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The Engagement of Civic Actors in the Educa6on Sector in Syria:  
Lessons Learned and Recommenda6ons  
September 2024 
 

 

Execu&ve Summary 
This policy paper is developed to draw lessons learned from a detailed research ini5a5ve conducted 
by Duderi to map the role of civic actors in the educa5on sector in Syria. The research provided a 
deep review of condi5ons in six regions covering local condi5ons in all zones of poli5cal control that 
have sprung during the conflict. This policy paper is meant to provide a synthesis of the key lessons 
learned from the said research and suggests targeted and ac5onable recommenda5ons to the key 
stakeholders.  

The research allowed a compara5ve framework for understanding the broader challenges facing the 
provision of educa5on to children and young adults in the whole of Syria. CSOs were found to be 
playing essen5al roles in ensuring that a lost genera5on of children is finding its way to receiving 
their right to educa5on. However, the research found that CSOs interven5ons in the sector are 
heterogeneous and are oEen donor-driven and not sustainable. CSOs were strong at bringing about 
innova5on but were not effecive at scaling up their innova5ons. They were highly resilient in tapping 
on local resources in some parts of the country and mi5ga5ng the cultural challenges of providing 
values of ci5zenship and social peace. However, they worked in small and separate islands that 
prevented the aggrega5on of their impacts and indirectly deepened divisions between communi5es.  

The key lessons learned involve a focus on the role of teachers in the success or failure of providing 
quality educa5on and civic values in schools. Teachers were being syphoned from regular schools to 
work with CSOs undermining the ability of regular schools to sustain their human resources. CSOs 
need to refocus their opera5ons to support teacher in their regular schools and not create separate 
processes.  

Localiza5on was a relevant factor in drawing on local resources and ensuring acceptability and 
relevance to the different communi5es. However, hyper-localiza5on led to further fragmenta5on of 
the cultural and social reali5es of society, encouraging the crea5ons of fences rather than building 
bridges between communi5es. A main outcome of this approach was in undermining the emergence 
of na5onal standards and in succumbing to real or imagined social norms that undermined the 
access of girls to schools. 

Funding provided under the humanitarian framework created dependency on donor aid. Supply side 
logic to the provision of educa5on undermined the ability to scale up and sustain opera5ons. Moving 
to an early recovery framework cannot repeat the same modali5es of aid. Aid should be directed to 
leverage local resources and to encourage coopera5on and mainstreaming of outcomes and impacts 
and move away from its current focus on inputs and outputs. 

CSOs must mi5gate a complex and risky environment to promote values of equal ci5zenship and 
social peace. They have not the resources to monitor the impact of their work nor of managing how 
the teachers are interpre5ng these values on the ground. These values are disseminated on the most 
superficial level as empty “signifiers” and iden5ty markers and not in pracc5ce. The more successful 
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models of dissemina5ng values came from informal, non-formal, and psycho-social programs, that 
focus on the skills needed to prac5ce these values not on their formal representa5on in the curricula. 
Resources need to be provided to mainstream these types of learning experiences in the regular 
schools.  

Diversity in service provision has enabled innova5on and introduced promising pedagogic methods 
of ac5ve learning, instead of the tradi5onal methods of memorizing received knowledge. However, 
diversity should not undermine the need for accredited learning outcomes and assurances that 
educa5on is providing children with the necessary skills to con5nue their learning journeys and 
access career opportuni5es in the future. CSOs need to work together to streamline their 
approaches and gradually aQempt to bypass the poli5cal divides to ensure that a na5onal educa5on 
system is providing accredited educa5on for all.  

Knowledge crea5on needs to be sustained through accumula5on. A na5onal strategy for recovery in 
the educa5on sector needs to build on evidence from the field and aggrega5ng mul5ple sources of 
data. The UN with CSOs can and should bridge the temporary challenges of seUng up such a space 
of exchange, knowledge sharing, co-crea5on, and impact monitoring.  

The policy paper ends by presen5ng detailed recommenda5on to three sets of stakeholders, mainly, 
the CSOs, the donors, and the UN agencies. Other research work conducted by Duderi aims to 
provide more detailed recommenda5on for reform and reconstruc5on in the educa5on system that 
pertains to the roles of other stakeholders.  

1. Context 
As part of its mandate to support the recovery of the educa5on process in Syria, Duderi has 
commissioned several research papers to develop deep knowledge on the current condi5ons of the 
educa5on sector in Syria. These papers are at the core of consolida5ng the evidence-base needed to 
engage Syrians from all walks of life in dialogue and partnerships to improve the dire condi5ons 
facing a whole genera5on of young people in the war-torn country. Different stakeholders will need 
to work together to reform the system and establish the norma5ve and prac5cal approaches for 
reconstruc5ng the public educa5on system in the post-conflict. One key stakeholder in the process is 
the Syrian civil society represented by a myriad of large and small civil society organiza5ons (CSOs), 
as well as by local civic ini5a5ves and community-based ac5on groups. This policy paper is meant to 
present key lessons learned from a recent study on the role of civic actors in the Educa5on sector to 
derive recommenda5on for enhancing and leveraging their role in the future.  

The research 5tled "The Engagement of Civic Actors in the Educa5on Sector in Syria: Mapping the 
Terrain," was developed in July and August of 2024. Its findings are available separately; readers are 
advised to revert to that report to delve deeply into the detailed condi5ons on the ground in six 
Syrian regions mainly: Dara’a, Sweida, Raqqa, Idlib, Afrin, and Qamishli. The report also offers a 
broad explora5on of the role CSOs play in the educa5on sector across the whole country. It 
synthesizes findings from qualita5ve interviews with 55 key informants alongside extensive desk 
research and online verifica5on. The study aimed to understand CSOs' capacity as key stakeholders in 
educa5on and how they promote values like social peace and equal ci5zenship to support healing 
and recovery in the post-conflict.  

This policy paper builds on the findings of the said report to provide overall lessons learned and 
prac5cal recommenda5ons. While this policy paper is focused on the transforma5ons needed to 
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enhance and maximize the impact of civic actors in the sector, together with other research 
conducted by Duderi, the aim is to lay the founda5ons for a road map for the recovery and 
reconstruc5on of the educa5on system in the future. 

The research revealed a significant but uneven presence of Civil Society Organiza5ons (CSOs) in 
Syria’s educa5on sector, with a strong concentra5on of large CSO’s in the Northwest; otherwise, the 
majority of civic actors involved in educa5on are either small CSOs or community-based 
organiza5ons. These organiza5ons operate in challenging environments, naviga5ng complex 
rela5onships with formal and quasi-formal ins5tu5ons that priori5ze ideological control over the 
quality and relevance of educa5on. With the private sector largely inaccessible due to high costs, 
CSOs play a crucial role in filling gaps, par5cularly in non-formal and emergency educa5on. They 
provide remedial programs for students who have dropped out, offer non-formal educa5on ac5vi5es 
and vital psychosocial support, as well as support the provision of logis5cs, and financial support to 
regular schools. However, their efforts are oEen hampered by weak networking with other 
stakeholders and a percep5on that they are well-funded, which leads to exploita5on, indirect 
extrac5ons of fees and resources, and pressures for nepo5sm in their hiring processes by local 
authori5es and de facto powers. 

Financial and human resource challenges further strain CSOs, par5cularly smaller ones that rely 
heavily on short-term donor funding, which undermines their long-term planning and sustainability. 
As donor funds are decreasing, many CSOs are struggling to maintain services, with expatriate funds 
and local philanthropy proving relevant, but insufficient to meet the sector’s needs. CSOs tend to 
offer beQer salaries than regular schools, thus, aQrac5ng qualified staff from regular schools. 
However, the reliance on short-term funding results in high turnover in staff, which hinders the 
development of quality human resources. Despite providing beQer educa5onal environments than 
public schools, with more psychosocial support and interac5ve learning, CSOs have limited reach, 
and access to educa5on remains a challenge, especially for girls facing economic and security 
barriers.  

CSOs generally adhere to the curricula mandated by local authori5es and de facto powers. Yet they 
tend to concentrate mainly on core subjects like reading, wri5ng, math, and science, par5cularly in 
emergency and remedial educa5on contexts, thus avoiding the ideological or poli5cal content of 
curricula. CSOs’ programs and agendas profess nominal adherence to values of social peace and 
equal ci5zenship. However, they have to navigate a fine line on how to interpret these values. Caught 
between donors, de facto powers, local authori5es, and community social norms, CSOs oEen pay 
only nominal aQen5on to the formal dissemina5on of values in the textbooks, preferring instead to 
translate them as prac5cal skills of non-violent communica5on and equity of par5cipa5on in non-
formal ac5vi5es. Most oEen, the interpreta5on of norma5ve values is relegated to local teachers 
who will chose to interpret them based on local norms. This ends up suppor5ng the crea5on of 
values that contribute to local solidarity within the community ac5ng as a “fence” as opposed to 
suppor5ng values that help communi5es to create “bridges” to other communi5es. CSOs have weak 
monitoring processes focused on inputs to the educa5on system and not outcomes. Control over the 
dissemina5on of values and other educa5onal outcomes is weak, resul5ng in highly divergent 
outcomes across the country.  

The accredita5on of cer5ficates is formally available aEer passing the exams mandated by the central 
government in Damascus. In many parts of the country accredita5on is only possible through special 
arrangements with less-than-op5mal levels of recogni5on to secure entry into the job market or 
further studies in universi5es. Parents con5nue to value formal accredita5on, some5mes taking 
significant risks to send their children across the conflict lines to take formal exams. Parental 
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involvement in CSO ac5vi5es is generally limited. And in many parts of the country parents are 
disenchanted with the outcomes of the educa5onal process; they are taking their children out of 
schools to find paying work.  

With donor aid dwindling, many local ini5a5ves are providing new forms of social and community 
capital ranging linking local community resources and volunteers with expatriate remiQances to 
develop workable solu5ons. There is a growing view among local communi5es that while CSOs’ work 
in Syria was valuable and covered an essen5al gap in in the provision of educa5onal services, CSOs’ 
work will not be scalable to meet all needs. The innova5on and focus on quality, and the role of the 
teachers should be mainstreamed in regular schools to support universal access to educa5on as 
opposed to crea5ng parallel service provision mechanisms that can benefit only a small segment of 
the popula5on. To maximize their impact, CSOs should transi5on from the hyper localiza5on 
approach and the direct management of schools under emergency condi5ons to suppor5ng the 
return to normal educa5on, aligning their mission with long-term na5onal goals for a more 
sustainable impact on Syria's educa5on sector.  

2. Main Lessons Learned 
The mapping of CSO’s engagement in the educa5on sector report explored in detail the nature of the 
eco-system surrounding the work of the CSOs. In the following sec5on, the key lessons learnt are 
presented under specific themes to highlight the opportuni5es and risks to suggest relevant entry 
points for the scaling up and maximizing of CSO’s engagement in the sector. Learning from the 
current prac5ces is cri5cal to avoid piialls and expand opportuni5es. This is not an assessment of 
the work of the CSOs per se, as much as an aQempt of looking forward. Many of the processes 
devised by the CSOs were specific to their 5me and place. Reviewing lessons from the past is meant 
to chart possibili5es to develop and not to sit in judgment over the brave work that was carried out 
in the direst of circumstances by civic actors. CSOs undertook major risks just to ensure that a 
genera5on of Syrians s5ll had a chance to have a future. This paper is meant to build on their work 
moving ahead. 

Key lessons learned from that research can be summarized under the following headings: 

Teachers 

Teachers are the most cri5cal elements in the success and failure of any educa5onal process. Their 
qualifica5on and ability to provide a safe and produc5ve classroom environment is key to providing 
quality educa5on, safe and inclusive classrooms, and the introduc5on of innova5ve learning 
opportuni5es. Teachers are also at the forefront of introducing core values to students. When 
properly trained by the CSOs they were able to nego5ate complex cultural issues and social norms 
and s5ll introduce cri5cal values such as equal ci5zenship and social peace through play and extra-
curricular learning modules. CSOs oEen lured the most qualified among them away from the formal 
educa5on system but could not secure their employment. This led to a gradual brain drain of 
qualified educators aways from scalable and sustainable service delivery processes in the regular 
schools to short term jobs that did not contribute to the long-term development of educa5onal 
outcomes.  

The most successful approaches to building human resources happened when CSOs or community 
groups supported teachers in the regular schools rather than pulling them away to CSO-run schools 
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or programs. CSOs provided teachers in the regular schools with training, teaching materials, 
subsidies for transporta5on and in some cases direct and indirect subsidies for salaries. This enabled 
public schools to retain teachers, accumulate knowledge and preserve a modicum of equity between 
male and female teachers. Pulling the most qualified teachers away from rela5vely well-regulated 
public jobs may have created some entry points for women teachers to join the work force, but it has 
also ins5lled a culture of differen5al pay and treatment for men and women.  

Working with teachers to enhance their ability to nego5ate the introduc5on of values of peace and 
equality has far more impact than aQemp5ng to convince de facto powers to change their curricula. 
Teachers will tend to interpret values according to their percep5ons of how their communi5es view 
such values. They have been leE on their own to manage cultural complexi5es and different 
manifesta5ons of social norms. Rather than leaving teachers on their own, providing them with best 
prac5ces, tools, pedagogic methods will pay off in terms of transforming abstract value systems into 
daily prac5ce. It is a far more sustainable and scalable approach than trying to introduce these values 
through parallel programs outside the schools.  

Many donors look at public teachers as public servants and opt to avoid reputa5onal risks of 
suppor5ng them for fear of being seen as suppor5ng de facto authori5es. Donor redlines need to be 
eased out. As aid is dwindling, the only possible way to cover the gap is to support teachers in the 
schools than to provide high quality educa5on in CSO-run seUngs. This shiE will not undermine the 
work of CSOs. Indeed, it might give CSOs a far more relevant role to scale up their work and increase 
their leverage and impact. Focusing on teachers’ training and bringing teachers together from 
different schools and regions to exchange knowledge and develop teaching prac5ces is also key to 
developing bridges to reunify the educa5on system in the future. 

Localiza.on and community capital  

Local efforts to meet growing needs and mobilize resources proved to be one of the most promising 
approaches to the provision of educa5on services in the most remote and hard to reach areas as well 
as in the most disenfranchised cases. Communi5es collaborated, and different local stakeholders 
brought their dis5nct resources to leverage cri5cal social and community capital in support of the 
educa5on process in their areas. Larger CSOs oEen fail to capture this dynamic as their standard 
opera5ng procedures and donor regula5ons inhibit working with communi5es beyond the narrow 
confines of needs’ assessment studies and occasional consulta5ons with “beneficiary groups”. 
Localiza5on means puUng the community stakeholders at the helm. Indeed, it aims to allow them to 
lead and support their leadership by complimen5ng their ini5a5ves and maximizing their resources.  

However, that is not what is happening under the rubric of localiza5on on the ground in Syria today. 
Localiza5on is construed as further fragmenta5on of the already highly fragmented efforts to provide 
service. It is allowing communi5es to become independent one from the other rather than building 
bridges. It is locking the educa5on process en5rely under the real or imagined pressures of 
community norms and denying girls fair access to educa5on and future jobs of their choice. 
Moreover, it is hindering the possibili5es of leveraging resources, crea5ng synergies, sharing 
knowledge, and scaling up their work by crea5ng economies of scale from the boQom up. Donors 
today are leveraging economies of scale at the top by providing their resources to larger CSOs who 
then retail them to smaller ones. This is crea5ng compe55on over resources and dependency on aid. 
Communi5es are not becoming more independent and educa5on processes are not becoming more 
scalable and sustainable.  
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For localiza5on to work effec5vely, donor aid should not be seen as supplying a service but 
enhancing and leveraging resources to meet local demands and priori5es. These resources include 
local authori5es’ resources, local contribu5ons, parents’ own resources, community volunteers, and 
expatriate remiQances. Where donor aid can make a difference is in providing them with knowledge, 
resources to build bridges beyond their communi5es to build economies of scale from the boQom 
up. Exchange of knowledge and experiences, building access from the local level to the broader 
na5onal and interna5onal arenas using virtual communica5on tools to reach knowledge resources. 
Extreme localiza5on contributed to one type of social capital that draws fences around communi5es. 
It is contribu5ng to the deepening of the social and poli5cal divides in the country. Resources will be 
needed to help leverage successes at the local level and build bridges to other communi5es. 
Localiza5on needs to be balanced by a country wide approach to de-conflic5ng the educa5on 
system, with the hope that one day Syrian would be reunited.  

Scalability and sustainability  

Most funding for CSOs working on educa5on is planned, implemented, and monitored based on 
short-term project cycles. This has prevented CSOs to develop long term strategies to meet demand 
for their work and create real impact. Educa5onal projects conceived in the humanitarian mode of 
opera5on under the rubric of “emergency educa5on,” may have contributed to returning some 
children back to school. Programs may have also had some relevance to provide much needed 
psycho-social support. However, the emergency educa5on is not a subs5tute for regular schools. 
Educa5onal needs should be considered in the long-run, cumula5ve inputs are needed to support 
the crea5on of sustainable result chains; project cycles not extending beyond a few months, or at 
best one year, do not allow for such accumula5on.  

CSOs invest heavily in training teachers and seUng the necessary mobiliza5on for their projects only 
to discover that their funding is being cut or reduced. They will have to lay off staff they had invested 
in training and risk losing them. As these teachers are oEen recruited away from the regular schools, 
they cannot be returned to the regular schools. In sum, short term cycles have helped to drain them 
away from the regular schools, not to men5on created heavy mobiliza5on and demobiliza5on costs. 
CSOs may have provided vital services, and donor funds may have helped to deliver quality services 
and much needed innova5on in the sector, but they are not sustainable nor are they scalable.  

CSOs have liQle elas5city to expand or absorb risks as a result. Their focus on serving a defined 
number of beneficiaries has disenfranchised the ones that had not been served. CSO’s monitoring 
and evalua5on procedures under such modality of work are focused mainly on tracking inputs 
(number of students, equity of access, number of classes, teacher/student ra5os, supplies and 
logis5cs delivered, etc.). Some5mes they will report on direct outputs (how many people were 
admiQed to school aEer taking the remedial classes). But in general, there is no repor5ng on impact. 
No one is repor5ng on the quality of educa5on and the trajectories of students aEer they finish the 
programs. There is no repor5ng on how skills and values are assimilated, and most importantly there 
is no clear evidence as to what percentage of the demand is being covered. Is the input providing 
value for money, is it efficient and effec5ve, is it relevant, or has it reduced illiteracy and dropout in 
the area?  

One of the key problems of the current approach to funding is its reliance on supply side funding 
mechanisms. These are not likely to create mul5plier in the system. This approach creates 
infla5onary tendencies as it tends to induce highly unbalanced pay scales and causes deforma5on is 
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labor markets. Supply side approaches to aid tend to cover the bulk of the resources needed to 
achieve educa5onal standards that are far beQer than the locally available ones. This leads to 
dependency on aid and total collapse of projects and processes once aid is reduced or stopped. 
Alterna5vely, demand side aid is the preferred mode of support that expatriates are adop5ng when 
sending their remiQances, and it is showing promise for scalability and sustainability. Demand side 
support leverages the exis5ng resources and closes cri5cal gaps. The bulk of the resource is 
dispensed locally at market values. The financial resources are matched by community and parent 
volunteers. It provides appropriate levels of innova5on of quality (perhaps not as impressive as in the 
case of the supply side approach), but it is more sustainable, and far more scalable. Mul5pliers allow 
the external aid to extend far beyond its immediate purchasing power, and the disturbances it is 
likely to cause in the local job market are minimal. Simply put a dollar put on the demand side is 
likely to go three to four 5mes longer than on the supply side.  

The current mode of CSOs may not favor the switch to demand side opera5ons. The overheads and 
administra5ve benefits to their opera5ons are beQer served in the supply side approach. But many 
CSOs are star5ng to learn that with the dwindling of donor aid, they need to change the way they 
operate. The early recovery process discussed at large in Syria today, should not be about what 
sectors will be served and which ones will be cut out. It should focus on what modes of opera5on 
and funding will prevail. In the early recovery process, aid should be directed to the core ins5tu5ons 
delivering the educa5onal service. CSOs can s5ll play vital roles in providing training, support for 
logis5cs and innova5on. They can focus on promo5ng beQer communica5on between the schools 
and the community and holding the public ins5tu5ons to account for performing their du5es in the 
provision of educa5onal services. However, they should step away from the provision of the service 
themselves. The early recovery process should not entail be reduced to the ques5on of suppor5ng 
either the CSOs or the regular schools but should focus on crea5ng beQer synergies and division of 
labor to maximize the impact of each role. CSOs can also play the role of a safe channel to support 
regular schools while minimizing the influence of de facto powers.  

Equal ci.zenship, and social peace 

Values are a contested issue even when war is not raging in a country. In Syria the war has created 
divergent value systems. CSOs had to maneuver a very dangerous path around the ques5on of 
values. They try to give students in the different parts of Syria a minimum understanding of basic 
civic values like equal ci5zenship and peace despite the diversity of other values imposed by de facto 
powers. Different stakeholders are involved in shaping the debate on values including local 
authori5es, na5onal authori5es, different military powers, and to a certain extent the donors. But 
the most influen5al actors in pushing the values that CSOs end up promo5ng on the ground are the 
parents and the larger CSOs that channel donor aid to smaller ones.  

On the ground CSOs needed to mi5gate the conflic5ng values systems. They had to pay heed to the 
value systems of the de facto powers domina5ng their areas by adop5ng their curricula, their official 
holidays, and celebra5ons, as well as their indirect interpreta5ons of the value system. They had to 
also contend with diverse community pressures expressed by the parents of the children. These 
pressures are not constant and should not be stereotyped. Value systems are in constant flux as 
communi5es oEen u5lize value as iden5ty markers to protect the community’s internal solidarity. 
They will likely keep the “signifiers” of the values they profess to carry, but gradually accept shiEs in 
the signified of such values, and s5ll translate these values into different and oEen contradictory 
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prac5ces as the “referents” of these values are constantly being re-nego5ated socially and 
poli5cally.1  

To avert direct confronta5ons, CSOS had to refrain from discussing values overtly. Understanding that 
any aQempt at formal interpreta5on and engaging students and parents in discussions on values may 
get them into trouble, they opt to retain generic no5ons of values in their formal discourses and 
literature, and leave the interpreta5on of values to the teachers in the classrooms. In cases where 
the teachers were well prepared, they delivered very useful interpreta5ons of values related to 
equality and peace through play, informal ac5vi5es and the teaching of prac5cal skills that help 
students develop non-violent communica5on, inclusiveness, and sharing skills.  

In cases where the teachers were ill equipped, they ended up transla5ng these values into generic 
enuncia5on of values drawing on simplis5c or reduc5onist interpreta5ons. Ci5zenship becomes and 
obliga5on to fulfil du5es devoid of rights. Peace becomes a form of internal harmony inside the 
community (fence) instead of accep5ng other communi5es (bridge). Acceptance of difference is 
framed within a no5on of “tasamouh” or tolerance, a condescending aUtude of the more powerful 
to accept the less powerful. Values are being disseminated along with their countervalues; with 
peace being discussed while accep5ng and promo5ng hate speech, and equality is thought of in 
terms of group rights and not individual ones. In general, CSOs have very weak control and 
monitoring of how their values are being disseminated on the ground. They lack the resources to do 
so with their focus directed to tracking the inputs and outputs of short-term project ac5vi5es, rather 
than tracking the impact of their programs and assessing how skills and values are being 
disseminated.  

Many observers are focused on the presence or lack thereof of values in the curricula. This may be 
an important factor to consider over the long run, but for the 5me being this is a fu5le exercise. The 
main aQen5on should be given to the way these values are nego5ated in the classrooms through 
informal and non-formal educa5on. The de facto powers will not allow any formal challenge to their 
curricula. Focus should set on the teachers to improve their ability to interpret values in terms of 
skills and prac5ce. Efforts should be exerted to shiE the “referent” of the values and not their 
“signifiers”.   

Diversity within a na.onal educa.on system 

The current efforts to save what can be saved in terms of access to schools for children was certainly 
warranted five or six years ago. Donors and interna5onal organiza5ons such as the United Na5ons 
Interna5onal Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) have put tremendous resources and efforts to 
facilitate the access to educa5on in all parts of Syria. UNICEF has nego5ated streamlining curricula to 
ensure a minimum of standards of skill acquisi5on, albeit they were not able to unify curricula. They 

 
1 Borrowing from the field of semiotics, the term signifier here refers to the physical form of the sign (its 
enunciated sound or written form). In contrast, the signified can be explained as the meaning or idea 
expressed by the sign. This idea may or may not coincide with the physical reality (the referent) of how the 
idea is manifest in the physical world. Thus, in the context of this report, when one speaks of “equality,” 
its signifier is nothing more than an 8-letter word inscribed on paper. Its signified is an ideal of people 
being equal. But that ideal is present in our minds only. The referent would be the way we interpret the 
value in our daily practice, so the referent can involve practices like equal right to speak but not equal 
rights to inherit or separate but equal rights to access education, which are different ways equality can be 
practiced or interpreted by institutions and individuals. 
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were also not able to extend accredita5on to areas not under the control of the central government 
of Syria.  

Donors are placing their reputa5onal risks above the considera5ons of providing universal educa5on 
in Syria. They fear that suppor5ng the delivery of educa5on in regular schools would lead to the 
legi5miza5on of de facto actors, involved in crimes, or placed on terrorist lists, steered them to give 
their funding to CSOs instead. This had many manifest advantages for narrowing the gap of dropouts 
from schools and providing badly needed approaches for innova5on and ac5ve learning in educa5on. 
However, the diversity brought by the CSOs is both an advantage and a major risk. On the one hand, 
CSOs have created new approaches to learning and broke the tradi5onal paQerns of learning of 
indoctrina5on through memoriza5on prevalent in the Syrian educa5on system. On the other hand, 
the resources, provided to CSOs were heterogenous to the point where some services received an 
abundance of funds, while other key educa5onal services were leE without any. Furthermore, 
diversity has not supported access to accredited educa5onal cer5ficates, and created fragmented 
educa5onal prac5ces that will be very hard to re-integrate into a single na5onal educa5onal system 
in the future. 

Not enough resources were given to streamline the educa5onal innova5ons. CSOs disseminate such 
knowledge by copycaUng each other to facilitate access to donor funds. Parents are also oEen aware 
of these innova5ons and insist on having their children benefit from them. But mostly parents were 
concerned that that their children were not receiving quality educa5on in the formal schools and 
that their children’s educa5on is not accredited in many parts of the country, and even when it is, the 
quality is poor, that there are risks of their children’s educa5on becoming worthless. As a result, 
many parents are op5ng to pull their children from schools to seek mone5zable work skills.  

There will not be a unified na5onal educa5onal system in the foreseeable future, unless the deadlock 
in poli5cal nego5a5ons was overcome. The priority for the coming period is to develop workable 
solu5ons to bridge the gap of access to educa5on both quan5ta5vely and qualita5vely. Donors’ 
aversion to funding regular schools needs to be overcome. The finding of the research point very 
clearly that credit for improved educa5on and other services in any area is being awarded to the de 
facto powers anyway, despite donors’ abstaining from funding local authori5es directly. If CSOs are 
going to be the only entry points to donor funding, they should be directed to create indirect access 
to regular schools. They will need to bring in their innova5ons and resources to support educa5on 
for all in regular schools and no longer be funded to work on a select set of beneficiaries.  

In doing so donors can create a cri5cal mass of support that can help leverage important 
opportuni5es to streamlining the accredita5on of cer5ficates, harmonizing the values being 
disseminated in regular schools, introducing innova5ons in learning. They would be doing all of this 
by scaling up and providing fair access to all. Diversity is appreciated, but the absence of a na5onal 
educa5on system is not diversity, it is crea5ng chaos and segregated communi5es; it is rubbing 
Syria’s youth from their futures.  

Donors and CSOs alike need to search for prac5cal entry points to re-engage the regular schools, 
provide them with resources, enhance the quality of teachers, streamline the skills and values being 
taught in those schools and enhance their accredita5on. The prac5cal approach to this issue will not 
happen by focusing on one set of schools or one set of issues. Some of these issues might be more of 
a priority in some areas than others, but all areas have very urgent priori5es in the educa5on sector. 
This might be the single most important entry point for media5on efforts to bring a fair and quality 
educa5on to all.   
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Knowledge crea.on, M&E, and na.onal sta.s.cs 

CSOs developed a wide range of teaching tools, pedagogic approaches, and highly relevant local 
knowledge. This wealth of knowledge is not systema5cally monitored, evaluated nor stored. 
Ins5tu5onal memories within most CSOs are short term memories. Teachers’ and administrators’ 
turnover is very high. Most lessons learned in the field are documented on an anecdotal level. 
Donors and CSOs have adopted formulaic approaches to monitoring and evalua5on processes that 
focus on inputs and occasionally on outputs but rarely on outcomes. Third party evalua5on 
processes are limited in their scope to individual projects. Very liQle aQen5on is given to assessing 
the cumula5ve impact of the work in the sector. The posi5ve learning outcomes of the individual 
projects soon dissipate aEer the next project cycle.  

The short-term focus of emergency educa5on under the rubric of humanitarian aid to Syria has failed 
to generate strategic approach to save a lost genera5on of children and young people. It has failed to 
track in real 5me the feedback and knowledge emerging from schools, it is not capable to establish 
sufficiently granular sta5s5cs about condi5ons in the sector across all of Syria, and it is not able to 
even predict paQerns of demand. Monitoring and evalua5on of individual projects cannot track aid 
effec5veness and efficiency, nor are they capable to track harm done.  

Aggrega5ng data about the educa5on sector is a na5onal responsibility. Na5onal educa5onal plans 
and strategies need to be informed. But the poli5cal fragmenta5on of the country will not allow for 
such a coordinated effort in the foreseeable future. UNICEF through its various hubs can develop a 
basic benchmark based on a few key indicators. This is cri5cal to direc5ng aid to where demand is 
taking place; it is also important to set up a baseline for the future. But for an effec5ve monitoring 
process to take place, the nature of the indicators needs to transform from input and output based 
data to outcome-based data. It needs to be published in formats that are usable for CSOs (granular 
data, gap analysis, segmenta5on of sub-sectors withing the educa5on system, etc.). The current 
repor5ng on educa5onal outcomes is very limited. The UN data can give an overall es5mate on 
dropout rates, but they cannot assess pockets of resistance to the educa5on process, nor can they 
point to the quality of educa5on being provided. How many students in Syria are gradua5ng from 
elementary schools without mastering the minimum literacy skills?  

CSOs are oEen afforded some resources to do basic monitoring of projects but not on the level of 
impact. They do not have the resources to assess how skills and values are being disseminated. 
AQempts at harves5ng data are sporadic, oEen covering one part of Syria at the exclusion of others. 
Knowledge and lessons learnt are not aggregated and disseminated because the CSOs have no 
resources to document them and coordinate knowledge sharing. Indeed, if anything, donors’ due 
diligence producers discourage collabora5on and sharing of results for fear of double coun5ng 
outputs per units of inputs. Mostly this culture has divided the country into small islands that do not 
communicate with each other and will never be able to join forces in the future to build a unified 
na5onal educa5on system.  

Calling for a na5onal educa5on system is not calling for regression towards an old rigid pedagogic 
process. It is a call for reform. But reform does not happen in the abstract. It needs local knowledge 
and the integra5on of knowledge tools to scale up and influence na5onal approaches. It is a call to 
share experiences and share evalua5ons of lessons learned (both successes and failures). Resources 
need to be created to support the aggrega5on of efforts; if not by bridging the divides between 
formal educa5on stakeholders, then at least by allowing CSOs to play the role of the bridge for now.  
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3. Main Recommenda&ons  
A great deal of discussions is taking place today concerning the role of educa5on in the early 
recovery process. Donors, UN agencies and CSOs are deba5ng the merits and challenges of moving 
towards a new paradigm for delivering aid in Syria. Unfortunately, the bulk of these discussions are 
s5ll opera5ng from within the humanitarian approach to aid, further entrenching the inefficient 
modes of dispensing an ever-shrinking pool of aid money. The lessons learned from the research at 
hand are clear: streamline the educa5on processes within the regular schools and focus the role of 
CSOs on suppor5ng knowledge crea5on, teacher training, monitoring and accountability. Un5l there 
is acceptance of delivering donor aid directly to regular school, CSOs can play the role of a proxy to 
support formal educa5on. CSOs can and should support the logis5cs of regular schools, they can help 
with streamlining the dissemina5on of skills and values through non-formal and informal learning 
processes on the side of formal educa5on services. CSOs will always be a parallel process for pushing 
innova5on in learning, but they are no subs5tute for regular schools.   

To translate the lessons learned from the research to prac5cal interven5ons, recommenda5ons were 
tailored to address the mandates of the different stakeholders. 

Recommenda.ons to CSOs 

Civil society ac5on will remain one of the most relevant factors contribu5ng to the recovery of the 
educa5on sector. However, to be effec5ve they need to address the following concerns in their 
future work: 

1- CSOs’ work is not a subs5tute for regular schools, CSOs need to direct their mandates to support 
formal educa5on and compliment it as much as possible by working on covering the gaps not 
covered by formal educa5on. This may reduce their ability to impact the pedagogic process in 
terms of designing and modifying curricula, but it will provide them with privileged access to 
scale up and expand access to educa5on for all.  

2- Their real impact will be felt through non-formal, informal, and complimentary psychosocial 
programming that can bring new learning methods to the core of the formal educa5on. By 
training regular schoolteachers, they can be far more impaciul than by trying to pull these 
teachers away towards unsustainable parallel educa5onal processes. 

3- CSOs need to develop beQer accountability frameworks by opening dialogues to parents and 
developing monitoring and evalua5on systems based on impact and not on inputs and outputs.  
Their evalua5on of impact needs to be designed for tracking long-term impacts accumula5on of 
skills and values; likewise, they need to develop long-term assessments of risks and harm done 
through their programming.  

4- CSOs need to scale up their knowledge sharing plaiorms and learn to collaborate with other 
partners. Few of them are likely to survive if they competed nega5vely, but they are likely to 
develop more innova5ve and sustainable approaches to do their work by crea5ng synergies with 
other partners. 

5- Sooner or later the different educa5onal systems will have to be merged once the poli5cal 
deadlock in Syria is resolved. Merging the divergent systems on the ground will be a daun5ng 
task. CSOs need to start developing bridges among all communi5es in Syria to understand the 
condi5ons on the ground, promote shared educa5onal standards and expand the discussion on 
values. 
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6- The ul5mate and most sustainable resource to support the educa5onal system is the Syrian 
communi5es whether inside Syria or abroad. CSOs need to reduce their dependency on 
dwindling donor funds and look at leveraging local resources and communal social capital. This 
means finding workable arrangements with all stakeholders on the ground. The supply side 
humanitarian aid is ending, and no amount of advocacy is likely to bring it back.  

Recommenda.ons to donors 

Donors have different and conflic5ng priori5es in Syria. The early recovery paradigm is both an 
opportunity and a challenge. Abandoning the educa5onal sector in Syria will spell major risks for 
migra5on and radicaliza5on of youth in the future. Donors need to transform their support in the 
sector to meet increasing demand with dwindling resources. The early recovery approach to 
educa5on is not about being selec5ve on which actors to fund and which ac5vi5es to cut. It is about 
leveraging exis5ng resources to facilitate the transi5on towards more sustainable solu5ons. This 
means they need to focus on: 

1- Channeling resources to the regular schools. With the understanding that donors cannot fund 
local authori5es directly, they can use CSOs to provide entry points into the regular schools 
across Syria. A minimum of due diligence is s5ll needed to avoid funding de facto powers, but 
there should be a clear firewall between teachers and school administrators on the one hand, 
and the poli5cal system in place on the other. No amount of due diligence will resolve the 
percep5on of legi5macy afforded to the de facto powers as a result of improved services. But 
due diligence can ensure that funds are not heading in that direc5on. 

2- CSOs should be encouraged to collaborate and to leverage other resources to move away from 
complete dependency on aid and scale up their opera5ons. Accoun5ng systems should be 
incen5vized to increase local contribu5ons to projects in both in-kind and financial terms.  

3- CSOs should be afforded spaces to open relevant dialogues with parents and local communi5es, 
as well as among themselves across the different communi5es in Syria to develop a common 
understanding regarding learning outcomes, civic values, and pedagogic methods. CSOs need to 
share knowledge and learn from each other, the surest ways for replica5on of knowledge are not 
through unidirec5onal training modules, but in incen5vizing co-learning and co-crea5on 
experiences. The current copycaUng among CSOs can be far more produc5ve if it involved 
mutual learning experiences in the field. 

4- Aid needs to move from the supply side mode to the demand side. It needs to break the cycle of 
dependency. The best way to do that is to follow communi5es in the way they are working to 
solve their problems and enhance their access to knowledge and resources rather than create 
alterna5ve delivery structures. However, the current models of localiza5on that are promoted in 
donor circles are not suitable. Localiza5on of implementa5on needs to be strongly connected to 
bridging and co-crea5on opportuni5es, lest we want to further fragment the country.  

5- Donors need to work with the UN agencies and especially the UNICEF to coordinate possibili5es 
for leveraging their aid to bring mutual benefits to educa5onal processes and accredita5on to all 
students. Entry points will be hard to secure, but keeping the delivery of educa5on services 
fragmented without formal recogni5on of educa5onal outcomes will only exacerbate the 
situa5on over the long run. The collec5ve weight of donors in this regard is not to be 
underes5mated. Holding the UN accountable to transform their opera5ons from humanitarian 
interpreta5ons to an early recovery framework, is needed if the aim was to provide educa5on 
and not merely to be seen as doing something in the field.  
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Recommenda.ons to the UN agencies   

The United Nations’ organizations have a vital role to play in the recovery of the education sector 
and assuring universal access to education for all. However, The UN has grown to be as 
dependent on donor aid as the CSOs. They often overlook opportunities coming from the 
bottom-up, and often interpret development in a top-down way. Consultation with CSOs and 
communities are mostly formulaic. The relationship of the UN agency to local CSOs is not one 
of partnership but of project-cycle management and contractual arrangements. To be more 
e[ective, the UN agencies need to consider the following:   

1- It is high time to move from emergency education under the humanitarian work mode to 
more sustainable approaches of bringing children in all parts of Syria to join regular schools. 
CSOs will likely be the main channel of moving resources in ways that are acceptable to 
donors, but CSOs need to be directed to work closely to compliment regular schools, 
enhance the quality of service they perform and provide better accountability for their work, 
rather than setting parallel educational processes.  

2- CSOs can, and should, be supported to develop innovative approaches to education, but 
this should take place in the context of mainstreaming and scaling the impacts of these 
innovations across the whole educational system in all parts of Syria. 

3- The issue of accreditation of educational certificates is a sticking point, with the central 
government not wanting to extend its accreditation to areas outside its control, and areas 
outside the control of Damascus lobbying for independent accreditation. The UN will have 
to think of the larger package of educational services as a means of providing the necessary 
incentives to work on the problem of accreditation as part of the search for wider entry 
points to equitably support education for all. It cannot be singled out as a “confidence-
building measures” in a-step-for-step logic. Trust is a two-way street, and all parties need to 
find some assurance in moving forward.  

4- Evolving a national recovery framework for education should entail more than designating 
where the money is spent, but it should answer how the money is spent. Moving away from 
supply side modalities to compliment bottom-up approaches is key for scalability. However, 
while localization is relevant to leverage local resources and maximize the outputs of the 
educational process, it is not a substitute to coordination, developing common approaches, 
and sharing knowledge. 

5- The UN, and especially UNICEF need to develop a broad partnership with CSOs working in 
the education sector from all parts of Syria and not in each area separately. There are many 
obstacles for such a move, but bridging the political, cultural, and logistical divides is 
critical to unifying national standards, sharing knowledge, and learning from bottom-up 
processes to re-imagine the possibility of a national educational system down the line.  

6- The UN needs to develop a more transparent open database and tracking mechanism to 
assess the impact of education processes. CSOs can help crowd-source data from their 
programs. It will act as a custodian of national data on education, providing a sustainable 
and finely aggregated evidence necessary to build national indicators. Building the strategy 
to reunite the Syrian national education system in the future will require clear baselines and 
will evidence-based approaches to tracking progress. This is another sticking issue, 
considering the contested reliance on national statistics and the question of data 
sovereignty. In the context of the early recovery framework, an expansion and modification 
of the Humanitarian Needs Outlook (HNO) process can be developed to collect and 
aggregate the data for the time being.  


