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Abstract Thematic Panel

As the 2030 deadline for SDG 4 approaches, the persistence of educational inequality is most acute
in conflict and protracted crisis settings, where schooling is shaped not only by access constraints
but also by economic collapse, humanitarian dependency, political capture, displacement, and
fragmented governance. This thematic panel brings together three papers produced within the
Education Research in Conflict and Protracted Crisis (ERICC) programme, funded by the UK Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), to examine how conflict produces educational
inequality and how education systems may either reproduce or mitigate the risk of a lost generation.

The panel speaks directly to the conference focus on access, equity, and the root causes of
educational inequality. It combines a Whole of Syria analysis of economic determinants of schooling,
a Syria-focused study of the weaponisation and politicisation of education, and a multi-country
longitudinal study of learning and wellbeing trajectories across conflict-affected education systems.
Together, the papers move beyond a narrow access lens by analysing inequalities in quality,
continuity, coherence, recognition, social belonging, and wellbeing. They show how humanitarian
responses can prevent collapse while also creating risks of fragmentation, dependency, and uneven
provision when not embedded in public stewardship and equity-oriented recovery.

The panel will contribute evidence for policy debates on educational reconstruction, curriculum and
governance reform, humanitarian-development coordination, and equitable learning outcomes in
crisis contexts. By placing Syria alongside wider ERICC evidence from Jordan, Bangladesh (Cox's
Bazar), Myanmar, and South Sudan, the panel will offer comparative insights into how education
systems in conflict can become sites of exclusion, survival, or recovery.
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Abstract

Education systems in conflict and protracted crisis settings are marked by profound and persistent
inequalities, yet there is limited evidence on how these inequalities shape children’s learning and
wellbeing over time.

Globally, an estimated 224 million crisis-affected children are in need of education support, and a
majority of those in school fail to reach minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics (Education
Cannot Wait, 2023). Existing data systems capture information on access but rarely include
comprehensive measures of learning outcomes; where such data exist, they are seldom
disaggregated by gender, displacement status, disability, socio-economic status, and other
dimensions of marginalisation (INEE, 2020; Salmon-Letelier & Homonchuck, 2024). As a result, we
know little about how different groups of children experience education—and inequality—within
fragmented systems.

This paper presents the design and emerging findings from the Pathways for Learning study, a multi-
country, longitudinal, mixed-methods investigation across Jordan, Bangladesh (Cox's Bazar),
Myanmar, and South Sudan. Guided by the ERICC conceptual framework (Kim et al, 2026), the study
examines how inequalities in access, quality, continuity, and system coherence shape children’s
learning trajectories. This responds to growing evidence that schooling alone does not guarantee
learning, particularly in low-income and crisis-affected contexts (World Bank, 2018; UNESCO, 2022).

Drawing on data from approximately 10,000 children nested within schools and teachers, the study
captures both between-system and within-system inequalities across diverse education provisions—
including public, NGO-managed, religious, and non-formal systems. We present findings on
children’s literacy, numeracy, social-emotional learning and wellbeing outcomes, disaggregated by
gender, displacement, disability and socio-economic status, and type of school in which they are
enrolled. We also present evidence on equity gaps in school quality, operationalised through
differences in resources and instructional processes observed through school and classroom
observations across these education systems in conflict and crisis settings.

Our findings show that inequality in crisis-affected settings is not only a matter of access, but of
unequal exposure to quality, continuity, and coherence within highly fragmented systems. By linking
system-level features to individual learning and wellbeing trajectories, our work contributes new
empirical evidence on how education systems can either reproduce or mitigate inequality in contexts
of crisis.
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Abstract

After more than thirteen years of conflict, Syria's education system faces an immediate and long-
term struggle. Millions of children and youth have been displaced; schools and teachers have been
targeted; and governance fragmentation has produced parallel education systems with competing
curricula, examinations, and recognition regimes. This paper examines how economic dynamics
shaped education during the fourteen-year conflict and in the first phase of transition following the
fall of the Assad regime in December 2024. Drawing on the ERICC conceptual framework, it analyses
how conflict affected the drivers of learning - access, quality, continuity, and coherence - through the
interaction of macroeconomic collapse, conflict-economy incentives, humanitarian retrenchment,
and household-level survival strategies (Kim et al., 2026; Nasser, Tozan, & Nuwayhid, 2026).

The study adopts a qualitative, participatory approach based on 22 key informant interviews and
seven participatory workshops across eight governorates. It explores how the collapse of Syria's
productive economy, the growth of smuggling, extortion, aid dependence, and informal labour
markets, and the weakening of public education finance shaped educational participation and
outcomes. The findings show that economic collapse did not simply affect education from outside
the sector; it actively structured the sector itself. Teacher salaries lost value, school maintenance
and materials became unaffordable, and many adolescents were pulled into child labour, smuggling,
militia-linked work, or early marriage as households prioritised survival over schooling.

The paper also examines the role of humanitarian policy. Humanitarian actors prevented a deeper
collapse by supporting school rehabilitation, temporary learning spaces, teacher incentives, self-
learning programmes, and non-formal education. However, support was often short-term,
geographically uneven, and weakly connected to recurrent financing and public institutional reform.
The result was an uneven mix of state retreat, private substitution, NGO-led provision, and
community solidarity, which mitigated exclusion while risking new forms of inequality.

The paper argues that educational recovery in Syria is a political-economic process requiring public
stewardship, transparent financing, teacher salary stabilisation, territorial equalisation, and pathways
linking learning to decent work. Without these reforms, economic determinants rather than national
frameworks will continue to dictate educational access and outcomes.
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Abstract

Education in Syria has historically reflected broader dynamics of political control, ideological
influence, and institutional corruption. During and after the conflict, the education system was
increasingly instrumentalised by state, non-state, and international actors, contributing to social
fragmentation rather than cohesion. This paper examines how education has been weaponised,
politicised, and ideologised across Syria during the conflict and in the post-Assad transition, with a
particular focus on the period from 2020 onwards. Building on conflict-sensitive and peacebuilding
education literature, it asks how education can move from a system that perpetuates political
violence and division to one that supports social justice, reconciliation, and peacebuilding (Bush &
Saltarelli, 2000; Pherali, 2016; Tozan, Nasser & Nuwayhid, 2025).

Drawing on 23 key informant interviews and participatory workshops with 86 stakeholders from
diverse geographic, political, ethnic, gender, and socio-economic backgrounds, the study identifies
the mechanisms through which education has reinforced division and exacerbated conflict. Findings
show that schools, teachers, and students were directly targeted through violence, coercion, military
use of schools, forced recruitment, surveillance, and political intimidation. Curricula and pedagogical
practices were used to promote Baathist, Kurdish, religious, Turkish, Iranian, and Russian narratives,
producing competing versions of Syrian identity and legitimacy. Teacher autonomy was
systematically undermined through politicised appointments, loyalty requirements, surveillance
roles, and restrictions on classroom discussion.

The study documents multiple forms of inequality and discrimination within the education sector,
including rural-urban disparities, class-based inequality, ethnic and religious discrimination,
displacement-related exclusion, gendered barriers, and political favouritism. It also shows how
uneven humanitarian support and regional influence contributed to fragmented provision and
weakened national educational neutrality. The paper argues that the weaponisation of education has
generated unsafe learning environments, loss of trust, brain drain among qualified teachers, reduced
critical thinking, and weakened inclusive values among children and youth. However, the post-Assad
transition also opens a strategic opportunity for reform. The paper recommends safeguarding
schools from violence, protecting teacher autonomy, establishing an inclusive national curriculum
reform process, addressing systemic inequalities, and strengthening Syrian educational sovereignty
through participatory reform.
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