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here is renewed debate about the educational curricula in Syria, 

what it should include, and the extent to which the local 

community accepts it. International conventions and treaties 

affirm the right to education and protect it from deviations, 

especially in areas of armed conflict. 

 

The experiences of many countries, both conflict-riddled and areas where 

curricula were reviewed, confirm beyond a shadow of a doubt that the 

curricula can be appropriate for local communities while adhering to the 

principles of human rights, seeking to form an inclusive national identity, 

their role in building peace, instilling the value of tolerance, developing a 

culture of dialogue, laying the ground for coexistence and enshrining 

fundamental freedoms. 
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Education from a Means of Conflict to a 

Vehicle of Peace and Communal Living 
"At all times and places, there was a minority culture and a majority one, a prevalent culture and a uncommon 

one, dominant culture and dominated one. There is a must to put an end to the scale of imaginary superiority 

in the relationship among cultures and affirm the full right of each one to exist and progress through its own 

priorities and interaction with others."1 

 

Introduction 

For more than five decades, Syrians have been forced to study through school curricula expressing the biased 

views of the ruling authority and its vision of religion, home and history. Countries supporting the Syrian 

government are now contributing to operate curriculum modifications according to official cooperation 

memorandums. With the emergence of armed opposition groups and their control of  large swathes of the 

Syrian territory after 2011, education has become one of the most controversial issues as some parties call to 

put an end to using of the Syrian government's curricula, others who demand for the continuation of the 

educational process as it is, or propose amendments. 

 

During this period, schools have been subjected to numerous military attacks by the parties to the conflict, 

forcing parents to refrain from sending their children to school out of fear for their lives. The attacks were 

not only carried out by heavy weapons or the presence of military headquarters close to schools, but many 

schools in different parts of Syria were also raided by armed elements who demanded a halt to the educational 

process. 

 

In Northwest Syria, opposition bodies worked to ensure the continuation of education in the areas they 

controlled, by adopting a modified curricula and providing financial support to enable the continuity of the 

work of educational institutions, especially in areas controlled by the National Army of the armed opposition 

- where the Syrian Interim Government oversees the progress of the educational process. They supervised 

the opening of a branch of the Turkish University of Gaziantep in the city of Al-Bab, the city of Azaz and the 

 
1 Short Universal Encyclopedia of Human Rights, page 245 

http://alwehda.gov.sy/index.php/%D8%AA%D8%B4%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%86/74025-%D8%AE%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%B2%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D9%81%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%8A-%D8%A5%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D8%AD%D8%AB-%D9%85%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B1%D8%A8%D9%88%D9%8A-%D9%85%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AC%D9%85%D9%87%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9
http://moed.gov.sy/site/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1/%D9%81%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA/%D9%85%D8%AD%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D8%B2%D8%A8-%D9%85%D8%B0%D9%83%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D8%A7%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B4%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D8%A9-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%88%D8%A5%D9%8A%D8%B1%D8%A7%D9%86-%D8%AE%D8%B7%D9%88%D8%A9-%D9%85%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%AF%D9%85%D8%A9
https://www.aa.com.tr/ar/%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7/%D8%AA%D8%B1%D9%83%D9%8A%D8%A7-%D8%AA%D9%82%D8%B1%D8%B1-%D9%81%D8%AA%D8%AD-%D9%83%D9%84%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%AC%D8%A7%D9%85%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D9%85%D9%86%D8%A7%D8%B7%D9%82-%D9%85%D8%AD%D8%B1%D8%B1%D8%A9-%D8%B4%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7/1602262


city of Afrin.  The rest of the regions have been unable to provide a minimum right to education, as thousands 

of students are unable to go to government areas for further education for security or financial reasons.  

 

The role of civil society organizations in supporting the right to education has emerged through the 

rehabilitation of schools, supporting the recruitment of teachers, and securing school supplies, as areas out of 

control of the Damascus government depend on the efforts of these organizations in running the work of 

educational institutions in cooperation with local and civic councils. 

 

Education has been one of the main targets of extremist groups that have emerged in Syria to enable their 

control of these areas, as education has a key role to play in harnessing the local population, as are land and 

resources. During the years of ISIS's control of areas of Syria, the group issued their own curricula and 

imposed it on schools and teachers, and opened "disciplinary courses" for teachers working in government 

institutions to be able to teach the new curriculum to students. The curriculum explicitly promoted violence 

and discrimination and called for fighting in the name of the group. 

 

During ISIS rule, the government's educational process was completely halted, and calls for school attendance 

were not widely responded by parents for two main reasons: the fear that schools would be targeted by 

government forces and their allies, and the widespread refusal to indoctrinate students according to the group's 

vision and the resulting recruitment of students into its ranks. 

 

In Northeast Syria, the Autonomous Administration has introduced a curriculum in areas controlled by the 

SDF that promote the philosophy of the Democratic Union Party, which is a continuation of the pattern of 

thinking aimed at orienting and ideologizing the society, and imposing a single vision, which has faced 

objections from a wide range of civil actors through statements that emphasized the need to review and 

develop the curriculum so that it fits the culture of the local community. 

 

Syrian students are now studying different curricula according to their areas of residence and the controlling 

forces. Some of them resort to home schooling because schools are fit to provide quality education. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://jfl.ngo/we-need-to-raise-our-children-away-from-the-notions-of-violence-and-extremism/
https://geiroon.net/archives/92692
https://www.harmoon.org/reports/%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%85%D9%8A-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B4%D9%85%D8%A7%D9%84-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A9-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%B8%D9%84-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%AF/


 

How do the most prominent international and regional treaties and 

conventions address the right to education? 

 

International and regional treaties and conventions provide for the right to education, and the need to provide 

quality education in all circumstances, including during armed conflicts. 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the International Covenants on Human Rights, the 

Additional Protocols, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the UNESCO Convention on Combating 

Discrimination in Education and others emphasized the role of education in promoting "understanding, 

tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups"2, and access to quality education was 

established as one of the Sustainable Development Goals for 2030 adopted by the United Nations. 

 

Four minimum standards exist towards ensuring the right to education: availability, accessibility, acceptability 

and adaptability.  

- In its General Comment No. 13 on Article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights states 

“functioning educational institutions and programmes have to be available in sufficient quantity within 

the jurisdiction of the State party. What they require to function depends upon numerous factors, 

including the developmental context within which they operate; for example, all institutions and 

programmes are likely to require buildings or other protection from the elements, sanitation facilities 

for both sexes, safe drinking water, trained teachers receiving domestically competitive salaries, 

teaching materials, and so on”. 

- “Educational institutions and programmes have to be accessible to everyone, without discrimination” 

with physical and economic accessibility.   

- The Committee emphasized on the need to a “relevant, culturally appropriate and of good quality” 

content that is appropriate to the segments that may be exposed to exclusion. 

- “Education has to be flexible so it can adapt to the needs of changing societies and communities and 

respond to the needs of students within their diverse social and cultural settings”3. 

 

 
2 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 26, A. 

3 Protecting Education in Insecurity and Armed Conflict, The International Legal Framework, P84-88 

https://www.biicl.org/files/6099_protecting_education_handbook.pdf  

https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/sdg-goal-4
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Education/Training/Compilation/Pages/d)GeneralCommentNo13Therighttoeducation(article13)(1999).aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/professionalinterest/pages/cescr.aspx
https://www.biicl.org/files/6099_protecting_education_handbook.pdf


The UNESCO’s Convention against Discrimination in Education, 14 December 1960, states that “Education 

shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for 

human rights and fundamental freedoms. It is essential to respect the liberty of parents to choose for their 

children institutions and ensure that the religious and moral education of the children in conformity with their 

own convictions”. 

The education of the child shall be directed to the development of the child's personality, talents and mental 

and physical abilities to their fullest potential4”, and “the development of respect for his or her own cultural 

identity, language and values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, the country 

from which he or she may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own”5. Woman has the 

equal rights to men’s in the field of education in terms of access to studies and for the achievement of diplomas 

in educational institutions of all categories, and access to the same curricula, the same examinations, teaching 

staff with qualifications of the same standard”6. 

The Toledo Guiding Principles on Teaching about Religions And Beliefs in Public Schools also recommend 

that religious lessons be conducted in accordance with an academic curriculum, that respect for others be 

emphasized, relying on teachers who respect religious freedoms. and that the curriculum respects religious 

and non-religious views fairly and respectfully7. 

“History textbooks and other educational materials provide a fair, accurate and informative portrayal of the 

societies and cultures of these peoples with the object of eliminating prejudices that they may harbor in respect 

of these peoples”8. 

“Children shall receive an education, including religious and moral education, in keeping with the wishes of 

their parents, or in the absence of parents, of those responsible for their care”9. 

“The promotion and protection of morals and traditional values recognized by the community shall be the 

duty of the State”10. 

Some regional conventions emphasize local traditional values and cultures, as education directs children 

towards “fostering respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, the preservation and strengthening 

 
4 Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 29, 1, A 

5 Ibid, Article 29, 1, C 

6 The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women, Article 10, A & B 

7 The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education, Page 244,  

https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/report/2011/hidden-crisis-armed-conflict-and-education  

8 The General Conference of the International Labour Organisation, Convention 169 - Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 

1989 (No. 169), Article 31 

9 Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions, Article 4, 3, A 

10 African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights, Article 17, 3 

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/c/e/29154.pdf
https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/report/2011/hidden-crisis-armed-conflict-and-education


of positive African morals traditional values and cultures, the preparation of the child for responsible life in a 

free society, in the spirit of understanding, tolerance, dialogue, mutual respect and friendship among all 

peoples and ethnic, tribal and religious groups”11. 

States parties also respect “the rights and duties of parents, and where applicable, of legal guardians, to choose 

for their children schools other than those established by public authorities, which conform to such minimum 

standards as approved by the State, to ensure the religious and moral education of the child in a manner 

consistent with the evolving capacities of the child”12. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, Article 11, 2, A & D 

12 Ibid, Article 11, 4 



 

 

 

International Experiences in Education 

Designing curricula in conflicts and post-conflicts settings is one of the most complex tasks for specialists. The 

curricula can help bring the community components closer together, remove many controversial causes, and 

contribute to the peace-building process. However, the curricula itself can increase discord and incite violence 

if it deals with sensitive issues from a single social, political and cultural thinking. There is an opportunity to 

transform the school into a place of dialogue and curricula into an engine of critical sense for students, helping 

to identify different cultures and perspectives and gaining the ability to analyze the information they receive.   

Through different experiences of many countries that have experienced armed conflict, the most sensitive 

items in the course of curriculua preparation is the language of teaching, and the subjects of religion and 

history. 

 

1. Guatemala's education programme was based on the use of the Spanish language and a 

monoculture curriculua. After the signing of the peace agreement in 1996, bilingual education was 

adopted and education was placed in the peace-building dialogue. These steps were taken by a 

committee formed in 1997 led by politicians and indigenous representatives, who worked to make 

the education system play a role in promoting partnership between diverse cultures13. 
2. It was not until two decades after the end of World War II that Germany and the United States of 

America taught the history of the Holocaust.  

3. Cambodia took two decades to prepare a curriculum that includes a suitable and credible history 

course that aims to avoid re-committing human rights violations, achieve reconciliation, and 

understand the historical causes that pave the way for the new generation to build a state of peace 

and democracy. 

4. Religious lessons are organized in France outside schools, avoiding the division of students and 

their families on a religious basis, and emphasizing the neutrality of the educational process. 

Students are given one day a week without lessons to enable those wishing to attend religious classes 

outside school. The French Ministry of Education has adopted reforms to its formal educational 

 
13 The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict And Education, Page 241 



programmes, including an openness to Islam in history programmes, and classes to introduce 

young French people to Islam in order to avoid pre-judgment14. 

5. The aim of education in Bosnia and Herzegovina after the end of the war was to raise awareness 

towards the individual's cultural identity and heritage in proportion to the cultural heritage, and to 

learn to accept the other, promoting understanding and cooperation between local and global 

different communities15. 

6. The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) implemented a 

programme in refugee camps in Kenya involving tens of thousands of children and young people, 

which included a call for dialogue to resolve conflicts. An evaluation of the programme showed real 

results in peace-building and community dialogue. The programme has been adapted for 

implementation in other camps in Uganda and South Sudan16. 

7. Education reform initiatives were launched in Ireland , some of which began even before the Good 

Friday Agreement17 was signed. They included the provision of equitable funding for schools, 

increased communication between different groups through programmes implemented by teachers 

and included young people of various components and initiatives to establish unified schools that 

include students from the two largest religious groups that were subsequently funded by the 

government. The curricula was modified and  history was taught from multiple perspectives. The 

curricula is now more focused on equality and human rights18. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
14 “How Do We Teach Religions?” report, Régis Debray, 

 https://hekmah.org/%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%91%D8%B3-

%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%9F-%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B3-

%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%87/  

15 The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict And Education, Page 244 

16 Ibid, Page 246 

17 The agreement that was held in 1998 that put an end to the three-decades bloody conflict in the country.  

18 The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict And Education, Page 247 

https://hekmah.org/%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%91%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%9F-%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%87/
https://hekmah.org/%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%91%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%9F-%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%87/
https://hekmah.org/%D9%83%D9%8A%D9%81-%D9%86%D8%AF%D8%B1%D9%91%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AF%D9%8A%D8%A7%D9%86%D8%9F-%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%AC%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%A8%D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%87/


 

 

 

Recommendations 

The most prominent difficulty lies in turning school curricula into concrete and influential works that reflect 

aspirations on the ground, especially in our countries where curricula have played a role in inciting and 

increasing sectarian, and ethnic indoctrination. 

 

Justice for Life organization proposes the following recommendations in regards to the future of education 

and curricula design in Syria: 

1. Respect for human rights principles and international conventions and treaties on education as the 

basis for any future curricula. 

2. The aim of education should be to promote fundamental freedoms, renounce hatred, and accept 

differences and pluralism. 

3. Evaluating educational policies over the past decades to produce more mature and acceptable 

curricula and policies. 

4. Opening a community dialogue on the curriculua involving parents, students, teachers and 

educational institutions. 

5. The relevant United Nations agencies should work to support educational programmes that take into 

account the circumstances of the conflict and emphasize the values of tolerance, peace-building and 

citizenship. 

6. Continuing and strengthening efforts to provide quality education in all areas across Syria, and to 

enable more students, both new and dropped-out, to access education. 

7. The curriculum should be sensitive to local cultures and establish constructive future relations 

between all Syrian components. 

8. Women should have the full right and opportunity to access education. 
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