processes of the youth, building new trajectories 

                                                           
28 This led to all kinds of new curricula, staff and student exchange, joint PhD’s and Master projects, tools 
for practitioners, presentations at conferences and joint publications (Rampedi & Zeelen, 2000; Van der 
Linden & Rungo, 2006; Rampedi 2003; Boele van Hensbroek & Schoenmakers, 2004; Sitoe, 2004; Zeelen, 
2004; Sitoe, 2006; Modiba & Zeelen, 2007; Sitoe, 2008; Zeelen & Van der Linden, 2009; Zeelen, Rampedi 
& Van der Linden, 2014). 
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of vocational education and enabling innovations in adult education leading to the new 

concept of lifelong learning. Adult education proved to be a much broader concept 

than improving literacy of the population (Wildemeersch, Finger & Jansen, 1998; Van 

der Kamp & Toren, 2003; Preece, 2009; Van der Linden & Manuel, 2011). Vital 

characteristics of the approaches used highlighted the need for emphasis on 

contextualisation - no blunt transfer of knowledge from the North to the South but 

joint knowledge production; using the concepts of Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

and social learning; building bridges to the communities and Non-Governmental 

Organisations (NGOs); combining academic excellence with community relevance; 

giving short term PAR or other research projects a place in a long term research 

programme; making use of South African funding (NRF: National Research Foundation) 

and Dutch funding (NUFFIC: the Dutch organisation for internationalisation in 

education) and working on long term partnerships with communities and NGOs (Boog, 

Preece, Slagter & Zeelen, 2008); Van der Linden, Blaak, & Andrew, 2013).  

The establishment of the Early School Leaving network in Africa (2007-2016) 

The Early School Leaving network in Africa (ESLA) project, founded in 2007 and building 

on the networks in southern Africa, started with several exploratory studies in Tanzania 

and Uganda, with the help of Master students from the University of Groningen in the 

Netherlands and staff of universities in Tanzania and Uganda. Importance was 

established in state of the art studies concerning early school leaving in primary and 

secondary schools, the specific position of girls in education, intervention programmes 

for early school leavers and coping strategies of excluded youth. Moreover, studies on 

early school leaving in the Netherlands were also conducted based on the assumption 

that comparing experiences from the global South and the global North could lead to 

an inspiring cross-fertilisation.  

 The ESLA project aimed to enhance ‘communities of practice’ to establish 

partnerships between researchers, policy makers, educators, communities and young 

people themselves. In October 2008, an invitational three-day conference was 

organised in Dar-es-Salaam in Tanzania. In addition to researchers and policy makers 

from Tanzania, Uganda and the Netherlands, those from other African countries such 

as Kenya, Malawi, Lesotho, South Africa and southern Sudan (then still part of Sudan), 

were also invited to participate. We shared the results of our studies and gained 

greater insight into the dynamics of the early school leaving phenomenon. The 



 

236 Jacques Zeelen 

 

reworked contributions of this conference led in 2010 to the publication of the book 

‘The Burden of Educational Exclusion’ by an international publisher (Zeelen, Van der 

Linden, Nampota & Ngabirano, 2010; Openjuru, 2010; Lako, Van der Linden & Deng, 

2010). 

 In the period from 2007 to 2017 more joint research projects were conducted. 

Through the work of Margaret Angucia and Kennedy Amone P’Olak the specific 

experiences of war affected children and youth in northern Uganda became visible29. 

Through the support of Nuffic grants and projects, the ESLA activities in Africa became 

concentrated in Uganda, leading among others to the dissertations of Margaret 

Angucia about war affected youth (2010), Cuthbert Tukundane about early school 

leaving and vocational education (2014) and other publications (see for example Blaak, 

Openjuru & Zeelen, 2013). Later other completed dissertations followed by Josje van 

der Linden (2016) about groups at risk in the global South and global North; Alice 

Wabule (2017) about the professional integrity of teachers in Uganda; and Peace 

Tumuheki (2017) about non-traditional students at Makerere university in Kampala. 

This was also a productive period due to joint conferences in Groningen were the 

network was enriched with new partners from other countries such as Victor Friedman 

and Michal Razer from Israel (Friedman & Blaak, 2016; Razer & Friedman, 2017; See 

their chapter in this book), Arthur Langer from the United States (Langer, 2004; Langer, 

2016) and later Miquel Fajardo and Gloria Almeyda from Colombia (Fajardo & Almeyda, 

2016; De Jong, Fajardo & Almeyda, 2019; See their chapter in this book). Because of 

the broader scope the ESLA network was renamed as the Youth, Education and Work 

(YEW), it was followed by publications about ongoing YEW research30. 

 Vital characteristics of the approaches used in this period included building on the 

earlier experiences and personal contacts enriched by inspiring contributions of the 

new scholars involved, reflecting on the PAR methodology, publishing articles in 

international journals, working on policy contributions and organising working visits to 

each other. Maintaining informal contacts via email or Skype to inform each other 

about new developments, upcoming conferences, sharing publications and making 

each other aware of funding opportunities became very important in order to maintain 

                                                           
29 Angucia (2010); Angucia & Amone P’Olak (2010); Van der Linden, Blaak & Andrew (2013); Van der Linden 
(2015); See also the master studies from Van der Bent (2013), Schnelker (2013), and Schönfeld (2015). 
30 Zeelen (2012); Zeelen (2015); Blaak, Tukundane, Van der Linden & Elsdijk (2016); Manuel, Van der 

Linden & Popov (2017). 
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the network. Therefore our rainbow Nile could survive a few waterfalls and followed 

her track. 

The establishment and development of the UNESCO Chair ‘Lifelong learning, 

Youth and Work at Gulu University’ (2017 - ) 

The links of the YEW network with Uganda grew stronger and stronger. The need to 

find a way to establish some kind of coordinating structure in Uganda was felt by many 

partners in the universities involved. In 2016, we formulated a proposal for the 

establishment of a UNESCO Chair, supported by the national UNESCO office in Kampala 

and was stimulated by professor George Openjuru, who had become Deputy Vice 

chancellor at Gulu University. The chair, named ‘Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work’, 

was granted by UNESCO Paris and so we could begin the venture in January 2017. 

 

 The Chair aims to contribute to the capacity building of academic staff and 

Vocational, Education and Training (VET) specialists concerning participatory research 

methodologies, as well as theoretical and practical concepts in lifelong learning, 

vocational education and career guidance. An important objective is to forge intensive 

partnerships between Higher Education (five universities), VET (two schools), NGOs 

(four), businesses and the communities, to enhance the capabilities and opportunities 

for the youth to develop meaningful learning and working career trajectories. 

 

 The UNESCO chair network aims at a systemic transformation of the existing VET 

institutions with higher status, integrated in mainstream education. Moreover, ideas 

are developed to find ways to bring vocational programmes more prominently into 

higher education. It is important to mention that Gulu University strives to become a 

more skills oriented university which would be of great relevance for the communities 

in Gulu and the region as a whole. 

 

 The UNESCO chair gave a push to more and deeper joint activities and research 

projects. The opening conference in Kampala (2017) stimulated a lively discussion of 

all relevant stakeholders on the obstacles for the youth to enter the labour market; 

capacity building in PAR is continuing; workshop and seminars have been organised; 

several new research (PhD) projects are about to be completed and working visits 
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between the partners are enriching.31 However, the embedding and the visibility in 

broader national and international policy discourses of the UNESCO Chair is still rather 

weak. It is not that recognition is absent, but that it ought to afford more structural 

attention. The good news is that we had the opportunity to join the Vocational 

Education in Africa (VET 4.0) project last year together with the UNESCO Chair at 

Nottingham University in the UK and in collaboration with two universities in South 

Africa (Witts and Rhodes University). This will give more opportunities for research and 

better facilities for the UNESCO Chair office in Gulu. And, most importantly, it enables 

more intellectual and practical enrichment to learn from experiences in the UK and 

South Africa and to work together on a renewed vocational education in Sub-Saharan 

countries (McGrath et al., 2019; Jjuuko, Tukundane & Zeelen, 2019). 

What can we learn from these experiences and how can we sustain these 

partnerships in the coming period? 

What can we learn so far from the journey of these partnerships navigating through 

the waters of the rainbow Nile? When we reflect on the two summer schools, we are 

able to acknowledge that the experiences of the earlier activities of the YEW network 

have been extensively used and further developed. In particular, the summer school in 

Gulu University, with the direct involvement of local youth, educators, students, artists, 

farmers and business people (as described in earlier chapters), featured the 

importance of using the principles of social learning, PAR and joint knowledge creation 

to the forefront. This brings us to the question how to sustain these rather fluid, open 

and emerging communities from the perspective of universities. What kind of 

approaches could be helpful?  

 

 To be honest, I am not able to present the methodical handbook for ‘How to sustain 

these types of communities?’32 here, but I hope it is useful to present my personal list 

of tips for consideration in this matter, which will be followed by a few examples: 

 

● Informal connections are vital: investing in relationships, particular after joint activities 

have (temporarily) closed; 

                                                           
31 See UNESCO Chair Website: unesco.gu.ac.ug 
32 For a much more conceptual and systemic way of looking at learning processes in communities of 

practice and networks, see Wenger (1998) and Wenger, Trayner & De Laat (2011). 
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● Critical friends are golden. It is always good to share your work with outsiders; 

● Sharing knowledge on an almost daily basis is important: it helps to renew and update 

ideas and concepts; 

● Enhancing interdisciplinary communities of practice through social learning; 

● Making more use of digital communities such as WhatsApp groups; Webinars; videos 

and digital learning materials; 

● Fostering the connection between academic excellence and community relevance: 

both scientific and practical quality are not negotiable; 

● Regularly organising seminars, conferences, events, community cafés and roundtables 

is key; 

● Involving students in their Bachelor and Master projects focussing on the issue of 

youth, education and work in (post)-conflict areas is productive; 

● Investing in capacity building of young lecturers: research methodology and student 

supervision; 

● Building long term research programmes on lifelong learning, youth and work where 

smaller projects find their home; 

● Doing much more with existing financial and human resources; 

● Always being open for new partners with other ideas, to better benefit from partners 

in and outside the network; 

● Bringing together students and youth from outside the university in joint events and 

activities. 

From my personal list I now pay attention to a few examples and suggestions to 

strengthen the sustainability of our efforts, which might have exemplary value for 

other initiatives. Specifically for the Chair network in Uganda, it would be fruitful to 

develop further the lifelong learning youth groups established as a result of the 

summer school at Gulu University and at African Rural University (ARU). For instance, 

in May 2019 students and participants of both groups organised a very lively 

roundtable at ARU, in which other youth from outside the university participated. One 

challenging issue discussed was: ‘What should decent work look like in rural areas’? 

Several young participants mentioned that ‘decent work’ is often associated with 

‘white colour jobs’, which led to a heated debate about the conditions making work 

decent? These kinds of lively roundtables could also be held at the other organisations 

and institutions which are part of the UNESCO Chair network. Preferably by combining 

youth in- and outside the university, because experiences of the summer school and 

community cafés show that this approach will lead to new dynamics, insights and 

concrete initiatives. 



 

240 Jacques Zeelen 

 

 Another approach could be to bundle the initiatives which already exist at Gulu 

University. The university is currently hosting two UNESCO Chairs. Apart from the 

UNESCO Chair on ‘Lifelong Learning, Youth and Work’, there is also the UNESCO Co-

Chair in ‘Community-Based Research and Social Responsibility in Higher Education’ 

together with the University of Victoria in Canada. Another new member of our chair 

network is the ‘Association for Adult Education in Uganda’. Their participation will give 

us the opportunity to revitalise the connections with the earlier mentioned adult 

education networks in Africa. Working more intensively together could be very 

productive. In fact this joint effort could lead to a strong department of Adult Education 

and Lifelong Learning at Gulu University. 

 With the help of the VET 4.0 project we are in the process of renovating the UNESCO 

Chair Office in Gulu town. The facilities have great potential. The location is in the 

middle of garages and car mechanic workshops in the heart of the town. What can you 

wish more when dealing with lifelong learning, youth and work? There are plans to 

create a resource centre where students, but also youth and community members, can 

work on their assignments, joint projects and other ideas. Roundtables, community 

cafés and seminars could be organised as well (see also the contribution of David Monk 

to this book) to further enrich these efforts. Other efforts could be focussed on 

engaging in national debates and developments about the skills agenda in Uganda. In 

looking for new partners or interesting organisations to engage in conversation, we 

could make connections to those organisations which play an important role in the 

implementation of the skills agenda of the Ugandan government. 

 For the YEW network as a whole we are currently discussing the establishment of a 

centre of excellence of Lifelong Learning and Agile Craftsmanship in Groningen. In this 

centre several activities of the YEW network will be coordinated, the website of YEW 

will be improved, conferences will be convened, and a newsletter on ongoing research 

activities in the global South and the global North could see light. 

 Furthermore, in January 2021 a three days invitational Eastern and Southern African 

conference on Youth, Education and Work will be organised in Gulu by the UNESCO 

chair, in collaboration with YEW and the University of Groningen. In this conference 

findings of the research activities in Uganda will be presented alongside interesting 

research and innovative practical experiences from scholars and professionals of 

Tanzania, Mozambique, Kenya, South Sudan, Rwanda and South Africa. Selected 

contributions will lead to a new book publication as a follow up to ‘The Burden of 
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Educational Exclusion’ (Zeelen, Van der Linden, Nampota, & Ngabirano, 2010). And last 

but not least: we are all looking forward to the next summer school to be held at San 

Gil University in Colombia (see the chapter by Almeyda and Fajardo in this book).  

Closing remarks: Implications for a community oriented university 

Finally, some suggestions concerning what could be next steps for Gulu University as a 

whole to deal with the legacies of the war and the need for creating perspectives for 

the younger generation. First of all, Gulu University as a young university has many 

challenges, but also the advantage of the youth. This is a great asset. The playing field 

is still open, copying of curricula of other Ugandan universities can be avoided and new 

innovative programmes, tailored to the specifics of northern Uganda, could be 

developed. 

 For instance in the area of developing bridges between higher education, vocational 

schools, NGOs, youth organisations and the private sector, it could be fruitful to work 

together on a vision on the socio-economic development of this post-conflict region. 

Several faculties and departments of the university could be involved in collaboration 

with all relevant stakeholders. Special attention could be paid to ideas for value chain 

development and dealing with the skills gap in agriculture using all the experience of 

the Faculty of Agriculture and innovative farmers in the region.  

 For instance, in a recent national conference of the Faculty of Agriculture it became 

visible that many things still ought to be developed. The lack of a productive value chain 

can be observed in the harvest period of mangoes. Many women are standing long 

hours beside the road to sell their mangoes at the same time for a very low price. 

Painfully enough, as a business man from Gulu expressed, you will find mango juice in 

the supermarket from Israel and even the Netherlands. And in terms of the skills issue, 

one participant at the conference mentioned that there are 800 tractors in northern 

Uganda, but half of them are not operational because it is hard to find skilled people 

for maintenance and repair. Besides broader concepts, practical short initiatives could 

be developed to make the university more skills and community oriented. For instance 

one could start short courses in vocational education on the basis of a needs analysis 

and partnerships with vocational schools, youth groups and the private sector.  

 In addition, one could think of new programmes which are relevant to northern 

Uganda as a result of its conflictuous past. For instance, a (practical) bachelor in 



 

242 Jacques Zeelen 

 

coaching and social work could be of great added value because of the immense needs 

in this area due to traumas and psychosocial problems which many people carry with 

them. Another initiative could be to create access for interesting professionals from 

NGOs and vocational programmes to further their professional development in terms 

of lifelong learning, dealing with psychosocial problems and career guidance and 

coaching. Preferably these (potentially part-time) courses should not be general degree 

programmes. The content and didactics could be tailored to the specific professional 

dilemmas and opportunities of these professionals in their work with the youth in a 

post-conflict area.  

 And a last suggestion: working towards a community oriented university with 

opportunities not only for degree courses and practise oriented research, but also for 

short vocational skills and lifelong learning programmes, could gain even more 

prominence by making Gulu University the first ‘University for Applied Sciences’ in 

Uganda. This could give a boost to honour the aspirations and skills needs of the youth 

in northern Uganda. By working together on these suggested activities as universities, 

vocational institutes, farmers, business people, youth groups, companies, NGOs and 

government departments, the colours of the rainbow Nile might shine even brighter. 
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All over the world young people are struggling to form the foundations upon which to build 
their lives and livelihoods. In particular in (post-)conflict areas, youth populations’ starting 
point is weakened by the ramifications of conflict and war. Around the world such youth’s 
resilience is challenged, but by no means exhausted. Rather, there are beacons of hope in 
which youth play an important role. This book hopes to shine a light on the latter.

The book is derived from and a reflection of on-going international exchange activities and 
fieldwork on the theme Youth, education and work in (post-)conflict areas. Two summer 
schools were part of these activities, first in Groningen, the Netherlands, in July 2017 and 
second in Gulu, northern Uganda, in July 2018. Both were jointly organised by the inter-
national research network on Youth, Education and Work and the UNESCO Chair on Life-
long Learning, Youth and Work and attended by participants from all over the world. The 
activities in the summer schools went beyond mere transfer of information towards the 
development of opportunities for joint research and knowledge production. For example, 
several contributions to this book refer to activities in the surrounding communities that 
have continued after the summer schools. 

The editors hope that this book will inspire further development of partnerships of practi-
tioners and academics conducting meaningful activities to support youth in education and 
work, particularly in conflict-affected contexts. 
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