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Areas and systems affected by compounded crises, protracted conflicts, and structur-
al violence often struggle to reform education for social reconstruction. At the fore-
front, we observe tireless and ambitious ventures among donor agencies, government 
institutions, and international and local organizations. However, in many of these 
cases, we also witness deepening political gridlock, stagnation, and marginalization 
that undermine the progress of an empowering education for citizenship that upholds 
principles of human rights. Causal factors to these institutional failures are often ei-
ther overlooked, redacted, or undocumented in research. Evidence from Morocco, 
Iraqi Kurdistan, and, most of all, Lebanon illustrates the extent to which governance 
systems in education can either hinder or even prevent equity in education.  

Every single child in the world has the right to free primary education and 
opportunities for secondary or vocational education, a right under Article 
28 of the United Nations’ legally binding Convention on the Rights of the 

Child.1 However, children in low- and middle-income countries (LMIC) are highly 
vulnerable to barriers, crises, and the absence of resources that violate their right 
to learn and grow in an educational context. Hence, the paradigm of equity in 
and through education is indispensable when examining factors that marginalize 
or exclude children from educational provisions. Equity in education discourse 
under scores the principles of fairness, whereby every child should have an oppor-
tunity to participate, and integrity, because every child has potentially significant 
contributions to make.2 Arguing for equitable education through empowerment, 
social critic Paolo Freire calls for efforts to provide the necessary resources not 
only to engage but to empower all children through education.3 Resources should 
be provided that ensure all children can participate in schooling where faculty and 
staff, such as counselors and teachers, are qualified and competent, and learning 
is meaningful.4 

In LMIC affected by crises, schools are often sites of physical, emotional, and 
structural violence. This can manifest through children not completing primary ed-
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ucation because of early marriage and pregnancy, paid labor, recruitment in armed 
groups, or the unavailability of any education provision.5 Education stakeholders–
policymakers, principals, teachers, children, and parents–across these fragile con-
texts struggle to summon the resilience needed to minimize and recover from the 
impacts of adversity, such as school closures, climate change, and protracted armed 
conflict.6 Education systems in conflict-affected LMIC also feature institutionalized 
approaches to policies and practices that sustain propensities to marginalize vulner-
able children and undermine their rights to protection, provisions (such as health, 
education), and participation. Institutional actors consist mainly of government 
agencies, such as the ministries of education and finance and, arguably, donor or-
ganizations. Over time, these institutions establish pathways and interact with po-
litical drivers to determine the sustainability of governing policies and practices in 
education.

In this essay, I analyze institution-based factors that threaten the equity of ed-
ucation provisions for children living in contexts highly vulnerable to crises and 
conflicts. I argue that authoritarian and exclusive approaches to governance have 
led to shortcomings or failures of education governance institutions in conflict- 
affected LMIC, which have largely contributed to the structural marginalization 
of children and education inequity. I begin by outlining how concepts of social 
justice and human rights can provide a framework for examining equities and in-
equities in and through education. I then present three features of institutional 
governance of education reform and recovery during times of crises that illustrate 
how responses can sustain or address violations to children’s equitable opportu-
nities to learn. The first examines teacher-led school closures in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
Morocco, and Lebanon. Evidence is mostly drawn from media reports, as this is-
sue is rarely documented in research studies. The second explores the processes 
and politics of national education strategies, with a focus on Lebanon. The third 
analyzes the role of institutional politics of the knowledge economy in the educa-
tion sector and the availability of and access to quality education. 
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tensions in education for peacebuilding in conflict-affected areas.8 To illustrate, 
children living in LMIC affected by conflict are highly vulnerable to permanent 
exclusion from education when remote learning provisions are distributed only to 
those with resources; when refugee children cannot register because they are not 
recognized as legal residents; when children with disabilities have no represen-
tation in school reform; and when unresolved conservative views prompt princi-
pals to remove coloring pencils from classrooms out of fear that classrooms will 
promote LGBTQIA+ rights. These examples show how the four Rs can be applied 
to identify threats to and violations of educational equity. 

Equity can also feature in commitments to children’s rights to education. The 
late Katarina Tomaševski served as UN special rapporteur on the right to educa-
tion from 1998 to 2004. Tomaševski examined violations of children’s rights to ed-
ucation by observing threats to what she referred to as the four As: the availability, 
accessibility, adaptability, and acceptability of education, such as structural ex-
clusion and segregation.9 When education is available, schools can accommodate 
all children, including those with disabilities and without legal status. Availabil-
ity also includes the provision of qualified teachers, essential learning resources, 
and health and safety measures. When children can access education, they do not 
encounter barriers such as fees, absence of transportation to school, and identity- 
based discrimination. Moreover, children with different abilities can experience 
similar activities and receive similar resources and educator support. Adaptable 
provisions of education address the needs of children made vulnerable by crises, 
migration, and sociopolitical changes by supplying them with platforms to voice 
their experiences and participate in actions for social justice. Finally, education is 
acceptable when schools and education practitioners provide safety, support re-
covery, and encourage pedagogies that capitalize and value learners’ diverse back-
grounds and constructs of knowledge.

In addition to armed conflicts, other crises can also close schools, such as in-
fectious disease outbreaks, the effects of global warming, and labor-related 
work stoppages–the focus of this section. Teachers’ unions in stable democ-

racies and conflict-affected areas often organize demonstrations to protest, typi-
cally against insufficient salary and benefits. While strikes in more stable societies 
often last one to two days, teachers in some conflict-affected LMIC have closed 
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We can observe three trends when exploring how teacher-led school closures 
make schooling unavailable for children for long periods of time. One trend is the 
inconsistent distribution of resources to teachers: namely, unscheduled salary  
payments, reduced salary values, and austerity measures in contractual terms. 
Eight years after the 2011 political revolution in Morocco, its government with-
drew health care and pension benefits from the tenured teachers’ contracts, but 
maintained the original terms for civil servants in other sectors; in response, thou-
sands of teachers refused to go to school.11 Other LMIC governments altered pay-
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teachers’ open-ended closure of schools lasted the entire month of April in 2019.15 
In Lebanon, scholar and educator Lena Bahou witnessed teacher strikes that ran 
for two weeks in 2012 and almost a month in 2013.16 

During the compounded crises in Lebanon that started in 2019, public school 
teachers closed schools for six weeks starting in January 2021. Most recently, in 
2023, public school teachers in Lebanon also closed schools for nearly eight weeks 
from January 9 until March 5; MEHE reported that 44 of the 1,404 public schools 
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the teachers rejected the proposal. As protests stretched school closures into a sec-
ond month through February 2023, MEHE announced it developed a dashboard 
for public school administrators to systematically track which teachers come to 
school. Such a response from the ministry was more a demonstration of authority 
over teachers than a negotiation with them.  

The mismanagement of resource distribution, including timely salary pay-
ments, is a manifestation of failed governance that subsequently has a causal in-
fluence on discontinued provisions of education for children. Teacher-led school 
closures disrupt the availability of education and increase risk factors of dropping 
out, lost learning, and lower levels of employability. Further, authoritarian gov-
ernance can directly marginalize children when weeks of teachers’ protests that 
close schools are confronted with punishment. Any initiatives or even intentions 
to review and reform the public administration of teachers’ compensations are 
overlooked or, arguably, avoided in national education strategies.   

Initiatives for reform and recovery are typically triggered by periods of tran-
sition out of armed conflict or crises or through funding agreements with in-
ternational agencies, such as the Global Partnership for Education and Offi-

cial Development Assistance development grants. As a result, such donor or as-
sistance agencies become influential actors in at least some of the government 
institutional mechanisms that develop and monitor initiatives for equitable edu-
cation. But such development and monitoring of national education strategies in 
Lebanon undermined educational equity by ignoring challenges in governance, 
privileging measurable short-term reporting metrics over sustained narratives of 
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Hardly any information is publicly accessible (or maybe even in existence) 
about the processes and outcomes of implementing these ten priorities. Primary  
knowledge of the ESDP currently exists as anecdotal evidence from consultants 
and schoolteachers who participated in its implementation. Their testimonials de-
scribed the mismanagement and termination of activities for retention and drop-
out. Education practitioners within my network shared their experiences in the cit-
izenship education component. A veiled teacher was subjected to verbal abuse by a 
representative from the Center for Educational Research and Development (CERD) 
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most downgrading policy initiatives to reform curricula and the quality of learning 
and teaching.27 The mission of ensuring that Syrian refugee children have access 
to public education resulted in a second-shift school schedule that segregated ref-
ugee Syrian children in afternoon classes. Moreover, indicators of success in RACE 
II are mostly, if not entirely, based on quantitative values. Measuring “quality ed-
ucation” includes tracking the percentage of children enrolled and who pass their 
grade level as well as assessing the provisions for “learner-centered pedagogy” by 
monitoring the percentage of teachers attending MEHE training workshops. For 
the third pillar on governance, yes/no statement indicators were designed to “sig-
nal the strengthened system capacity” of MEHE and CERD through the production 
of periodic reviews and reports, including those of the RACE indicators.28 Such 
narrow indicators and nondescriptive measures distract policymakers and educa-
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a) who makes decisions and how these decisions are made, b) who gets to par-
ticipate and how, and c) to what extent the needs of various actors and the wider 
community (demand) are aligned with what knowledge is available and how it is 
produced (supply). Under Fraser’s dimension of representation, degrees of exclu-
sive processes of participating in the knowledge economy threaten the social jus-
tice of equitable participation. The analyses below on knowledge production and 
pedagogical knowledge for equitable education are also contextualized within the 
compounded crises in Lebanon of COVID-19 and the arrival of refugees escaping 
the Syrian Civil War. 

In Lebanon, governing institutions’ responses demonstrated political dynam-
ics that threaten the resilience of the education sector. When schools first closed 
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based stakeholders such as teachers, students, and principals.36 Since then, efforts 
to revise the knowledge fields in the national curriculum have largely focused on 
the reduction of curricular content.37 Moreover, curriculum reform initiatives tak-
ing place at CERD and MEHE after 2020 have relied on the participation of select-



153 (4) Fall 2024 297

Bassel Akar

education. Under weak governance, new crises not only amplify existing barriers 
to parity of participation and children’s rights to education, but also generate dif-
ferent forms of marginalization. Institutions managing education when driven by 
authoritarian political philosophy and exclusionary governance can shape policies 
and practices that undermine equity in education in LMIC affected by conflict.  

Innovative approaches to governance reform would require a conflict analysis 
that maps the relations and responses among governing actors, donor agencies, 
school-based practitioners, and learners. The analysis should consider changes 
or stagnation over time and responses to crises that threaten educational equi-
ties, such as school closures, structural exclusion of people with disabilities, poor 
emergency response plans, unsustainable financial models, policy stalemates 
between political actors and education practitioners, the unavailability of strat-
egy reports, and the exclusive participation of education strategy development. 
Transforming institutional governance also requires a shift in the power relations 
between the authorities and the public service providers from one that ensures 
workers follow all regulations to one that negotiates to secure fair distribution of 
resources to public workers and the availability of and access to quality education 
for children. 

Other pathways for reform and recovery exist but are also often ignored or, 
arguably, structurally marginalized. One option is built through the empower-
ment and innovations of school-based practitioners, such as teachers. Innovation 
is a critical variable not only for economic growth and participation but also when 
advancing the knowledge fields of pedagogy and disciplines. Despite the signifi-
cance of innovation, political actors in education governance within these contexts 
maintain their positional power as they discourage and prevent the empowerment 
of teachers as innovators and researchers. Nevertheless, niche networks of teach-
ers and researchers have transpired through inspiration, risk-taking, humility, and 
organized planning. Testimonials from Lebanon and other conflict-affected areas 
reveal previously neglected and marginalized pathways that nonetheless can still 
be influential through integrity and empowerment.

Changes to approaches to learning and teaching have largely been facilitated 
by teacher-driven organizations in civil society. The Lebanese Centre for Civic Ed-
ucation and the Lebanese Association for History (LAH) are two NGOs that have 
supported teachers in pioneering pedagogies that engage children in collabora-
tive, deliberative, and dialogic learning activities. The LAH, for example, has also 
invested in transforming the learning of history from the dominant practice of 
reciting text into a disciplinary approach that requires learners to critically exam-
ine multiple and even conflicting narratives to write conclusions about the past. 
However, the opportunity to empower teachers to develop pedagogical knowl-
edge is limited to unpublished program evaluation reports or the exceptionally 
low number of academic studies.
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.savethechildren.net/news/education-disrupted-sixth-year-15-million-children-lebanon 
-half-public-schools-used-shelters.

 20 Matt Buehler, “Labour Demands, Regime Concessions: Moroccan Unions and the Arab 
Uprising,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 42 (1) (2015): 88–103, https://doi.org 
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 35 For more information on the dual Lebanese-Arab identity, see Nemer Frayha, “Develop-




