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“Here, in one place, is an extraordinary collection of theory and practice on conflict pedagogies, democratic practice, and peace-building in difficult places from Iran and Chile to South Africa and Columbia. Brilliantly edited, and perfectly timed, this rich compendium of lively stories (vignettes) and action-inspired pedagogies offers an invaluable resource for teacher education in a world still wrecked by conflicts past and present.”
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“An invaluable collection. And it could not be more timely. Teach it next term!”
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“Featuring global contributions from experts, this book provides personal real-world examples, practical teaching strategies and theoretical insights for teaching democracy and peace in diverse conflict settings. This book has given me deep insights in the richness off constructive conflict pedagogies available worldwide and the hopeful power of educators!”

Bjorn Wansink, Associate Professor at the Faculty of Social Sciences, Utrecht University , The Netherlands

“Constructive Conflict Pedagogies for Building Democratic Peace demonstrates how educators can transform conflicts into opportunities for learning, peacebuilding, and democratic engagement. Grounded in diverse contexts, this inspiring resource equips educators to foster inclusive classrooms and empower democratic citizens.”

Crystena Parker-Shandal, Associate Professor in Social Development Studies, University of Waterloo, Canada

“In the face of global crises such as political polarization, climate change, and economic precarity, the editors and authors in this book rise to the occasion of continuing to provide constructive tools that can advance sustainable peace. Education alone will not craft a durable peace, but it plays a vital role. The chapters, that span locales such as South Africa, Iran, Mexico, Cyprus, Chile and Lebanon, are a solid representation of praxis: combining theory and practice; in so doing, the book can be of use to an array of folks who work in education. This is a product of an indefatigable spirit that refuses to capitulate to the myriad problems that our global polity faces!”
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Peace and Human Rights Education Series Foreword

Monisha Bajaj and Maria Hantzopoulos

Over the past six decades, both Peace Education and Human Rights Education have emerged from the margins to become legitimate academic fields with a burgeoning and rich body of scholarship. We have seen both fields over time be influenced and framed by critical feminist thought, demilitarization and peace studies, movements for climate justice, decolonial and postcolonial engagement, and indigeneity, raising critical issues and reflection for future directions of the field. While there have been both a proliferation of books related to these fields as well as an exponential increase in journals dedicated to the topics (such as the International Journal of Human Rights Education, the Human Rights Education Review, the Journal of Peace Education, In Factis Pax, among others), this book series on Peace and Human Rights Education is the first of its kind. Encompassing two related fields that are in dialogue with each other—peace education and human rights education—the contributions to the series need not cover both fields, but together, advance our understandings of their role in educational development and transformation.

This series highlights the central ideas, issues, debates, and questions surrounding peace and human rights education by bringing together cutting-edge scholarship on these fields, both separately and concurrently, from leading and emerging theorists, scholars, and practitioners in the field. The type of work in this series is robust—from the conceptual, to the reflective, to the empirical—as we aim to provide a cross-section of scholarly research that projects the dynamism of both fields as they have evolved over time. As a result, there are several overarching goals of the series, including (1) to highlight ground-breaking and rich studies and research on human rights and peace education around the globe; (2) to analyze limits and possibilities in the localization of peace education and human rights education in diverse contexts; (3) to analyze historical contexts that have shaped the directions of the fields; (4) to amplify marginalized voices and scholarship; and (5) to serve as the nexus for key debates, questions, and issues in the field.

We launched the series with our own book, Educating for Peace and Human Rights: An Introduction (2021), to lay the groundwork and the foundations of each field and explore the fertile terrain that lies at their intersection, conceptualized through the heuristic of a banyan tree nourished by the shared soil of core concepts such as dignity, justice, and transformative agency. One of the unique features of banyan trees is their capacity to drop down new roots (which, over time, conjoin with the primary trunk). We argue that these new drop-down roots are the renewals of the field, some that branch out in new directions, others that coalesce with the trunk and become central components of the tree. We envision each subsequent book in this series as a branch or drop-down root that offers new insights in distinct contexts and deepens our understanding of how liberatory education—namely efforts toward peace, human rights, and social justice education—is enacted, contested, and advanced in different local, transnational, and global settings.

Our series advisory board, who are leaders in the fields, provides sound guidance, expertise, and perspective on frameworks developed and future directions of the fields. While some advisory board members are rooted more centrally in peace education, and others more firmly in human rights education, we have many members whose work also rests at the intersections of those fields. We hope that collectively, this series provides space for scholars, students, and practitioners to pursue new pathways for the fields, recognizing that multiple realities and worlds (human, natural, and spiritual) coexist (Mignolo, 2018), as this series maps the multiple and possible trajectories. We aim to allow room for learning from and across other fields, and for meaningful engagement with feminist, decolonial, and other critical approaches that interrogate otherwise taken-for-granted or normative assumptions that undergird the fields. This series encourages more robust conceptual considerations, innovative methodological approaches, and rigorous empirical work, yielding new insights as we continue to respond to the contemporary challenges we face.

In this book, Constructive Conflict Pedagogies for Building Democratic Peace, editor Kathy Bickmore, who has spent decades contributing to peace education scholarship, has curated an exceptional group of scholar-educators to shed light on how pedagogies can shape possibilities for peace in diverse national and regional contexts. The Brazilian scholar and theorist Paulo Freire (1970) defined pedagogy as a dialogic exchange between educators and learners in which both parties reciprocally engage in learning, critical inquiry, and reflection. Through this dynamic process, educators and learners participate in both meaning-making and the democratization of their social contexts. In order to engage and conceptualize constructive conflict pedagogies in various global contexts, each author of this volume examines pedagogies in various forms that have emerged organically in local contexts, from Indigenous and maternal pedagogies in Canada to intergenerational restorative dialogue in Colombia to direct conversation-based pedagogies in Iran. The chapters that follow also take readers to South Africa, Lebanon, Cyprus, Mexico, Brazil, Chile, and the United States. Each rich and compelling case study begins with a vignette that situates us in context, illuminating the complex dimensions of how pedagogy operates in each setting. Insightful commentary chapters within each thematic section offer deep analysis and perspectives for learning across regions.

This volume initially emerged from a conference hosted by the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs’ Canada Program of Harvard University in 2023 composed of scholar-educators with varied expertise in the areas of peacebuilding, conflict transformation, and citizenship education. The chapters together force a new consideration of the what, why, and how of constructive peacebuilding pedagogies toward comprehensive peace and social transformation. Collectively, the contributing authors in dialogue have enriched one another’s perspectives and sharpened each other’s analyses in this robust edited collection. We are excited for others to grapple and engage with this dynamic and excellent text that we have also found so instructive for our own practice and scholarship in peace and human rights education.



Preface

In a world faced with violence and war, hate speech, and social divisions that make it difficult to handle conflict or discuss conflictual issues, this book shows what school-based educators can do to help make things better. Conflicts are not inevitably violent: they can be transformed into nonviolent learning and problem-solving opportunities, to move communities toward sustainable peace and inclusive democracy. Durable peace requires democratic justice; democracy cannot function without peace; constructive conflict education contributes to both. This book is for teacher educators, curriculum designers, peacebuilding and democratic education scholars, and teachers.

Substantiated by research in diverse settings on five continents, this volume discusses practical exemplars of how teachers and young people around the world navigate their conflictual realities. Various kinds of violence impact school learning and social-political life. The book illuminates clear principles and feasible ways in which teachers and young people can recognize and constructively address the conflicts that underlie such violence.

A September 2023 academic workshop at Harvard University’s Weatherhead Center for International Affairs brought together scholars in various national-cultural contexts and subfields to discuss contrasting examples of promising pedagogical practice: how to enact constructively conflictual pedagogies with nonaffluent youth, and how to support teachers’ work and learning for facilitating just peace and democracy, in a range of conflict-affected situations. Book sections illustrate and probe four kinds of constructive conflict pedagogies: navigating difficult histories of violence and rights violation, inclusion and justice amid conflicted heritage, informing and inspiring engaged citizenship through controversial issues dialogue, and students sharing authority in decision-making participation and action. Each chapter begins with a vignette illustrating a tangible example of teaching practice in context (see also companion pedagogical materials website: https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/peacebuildingeducation).
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Introduction

Constructive Conflict Pedagogies for Building Democratic Peace

Kathy Bickmore

Abstract

How can young people and their teachers develop capabilities and social relationships to contribute to democracy and peace? Just democracy and durable peace both imply social processes for recognizing, resolving, and transforming three intersecting dimensions of social conflicts:

•Cultural beliefs and norms for mutual recognition and inclusion among identity groups, including histories of violence and rights violation

•Social-structural equity in institutional distribution of power and material resources

•Participation and representation processes through which people reach understanding and make collective decisions about how to handle tensions and disagreements.

Conflicts handled constructively do not mean violence. This chapter introduces pedagogical principles for constructively and educatively addressing difficult conflicts, based on research and practical experience in differing contexts on five continents. Knowing multiple promising practices for facilitating such constructive conflict learning can mitigate the risks for teachers and increase diverse learners’ opportunities to develop democratic agency to contribute to peacebuilding.

Introduction

Educators can contribute to promoting peaceful and just societies with strong, inclusive democratic patterns, thereby helping to achieve United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 16 (https://sdgs.un.org/goals). Democracy enables peacebuilding and peacebuilding enables democracy: both embody principles and processes for nonviolently and justly handling social conflicts. Colombian scholar Carlos José Herrera explains:

Democracy is a regime that essentially constitutes a presumably peaceful arrangement for handling, managing, treating or regulating differences and seeks to build scenarios and relationships where these differences can be processed by peaceful means.

(2003, p. 69, author translation)

While education alone cannot develop durable democratic peace, it can foster capabilities, inclinations, opportunities, understandings, and relationships for handling social conflicts (Davies, 2011). Although people learn throughout their lives, publicly governed schools are powerful locations for struggling to envision alternatives and change social patterns (Carnoy & Samoff, 1990). Alternate educational approaches may systematically (re-)shape various learners’ subjectivities, protagonism, and well-being (Romero & Estellés, 2019).

Conflicts are not inevitably violent: before they escalate and after they de-escalate, conflicts offer problem-solving and learning opportunities through which communities may move toward sustainable peace and inclusive democracy. Bystanders as well as direct participants may handle conflicts in ways that help or harm. Conflicts are far more resolvable before they escalate, and when surrounding parties support nonviolence.

At the Conflict stage [before escalation into abuse] … the hideous future is still not inevitable and can be resolved. … Therefore, how we understand Conflict, how we respond to Conflict, and how we behave as bystanders in the face of other people’s Conflict determines whether or not we have collective justice and peace. … Above all, it is the community surrounding a Conflict that is the source of its resolution.

(Schulman, 2016, pp. 19–20, capitals in original)

Conflicts are inevitable in life. Democratic peace lives in patterns of social relations, so it cannot be passive or static. Power to transform conflicts nonviolently circulates through “the concrete and material ways all of us attempt to build institutions that respond to our more democratic needs and hopes” (Apple, 2014, pp. 5–6; also Barton, 2020). Positive peace—beyond temporary absence of violence—means continuous generation of social power to collectively repair three intersecting dimensions of destructive conflict, including injustice and violence (Bickmore & Fathallah, 2022; Fraser, 2005; Galtung & Fischer, 2013):

•Cultural beliefs and norms for mutual recognition and inclusion among identity groups, including histories of violence and rights violation

•Social-structural equity in institutional distribution of power and material resources

•Participation and representation processes through which people reach understanding and make collective decisions about how to handle tensions and disagreements.

Such peacebuilding processes can be co-created, learned, re-created, and re-learned.

Schooling, teacher education, and textbooks sometimes reinforce destructive conflict such as racism, sexism, or enmity, yet they also can contribute to collective capabilities and relationships for building just peace (Bush & Saltarelli, 2000; Vanner et al., 2022). Threats to democratic peace—including transnational systems of social inequality, colonial oppression, and pollution causing climate catastrophe—can be, although they often are not, recognized and mitigated through education (Bickmore, 2017). Each teacher, in relationship with learners, is pivotal in shaping this pro-violence or pro-peace effect of education.

Handling locally relevant social conflicts educatively may be risky for teachers (Cassar et al., 2023; Tribukait, 2021; Wasserman & Bentrovato, 2018). Unfortunately, educators around the world generally do not receive substantial guidance, teacher education, or institutional support to transform hegemonic, inequitable, and divisive education practices toward democratic peace (Haste & Chopra, 2020; Reichert & Torney-Purta, 2019). Centralization of power, such as through standardized testing, generally impedes teaching for inclusive pluralism and disproportionately harms students from marginalized identity groups (Ydesen et al., 2020). However, teachers can learn to contain such risks (Pace, 2019): to create feasible constructive conflict pedagogies relevant to students’ real lives. This book demonstrates some ways this can be done.

The knowledge sources young people access, including through the internet, are unevenly distributed and often unreliable. Recently, even post-secondary students sampled in the United States did not know how to assess the credibility of such sources:

For nearly every issue facing today’s young people—from climate change and income inequality to student debt and the legalization of marijuana—the place to find up-to-date information is the internet. However, both reliable information and deceitful sources flood students’ screens. To thrive as members of a democratic society, students must be able to sort through this digital thicket.

(Wineburg et al., 2020, p. 4)

Wineburg and his colleagues conclude that young people, who may spend a lot of time on digital media if they have internet access, are often taught old-school media literacy strategies that digital content creators circumvent. Instead, readers need to use the power of the web itself to assess credibility—to cross-check laterally across various sources (p. 19). Similarly, transnational comparative collaborations may contribute to peacebuilding by recognizing multiple voices (Bajaj, 2014; McGlynn et al., 2013).

While young people often use digital media to find non-mainstream information and to mobilize for justice and peace (Fernández Villà & Musu, 2021; Heggart & Flowers, 2023), concurrently they may be exploited through media’s hidden concentration of ownership, mining of personal data, manipulation of emotionally powerful images, and sharing algorithms (Boler & Davis, 2021). Schools are the public places most responsible to help young people learn to navigate the challenging hybrid realities of fake news, real hatreds, and systemic as well as direct violence.

A 2023 academic workshop, at the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs’ Canada Program of Harvard University, brought together scholar-educators with diverse peace-conflict education and citizenship education expertise, to discuss contrasting examples of promising pedagogical practice: how to feasibly enact constructively conflictual pedagogies with nonaffluent youth, and how to support teachers’ work and learning for facilitating such peace with justice and democracy, to help diverse young people become agents of democratic revitalization and other peacebuilding in a range of violent-conflict-affected national-cultural contexts. Parts of this book, based on these authors’ research and teaching on five continents, illustrate and probe four kinds of constructive conflict pedagogies: (1) navigating difficult contested histories; (2) addressing justice, inclusion, and heritage conflicts; (3) inspiring and informing engaged citizenship through conflictual issues dialogue; and (4) students sharing authority in making democratic action decisions. Commentary chapters in each thematic section analyze and extend these scholarly and educational insights.

Each chapter begins with a vignette illustrating a tangible example of teaching practice in context. This text is supplemented by a companion pedagogical materials website, Peacebuilding Citizenship Teaching Resource, https://www.oise.utoronto.ca/peacebuildingeducation. These teaching materials are free to use as long as this website source is cited. The site is a work in progress, intended to expand to pertain to many contexts and multiple languages: please send suggestions and share (source-credited) resources to peacebuildingpedagogies@gmail.com.

Students and Teachers Navigating Difficult Histories

History education often normalizes violence, social inequalities, and intergroup enmity (Bermudez, 2021; Durrani et al., 2021; Lopes Cardozo et al., 2016). Other education can carry implicit historical and causal assumptions that also legitimize colonial relations, gender inequities, environmental exploitation, and other systemic violence (Bickmore & Kishani Farahani, 2022; Gripe & Sandahl, 2024; Hughes, 2020; Paulson & Tikly, 2023). Young people may be disappointed or disengaged if school history education doesn’t help them to make sense of their citizenship roles in relation to the complex injustices and antagonisms around them (Bellino, 2016; Nelsen, 2023). However, educators can counter hegemonic narratives with alternative histories and perspectives that may help students to reconsider what they feel they know (Djono & Abidin, 2023; Korostelina & Lassig, 2013; Miles, 2019; Tupper, 2014).

History education can be especially difficult for learners and teachers when it describes experiences of armed conflict or human rights violation among identity groups (Dryden-Peterson & Robinson, 2023). Some teachers understandably avoid such conflictual topics based on their own values and preparation, available resource material, political pressures, and/or working conditions (McCully, 2023; Shepler & Williams, 2017). History (in) education emphasizes the cultural beliefs and norms dimension of (peacebuilding or violent) conflict, embedding in-group/out-group identity categories and ideologies.

As Natasha Robinson’s chapter on South African classrooms shows, history education may inform and challenge, or normalize, learners’ understandings of social-structural and institutional equity, by explaining (or not) the historically structured roots of continuing racialized inequality. In Canada, Jennifer Brant’s Indigenous maternal pedagogies invite learners’ affective engagement through cultural expressions such as literature and poetry that counter-narrate the causes, consequences, and ways of resisting colonial and gender oppressions: “a praxis for theorizing the terrible with the beauty and power of storywork” (Brant, this volume). Somewhat like one of the teachers in Robinson’s study, Brant’s pedagogies deconstruct the historical roots of contemporary injustice.

Michelle Bellino and Angela Bermúdez Velez show how student diversities can make such pedagogical work challenging: skilled teachers in Colombia’s capital carefully constructed temporal, spatial, and citizen-responsibility frames around their histories of the country’s armed conflict, endeavoring to present the violence as “close enough” that students who grew up away from the violence would care enough as citizens to participate in peacebuilding, yet “far enough” that students in the same classrooms, displaced by the war, would not be re-traumatized. In a Colombian region closer to the war zone, Maria José Bermeo and Diego Nieto show how a teacher professional development process facilitated intergenerational restorative dialogue and relationships to enable teachers to “read” and respond to the specific historicized hurts and needs in their communities, thereby introducing processes of participation and representation in addition to cultural beliefs and norms of reciprocity, shared responsibility, and care in their pedagogies for constructive conflict and reconciliation. Paula Mantilla-Blanco’s commentary highlights some ways that large-scale armed conflict and systemic violence, present as well as past, made itself evident in the individual classrooms these authors studied. She argues for reflexive questioning, historicizing of experience, and humanizing relations of equity and kindness, responsive to the particulars of each community.

Inclusion Pedagogies Addressing Justice and Conflicted Heritage

“The essence of cultural survival,” writes the Wolastoqiyik historian Andrea Bear Nicholas, “depends on the survival of a distinct and essential view of the world” (1996, p. 61). Any cultural knowledge system includes its own implicit and explicit resources for recognizing harm, understanding conflict, and building just peace that are encoded in language, metaphors, stories, values, and creative expression about self and others (Lederach, 1995; Putra & Nurani, 2022). Intersecting gender, language, religion, and economic status factors differentiate people’s intergroup experiences, which paradoxically expose spaces for agency and de-essentializing identity stereotypes (Bekerman et al., 2009; Harell, 2017; Kishani Farahani, 2022). Necessity being the mother of invention, people who endure systemic injustice and violence may develop important practical knowledge for navigating conflict risks (Araujo, 2021; Fraser, 1989; Merelman, 1990).

Although news and social media can exacerbate conflict escalation and polarization, intentional informal education via social media communication also can reduce the dehumanization of outgroups, through a strategic combination of facts with personal stories, exposing how identifiable people have been harmed (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021). Under the right conditions, the intergroup encounters emerging from global information circulation and migration, including refugee experiences, can take advantage of such pedagogical possibilities for peacebuilding learning (Choi, 2024; Dryden-Peterson, 2020).

Pedagogies for peacebuilding may directly confront sensitive political and inter-group conflicts—where escalated violence, refugee fragility, or authoritarianism don’t make this too unsafe or impractical. Alternatively, “indirect” peace education (Bar-Tal et al., 2010)—cautiously using selected constructive conflict pedagogies—may speak to learners’ identities and experiences without foregrounding controversy, through tacit meanings embedded in language education, classroom relationships of inclusion and dignity, collaborative inquiry expressed in arts and dialogue, or teaching interpersonal conflict handling and restorative justice processes. While conflicts, violence, and power imbalances in any environment present challenges for teaching effective nonviolent resistance, teachers can exercise “moral jiu-jitsu” (Gregg, 1934): finding indirect ways to recognize and build from diverse learners’ community knowledges into fruitful encounters with alternative perspectives, roles, and insights about themselves and others.

Constadina Charalambous’ chapter demonstrates how minority language pedagogies attentive to conflicted heritage in Cyprus, even when addressing stigma only implicitly, could contribute to constructing everyday peace, legitimizing respectful inclusion and recognition of complex cultural identities as foundations for reconciliation. Somewhat similarly, Sarah Dryden-Peterson illuminates indirect peace pedagogies for Syrian refugee students in Lebanon that embody predictability and cultural inclusion amid uncertainties and exclusion, and adaptability to mediate social-structural hierarchies between state demands and students’ needs for viable future-building—teaching simultaneously for the conflictual present and the hoped-for peaceful future.

Najme Kishani-Farahani, in contrast, illustrates direct conversation-based pedagogies about systemic conflict and injustice experiences, in extracurricular focus group workshops in differing secondary school contexts in authoritarian Iran. Through individual and small-group creative work with images, role reversal, reflection, and collaborative inquiry—something few of these students had experienced before—Kishani guided these young people to interpret and respond to the perspectives of diverse conflict actors. All three of these pedagogical exemplars confront contemporary challenges of socially structured and culturally rooted injustice, to enable learners’ agentic participation in co-constructing viable peace. Jennifer Chinenye Emelife’s commentary highlights the pivotal importance of inclusion, affirmation of heritage, and orientation toward justice in such peacebuilding pedagogies.

Inspiring and Informing Citizenship through Conflictual Issues Dialogue

Explicit social-political conflict is often exposed through emotionally resonant images and individual stories—gripping but superficial expressions of polarized information and opinions. Such adversarial manipulation is as ancient as gossip, cliques, and incitement of mass panics. However, contemporary digital news and social media may intensify the ensuing echo-chamber divisions within and between societies. Some classroom discussion similarly involves only brief expressions of opinions and premature closure, without critical inquiry or deep listening to illuminate alternate understandings or options for handling difficult problems (Hess & Ganzler, 2007; Jerome et al., 2021; Wansink et al., 2021). So, teachers’ task is not merely to generate awareness of conflicts but to cultivate thoughtful pedagogies to strengthen mutual understanding, critical and creative thinking, and relationships across differences. Joint study of divergent perspectives on the causes, consequences, and options for handling conflicts can thereby add value to what people learn outside school.

On the one hand, educators with the courage to confront conflicts through democratic citizenship and peacebuilding pedagogies often want to plug into learners’ emotional engagement with controversies, to motivate learning. On the other hand, using personal harm testimonies and images to elicit discussion may provoke passions and fears, making it difficult for learners to engage open-mindedly with alternate perspectives or to discern underlying systemic problems. To equip learners for democratic peacebuilding agency, “dialogue requires the critical and, at the same time, engenders the critical” (Gill & Niens, 2014, p. 24). The chapters in this part demonstrate how this is possible.

Conflict dialogue requires and complicates subject matter knowledge—by eliciting, valuing, critiquing, and juxtaposing multiple sources of understanding about a social issue (Bickmore, 2008; Dunn, 2021). Yet conflict dialogue is equally about procedural knowledge—skill development through guided practice. Facilitator-scholar Aftab Erfan (2024, p. 3) describes such learning-by-doing as “building a muscle.” She explains how facilitators and participants can build “dialogic containers”—such as hospitality, conducive space arrangement, ice-breaking activities, and joint development of behavior agreements—to encourage thoughtful heart-to-heart learning dialogue. Illustrating with successful examples from a school classroom, a school-community project, and a nonformal action research initiative, Lyiscott, de los Ríos, and Clark (2023) articulate key principles for creating such climates conducive to democratic dialogue learning about polarizing issues, including “safe and brave opportunities” for youth-led critical engagement, grounded in local heritages and knowledges (pp. 150–1).

According to bell hooks (2010), David Backer (2017), and intergroup contact theory research (Tal-Or et al., 2002), another crucial prerequisite for conflictual conversations to reduce bias is to equalize participants’ status. Apparently free-flowing discussions can be implicitly much less open for lower-status participants than for those whose hegemonic language and cultural knowledge drive what gets discussed, how, and who gets heard. Especially when conversations address sensitive identity-related issues, such as when an identity group’s human rights are debated (Journell, 2023), the teacher-facilitator can choose bounded impartiality or “multipartiality” (Wing, 2009), instead of laissez-faire neutrality, to reframe questions and create space for subaltern voices to shape the direction of dialogue. Gill and Niens (2014) add that scholar-educators from the Global South may bring especially valuable experience for recognizing and addressing inequities in diverse political-cultural discourse contexts. Thus, educators and institutions can proactively create relatively equitable and inclusive spaces for diverse learners’ expressions of agency in conflict dialogue.

Pre-service teacher education may engage trainees directly in constructive conflict dialogue participation, to demystify what it’s like, what can be learned, and how to mitigate risks. Judith Pace describes a dialogue process she carefully structured, animated by a documentary film on a controversy that had erupted around a US high school’s murals depicting cultural recognition of historical counternarratives about racist colonial violence. Pace engaged teacher candidates in deliberating just responses to this difficult controversy, to enhance their capacity to facilitate constructive conflict dialogue pedagogies with their own students. Depicting another constructive conflict deliberation pedagogy in the United States, Li-Ching Ho and Keith Barton, like Pace, emphasize framing authentic policy issues occurring in real-world settings, probing more than two perspectives, substantive subject-matter preparation, and multiple formats for students’ communication about the issue. Ho and Barton replace an adversarial framing question with collaborative inquiry, in small groups each specializing in an aspect of a particular community’s conflict experience. Their culminating constructive action proposals combine attention to cultural and social-structural dimensions of justice with navigating specific institutional processes for democratic participation and representation.

In Chile, Gabriel Villalón-Gálvez, María Isabel Toledo-Jofré, and Alicia Zamorano-Vargas guide trainee teachers to contextualize and problematize their lesson goals in relation to points of conflict (not necessarily controversy) embedded in prescribed curriculum content. They illustrate how two trainee elementary teachers developed and implemented pedagogies, based in episodes of Chilean history, that showed their students alternate ways to constructively handle conflict. In her commentary, Maria Vamvalis highlights how such pedagogical preparation can equip teachers to nurture young people’s critically informed hope, relationships, and sense of active citizenship purpose, in the daunting contemporary context of globalized climate and social-economic crisis.

Democratic Action Pedagogies: Students Sharing Authority

Politics are alternatives to direct violence: a political solution is a negotiated solution. Democratic politics are arrangements for nonviolent problem solving and power sharing amid contrasting interests. Therefore, pedagogies of inclusive, thoughtful persuasion, listening, and negotiation of political conflicts can contribute powerfully to democratic peacebuilding. However, sustainable democratic peace also requires action beyond talk: (re-)building and learning to navigate social processes, institutions, and roles to equitably and inclusively make collective decisions. People primarily learn (in)justice and (un)peace by doing: “feet first” (McCauley, 2002).

Since schools are usually hierarchies with adults on top, enabling young people to experience constructive conflict pedagogies requires delegating some authority to students, as well as preparing them to take action effectively. Many peacemaking initiatives teach nonviolent communication processes, such as peer mediation and restorative justice circle dialogue, then give students voice to handle their own disputes outside the punishment system (Bickmore, 2011, 2013; Reimer, 2018). Young mediation facilitators can be influential models for peers in conflict (Harris, 2005). To extend such transformative benefits to more students, more of the time, peacemaking and restorative dialogue pedagogies may be incorporated into substantive classroom curriculum (González et al., 2019; Parker-Shandal, 2022), similarly to Villalón and colleagues’ process for “curricularizing conflict” (this volume).

In a RJ [restorative justice] science classroom, for example, Patterson and Gray (2019) use the Next Generation Science Standards to engage students in a chemical reaction unit based on the Flint, Michigan, water crisis. Students in their implementation study used RJ questions such as, “Who was harmed? What harm was done? Who is responsible for the harm? How? Why?” to interrogate the Flint water crisis.

(Winn, 2023, p. 169)

Delegating such agentic inquiry roles to diverse students can generate lessons relevant to real-life problem-solving. Teaching in any subject area can foreground the causes and consequences of social actors’ efforts and institutional patterns—for instance, the motivations of scientists or health policies or literature characters, or how pundits use statistics to persuade—illustrating ways people can confront conflicts to make change (Bickmore & Barrero, 2022).

Young people’s participation in social and political action movements can foster peacebuilding citizenship learning (Bandura & Cherry, 2020; Martinez & Hanna, 2023; Vamvalis, 2023). Some service-learning and participatory research initiatives successfully amplify access to such democratic action learning (Cárdenas, 2017; Ochoa Cervantes & Pérez Galván, 2019; Sutoris, 2022). Arts action initiatives also may open avenues for conflict-peace learning (Galeano, 2017; Lederach, 2005; Nunn, 2022).

Improving social-structural equity, in and through schooling, would make a foundational contribution to durable peace. Paloma Ramírez-Palacios describes an equity initiative included in professional development for comprehensive school convivencia (peacebuilding) across the state of Guerrero, Mexico. Teachers empowered students to form cooperative peer tutoring dyads to reduce achievement gaps, bringing vulnerable adolescents back from the brink of dropout. Yomna Awad describes how, in a Canadian Montessori school, young children took charge of their own learning and problem-solving, scaffolded by teacher-prepared materials and activities, to build peaceful social relations in action. Linking the three dimensions of peacebuilding, these teachers expanded students’ agentic participation roles to improve equity, which in turn developed inclusive peaceful relationships according to participating teachers.

Tara Bartlett and Daniel Schugurensky describe an in-depth co-curricular democratic conflict learning experience in some US public schools. Participatory budgeting—originally developed in Porto Alegre, Brazil—invites constructive conflict by empowering students collectively to negotiate allocation of real funding. In one high school, participants deliberated a budget for school safety programming, redistributing $1.2 million previously allocated to school-based police officers. A student steering committee was pivotal in the deliberation process, while additional students participated in proposal development, open meetings, and voting campaigns.

In each of these cases, students participate with shared democratic authority, handling real-life conflicts to negotiate and build peace, while educators guide from alongside. Adaobiagu Obiagu and Catherine Pitcher articulate cross-cutting themes in these indirect experiential peace pedagogies: educators scaffolding support for learners’ practice of conflict dialogue skills, agentic student participation in democratic decision-making and peer-helping relationships, and endeavoring to balance power in the context of systemic violence.

Conclusion

Teachers’ pedagogies can guide constructive conflict-handling toward just democratic peace in several ways. Each pedagogy profiled in this volume, in response to its context, emphasizes differing dimensions of peaceful democratic conflict: cultural norms and beliefs recognizing the human dignity of others, social-structural patterns redressing inequities, and democratic participation processes through which people share authority and voice to make decisions together.

In teaching about contested histories, teachers sometimes help learners to grasp how contemporary patterns of inequity have been socially constructed in historical moments—for instance, by apartheid or colonial policies—and can be reconstructed, thereby challenging cultural beliefs about the reasons for group differences. Educators also guide learners to re-imagine, re-narrate, and show care about violent conflict legacies and consequent needs in the present. Differing concerns become visible in various historical moments and in each author’s, teacher’s, and learner’s cultural and political location. Peacebuilding history education cases took place in South Africa, Colombia, and Canada, in periods resonant with both hope and discouragement as their respective peace negotiation and Truth and Reconciliation Commission recommendations had not been much implemented.

In teaching for inclusion and justice amid conflicted heritage, teachers select implicit or explicit ways of recognizing marginalized cultural knowledge, such as heritage languages or refugees’ root-culture resources and resilience, helping learners to gain access for future-building amid inequitably structured realities. Educators also can help learners to imagine alternate perspectives on current unjust realities, embracing possibilities unleashed by uncertainties. The contexts of Turkish language learners in (Greek) Cyprus, Syrian refugees’ schooling in Lebanon, and gender- and wealth-segregated schools in Iran highlight different challenges and possibilities for finding safe-enough ways to express citizen identities amid inequalities.

In teaching engaged citizenship through conflictual issues dialogue, teachers frame authentic policy questions demystifying specific avenues of citizen participation, while refusing to pursue controversies that would put at risk any identity group’s human rights. Educators facilitate well-informed interpretation of diverse perspectives and engage learners in inclusive democratic dialogue processes aimed at mutual learning and/or decision-making. Some teachers engage students in probing the significant conflicts embedded in required curriculum content. The contexts of Chile’s democratic renewal and the United States’s conservative resurgence are distinct, yet each of these pedagogical cases responds to escalating polarization in their society.

In empowering learners’ participation in handling real conflicts, teachers share power by delegating meaningful roles and responsibility, such as assisting peers with academic work, managing tensions arising in sharing materials, or negotiating and campaigning to reach agreement on a budget allocation. The Mexican teachers chose to implement equity-focused student participation roles to confront the systemic inequity causing direct and indirect violence in their surroundings. The US educators adapted a co-curricular participatory budgeting negotiation process that was invented to encourage grassroots democratic renewal in Latin America. The Canadian school, implementing the approach of Italian peace educator Maria Montessori, facilitated young children’s autonomous learning activity within an inclusive community. Thus, constructive conflict pedagogies for democratic peacebuilding gain inspiration and insight through transnational networks of comparison and mutual support. In sum, this volume offers provocative perspectives and a sense of the possible.
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Equipping Students with a Usable Past in Post-Apartheid South Africa

Natasha Robinson

Abstract

In this chapter I argue for the importance of teaching a usable past in societies that have experienced structural injustices—a past which helps young people understand and interpret their own social context and identity. Drawing on three case studies from Cape Town history classrooms, I argue that teaching a usable past requires students and teachers to (1) explore the mechanisms by which the past and the present are connected, (2) engage with social reality as experienced by their students (even when this reality contradicts dominant national narratives), and (3) develop approaches that help students to historicize affective reactions to their history education. Without a “usable past” with which to navigate the present, young people lack the conceptual tools needed to interpret their own life circumstances and work toward social justice in post-apartheid South Africa.

Introduction

“The reason I asked you to read this source,” explains Mr. Richardson, “is because it’s incredible. It mentions Newlands. And what colour are most people living in Newlands now?”


“White,” calls out his Grade 9 class, their attention piqued by a discussion of race and class.


“Yes,” says Mr. Richardson, “so it’s amazing that a White neighborhood is still like that after 1994. But why don’t Black people just move back now?”


With the conviction of children who know why their parents don’t “just move back,” students clamour to be the first to explain to their White teacher how “there’s not enough money Sir!”


“But why not just earn more money?” provokes Mr. Richardson and smiles as he watches the cogs turn.


After a few moments, one student suggests: “Bantu education?”


“But there’s no Bantu education anymore,” Mr. Richardson retorts, “so why don’t people earn money?”


Another moment passes. “Good schools are expensive,” a student observes. “And they’re far away” another chips in.


Mr. Richardson beams. “Exactly! The Group Areas Act wasn’t a law that popped up and went away. Its effects have stayed. If you live far away, you can have all the desire in the world to improve but there’s so many barriers. So, when we read a source about this family moving it’s doubly sad because it’s probably still affecting that society.”


In an article that she wrote for Teaching History, Hannah Cusworth reflected on what it was like to be a Black teenager moving to Brighton. In the article she described feeling awkward, out of place, and different from her classmates and teachers who were all White. Many years later—while teaching Black history to her own students—Hannah learned about Aina Forbes Bonetta—a Yoruba princess who lived in Brighton and became the goddaughter of Queen Victoria. Hannah reflected in her article:

One thing that did not separate us was distance. In fact, where Aina lived in Brighton is four minutes’ walk from where I went to secondary school. I was 30 when I found that out. I cried. Knowing of her presence made me feel different. It made me think differently about where I grew up. It turned out that being Black in Brighton was not as new as I had thought. I wonder how differently I would have felt if I had known that as a teenager.

(Cusworth, 2021, p. 21)

Examples like Hannah’s are frequent in the literature on history education. These are “A-ha” moments that help students to feel connected to their identities and communities—that make them feel less alone and less strange. Some of these examples can be heart-wrenching, because in these moments we observe the painful assumptions that children hold about themselves and their world. Freedman (Freedman, n.d.), for example, notes that at the Holocaust and Genocide Centre in Cape Town, Black students would sometimes cry at the realization that Jewish people were the victims of murder and brutality. However, they weren’t crying at the brutality. Rather, they cried at the realization that brutal things can also happen to White people. The Jewish Holocaust challenged a deep-seated assumption in these students that bad things happen to Black people because Black people are inherently deserving of abuse.

These vignettes demonstrate the power of historical narrative and pedagogy to shape one’s place in the world, to normalize or challenge injustice, and to hide or highlight a path toward peace. This recognition is foundational for a history education which contributes to democratic and racial justice against a backdrop of structural violence. What this chapter argues is that all students need a history education that is “usable”: a history which all students can draw on to help explain themselves and transform their communities.

There have been many such campaigns and projects established for the purposes of promoting racial justice and inclusion through history education. Central to these efforts is a sense that too often history education is not useful for racially marginalized students as they seek to use the past to understand their present.

The political backlash to these campaigns and projects has been fierce, yet more interesting are the disciplinary critiques which say that the purpose of history is not to be useful in the present but rather to offer an analysis of historical ideas in their own time. This critique—of what is commonly referred to as “presentism”—was offered by the president of the American Historical Association in 2022. In his monthly column, James Sweet argued that historians should avoid the allure of political relevance which encourages a predictable sameness of the present in the past. “We suffer,” he warned, “from an overabundance of history, not as method or analysis, but as anachronistic data points for the articulation of competing politics” (Sweet, 2022, p. 1). He went on to say that “doing history with integrity requires us to interpret elements of the past not through the optics of the present but within the worlds of our historical actors” (Sweet, 2022).

Sweet singled out the 1619 Project for using history in “the articulation of competing politics.” He claimed that he never thought of the 1619 Project as history. Rather, he described that it was a zero-sum game of heroes and villains viewed through the prism of contemporary racial identity. It was not an analysis of people’s ideas in their own time, nor a process of change over time.

The response to Sweet’s column from the American Historical Association membership was swift and sharp. Within hours of its publication, social media erupted in outrage, with a professor at Cornell discrediting the author’s “white gaze” (Frum, 2022) and a historian at the University of San Diego denouncing the essay as “significant and substantial violence” (Frum, 2022). Forty-eight hours after the essay’s release, Sweet posted a statement of regret for his words.

Sweet would later say that the reaction took him by surprise. In his mind, he was merely reopening one of the most familiar debates in professional history: the debate over why? What is the value of studying the past? To reduce the many available answers to a stark choice: Should we study the more distant past to explore its strangeness—and thereby jolt ourselves out of easy assumptions that the world we know is the only possible one? Or should we study the more recent past to understand how our world came into being—and thereby learn some lessons for shaping the future? (Frum, 2022).

This question over what history—and more pressingly, history education—is for is central to the question of what history education can offer to peace education. In other words, are the disciplinary norms of history more or less important than how history makes people feel about themselves and the actions it inspires in pursuit of social justice?

Scholars who work in settler-colonial contexts have started to reject this disciplinary/social justice tension in interesting ways. These scholars argue that the disciplinary norm of drawing a boundary between the past and the present serves the colonial project. Keynes (2019), for example, argues that even referring to colonial injustices as “history” performs a political purpose, which serves to actively establish a distance between past and present. Once this distance between past and present has been established, the causes of contemporary problems become concealed, and thus justice becomes less realizable. Keynes explains:

When forms of historicization such as the production of historical distance and the demarcation of temporal boundaries are not treated explicitly, and instead remain latent, history education continues to imagine that disciplinary history occupies an epistemologically foundational position capable of producing “truth” from the historian’s expertise and neutral authority. When historicizing effects like these go unspoken in the history classroom, the illusory authority of historical discourse and the idea that historians inherently “know” the “proper” place of phenomena in time, as if epochs are naturally given and not constructed by history-makers, continue to be reproduced.

(Keynes, 2019, p. 131)

Future-oriented peace reforms therefore become disarticulated from the historical processes that contributed to the challenges embedded in the status quo. Groups who do not want to, or who cannot, leave their past behind (because it is not past) become marginalized. Groups who do leave their past behind struggle to explain or identify with their present.

Sweet’s critique of presentism—of the recent turn toward relevance in history and history education—is therefore seen as a way of establishing a border between the past and the present. But who decides where that border should be, or what aspect of the past is relevant to whom, or what political or personal purpose a certain moment of history might serve to a specific person or community? Terms such as “postcolonial” become normalized, but when does a country become postcolonial, and when does it stop being postcolonial? Neither does the critique of presentism engage with the ways in which the positioning of the border between past and present might serve some groups and not others.

Brown University’s Keisha Blain articulated this well in her reply to Sweet, when she argued:

Black historians … have never had the luxury of writing about the past as though it were divorced from present concerns … We are fighting for our lives. The commitment to engaging present concerns is not simply a method or approach to the scholar’s craft of research and writing. It is a matter of life and death.

(Blain as cited by Frum, 2022)

In other words, if historians, educators, and citizens don’t use history to engage and inform present concerns, we will struggle to create the kind of society that allows marginalized identities to live. If history education is to help students contribute to a just peace, its pedagogy needs to engage with the present.

South Africa’s Past and Present

Apartheid formally ended in 1994, but the imprint of racial discrimination and segregation is still felt. South Africa—specifically Cape Town—is therefore a relevant context in which to explore pedagogies that address the relationship between past and present in order to explain structural injustices.

Under apartheid, a racial hierarchy was implemented that established White people as superior, followed by Indian, Colored, and lastly Black people. In almost all regards, these racial hierarchies have persisted in wealth, education, and housing. For example in 2015, 47 percent of the households headed by Black Africans were living below the poverty line compared to 23 percent of households headed by Coloreds, a little more than 1 percent of households headed by an Indian, and less than 1 percent for households headed by White South Africans (Statistics South Africa, 2018). Neighborhoods remain racially segregated in Cape Town, with property prices highest in historically White areas and lowest in historically Black areas. School fees and school catchment areas intersect with racialized wealth inequalities to result in schools that continue to be largely racially homogeneous. Violent crime is widespread, yet White people are least likely to be victims of crime.

While the structural inequalities implemented under apartheid persist in contemporary South Africa, beliefs regarding apartheid’s legacy are racially divided. A 2015 survey found that only 33 percent of White South Africans agreed with the statement, “Many Black South Africans are poor today as a result of apartheid’s legacy,” compared to 77 percent of Black South Africans, 67 percent of Indian South Africans, and 59 percent of Colored South Africans (Swartz, 2017).

History education has tried to address these socially fractured attitudes in part through the relatively prescriptive national Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS). In regard to apartheid history, the curriculum effectively provides a blow-by-blow account of what transpired in South Africa from the 1960s up to the post-1994 Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) (Wassermann & Bentrovato, 2018). According to Wassermann and Bentrovato (2018), the ANC-led government has been successful in using CAPS to create a new official narrative and hence a new official memory, based on an imagined new nationalism and identity. This was achieved by presenting a neat history without any real villains but with clear heroes, and with abuses placed in a global context of racism and colonialism.

Notably, while mandated CAPS history expectations do include a strong human rights moral narrative, neither the curricula nor the textbooks at any point draw connections between the past and the present or seek to use history to explain the present. However, as will be demonstrated below, teachers’ interpretation and presentation of this curriculum differ widely.

Methodology

This classroom ethnography data is drawn from a larger research project conducted in 2018 which included four different government schools, all in Cape Town.

In each of the schools I observed every history class attended by one Grade 9 class (14–15-year-olds) over the course of three terms (March–December 2019) and recorded detailed transcripts of the classroom interactions. Extensive interviews were also undertaken with the four Grade 9 history teachers, and interviews and focus groups were conducted with a group of five volunteer students from each school (n = 20) at four points throughout the year.

In this chapter I focus on one teacher in each of three schools, who demonstrated contrasting pedagogical approaches to teaching about apartheid conflict and the ways in which apartheid history impacts on peace and social justice in the present. I also explore the response of one Colored student to the pedagogy in each teacher’s class.

The Schools and Teachers

Southgate High School was a historically White school, serving a majority White student population and with no Black teaching staff. Mr. Cilliers—the Head of History teaching at this school and identified as White—had been an anti-apartheid activist while at university and was now close to retirement. The fees for Southgate High were 40,000 rand per year. It boasted extensive facilities.

John May High was located in a historically Colored suburb. Many people had been resettled in this area from other parts of Cape Town after being forcibly evicted by the government under the Apartheid era Group Areas Act. In the 1980s it was one of a number of schools in the neighborhood that was actively involved in anti-apartheid protests. The fees were 3,000 rand per year. There were no White students or staff; however, there were a few Black students. Mr. Lembe—the history teacher I observed—had been raised in a Colored neighborhood yet had one Black and one Colored parent. As a student in the 1980s, he was involved in anti-apartheid protests.

Stamford High, by contrast, was a relatively new school, established to serve low-income students with strong academic potential and located in a historically White suburb. The school served equal numbers of Colored and Black students, and just under half of the teaching staff were White. The school fees were 7,000 rand a year, but no student was denied a place due to lack of funds. The teacher from Stamford High whose class I observed—Mr. Richardson—identified as White and had previously taught at historically White schools. He was a child when apartheid ended, and thus had no firsthand memories of the period.

Three Pedagogical Approaches to Teaching about Conflict, Violence, and History

Southgate High: Mr. Cilliers

Mr. Cilliers’ teaching had a strong focus on promoting human rights, and on the importance of being able to defend the rights of others, which he saw as a primary purpose of history education. The school had recently been accused of excluding the minority non-White students from feeling like they belonged. In response, the school management organized a series of workshops with all the staff and students to reflect on what it means to be part of this school. Mr. Cilliers was excited by these workshops, connecting ideas of “belonging” to human rights and the history curriculum.

The day after the workshop, Mr. Cilliers devoted an entire class session to student refection about the workshops. A particular focus was on how bad it felt to be discriminated against, as a touchstone for understanding discrimination and human rights abuses throughout both the Holocaust and apartheid. Indeed, a striking feature of Mr. Cilliers’ pedagogical approach was the level of emotion that was expressed and drawn out of the students. This came from his belief that extreme hatred can lead to genocide, and that the ability to love and empathize was one way of combating that hate. In one class activity he asked students to write positive things about each other, and then reflect on how good it felt when someone treated you well.

However, this focus on emotional empathy often eclipsed any discussion of the contemporary structural legacy of human rights abuses. It reduced historical injustice, the Nazi Holocaust, and racial exclusion in the school corridors or on the hockey pitch to a lack of love. In Mr. Cilliers’ effort to make history feel relevant, the specific historical causes and consequences of the difficult past were abstracted or ignored. “The problem with South Africa,” the students told me, “is that people don’t treat each other kindly.”

By following this logic, Mr. Cilliers’ class arrived at an understanding that South Africa’s structural inequality could be solved with interpersonal kindness. Since the hatred that had caused apartheid had largely ended, the effects of apartheid must also have ended. Thus, a discontinuity between the present and the past was created. Mr. Cilliers’ pedagogy did not deny the horrors of apartheid but positioned them in a distant past that he suggested South Africa had overcome by instilling the importance of individual human rights.

Throughout my observations, it became clear that the focus of Mr Cilliers’ teaching was on the positive ways in which contemporary South Africa was different from the past. He spoke about the ways in which Black and Coloured South Africans had overcome apartheid discrimination by working hard to go to university, or by doing “amazing things” to improve the neighborhoods to which they had been forcibly removed. He frequently reminded his students to be grateful for what they had today, in contrast to what previous generations had suffered. He tacked away from comments made by Black students which implied that their families continued to suffer from the legacy of apartheid.

Similarly, Mr. Cilliers avoided discussing who was responsible for apartheid. While studying the Holocaust, the class were encouraged to analyze various historical sources and to reflect in some detail as to whether Germans had known about the Final Solution. However, the analogous question was never posed in relation to White people during apartheid.

The way in which Mr. Cilliers taught history to his majority White students worked well for the majority White students. In my extended conversations with students, they spoke about how history taught them to appreciate diversity and the importance of not being racist. Yet they also maintained a strong belief that apartheid was not that violent, that the past did not have any structural impact on the present, that racialized wealth inequality was a result of poor work ethic, and that Black South Africans should just move on. These White students explained their own reality as being a consequence of their own hard work, as evidence that their ancestors had made brave ultimately successful decisions to move to South Africa. Their sense of self and community was positive, yet their sense of national identity was extremely weak. All the White students I spoke to aspired to leave South Africa and move to Europe. South Africa, with its constant “going on” about the past, was a backward country.

A lone exception in my focus group was Samira—a Colored student, generally high achieving academically, whose father had been involved in anti-apartheid resistance. She joined my group of focus group volunteers because she loved history and was interested in learning more about apartheid. Over the course of the year, however, her history grades dropped, and she opted not to study history beyond Grade 9.

Samira struggled to engage with her peers when the group from her class had discussed apartheid and its impact on the present with me. Her peers claimed that nobody had died under apartheid. This was consistent with Mr. Cilliers’ emphasis on emotional distress rather than physical brutality. Samira contradicted her friends: “My daddy said that people did die. At a protest the police shot some people.” However, she couldn’t remember where or when the violence had taken place, and her White peers dismissed her claim.

The answers Samira gave to my questions changed drastically when we were not with her peers. Alone, Samira told me how her aunt was reclassified as White under apartheid, creating a racialized rift in the family. In focus groups, Samira spoke about how apartheid had had a positive impact on her family because it had forced her father to work hard and succeed—in line with the narrative provided by her teacher.

Two things became clear to me over the course of the year. First, Samira had internalized the belief that to “go on” about the past in a way that was perceived as negative would alienate her from her classmates. Her White friends were able to “get over” apartheid and this created a pressure for her to get over it also. I worried about Samira. She became increasingly quiet in the focus groups until she hardly spoke.

Second, Samira didn’t have a framework for interpreting her family’s experiences. Why did her family still live in a historically Colored area, far away from Southgate High, while her White friends lived in large suburban homes? Why were her White friends able to take annual holidays to Europe, while her family stayed in Cape Town? Why were the most prestigious schools mostly White? Since her teacher did not make the link between past and present except in individualized emotional terms, Samira’s history education did not help her to explain her life through anything other than hegemonic “common sense”: those who are rich are rich because they work hard.

Stamford High: Mr. Richardson

Mr. Richardson made very few connections between the past and the present in his history teaching. However, when he did so, the analysis was deeply structural, largely avoided emotion, and explicitly pointed to students’ own social realities. As shown in the opening vignette, Mr. Richardson’s teaching used a dialogic approach to describe the lasting impacts of apartheid while positioning individuals within the structural confines of their history. He implied to his students that people’s circumstances are influenced by historical injustice; thus, some people find it easier to be successful than others. History, he taught, helps us to understand the circumstances of our lives.

When the students jumped to racist prejudice as an explanation for racialized inequality, Mr. Richardson brought the conversation back to historicized structural factors, showing how apartheid laws (not merely contemporary attitudes) had resulted in contemporary racialized inequality. This contrasted with the history pedagogy of Mr. Cilliers, who emphasized contemporary racist attitudes as the cause for contemporary racialized inequality.

It was clear from interviews that Mr. Richardson’s students at Stamford High understood the ways in which the apartheid laws that they had learned about in class continued to affect their families, despite these laws having been repealed before their own birth. What further set Mr. Richardson’s students apart was their understanding of how and why wealth transferred. Joleen was a student in the same year group as Samira, with the same demographic background. Joleen spoke about how having expendable income to invest allows people with money to make more money. White families “invest and they save, and they invest and save,” whereas for Black people, “the little money that we are saving … it’s going to take years to get to the money that the White people can save in a month’s time.”

Joleen also spoke about how a Black or Colored person’s success comes with obligations to assist extended family. Unlike a White person, who can afford to keep their own wealth, Black and Colored people often exist within networks of struggling relatives. “If one grandchild makes it,” explained Joleen, “they have to help everything and every one of them, and then they have no money for themselves to start saving … So that’s a bit of a burden onto Black people … being breadwinners for everyone and not just your house.” This obligation to extended family members meant that your own children would likely also be poor: “You can’t start a new generation, like this better generation, if you didn’t help the others.”

Joleen spoke about Black students’ lack of the financial safety nets that many White students enjoyed. If a Black or Colored student drops out of university, because “they were in situations where they couldn’t help but fail,” they could become unemployed and fall into poverty: “There’s no foundation to go back on and start rebuilding.”

Somewhat counterintuitively, Jolene’s analysis of the negative impact that apartheid had on her life was not demoralizing, as I had anticipated. Rather, it offered a framework to understand why her family financially struggled: this was not a result of laziness. Instead, any success—however small—was a sign of resistance against an oppressive system, a mark of pride. The history Jolene had been taught was grounded in a past that helped her to explain her present in a way that was useful to her, and which helped her to navigate toward a more just future.

John May High: Mr. Lembe

Mr. Lembe, teaching in the Coloured neighborhood where he had grown up, believed passionately in the political value of history and that the purpose of history education was to better understand who we are. He explained, “History is just a vehicle. It’s just a vehicle for looking at your life today and understanding it today and seeing how you can not only change but contribute to that. Otherwise, it’s just the past.”

Mr. Lembe’s pedagogical approach drew heavily on his own experiences of political conscientization and humiliations under apartheid, his father’s defiance to segregationist laws, and his early community activism. He recounted the funeral of Ashley Kriel, a Colored African National Congress (ANC) member who was killed by security police. The government had forbidden a large funeral; however, hundreds of people attended, turning it into an ANC rally. The coffin was draped in the ANC flag, which Mr. Lembe described as “incredible” at a time when the ANC was an underground organization.

History teaching was designed to be emotive and provoke a desire for change. Unlike Mr. Richardson, who spoke in more abstract terms, Mr. Lembe spoke about “we” and “us.” For example, “how is it that we used to be owners and now we are migrant labor, the bottom of the working class?” He compared the anti-apartheid protests in the 1970s with the service delivery protests in 2018; “almost 30 years into democracy, they’re still protesting. That’s heavy.” He evocatively described driving from historically White Sea Point, through historically Colored Athlone, to historically Black Khayelitsha, observing the gradual transition from luxury resorts to dilapidated shacks.

Through these examples, Mr. Lembe actively encouraged his students to change the circumstances of their lives that had been brought about by apartheid. He pointed out injustices that students experienced at school, such as the lack of internet or computer labs they had been promised, and offered to support them in organizing a protest. Like Mr. Cilliers, he admonished students to not hold themselves back by skipping school, arguing that individual work ethic was also important: “yes, money is a big difference but it’s not the biggest difference. The difference is up here [points at head].”

However, Mr. Lembe’s explanations of how the past affected the present were unclear. For example, when discussing poverty in South Africa, Mr. Lembe suggested that “we need to look at why our communities are very poor.” He did point out that “we still feel the effects of these laws. We still live in Coloured communities” and that “the government paid less on Black schools than on any other race. We can still see these difficulties today.” However, unlike in Mr. Richardson’s teaching, detailed explanations of why long-abandoned laws had contributed to contemporary poverty, segregation, and substandard education were not forthcoming.

The ways in which Mr. Lembe compared life under apartheid to life today directly contradicted the lived experiences of his students. “Under apartheid,” he explained, “you couldn’t just walk out wherever you wanted to go, you couldn’t go to any school. You’d have to go to a Colored School like John May, not a White school like Highstead. And you couldn’t go to [an historically White university]. You’d have to go to [an historically Coloured university].” However, the reality for Mr. Lembe’s students was that they still could not walk wherever they wanted, due to gang violence and the cost of transport. Neither could they go to a historically White school like Highstead, which did not accept students from their catchment area and cost 40,000 rand a year. Although legally Mr. Lembe was correct, the “new South Africa” he described did not exist for his students.

Perhaps as a result, Mr. Lembe’s students struggled to use the history they were being taught and were evidently disengaged from the historical narrative that Mr. Lembe offered. Candice classified herself as Colored. She lived with her unemployed mother in a rented room close to the school. Yet Candice believed that it wasn’t important to learn about apartheid, because apartheid was in the past: “it’s now different, it’s a new generation. … no, it doesn’t mean anything to me.” Similarly, Candice’s classmates largely saw the value of Mr. Lembe’s teaching in terms of exam preparation, not life relevance.

Candice’s experiences of growing up in a historically Colored neighborhood contrasted sharply to the historical narrative that Mr. Lembe presented. Mr. Lembe discussed apartheid as a period of discrimination and abuse, which community activism had helped to end and which current generations must work to repair. However, Candice and her classmates understood contemporary South African society to be more discriminatory and abusive than under apartheid when there were jobs, the streets were safe, and living costs were affordable. They said contemporary affirmative action policies had disadvantaged the Colored community: “the Blacks are running for the jobs … and we are missing out on job opportunities.” Candice held the “Black government” responsible for her mother’s unemployment.

Candice was using history to explain her life circumstances. However, the explanation she used was in direct opposition to the explanations offered by her teacher and indeed to South Africa’s founding narrative. This narrative, relying on a zero-sum understanding of racialized success, left Candice with little direction for how to improve her life in the face of what she perceived as a hegemonic Black majority.

Reflection

I have presented case studies of how three history teachers in Cape Town taught Grade 9 students about the past in relation to contemporary social injustice conflict, and how three Colored female students responded to their teachers’ approaches. While the topics of these lessons were similar, their pedagogical approaches and tone differed widely.

Mr. Cilliers emphasized the individual impact of human rights abuse under apartheid and the values of peace, love, anti-racism, and diversity. Mr. Richardson minimized any emotional response to the history of apartheid and challenged student explanations that relied on individual racism and White privilege attitudes as causes. Instead, he focused on the structural and financial legacies of apartheid as explanations for racialized inequality, paying close attention to specific ways the past impacted the present. Mr. Lembe’s approach was a call to community activism. He pointed out the contemporary injustices in society and offered to support his students if they mobilized against these injustices; however, he did not explain how these injustices were historically rooted.

The responses of three Coloured female students—Samira, Jolene, and Candice—to their teachers’ pedagogical approaches offer several points of reflection in regard to pedagogies that respond to past and ongoing conflict. Central to these reflections is the observation that students’ explanations of their life circumstances, sometimes informed by their history education, shaped the ways in which they responded to contemporary societal injustices.

While all three pedagogical approaches had merit, they were not equally effective in helping the students I observed to engage in processes of transformative justice. Mr. Cilliers’ individualized human rights-centered approach satisfied his White students, but alienated Samira, who had grown up with family narratives of violence, displacement, and segregation. This history education offered Samira no historical context for her family’s experience; she struggled to integrate collective family memories into the highly sanitized history that was taught in her school. She effectively code-switched which historical intuitions she voiced, depending on the context she was in.

Candice’s experience of family economic decline equally failed to find explanation in the history taught by Mr. Lembe. Her family’s reality of stagnant material well-being following the end of apartheid was disconnected from her teacher’s narrative of activism-fueled progress. Like Samira, Candice felt disengaged from history class and struggled to articulate a positive vision for her future or South Africa’s future. Instead, her anger at her mother’s unemployment was directed at Black South Africans.

In contrast, Mr. Richardson’s unpacking of the causes of contemporary inequality and segregation was empowering for Jolene. This history education helped Jolene to explain why her family remained poor, despite their strong work ethic, and offered Jolene a broad structural framework in which her personal agency still felt meaningful.

In part, Mr. Richardson’s pedagogical approach worked for his students because the specific issues that he used to illustrate the legacy of apartheid—such as geographic segregation—were recognizable in the lives of his students. This is what Herbert (2022) calls “spatial pedagogy.” Jolene, who commuted daily from her home in a majority-Coloured neighborhood to her school in a majority-White neighborhood, felt the geographic segregation. In contrast, although Mr. Lembe discussed geographic segregation, Candice rarely left her majority-Coloured neighborhood. Samira might have benefited from a discussion of the racialized boundaries that she also traversed daily, but Mr. Cilliers did not discuss such structural aspects of apartheid (nor of contemporary injustice).

Mr. Richardson’s approach to teaching apartheid history recognized the contemporary experiences of his students, who were largely from low-income families. He did not focus heavily on the triumph of the post-apartheid transition, as Mr. Cilliers did, but rather emphasized continuities between the apartheid and post-apartheid eras. Doing so was acknowledgment that not all was well in South Africa: this created space for students to historicize their family circumstances. Mr. Lembe, in contrast, positioned life under democracy as significantly better than life during apartheid. In doing so, he alienated his students who felt that nothing had changed post-apartheid or who felt materially worse off. A more complex economic-legal history of the (post-)apartheid era might have offered students alternatives to simplistic and racist explanations.

Lastly, Mr. Richardson placed emphasis on why and how past injustices—such as unequal increase in property prices, interest rates benefiting those with savings, and unequal quality of education—explained present injustices. In partial contrast, Mr. Lembe recognized that Black South Africans were poor as a result of apartheid but offered little explanation of specific contributing factors. In total contrast, Mr. Cilliers and his White students rejected any claim that history of factors shaping parental wealth or education levels might affect one’s contemporary opportunity to succeed. Thus, Mr. Richardson’s history pedagogy was more usable to his students as democratic citizens in this still-inequitable social system.
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Too Close and Too Far: Constructive Conflict Pedagogy in Bogotá, Colombia

Michelle J. Bellino and, Angela Bermudez Velez

Abstract

This chapter examines the tensions and opportunities for constructive conflict pedagogies in public schools in Bogotá, Colombia, following a national peace process. Drawing from interview and observational research, we highlight teachers’ struggles and strategies to teach Colombia’s history of protracted armed conflict in classrooms that bring together students with vastly differing knowledge, experience, and relationships to the conflict. Students in the capital often express a distancing from the impacts of the armed conflict, perceived as suffered elsewhere. However, Bogotá is an important destination for displaced population, registered victims, and demobilized actors; thus, the armed conflict’s effects are apparent in students’ and communities’ experiences. We consider how teachers navigate this diversity of student proximity to the armed conflict, developing strategies to make this history relevant to students who see the conflict as “too far” while striving to honor the distinct orientations and needs of those who experience the conflict as “too close.”

Introduction

After teaching a Grade 9 social science class, Tomás took a moment to reflect on the challenges he faced when teaching about the Colombian armed conflict. The first thing he explained was the significance of the student demographics at the school, which had shifted in recent years as growing numbers of displaced students relocated from rural areas to Bogotá. The conflict was more than “a history lesson” for victims who “lived it … continue to live it every day,” as their lives had been profoundly disrupted by violence. Meanwhile, these students were learning, alongside peers who knew very little about the conflict dynamics, what was at stake in the national peace process or what underlies the critique that Colombia was not in fact experiencing a postconflict moment. The regional dynamics of the armed conflict had resulted in more acute and sustained violence in rural areas, yet Bogotá was not a neutral or protected space. There had been episodes of urban violence. There had been an urban guerrilla group. He and other teachers had lived through some of these episodes; others had moved to the capital to escape violence. He emphasized that during six decades of violence, “every Colombian—every Colombian—has been impacted.” The locality in which the school was located, Bosa, was home to large numbers of displaced victims, so their community was shaped by conflict dynamics. These were among the connections he tried to support students in making, particularly for those who saw the capital city as distant from the armed conflict, as “something happening ‘over there’.”


Tomás admitted that he struggled to identify a “balanced” approach that would not upset anyone too much, particularly parents whose political positions were more entrenched:


It is necessary to tell reality—not to create hatred and resentment, but for [students] to … have historical memory, that is fundamental. And that they recognize themselves as part of the conflict. [Both for] the kids who commonly come to the classroom and have nothing to do with the conflict directly, because they live in the little bubble called Bogotá. And with the kids who come to the classroom … with displacement, you have to be tactful. But being tactful does not mean that one does not tell the truth. That one does not say what has happened … It causes something like a stupor in them. But if they don’t feel that, I think they become apathetic, like most of them who don’t experience conflict directly.


Tomás navigated a diversity of student proximity to the armed conflict, developing strategies to make this history relevant to students who see the conflict as “too far” while striving to honour the distinct orientations and needs of those who experience the conflict as “too close.”


(Interview, August 5, 2019)

Teaching the history of the armed conflict poses significant challenges for many social studies teachers working in Colombia. The Colombian Armed Conflict is complex due to its multiple dimensions that evolved over time, the diversity of contending actors involved, and the magnitude of victimization and devastation. The enduring conflict has left deep material and symbolic societal, communal, and personal wounds. Sadly, as teachers and students strive to confront this history and its legacies, they are also reminded that the violent conflict continues to impact their everyday lives, for example, through ongoing threats to educators and social leaders, potential remobilization of armed actors, and unresolved territorial disputes. The polarized context and escalating violence raise concerns about the risks and consequences of openly addressing the armed conflict in classrooms. It is a difficult history to teach and learn. Nevertheless, the scale and ongoing nature of the armed conflict also add urgency to this work. To support students’ current and future roles as peacebuilding citizens (Bickmore et al., 2017), teachers have developed “constructive conflict pedagogies” (Bickmore, this volume). In this chapter, we characterize what is constructive about teachers’ efforts to teach about the Colombian armed conflict and related peace and justice endeavors, with an emphasis on students’ relationships to this past and its ongoing legacies. After outlining the historical context, we turn to a central dilemma noted by Bogotá teachers in their reflections on their instructional practices: ensuring relevance of the conflict for students who position themselves as “too far” from it, and safety and dignity for those who feel “too close.” Beyond the context of Colombia, it highlights a critical challenge for educators addressing violent pasts as these relate to students’ diverse identities and experiences.

Historical Context: The Colombian Armed Conflict and Its Impact on Schools

The Colombian Armed Conflict has deep roots in the pervasive social inequalities and political exclusion that characterize Colombian society. During the 1960s and 1970s, left-wing guerrillas emerged that aimed to challenge the power and authority of the state, to dispute the unequal concentration of wealth and land, and to defy a political system that prevented the participation of social and political movements outside the traditional liberal/conservative parties. During the 1980s and 1990s, this conflict turned increasingly complex as sectors of the elites that saw their privileges threatened formed private armies to combat the guerillas. To what initially manifested as a clash between guerrillas and the Colombian Armed Forces was added the confrontation between left-wing guerrillas and right-wing paramilitaries, with the Armed Forces often collaborating and secretly supporting the paramilitaries.

Civilians were increasingly victimized by the different actors in conflict through a repertoire of violence: massacres, kidnapping, forced disappearance, sexual violence, torture, forced displacement. Meanwhile, political and social movement activists, community leaders, journalists, and teachers increasingly became the targets of threats, repression, and assassinations. Since the 1980s, the conflict degraded even further due to the emergence of drug-trafficking organizations that permeated the guerillas, paramilitaries, the state, and Armed Forces, transforming the dynamics of the conflict to secure control of territory, resources, infrastructure, and strategic corridors for drug business. In 2013, the Grupo de Memoria Histórica calculated that the armed conflict had killed at least 220,000 people, 81 percent civilians. Figures from Colombia’s Truth Commission are even higher, estimating 90 percent civilian deaths. Close to 10 percent of the population had been internally displaced. One in five Colombians self-identifies as a victim of the conflict. The conflict has unfolded differently in different regions of the country: it has been particularly severe in rural areas and the impoverished peripheries of urban centers, but every aspect of Colombian society has been affected.

The historic peace agreement between the Government of Colombia and the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) in 2016 declared an end to more than sixty years of armed conflict (Comisión de la Verdad, 2022). Yet the peace negotiations and the ensuing transitional justice process revealed and exacerbated severe polarization in Colombian society, both in formal politics and within communities. Eight years later, the transitional justice process continues and violence has taken on new forms.

Millions of Colombian young people have suffered the direct effects of war. Schools also became settings of direct attacks, used by different actors as sites of war (García Vera, 2020). According to the Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-repetition and Educapaz (National Peace Education Program), between 1980 and 2021 there were 881 cases in which educational institutions throughout the country were victimized through overnight stays, occupation, direct attack, or war confrontations in their surroundings. These actions were carried out deliberately by state agents, guerrilla groups, paramilitaries, and other armed actors, openly transgressing the International Humanitarian Law principle of distinction between civilians and combatants and between civilian and military objectives. Teachers and students have also been affected by the control that these actors exercise over what should and should not be taught. In this way, the rights to life, personal integrity, and education of many students and teachers have been violated (Comisión de la Verdad, 2022, pp. 100–27).

Addressing Violent Pasts through Constructive Conflict Pedagogies

A cluster of concepts in history education related to constructive conflict pedagogies have informed research and innovation efforts focused on “teaching difficult pasts” (Bellino, Paulson, & Worden, 2017; Cole, 2007; Psaltis, Carretero, & Čehajić-Clancy, 2017). What exactly makes a historical topic difficult to teach and learn? Goldberg (2017) reminds us that there is no single or uniform definition, and that each theoretical approach may focus on different features of difficulty. For instance, psychoanalytic approaches emphasize that certain historical topics mean traumatic experiences for teachers and learners. Social psychological approaches highlight the high stakes that certain topics have in the formation of individual and collective identities (Carretero, 2011; Haste & Bermudez, 2017). Ethical-political approaches attend to difficulties emerging from the horrors of certain human practices that shock our conscience, or from the social and political disputes they generate and ensuing attempts to control the silences, knowledge, and truth regarding that past (Bellino, 2017; Bentrovato, 2016). Based on these notions, we argue that constructive conflict pedagogies strive to harness the potential of history education to promote a critical understanding of violent pasts; to nurture the construction of flexible, dynamic, and diverse identities; and to help heal the scars left by violent pasts, at least through the provision of social recognition and means of symbolic reparation to the victims. Thus, the teaching of difficult histories works on the assumption that difficulties should not be avoided, but rather carefully addressed through pedagogies that make the past relevant and useful in the present (Bellino & Paulson, in press; Bermudez & Epstein, 2020; Robinson, this volume). Yet the pedagogical, political, and moral dilemmas relevant to this work often fall to teachers, with little guidance (Magendzo & Toledo, 2009; Weldon, 2010).

Since the early 2000s, compulsory cross-curricular civic education, and later peace education, have gained prominence in Colombia, to develop awareness of human rights and violations, interpersonal conflicts, and discrimination (Chaux, 2007; Romero-Amaya, 2024). During the peace process, a national peace education policy, Cátedra de Paz (CdP), made instruction about constructing a “culture of peace” compulsory for all schools (Ley 1732 de 2014). The Ministry of Education identifies “peaceful resolution of conflicts” and strengthening of “peace culture” as urgent goals for students to learn to relate to others without aggression or discrimination and with constructive, inclusive, and caring relationships. Existing policies have encouraged pedagogies for the socioemotional tools and civic dispositions that students need to manage disagreement: dialogue, negotiation or mediation, and learning to take responsibility for their actions in inflicting harm on others (Chaux and Vasquez, 2016; Romero-Amaya, 2024).

Given Colombia’s decentralized educational system, peace education has been enacted in a range of ways. In some cases, these evolving policies have encouraged concerted efforts to address the Colombian armed conflict in schools, largely dynamized by the work of the National Center for Historical Memory (CNMH, 2018). However, these efforts have also led to the conflation, oversimplification, and disarticulation of peace from violent conflict, and of the relationships between everyday forms of violence and the historical and political dimensions of the Colombian armed conflict (Bellino et al., 2022; Nieto Sachica, 2021). Privileging the development of values and competencies for the resolution of interpersonal conflict, the CdP policy pays no distinctive attention to promoting a critical understanding of the history and memory of Colombia’s societal conflict (also see Arias, 2018; Rodríguez, 2016). This tendency is apparent in other conflict-affected contexts (e.g., Bellino, 2017): a burgeoning culture of peace discourse generally emphasizes interpersonal relations and cultural aspects of society, while obscuring the structural dynamics of violence that need to change. Despite normative moral and pedagogical reasoning for addressing violent pasts, most societies emerging from mass violence struggle to implement critical education to address historical violence and injustice.

Constructive conflict pedagogies have not been the norm in Colombia, but more the result of innovative teachers and social movements (Arias, 2018; Corredor et al., 2018; García Vera, 2020). Echoing Tomás (in the opening quote), most teachers in this study expressed a strong motivation to teach historical and sociopolitical dimensions of the country’s armed conflict, peace, and transitional justice processes, aiming to make the country’s reality visible to younger generations who would need to continue the ongoing work of peacebuilding. This urge was heightened by teachers’ perceptions that many of their students felt that the armed conflict was a distant reality, “too far” to be seen as related to their lives and responsibilities; thus, their task was to make it closer, visible, relevant, and comprehensible (see also Mantilla-Blanco, 2023). Yet at the same time, teachers knew that other students in the same classrooms, who had had direct experiences of the violent conflict, might feel that this content was “too close”—necessitating careful choices about whether and how to respect their need for distancing or to build upon their spontaneous disclosures. Addressing these students’ contrasting social positioning and learning needs simultaneously in their classrooms was a central challenge for teachers.

Research Methods

This study draws from mixed methods research, including interviews with teachers (n=41) and surveys with students (n=3133) across 45 public schools in Bogotá, Colombia. Data were collected during the 2019–2020 and 2022–2023 school years, in 19 of the capital’s 20 localities. Interview questions centered on how teachers were interpreting the CdP and the impact they felt this policy initiative was having. We also asked about how teachers navigated controversial issues in their classrooms, including discussions of armed conflict, peace, and justice. These data are complemented by classroom observations carried out in three schools. We focus on social science teachers’ perspectives on conflict pedagogies, as expressed in interviews and demonstrated in class observations. All teacher names are pseudonyms, and schools are referenced by locality rather than name to protect the identities of teachers and students. (For additional details about the study’s methods, see Bellino et al., 2022.)

Too Close: Responding to Student Conflict Experiences and Disclosures

Overall, teachers were aware that a portion of students enrolled in their classes were classified as victims, though they did not have a sense of how many students had suffered directly. For protection reasons, schools do not request that families share this information, nor is it shared directly with teachers. However, there are proxy indicators, such as students’ ethnic identity, community of origin, dialectical variants, clothing, and arrival or departure mid-way during the school year. As Gabriella (in Bosa) noted, she felt she needed to “teach as if you are always talking to a victim, because you never know.”

Teachers expressed concern about the ongoing risks of re-traumatization and stigmatization that faced the students who exposed that they had lived through displacement or other forms of violence, emphasizing the risks to students’ security and social status within the school. For example, one teacher (in Bosa) shared, “[If] others find out that they are victims of the conflict, they will push them aside.” Another (in Chapinero) explained, “It is a great stigma … People from the capital think that displaced people have been involved in acts of violence, so they avoid them.” Others emphasized that children received messages within their families around the need for secrecy to prevent further harm.

Yet while some students preferred silence as a psychological need or a protective strategy, other students showed interest in sharing their stories. Teacher interviews revealed a range of interactions with students disclosing experiences with violent conflict. A teacher in Kennedy shared, “There are some students who close up and prefer not to talk about the subject. But there are others who openly say … I am displaced by the violence, that is precisely why I am here in Bogotá.” Most student disclosures took place in private conversations or in intimate groups. Adriana, working in Bosa, recalled: “students who come up when you’re talking about these issues and tell you, ‘I was there,’ or ‘they tried to recruit me,’ or ‘some of my friends were the girls … who died in the bombing in Putumayo,’ or ‘my mother was forced to cook for this group or this other group.’”

Other disclosures took place in full-class settings, requiring teachers to respond differently. A teacher in La Candelaria described a class session devoted to current social challenges, in which a student shared with the group her personal losses: “It was like a catharsis, because she had lost relatives as a result of [drug-related] violence … That one had been killed, that one had disappeared.” Mario (in Bosa) recalled a schoolwide exhibit devoted to student investigations of social issues, where he had asked a group of students what had motivated them to select the topic of “the disappeared.” In the company of her peers, Juliana shared how her interest arose from her family’s experience.

We chose the topic because my family was the victim of something similar: they took my uncles. When they asked for an explanation, they were told that they had probably decided to go without telling anyone. [Later] we found out they had taken them … They had helped the army in the small town where they lived and when they found them, they were in common graves and they had been tortured for more than a week.

Many teachers felt overwhelmed and ill-prepared to deal with these extremely difficult situations. One teacher recalled her reflections after a class where a student spontaneously disclosed her experiences with violent conflict:

[I thought to myself], What do I do now? I mean, I brought all this up and now how do I respond? How do I close? How do I calm her down? … We should be trained on how to face that … pain existing in so many kids, right? Because there are displaced children, abused children, children who suffer familial violence, so many things. And sometimes you don’t know how to deal with those kinds of situations.

Firsthand testimony in the classroom can also be an invaluable teaching tool, as Carlos (in Bosa) explained. “It is very good to have that contribution … The other students who have not lived it listening to them, so that they know that they are not distant from that conflict. It changes their perspective.” Another (Ciudad Bolívar) agreed,

the other students—for example, those who have not been victims—once these types of dynamics occur in class … that generates [the notion] that we all have identity [and a relationship] to the conflict, that we not see it from outside … “the victims of the conflict are the ones from over there” … That kid begins to value his classmate and begins to understand.

Importantly, these teachers developed strategies for responding to disclosures in class to facilitate collective learning while showing care and compassion. Their responses included affirming students’ testimonies and shifting the spotlight for others to learn from what the student shared. Carlos reflected that he had two simultaneous goals in these situations. The first was to ensure that the students felt safe and comfortable with what they had just shared. The second was oriented to the rest of the class: “I focus on students’ listening … that they have respect and tolerance for those things, so that they treat the student well … [and] they can see the conflict as a little bit closer to themselves.” Along similar lines, Andrés (in Kennedy) theorized that sensitizing students to the reality that these experiences exist “inside our school” was a starting point for “connecting the conflict to their lives.”

Nevertheless, other teachers were concerned with the difficulties posed by these teachable moments. One challenge was that victims did not necessarily arrive at school with a complex historical knowledge about the conflict. Mariana (in Usme) referred to this as “a paradox”: that “there are many displaced children, but being victims of the armed conflict does not necessarily make them … [experts on] the facts.” In her experience, students, including displaced and victimized students, tended to confuse and conflate different conflict actors. “For example, they think that a paramilitary is the same as a guerrilla, or they think that … the army is not an armed actor and has nothing to do with the conflict.” Students whose lives have been profoundly shaped by the Colombian armed conflict also need instructional opportunities to deepen their understanding of the actors and dynamics, and they should not be asked to shoulder the historical narrative for their class.

Several teachers emphasized that displaced students needed to be recognized more fully. Andrés noted that despite their presence in schools, displaced students were still invisible to many, or narrowly seen as vulnerable and disempowered victims. Teachers reported curricular shifts to accommodate victimized students’ stories, such as regional or historical emphasis. For instance, a teacher in Usaquén had always covered the massacre of El Salado, but they decided to add another that took place in Bojayá, “because we had a student who suffered it, so I said, ‘let’s raise awareness.’” Curricular attention to the armed conflict was one way of giving recognition to students’ experiences with conflict and displacement, although it also carried risks of re-traumatization. Andrés reflected, “Students who are victims of the conflict, well, they come with their problems, their frustrations, their traumas; but also, when they were invited [to participate in the curriculum], they felt … important, they felt visible.”

Too Far: Challenges and Strategies to Mediate Student Distancing

Given the widespread impact of the Colombian armed conflict, teachers were shocked and concerned by their students’ recurring expressions that the armed conflict was distant to them. How could that be, given that its causes, manifestations, and consequences were all around them? As Mariana (Usme) poignantly noted:

The conflict is all around us … But it is invisible. Victims are invisible … When one teaches about it, you have the sense that students are distant, alienated. It is too far from their lives. They see this as an armed conflict that happens “over there,” … not to them.

Mario (in Bosa) had a similar experience. He felt that his students “do not feel part of that conflict … they don’t live it. It is lived, essentially, by other characters: peasant communities like Tibú or Tumaco.” He continued, “Even if one explains the history to them … it continues to be [seen as] … an isolated phenomenon.” In response to survey questions about the armed conflict, students repeatedly reminded us that they were “far from the countryside” and therefore did not live in what they characterized as “a conflict zone.” Affirming teachers’ perspectives, these statements show that students felt a sense of distance from the conflict and constructed spatial parameters around it as a “rural phenomenon.” Moreover, most students’ responses equated the Colombian Armed Conflict to acts of direct, physical violence, discounting other manifestations of violence and the consequences and legacies of protracted conflict.

Every teacher in this study reported some experience with the pedagogical challenge of student distancing. They observed that such distancing resulted from different factors, such as limited direct experience with the armed conflict, a lack of historical or political knowledge, or few pedagogical opportunities to learn how the armed conflict had shaped their everyday experiences. Yet teachers also understood that distancing could be an adaptive strategy to disconnect from a harsh reality or a way of claiming attention to other manifestations of conflict and violence. Teachers’ varied responses reflect their understanding of the sources of students’ distancing and their efforts to forge a sense of connectedness to make the content comprehensible and relevant to students’ current and future lives. Maria Luisa (in Ciudad Bolívar) emphasized the link between students’ sense of connectedness and action. She explained, “My goal is to place them within the historical process … so that they don’t sit apart, [thinking] that’s not mine, it doesn’t belong to me, but on the contrary, [realizing] this is affecting me, and change is also up to me.”

To trouble students’ notions that the armed conflict was rural and did not touch their lives, teachers placed curricular emphasis on acts of physical violence that had permeated the capital city over time. They also worked to expand students’ definition of violence to recognize the structural and symbolic dimensions that interact with physical violence. Rather than simply insisting that conflict was present in urban spaces, many teachers invited students to investigate and draw their own conclusions, creating authentic opportunities for inquiry.

Expansive definitions of violence that encompass structural violence allowed teachers to build connections between the armed conflict and other forms of violence that impacted their students’ everyday lives. For instance, teachers frequently reminded students that the presence of displaced people in their schools and in the city was a manifestation of the impact of the war on Bogotá. A teacher in Suba explained to his students:

We are all affected by the violence—by the violences, plural. I think it has been a biased analysis and with clearly political intentions to suggest that in the country there is only one way to understand violence … In the urban sectors we are affected by the violence … Suba is receptor of migrating population and people displaced by the violence in the country: we have people from the coast, we have a strong influence by the grandfathers and grandmothers that lived in Santander and Bocayá territories, and they came in a first wave around the 70’s, 80s. They are the founders of many neighbourhoods of Suba … To not reduce violence to only the armed conflict between the armed actors, [I emphasize for students] that when you earmark more money to military investment than to schools, the violence is affecting us; that’s another effect. When we don’t have a good quality job, there’s another form of violence. And, inevitably, stigmatization in these neighbourhoods is another form of violence.

Another teacher in Usme emphasized that the “structural causes that gave rise to the armed conflict … are replicated in a micro way in the urban violence and the socioeconomic problems that are seen in the neighbourhoods.” A teacher in San Cristóbal noted, “We try to remind them, this is not a bubble like they think. Bogotá has seen violence. Many of us [teachers] lived it.”

Many of these teachers also considered that students’ distancing could be a sort of resistance mechanism, stemming from a perception that emphasis placed on the national armed conflict displaced the possibility of recognizing the diverse forms of everyday violence that young people endure in urban spaces (related to gangs, drugs, sexual abuse, etc.). For instance, two teachers in Bosa recalled student resistance to a historical memory project they had designed. Students asked their teachers, “Why do we only talk about the armed conflict? … Why do we not talk about the violence that occurs in our neighborhood? On our block?” A teacher in Ciudad Bolivar who had faced similar student questioning and resistance came to understand that the problem was not that students did not see armed conflict violence as important, but that they did not yet see “their own stories” reflected.

In response to this challenge of distancing, many teachers described making space in their curriculum to include discussions and projects on urban violence, which were closer to their students’ everyday experiences. However, they also argued that this solution was insufficient, precisely because the students had a hard time connecting their personal lives to wider societal and national dynamics. Many forms of local urban violence they experienced were symptoms or results of the wider national conflict and its armed expression. This led several teachers to create learning opportunities to help students understand the ways in which violence had permeated the capital city over time and how their own experiences had been profoundly shaped by protracted societal conflict. These teachers’ constructive conflict pedagogies showed students that spatial and temporal boundaries collapse upon closer scrutiny. Several experimented with shifting scales, moving between local, national, and global contexts and between past, present, and future.

Discussion

Teachers working in public schools in Bogotá described a central challenge of managing students’ sense of proximity to the Colombian armed conflict. While some students expressed a sense of alienation and distance from the armed conflict, others felt “too close”—finding themselves erased from curricula or narrowly represented as victims, or at risk of re-traumatization when confronted with the subject. This chapter examines how educators navigated the apparently contradictory needs of students, based on their experiences and social positionings with respect to the Colombian Armed Conflict.

Yet, what initially presents as oppositional identities between direct victims (who are “too close”) and nonvictims (who are “too far”) reveals itself to be a paradox. Perceived distance can stem from a lack of knowledge of the conflict, or a feeling that emphasis on the conflict displaces recognition for the everyday violence young people endure in urban spaces. Or, what appears as distancing may derive from a feeling that one is “too close”—the desire to not disclose personal information, or the absence of learning opportunities to consider how one’s everyday experiences had been profoundly shaped by protracted conflict. Teachers’ instructional strategies aimed at connecting all students to this conflicted history.

Pedagogical practices highlighted in this chapter de-normalized violence (Padilla & Bermúdez, 2016) and troubled the temporal and spatial boundaries of the Colombian Armed Conflict. They invited young people to recognize and shape community memories, linking everyday violences permeating urban contexts to root causes and consequences of the country’s protracted conflict and recurrent peacebuilding efforts. Teachers found ways of responding to private and public acts of student disclosure. In this final section, we elaborate on what makes these practices expressions of “constructive conflict pedagogy.”

Just as transitional justice actors set parameters around time and types of violations, teachers working in the aftermath of mass conflict contend with the need to construct—and, at times, to trouble—various types of borders (Keynes, 2021). Boundaries constructed around time (when the conflict began, when Colombia becomes “postconflict”), source (claims to legitimate knowledge, such as victim survivor testimonies), and responsibility (how social transformation happens) are particularly salient in post-conflict settings (Dryden-Peterson & Robinson, 2023). Teachers in this study wrestled with these three types of boundaries, while also expanding definitional boundaries around what constitutes violence, linking physical and structural expressions that manifest across multiple scales.

These practices are constructive because they build upon students’ and community members’ lived experiences, while also challenging simplistic narratives and binaries such as spatially bounding the armed conflict as “rural” and temporally demarcating it as located in the past (and therefore resolved or irrelevant). They also bridge diverse social identities and experiences vis-à-vis the armed conflict, both within the classroom and between Bogotá students and other Colombian young people in disparate communities with whom they may never directly interact. In doing so, teachers support students’ development of conceptual complexity, relational connections, and ethical obligations to understand and act upon historical knowledge (also see Bellino, 2017; Mantilla-Blanco, 2023).

Teachers placed an unstated importance on fostering trusting relationships with students. Disclosures are acts of vulnerability, and they do not happen without trust, particularly in a context where there are tangible risks to sharing. Though relationship-building was rarely named as a pedagogical strategy, pedagogies are distinguished from instructional practices in that they implicate “relational encounters among teacher and student that entail transformative possibilities” (Bekerman & Zembylas, 2012, p. 41). Relationships are central to all of the strategies teachers shared. Constructive conflict pedagogies, in this context, thus are sensitive to the potential range of lived experiences in the room, and work to build relationships with and among individual students to facilitate a sense of collective understanding and obligation to contribute to a just peace.

Importantly, engaging in constructive conflict pedagogy does not always result in feelings of high self-efficacy. For example, though teachers developed strategies responsive to student disclosures, they also described feeling overwhelmed and uncertain about how to best respond, with all students’ safety, learning, and well-being in mind. Educators were eager to be in dialogue with others enacting constructive conflict pedagogies, but the conditions that render these approaches threatening also challenge potential connection and collaboration, a meaningful starting point for building professional learning communities in this context (see Bermeo & Nieto, this volume). Understanding how students experience teachers’ efforts to bring them closer to the Colombian armed conflict—while educating, caring for, and protecting them—is a critical area for additional study.
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Preparing to Teach Colombia’s Truth Commission Report amid Ongoing Conflict: Truth Pedagogies and Intergenerational Dialogues

Maria Jose Bermeo and, Diego Nieto

Abstract

This chapter describes a course and accompaniment process carried out in Tumaco, Colombia, to support teachers to explore the implications of the Final Report of the Colombian Truth Commission for their teaching work. The chapter discusses the pedagogical approach that informed the design of the course, activities carried out with participants, and some of the lessons and reflections that these provoked. It sheds light on the tensions and possibilities of carrying out constructive conflict pedagogies in contexts affected by ongoing conflict and emphasizes the need to prioritize relevant supports for educators to carry out this work.

Introduction

We approached each group of teachers while they were actively talking among themselves and drawing their maps [Cartographies of Peace]. A couple of female teachers from a school in the rural area were puzzled by the number of things they were identifying, including external threats that felt very direct, the presence of armed actors controlling movement in and around their school, confiscating smartphones, identifying young men for recruitment or to work in coca crops, and young women they “wanted for themselves.” “Too many red dots! No one will understand!” they said with a nervous laugh. We pressed them not to forget the “seeds of peace” in their environment. They added: “our principal, he protects the school, he talks to these guys [armed actors],” “ourselves and our children,” “our games, the talks and advice we give the children.” Each map gradually became the story of a territory, the representation of a whole world, transcending from life inside the school to the immediate communities and expressing the harsh context they faced in this municipality.


Once finished, one by one the groups from each school presented their maps to their peers, at first hesitating about how much to share and how open they could be with the rest of the group. We reminded everyone that together we were building a safe space, that each person was free to decide what to share, that we would practice listening in a respectful way, and that we were committed to confidentiality. Progressively, the stories they told, tied together by the symbols included on the maps, created a ceremonial aura among the group: everyone listened attentively, seeing themselves reflected in each other’s stories, and recognizing the ways they each worked to keep schools alive for young people. At the end of the round of presentations, there was a palpable sense of relief in the group after they had expressed the fear and exhaustion they felt. There was also an air of commonality, a sense of newfound support and understanding from their colleagues. The map activity highlighted the support they provided their students, but also how that effort was taking its toll on them and that they also needed to take care of themselves, physically and emotionally, to be able to approach the conflicts experienced by their students from a new angle.


In June of 2022, the Final Report of the Colombian Commission for the Clarification of Truth, Coexistence and Non-Repetition (Comisión de la Verdad) was released. An outcome of the historic and controversial peace agreement signed between the Colombian government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia in 2016, the report represented a mammoth task: to clarify the truth about Colombia’s 58-year armed conflict. The report itself comprises eleven long volumes that cover a range of areas, from the effects of conflict on specific territories and populations to recommendations for future peace. It came into the hands of the Colombian public at a time of political tumult, accompanied by the echo of the questions posed at the reports’ launch by Rev. Francisco de Roux, leader of Colombia’s Truth Commission: “Why did the country not demand that the guerrillas and the State stop the political war early on and negotiate a comprehensive peace? […] How dare we let it happen and let it continue?” (de Roux, 2022, Junio 28).

In theory, truth commissions address past human rights violations in the aftermath of violence. However, in the Colombian case, the Truth Commission process was carried out in a context of ongoing violent conflict. In the years after the 2016 peace accord, armed conflict raged on, claiming the lives of over a thousand social leaders and peace accord signatories, perpetuating the presence and territorial control of non-state armed actors in several regions across the country, and shaping political tensions. To talk of the past, in this context, is also to speak of the present. This ongoing climate of fear and risk adds a layer of complexity to any effort to discuss the nature and history of armed conflict in Colombia.

Colombian society at large was called to engage with the Truth Commission report and the weight of the realities it described. Perhaps one of the most delicate roles in this effort was that of the teacher. As proclaimed by diverse actors in the aftermath of the reports’ launch, teachers were expected to bring the findings and recommendations of this report into the classroom, to support the aim of achieving the nonrepetition of violence—a tall order amid ongoing armed conflict. Yet, schools do have a fundamental role in accompanying communities, particularly young people, to understand and learn about the dynamics of violence and ways to break cycles of repetition. This calls for localized strategies that respond to the specific dynamics of each setting and the pedagogical sensitivity to achieve constructive dialogues on the difficult issues raised by violent conflict.

In this chapter, we look at how such pedagogies take form at the local level. We describe a teachers’ course and accompaniment process that aimed to support a group of primary and secondary public-school teachers from Tumaco, Nariño, to integrate Truth work into their teaching practice. Tumaco, situated on the Pacific Coast of Colombia, has long been highly affected by armed conflict violence, and continues to be so today. The eighteen teachers who participated in the course came from schools that experience the impacts of violence and insecurity daily. The purpose of the course was to explore the usefulness of engaging with the Final Report of the Colombian Truth Commission (2022) to teach about the causes and effects of violent conflict in the Pacific Coast. In the course, we drew on a range of pedagogical methods, including social cartography, (re)constructions of historical timelines, youth-led exhibitions, restorative circles, and discussion of controversial and difficult issues. These strategies were framed around the exploration of Truth with an emphasis on restoration, territorial relevance, care, and intergenerational dialogue.

The course supported teachers’ capacities to read the complex conflictive dynamics of their surroundings and to evaluate how to support students to critically reflect on these situations. These capacities helped them to devise pedagogical activities that promoted forms of embodied everyday peacebuilding (Berents & McEvoy-Levy, 2015; Vaittinen et al., 2019). Yet, their tangential strategies tended to prioritize narrow and sometimes indirect approaches to engaging topics related to conflict and violence, due in part to some distrust toward the Truth Commission, but predominantly due to significant caution regarding the ongoing presence of armed actors near their schools. This experience sheds light on the tensions and possibilities of engaging in constructive conflict pedagogies amid ongoing conflict.

We begin by offering a brief overview of the pedagogical approach that informed the design of the course. We then describe some of the activities carried out with participant teachers and share the lessons and reflections that these provoked. We close by discussing the pedagogical possibilities that emerge from this experience.

Truth as Constructive Conflict Pedagogy

In the aftermath of armed conflict, processing the truth of the violent past becomes a necessity. Truth commissions, memory work, and collective dialogue on the causes and effects of past violence are often the mechanisms through which societies acknowledge—and work to heal—the legacies of conflict. Education plays a key role in supporting young people to participate in these processes and build alternative futures. Yet, it is important to understand that this entails delicate pedagogical work that requires thoughtful engagement with controversial content and emotional tensions.

In the context of the Colombian Truth Commission, the concept of “truth” was not a term used to refer to discrete historical facts but rather to describe the collective processes of verification and recognition of past violence in order to generate transformative action (Comisión de la Verdad, 2019). It is this concept that orients our approach to truth pedagogies, which encompass the intentional teaching processes that involve learners in examining historical experiences of armed conflict and peacebuilding initiatives to address them. Such pedagogies invite critical analysis of complex conflict dynamics to garner understanding of the underlying causes of past and present violence. While truth work is often associated with the search for an uncontested past, separate from the present, here we draw attention to how the past shapes present and future practice, and how present reflection also alters how we understand past events. In this sense, “truth” is seen as a social process of learning about “us as a community” by recognizing and engaging in dialogue about an open-ended past-present-future trajectory. In our work, we emphasize four guiding principles in truth pedagogies: restorative practice, territorial approaches, an ethic of care, and intergenerational commitment.

Restoration refers to the process of recovery undergone by an ecosystem that has been harmed or destroyed. As such, restorative practice encompasses efforts to understand the conditions that generated harm and degradation, to redress these conditions, and to nurture the recovery of socio-ecological well-being. This principle is also tied to restorative justice, which is an approach to justice that prioritizes the repair of harms done, rather than focusing on punishing the wrongdoers. Restorative justice concentrates on conflict transformation through the development of mutual understanding, shared responsibility, and nonrepetition agreements to restore interpersonal and community relationships.

Translated to pedagogy, a restorative approach orients efforts to create a school culture concerned with recognizing and repairing the harms suffered by individuals and communities. This includes practices such as preventing harms, becoming aware of harms done, taking responsibility for consequences when necessary, and learning to replace blame and guilt between parties in conflicts with mutual relational accountability. An example is the use of restorative circles, which can be used to prevent the deterioration of relationships or to address relational harms that have occurred. As Vaandering (2014) explains, restorative circles bring together those harmed, those who cause harm, their supporters, and representatives of all those indirectly affected by these dynamics, to reflect collaboratively on the experience and develop ways to repair harms. Restorative pedagogical encounters invite learners to search for the root causes of conflicts and long-term alternatives that support community balance, co-responsibility, and healing through engaging with multiple perspectives and practicing inclusive ethical dialogue (Parker & Bickmore, 2020).

Territory refers to “lived space,” the physical geography inhabited and shaped by diverse interacting actors (Porto-Gonçalves, 2009). Armed conflict reconfigures territories, transforming relational dynamics and causing material devastation in the affected geographies. Peacebuilding is therefore a process of territorial restoration, wherein a social fabric is reconstituted, and nonviolent forms of coexistence take root. In situations of protracted violence, each territory experiences distinct effects and entails differential engagement in response. As such, a territorial approach calls for responsiveness to the specific material, relational, and situational needs and dynamics of a given place and time. When applied to constructive conflict pedagogies, a territorial approach entails continuously analyzing the specific trajectories of violence and resistance exerted in each territory and developing tailored educational strategies that can support its peaceful transformation (Benavides & Bermeo, 2023).

Conflict analysis and appreciative inquiry can be useful pedagogical design tools for territorial approaches. In conflict analysis, actors come together to identify the conflict dynamics that shape the social context of the school. This enables educators to identify conflict-sensitive strategies that avoid fueling further conflict and contribute to reducing context-specific impacts of violence. Appreciative inquiry, on the other hand, is a cooperative and affirming process of asking questions to reveal the capacities and potentialities of a given context (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). It draws attention to positive elements, focusing reflection on available resources, seeds for peace, and what is possible to put into action. Bringing these two together can help educators to reflect on how best to carry out pedagogical work in their specific territories.

Our third guiding principle, an ethic of care, is born from the recognition that engaging in learning about violence carries emotional effects for learners and educators, particularly when they have experienced violence in their own lives. An ethic of care recognizes that relationships and well-being are core components of learning. It emphasizes the need to ensure that students and teachers are protected and supported, particularly in settings where they may be vulnerable to diverse harms. Teaching with care is an embodied practice that centers on mutual respect, authentic dialogue, and investment (Gay, 2018; hooks, 1994; Noddings, 2003); it also becomes a source of learning by modeling modes of interaction that are attentive, ethical, and reciprocal. Caring is dynamic; it evolves continuously and entails deliberate actions. Relations of care are put into practice through listening, engaging learners’ material and emotional needs, and dismantling potential harms.

When centering care, it is important to also consider teachers’ needs. If teachers are not cared for, it becomes difficult for them to offer care to their students. In conflict settings, teachers may have direct experiences of harms and may have lost loved ones or experienced displacement; hence teachers have their own (often unprocessed) sensitivities to specific topics. Furthermore, where armed groups sustain territorial control, teachers may be faced with enforced limits on the extent to which they can broach certain topics or safeguard certain students. These sensitivities and risks can constrain a caring approach to teaching and need to be considered when undertaking truth pedagogies.

Finally, breaking cycles of violence and transforming protracted conflict demands an intergenerational commitment to learning about the conflictive past and creating actions in the present that reconfigure the future (Sánchez Meertens, 2018). Research on youth in postconflict and protracted violence situations has highlighted how the absence of collective intergenerational exchanges affects young people’s identity constructions, sense of belonging in their communities, and social mobility toward a better future (Bellino, 2018; Lederach, 2020). Moreover, the lack of access to community narratives to help make sense of a convulsive past can lead to the normalization of violence among young people, framing it as a perpetual fact of life, an immutable reality accompanied by growing feelings of hopelessness about the possibility of a peaceful future to which they can contribute (Nieto Sachica, 2021; Sánchez Meertens, 2017). In response, intergenerational dialogue can offer space to reconstruct multiple narratives of the past and present, drawing on contextualized testimonies that identify events, places, causes, and responsibilities for the (non)repetition of violence in specific geographies and open pathways to peace. Paraphrasing Lederach (1999), such dialogues help participants to strike a fine balance between claiming justice for past violence and building practices of forgiveness that help people to walk the long path toward peace and reconciliation together.

Undoubtedly, schools are one of the most important social institutions in which such intergenerational encounters take place. Yet, the intergenerational dimensions of pedagogy within schools seldom take form as horizontal dialogue between adults and young people to reflect together about the violence that has shaped their shared history, the inherited traumas they need to address and heal in the present, or the necessary steps needed to transform the social conflicts that have led to the perpetuation of violence. Challenging teachers to think of truth pedagogies as intergenerational encounters means recognizing that this path is neither spontaneous nor momentary; it requires a long-term commitment in which everyone assumes a role regardless of their (in)direct relationship to violence.

These four guiding principles oriented the design of our course with teachers and led us to invite the teachers to reflect on the following questions:

•How can we center restorative practice in our teaching? How can we design pedagogical processes that support communities to recognize and repair harms?

•What do we need to know about our territories to inform how we teach about truth in the aftermath of violence? How do we make our teaching relevant to our specific territories?

•How do we take care of the well-being of our students as well as our own when we teach topics related to truth and violence?

•How do we shape spaces for horizontal intergenerational dialogue between adults and young people to share experiences, perceptions, and aspirations? How do we encourage collective commitments to peacebuilding where everyone has a role?

Truth Pedagogies in Practice: Examples from Tumaco

We designed and carried out a course with eighteen teachers from seven urban and rural schools in Tumaco, each situated in settings affected by ongoing armed conflict. The course took place in three moments. First, in an in-person three-day workshop, participants were introduced to the pedagogical approach and to the Truth Commission report and materials, and the participant teachers designed initiatives tailored to the specific needs and dynamics of their territories that they could later implement in their respective schools. The second moment was the process of accompaniment in each school. During this period, participant teachers implemented part of their designs and members of the teaching team visited the schools to accompany these experiences and learn about the challenges and possibilities in each setting. In the third moment, we all gathered again for a closing two-day workshop, in which the participants shared experiences and lessons learned, and additional learning activities were carried out based on the accompaniment observations.

The course was hosted by the Casa de la Memoria (House of Memory) in Tumaco, a community initiative that commemorates the victims of violence in the Pacific Coast of Nariño through symbolic acts and memory spaces. The teaching team consisted of three long-term staff members from the Casa de la Memoria, five students from participating schools who previously had participated as volunteers with the Casa de la Memoria, and three education academics—one based in Cali who had been collaborating with the Casa de la Memoria since 2017, and two based in Bogotá who had carried out prior research on teaching conditions in Tumaco. The Casa de la Memoria staff, most of whom were born and raised in Tumaco, had previous experience working with teachers in the region, which helped to ensure contextual relevance when we collectively made decisions about the course. Through the inclusion of the student facilitators, we aimed to generate intentional intergenerational encounters.

The course design drew from a range of experiential learning methods. For this chapter, we selected a few activities carried out with teachers during the first workshop to exemplify how we applied the above principles.

Territory as Starting Point: Cartographies of Peace

One of the first activities we engaged in was “Cartographies of Peace.” In school groups, the teachers and student volunteers were invited to draw a map of their school territory. The guiding questions were: “What are the challenges to coexistence that we experience in our schools and territories? What are the seeds for building positive coexistence in our schools and territory?” Once each group had drawn their map, we invited them to share it with the whole group.

The discussions that came about through this activity were profound and, at times, difficult to hear. The groups described their schools, sharing the many ways that armed violence entered the lives of their communities, the effects they carried, and how these situations shaped their teaching work. They also shared the varied ways that school and community members were already working to support their students, improve living conditions, and build peace in their respective settings. This conversation recognized their experiences, capacities, and commitment to peace. Despite differences among the specific challenges experienced at each school, there was agreement that every school was affected by the dynamics of violent conflict and had found some ways to respond to it.

This activity was pivotal for building a rooted and realistic learning environment. In the days that followed, we often referenced the maps and collectively reflected on how to carry out teaching work amid these real risks and dangers, drawing on the many capacities and resources of the communities. At the same time, sharing stories and anecdotes to explain their maps became a cathartic way of releasing the tension and pressure participants experienced by teaching in such environments. Several teachers expressed that they felt less alone, knowing that other teachers also faced these challenges; hearing and seeing themselves in the school lives of others transformed the course into a space of mutual support.

Engaging with an Uncomfortable “Past”

On the second day of the workshop, we introduced the Truth Commission findings through a variety of activities. The team of student facilitators led an ice-breaker activity at the beginning of the day, and we reiterated that we expected these youth to bear an equal voice to the rest of the participants throughout the workshop, so that they could share their wisdom and priorities. At this point, teachers expressed enthusiasm at seeing students from their schools participating in this process. They mentioned their interest in this “change of roles,” and some congratulated the students for taking on this active role to promote peace in the municipality.

After the icebreaker, we presented the purposes, methodologies, and general results of the Truth Commission, emphasizing findings specific to the Pacific coast. We shared extracts from the volume dedicated to this territory (Comisión de la Verdad, 2022b) and the accompanying open-access online portal that included timelines, maps, and testimonies explaining the violent conflict that had affected this predominantly Afro-descendant and indigenous region with such disproportionate force. We found that the teachers shared a general lack of awareness of the Commission’s work and results: none of them had yet engaged with the report directly. This was not surprising, as the report had been launched only a few months prior to our session.

In this first engagement with the work of the Truth Commission, we faced a lot of unrest and anxiety from teachers. Several teachers were quick to question the legitimacy of the Commission. There seemed to be two main reasons for this. On the one hand, the report presented information about events that many of the teachers themselves had lived through, and some of them felt that those maps, timelines, testimonies were not an accurate representation of what had happened. In the words of one female senior teacher from the rural area:

there are no grounds for us to know that is the whole truth. I am sure that what you are exposing is not the whole truth. There is so much that is not included; nobody asked me and we all have experienced this violence directly, and that is not how it happened. I don’t think you can trust what they say.

(personal communication, September 16, 2022)

On the other hand, the Commission’s work had been critiqued by some sectors of society, particularly those from right-wing ideological positions, who accused the commissioners of emphasizing only one side of the story, privileging certain events and voices of the conflict while diminishing others, or misrepresenting the role of certain actors such as the army. The Commission had defended their work, emphasizing their commitment to bringing all perspectives into the report. However, these critiques and political debates had sown doubts in public opinion that were expressed by some teachers in the course. While some were curious to know more about the information presented about the Pacific Coast, others were reluctant to accept Commission findings as a trustworthy source to teach in their classrooms.

This part of the workshop was not entirely successful in providing a platform of “new” knowledge and information with which we could engage for productive dialogue later; rather it was an important early indicator of how (un)familiar teachers were with the report, and their resistances to revisiting the recent past through the Commission report’s new set of data, narratives, and explanations. Nonetheless, while this activity revealed a deep sense of distrust and polarized views among the group of teachers, it also offered a teaching opportunity to listen to each other’s contrasting perspectives—recognizing that while they all shared a commitment to building peace as educators, they also diverged in what and how to teach for that purpose. This episode compelled our team to adapt the subsequent planned activities.

Youth-Led Exhibitions

Next, we wanted to connect this first exploration of Truth Commission findings with two historical exhibitions: a youth-led exhibition on the Truth Commission report findings, and the Casa de la Memoria’s permanent exhibition which tells the broader history of Tumaco.

The youth-led exhibition materials consisted of a series of posters that offered information drawn from the Truth Commission report and posed questions to engage the public in interactive conversation. These were divided into three moments: (1) “What happened to us?” focused on the major direct impacts of the armed conflict in Colombia; (2) “Why did this all start and why was it such a long and devastating war?” explored what the Truth Commission proposed as the significant causes of the repetition of cycles of war; and (3) “What can we do to end war?” offered examples of peacebuilding throughout the years. The youth facilitators explained the contents of each poster and responded to teachers’ comments and questions with follow-up questions and reflections. They closed with a symbolic act called “Walking towards Peace” in which the young facilitators led the group in holding hands and walking from a line labeled WAR, step by step, toward a line labeled PEACE, reflecting collaboratively on how to arrive to a peaceful future.

This exhibition was intended to stimulate collective reflection about the Truth Commission findings and what could be done to change these realities. It was also an opportunity for the youth, as exhibition guides, to lead reflection in relation to their own realities. The participant teachers seemed to like and engage in more curious and authentic conversations than in the previous exercise. They shared their remembrances and experiences in response to the ways that this information impacted them and questioned their previous conceptions.

Practicing Restorative Pedagogies and Intergenerational Dialogue

After the exhibition, some of the youth facilitators expressed their discomfort to the rest of the teaching team. They felt that the teachers had not paid enough attention, did not take them seriously, and did not listen carefully to their messages. As a team, we decided it was important to address this discomfort and found this to be a good opportunity to practice a restorative circle.

We set the stage by explaining the basic principles of a restorative circle and highlighting that this was an opportunity for intergenerational dialogue. We emphasized that we were all gathered because we were committed to collective learning, honest expression, active listening, openness to dissent and diversity of perspectives, and accepting uncertainties. First, the youth shared their feelings while adults listened. Then, a talking piece went around the circle, for teachers in turn to express their feelings and how they had experienced the activities. In closing this activity, the participants reflected on the circle experience, highlighting how in it we could share without the need to “be right” but rather care for each other’s needs. We also discussed whether such a restorative circle could be replicated in the classroom.

This activity helped to foster a sense of community that connected youth and adults as relative equals. The older generation assumed an unaccustomed role and shared that they were touched by the voices of the young people. The general environment at the end of this circle was one of satisfaction: teachers felt this was a useful exercise and it set a foundation for the rest of the activities.

Listening to what teachers shared in the circle led us to acknowledge one aspect that we had not accounted for sufficiently. Teachers had experienced emotional reactions to the Truth report and exhibitions, which merited time to process and share. Several of the teachers had had direct experiences of loss and displacement that were touched by the exhibitions. A couple of teachers expressed this during the restorative circle, yet the focus of the circle generally remained on the intergenerational relationship. In later reflections, the teaching team agreed that it was important to make more space for each person’s experience. The restorative circle might have benefited from more intentional effort to elicit teachers’ responses to the whole experience, in addition to discussing the intergenerational encounter.

Engaging Controversy: A Barometer of Perspectives

After these experiences, we created an opportunity for participants to share their perspectives on the roles schools could play to support the work of Truth and Nonrepetition. The participants’ hesitation and, at times, outright distrust of the Truth Commission report merited a conversation in which to name and reflect on the sources of resistance and to identify possible ways to engage with it.

We wanted to bring the tensions to the surface and to promote a dialogue capable of holding the contradictions entailed in peacebuilding work. We also wanted to encourage everyone to participate and to avoid participants potentially enacting a passive presence in the conversation. We opted to use the Human Barometer tool: an activity in which participants express their opinions by standing along a continuum according to the extent to which they agree or disagree with a statement (see Facing History and Ourselves, 2020). The facilitators identified one side of the room as “Strongly Agree” and the other side as “Strongly Disagree” and explained that participants would be asked to position themselves physically in proximity to the position that best represented their perspective when shown a statement, and that if at any point in the discussion they wished to change positions they were welcome to do so. The facilitators then invited a dynamic discussion around participants’ perspectives.

We used the statement: “We must teach the report of the Truth Commission in our schools.” This statement centered the discussion on teachers’ roles and aimed to provoke a discussion around one central tension that had emerged among participants: the extent to which the Truth Commission report could be trusted and should be used in schools. The discussion that followed was lively and varied. The participant teachers named their sources of distrust, identified barriers to engaging in truth pedagogies amid ongoing conflict, and acknowledged the many gray areas in this topic. Some expressed their frustrations at the government’s insistence to take on the role of teaching these topics without recognizing their struggles nor offering them support to do so. Yet, they also emphasized that they did feel schools had an important role in building consciousness among their students and communities, to avoid the repetition of violent conflict, and to support healing from its effects. This activity generated a frank dialogue. One of the primary takeaways from this conversation was that, while engaging in truth pedagogies at the schools and familiarizing themselves with the materials offered by the Truth Commission were important, the actual forms of teaching might need to be more indirect to better safeguard their communities and respond to the risks of ongoing conflict.

These activities and dialogues set the stage for subsequent moments of the course, in which teachers designed strategies for their schools and reflected on their practices, with the accompaniment of the teaching team.

Closing Reflections

Constructive conflict pedagogies for building peace are, first and foremost, about building collective ability to have difficult conversations about the past and present—to heal, repair, and build alternative futures. Creating settings and relationships of trust that allow us to engage in such conversations is a slow process. Through the course we carried out with teachers in Tumaco, we were able to reflect collectively about how to engage in this process in school settings. We identified the importance of safety and well-being as criteria for pedagogical design. We made room for dissent and to listen to each other with an open mind. We experienced and valued the challenges of intergenerational dialogue. We recognized the need for situated approaches that emerge from and respond to the specificities of people’s respective territories.

Participants emphasized the value of being able to openly reflect on the challenges of engaging truth pedagogies. Through a series of pedagogies in the course we created pressure relief valves to release tensions and elicit participants’ doubts and reservations. Only after their concerns had been heard did the participant-teachers become open to engaging in seeking relevant alternatives for their work. They were able to safely explore their own biases regarding Colombia’s transitional justice process and to consider what teaching about these topics could look like for their specific school and territory. To genuinely engage in exploring one’s role in the truth pedagogies necessary for transitional justice, teachers need the kind of safe space that this course offered—to express their concerns, to feel accompanied, and to experiment with new approaches tailored to their contexts.

The context of risk and fear caused by the continuing armed confrontations and territorial control by armed groups was a central theme emerging throughout the course conversations, offering insight to the limits and potentialities of truth pedagogies amid ongoing conflict. Teachers reported direct and indirect experiences of threats and harms, limits to their curricular freedom, and the persistence of a culture of silence: “that’s something we can’t talk about in our territory” was a common refrain. Rather than pretend that one could continue “business as usual,” we invited teachers to make these realities a part of their design process and to analyze what precautions they should take when designing truth pedagogies for their schools. For many, this led to the identification of indirect peace education approaches. For example, one teacher designed a strategy around the importance of truth in relationships using storybooks and games; another discussed with her students the need for multi-perspectivity in truth work without directly referencing armed conflict; another group of teachers developed lessons that involved weaving, games and art, rooted in indigenous identity development, framing truth as a resource that helps to weave a community together. Supporting the development of the teachers’ capacities to read how violence permeates and frames the relational dynamics of their territory is part of supporting their creative ability to devise ways to contribute to reframing and restoring relationships. It became apparent that prioritizing care and well-being over externally defined agendas is key.

The prioritization of intergenerational dialogue through the presence of youth facilitators also influenced many of the teachers’ pedagogical reflections. It contributed to questioning some teachers’ preconceived ideas about the involvement of young people in reflecting about the country’s past, present, and future, and it inspired the development of pedagogical proposals that included student perspectives. In addition, the presence of young leaders inspired some participating teachers to design spaces for the leadership of their students in their schools.

The experience of carrying out this teachers’ course reveals some of the tensions, but also the possibilities, of constructive conflict pedagogies. It highlights the importance of attending to the realities and needs of learners, to adapting to emergent tensions, and to centering relationships and well-being. We conclude that with adequate support, particularly through the creation of teacher networks for community learning and emotional support, educators can play an important role in contributing to peacebuilding in schools.
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Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies Teaching about Racialized, Sexualized, and Gendered Violences

Jennifer Brant

Abstract

This chapter offers insights into Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies as ethical encounters for equipping teacher education students to approach conflict, injustice, and pedagogy differently as they develop their own peacebuilding praxis for curating lessons about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences. I extend Indigenous storywork and poetry as curricular tools that carve out pedagogical opportunities for critical and unsettling conversations that prompt a reckoning with settler complicities of contemporary violences that are rooted in troubling histories. The chapter ends by offering exemplars of prompting student engagement with poetry and creative processes through journaling, mind mapping, and developing localized cartographies of justice. As an embodied praxis, felt and textual connections are core to Indigenous maternal praxis and showcase holistic and kinetic approaches to assessment that foster ethical engagement and activism toward peace building.

Introduction

A nation is not conquered until the hearts of its women are on the ground. Then it is done, no matter how brave its warriors nor how strong its weapons—Cheyenne proverb

On the first day of class for a new group of students in a course on Indigenous experiences of racism and settler colonialism, I open by introducing myself in Kanien’kéha [the Mohawk language]. This opening offers a greeting of peace and, as I have come to learn, it is about asking if we are in a place of great peace. This introduction also connects me to my ancestors who support me throughout my work as a professor and remind me of my responsibilities to the coming faces (our unborn relatives) who will be the youngest generations in future classrooms of the teachers I work with. I start the class in this way to position myself, to orient students to my entry point toward a journey of Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies, and to highlight the importance of starting from identity. It is my hope that, through curated assignments, teacher candidates will also learn to position themselves; part of this positioning is understanding one’s relationship to violent histories and can also serve as a starting place for individual and collective reckoning to challenge the contemporary struggles that are rooted in colonial violences.

After an overview of the course, I survey the students to gain a sense of their prior knowledge about Indigenous experiences of racism and settler colonialism. I ask students about their familiarity with the (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada) Calls to Action and most students raise their hands. I ask students about their familiarity with the (National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls) Calls to Justice and observe that only a hand or two is left raised. I also observe students shift a little in their seats; some are visibly disengaged while others appear eager to learn. I know in this moment, that calls on the emotional engagements of Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies, many students become heavier in their seats as they begin to feel “the unbearable weight of history” ( Kovach, 2021 , p. 134).

I let students know that there will be a lot of uncomfortable moments throughout our learning journey together, and these moments will call for collective vulnerability and ethical encounters with terrible human history. I remind students that core to reconciliation is truth telling and that while the course involves historical witnessing, they will also learn about present day violences. Students will become unsettled, as they learn that they are all implicated in these historical and contemporary violences. Indeed, liberatory praxis involves uncomfortable moments and I encourage students to embrace such moments and become inspired about the powerful lessons they will learn through shared poetry readings, memoirs, and other curated readings.

During our final session, students share final creative pieces that address the Calls to Justice and highlight the application of lessons beyond our classroom. Students mobilize knowledge to teach others about Canada’s complicity in racialized, sexualized and gender-based violence. Rather than engage in acts of resistance to lessons about anti-Indigenous racism, each student has read as witness, familiarized themselves with the Calls to Justice and committed to becoming part of an informed national dialogue to foster safe spaces for Indigenous women and girls.

I open this chapter by offering a demographic portrait of an Indigenous woman scholar. As an Indigenous woman in Canada, who was working toward a doctoral degree, I knew the following statements to be true:

•I belonged to the unhealthiest group in the country.

•I could anticipate a life expectancy that is ten years less than that of other women in Canada.

•I was likely to earn 30 percent less than non-Indigenous women with the same educational credentials.

•I was five times more likely to die as a result of violence (this number has risen to eight).

As I was doing my graduate work on the experiences of Indigenous women in education, I was shocked to find that the demographics of Indigenous women in higher education mirrored the demographics of missing and murdered Indigenous women and Indigenous women in prison. I was deeply troubled by this, especially as my own demographic portrait mirrored a demographic portrait of Indigenous women in prison presented by the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies. As I engaged in a multi-pronged literature review, I was continually faced with deficiency narratives and depressing statistics. I came to understand why the late Patricia Monture-Angus (1995) wrote in Thunder in My Soul: A Mohawk Woman Speaks of her amazement that she had landed at Law School in Kingston Ontario rather than in the federal Penitentiary for women “on the other side of the high limestone wall” (p. 48). Like Monture-Angus, both anger and amazement brought me to my journey to university.

There is, however, another integral thread to my reality as an Indigenous woman living on stolen land colonially referred to as Canada: my sense of self is rooted in my Indigeneity as a Haudenosaunee woman and member of a matrilineal community, who writes from the land I know as Turtle Island. When I began writing about the beautiful and tenacious maternal teachings I had learned within my own community, some reviewers felt I lacked deep engagement with the grim statistical and deficiency narratives about Indigenous women in Canada. I could only understand this phenomenon within the colonial and genocidal treatment of Indigenous women in this country. As Emilie Coyle, executive director of the Canadian Association of Elizabeth Fry Societies, explained, “the ongoing over-incarceration of Indigenous people, and in particular Indigenous women, is part of the colonial and genocidal past and present of the Canadian state” (in Marteens & Needham, 2021, p. 1).

These intersecting realities shape my entry point into Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies: the space from where I enter conversation and engage relationally with scholars who theorize about the varying realities of Indigenous womanhood (Brant & Anderson, 2021). From this ontological lens, I understand maternal praxis from a matriarchal viewpoint embedded in kinship principles and lessons about living in harmony with all our relations, including land, water, and our nonhuman relatives. In my teaching and scholarship, I theorize how attending to these knowledge sources can establish powerful learning environments that connect mind, body, and spirit.

This chapter is organized as follows. First, I offer a brief timeline that positions my work in relation to racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences against Indigenous women. I then describe Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies as an “ethical space of engagement” (Ermine, 2007) for equipping teacher education students to approach troubling histories and contemporary injustices through a justice-oriented and liberatory lens. Third, I illustrate how I enact Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies to support teacher educators in developing their own peacebuilding praxis to teach about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences. By drawing on Indigenous storywork and poetry, I showcase how Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies offers transformative, reflexive, and embodied teaching and learning engagements that encourage teacher candidates to bring theory to practice in creative ways, as they imagine their own roles in contributing to social change. Extending Indigenous philosophies of peacebuilding and maternal theory, I offer this work to map out pathways for encountering conflict from a justice-oriented lens for critical and unsettling conversations to prompt informed dialogue, advocacy and activism.

Background and Context

I begin with a timeline of my teaching experiences in relation to the contemporary reality of racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences against Indigenous women.

My first year teaching an Indigenous women’s literature course, in 2012 Loretta Saunders, an Inuk woman from Atlantic Canada, went missing. Saunders was writing a thesis on missing and murdered Indigenous women at the time she went missing. With heightened anxiety and political will to demand justice, I continued to teach and publish about missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls (MMIWG). Several years later, following the release of Forever Loved: Exposing the Hidden Crises of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in Canada (2016)—a collection I co-edited with Dawn Memee Lavell-Harvard—I was asked to present my work at St. Thomas University in Fredericton New Brunswick. Some of Loretta Saunders’s family members were in the audience. Diem Saunders, the sibling of Loretta, became a fierce advocate and testified for the national public inquiry. Diem suddenly died in 2021 following years of advocacy work to raise awareness about MMIWG.

My first year as a faculty member at the University of Manitoba, in 2017, the trial of the man accused of killing fifteen-year-old Tina Fontaine took place. Tina’s remains were recovered from the Red River in Winnipeg. I learned that, the night of her death, Tina had been under the care of the Children’s Aid Society, who housed Tina (unsupervised) in the same hotel where I stayed for my job talk: an Indigenous girl and an Indigenous woman, two very different realities. I thought again of Patricia Monture-Angus’s words and the anger and amazement that brought me to my journey in academia. The morning after the nonguilty verdict for the man accused of killing young Tina, I had driven to campus early to offer a land acknowledgment for an education conference. I remember my shock and grief, that morning, against the backdrop of being asked to read a scripted land acknowledgment.

Returning to Winnipeg as a visiting scholar, in July 2022, I taught a course on Indigenous Methodologies in Education. I cherished my stay in Winnipeg along with my youngest son. We took time to visit the Canadian Human Rights Museum, where I purchased a redress pin. Months later, I would learn that there had been a serial killer targeting Indigenous women in Winnipeg while I was there.

Returning to Winnipeg in the summer of 2023, on a research trip for a study on Indigenous cultural safety in teacher education, I took time to visit Camp Morgan, where a sacred fire had been lit behind the Canadian Human Rights Museum as part of a call for authorities to search the Brady Road Landfill for the remains of the Indigenous women who were killed in 2022.

A week later, in Atlantic Canada, I met with one of the contributors for my second edited collection on missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in Canada. As I arrived at the Indigenous student center on the St. Thomas University campus, I was welcomed with the smell of sweetgrass, cookies, and tea. The physical welcome of the space eased us into deep conversations about how we demand justice for missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in Canada and ensure the voices of Atlantic Canada are heard.

As I am writing today, there have been demonstrations taking place across Canada, urging the government of Canada to call for the search of the Brady Landfill. I share this timeline to offer context for this chapter, to demonstrate how this reality has been threaded throughout my academic career. This violence is ongoing and persistent and can only be understood as part of the ongoing genocide of Indigenous peoples in Canada.

Teaching about Racialized, Sexualized, and Gender-Based Violences

Genocide is a root cause of the violence perpetrated against Indigenous women and girls not only because of the genocidal acts that were and still are perpetrated against them but also because of all the societal vulnerabilities it fosters, which leads to deaths and disappearances and which permeates all aspects of Canadian society today.

(MMIWG Supplementary Report, p. 8)

There is an intergenerational pattern that deepens the genocidal significance of this violence, as alluded to in the above excerpt from the national public inquiry into missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls. As the inquiry documented, these violences are inextricably linked to government policies such as the Indian Act of Canada, the Residential School system of Canada, and the Children’s Aid Society that so often has removed Indigenous children from Indigenous families. This is a reality I knew well before the inquiry began, as it characterizes my lived experience as an Indigenous person. Thus, I bring a personal voice as I scaffold lesson planning throughout the course, so students can piece together the intergenerational pattern as they bear witness to the ongoing violences that are rooted in Canada’s assimilationist policies.

To teach about racialized, sexualized violence requires intentionally curated lessons about the multiple colonial violences that have targeted, and continue to target, Indigenous peoples and communities in Canada. The layered and intricate nature of Indigenous women’s stories helps to curate such lessons. As I wrote in Indigenous Women’s Literature: The Power and Truth of our Words, understanding the power of story is an important pedagogical tool for deconstructing violent histories (Brant, 2024). The realities threaded throughout Indigenous literatures call for a liberatory praxis to foster Indigenous cultural safety and ethical space. By working with Indigenous maternal theory and Indigenous women’s literatures, I developed a praxis for theorizing the terrible with the beauty and power of story (Brant, 1994; Quashie, 2021). Storywork, a term coined by Jo-Ann Archibald (2008), can be understood as a theoretical encounter where stories can be shared and received in ways that engage the heart, mind, body, and spirit. I engage storywork as a theoretical approach to address racialized sexualized and gender-based violences by sharing the pedagogical possibilities of Indigenous literatures as pathways toward safer and more socially just communities for Indigenous women, girls, trans, and two-spirit peoples.

For instance, students are called to read as witness through shared poetry reading, memoirs, and academic essays. Moreover, weaving personal connections throughout the course helps students to understand their own proximity to violence. Students have shared with me the impact reading as witness offers, as they learn about the stories behind the statistics and authors honor the humanity of each story. Engaging the heart, mind, body, and spirit of students also allows them to see their own humanity as they consider their role as agents of social change.

Among the 231 Calls for Justice documented in the final report of the national inquiry into missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls, Reclaiming Power and Place (MMIWG, 2019), is the following call for educators:

11.1 We call upon all elementary, secondary, and post-secondary institutions and education authorities to educate and provide awareness to the public about missing and murdered Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people, and about the issues and root causes of violence they experience …. Such education and awareness must include historical and current truths about the genocide against Indigenous Peoples through state laws, policies, and colonial practices.

Unfortunately, I have seen superficial educational responses to the Calls to Justice. Teaching about treaties and bringing Indigenous culture into the classroom fail to address the ongoing history of genocide and White supremacy that continues to target Indigenous women, families, and communities. Moreover, the focus on highlighting culture, as if it were the solution, continues to problematize Indigenous communities as if this violence were an Indigenous problem and not a national problem or a global femicide (Anderson et. al., 2021). In the political realm, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, among many other leaders, noted that they were more comfortable with the term “cultural genocide” rather than “genocide.” Work on the definition of the term “genocide” and what an ongoing genocide entails has already been done in a supplementary report entitled A Legal Analysis of Genocide from the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls (2019). My point here is that an educational emphasis on culture is a deflection tactic, and it holds educators and community accountable for introducing culture rather than for acknowledging the complicity of the nation-state of Canada.

Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies: Teaching as a Moral Imperative toward Justice

We must teach and theorize about colonial histories if we are to truly imagine peacebuilding. To ignore the violence of the past by silencing particular narratives further perpetuates harm (Brant, 2023). If we only focus on the positive elements of Indigenous culture, the colonial injustices that have been done to Indigenous peoples continue to be denied (Cote-Meek, 2014; Masta, 2016). This silencing is another layer of colonial violence that contributes to settler denialism and amnesia (Regan, 2011). For this reason, I present Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies as a moral imperative toward justice that offers a pedagogical engagement that is transformative and liberatory. Such a praxis involves emotive and reflective work, as students encounter difficult knowledges (Brant, 2023; Wang, 2016). This requires care, as these traumatic histories will open up wounds for some students (Tarc, 2011), and for others they might invite feelings of guilt and resistance—outright denial, disruptive behavior, or disengagement (Rice et al., 2022). As an instructor who has experienced these varying student (teacher candidate) responses, I understand how these can disrupt attempts to foster an ethical and culturally safe learning environment.

Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies can be defined as Indigenous women-centered learning engagements that establish safe and ethical space (Ermine, 2007) for contentious dialogue, heart-to-mind, and emotional learning, through intentionally curated resources and facilitation (Brant, 2023)—to foster agency, advocacy, and activism by connecting curricular content to ongoing social injustices. As a Haudenosaunee scholar, I model the practice of cultural identity theory (Anderson, 2016) by bringing my whole self into the teaching and learning engagement, and I extend an invitation for students, and readers, to do the same.

As an Indigenous scholar from a matriarchal community, my ontological orientation shapes the way I envision peacebuilding and how I seek to co-create an ethical space that invites teacher candidates to initiate conversations about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences (Brant, 2024). This requires reflexive practice to prepare teacher candidates to carry the lessons forward into their own classrooms. Reflexive practice is particularly important in teacher education, especially if we consider the rippling effect of developing critical consciousness, politically informed, and justice-oriented teachers (Wilson et al., 2019).

The Ethical Space of Engagement

A core thread of Indigenous Maternal Praxis involves fostering relational encounters as entry points into ethical spaces of engagement. Thinking alongside Cree scholar Willie Ermine (2007), who defines the ethical space of engagement as sites where disparate worldviews can come together, I prompt teacher candidates to partake in communal engagement by co-constructing a classroom set of ethics that will govern conduct throughout the course. Central to the ethical space of engagement is an awareness of one’s own actions and a commitment to ensure one is not violating or causing harm to the well-being of others. I enact an ethical space of engagement by applying cultural protocols in classrooms that encourage students to be respectful of one another and honor the histories that are carried with us into educational spaces (Brant, 2023).

Indigenous Cultural Safety

Although Indigenous cultural safety has been undertheorized in education, it is another core thread of Indigenous Maternal Praxis. In the educational context, cultural safety is an extension of the ethical space of engagement: an environment where individuals feel respected, safe, and free to express their cultural identities without discrimination (Brant, 2023). It is important to note that Indigenous cultural safety upholds Indigenous cultural integrity and works alongside the ethical space of engagement to foster an environment where students feel safe expressing their Indigeneity. Fostering Indigenous cultural safety entails thoughtfully engaging with Indigenous intellectual thought by citing Indigenous Knowledge Holders, authors, and academics and ensuring that culture is present in the classroom in ways that are not superficial or appropriative. Fostering Indigenous cultural safety also entails a process of truth telling to disrupt student resistances to lessons on colonial histories, as such resistances are intellectually and emotionally harmful.

Curating Material about Racialized, Sexualized, and Gender-based Violences

Theory isn’t just an intellectual pursuit. It is woven within kinetics, spiritual presence, and emotion. It is contextual and relational. It is intimate and personal with individuals themselves holding the responsibilities for finding and generating meaning within their own lives.

(Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, 2014, p. 7)

Simpson’s work highlights the liberatory potential of embodying knowledge. I extend this sentiment in relation to the ethical space of engagement and Indigenous cultural safety in teacher education, to open and prepare learners for the emotional work required to engage in lessons about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences. Indigenous Maternal Pedagogies, then, offer a pedagogical framework that encourages the anti-racist and ethical dialogue necessary for teacher candidates to encounter difficulty, embrace vulnerability, and foster the emotional learning required for meaningful and transformative engagement.

After co-creating the ethical space of engagement that governs the class, teacher candidates are called into reflexivity as they delve into literary testimonies along with thematically curated resources, including memoirs, scholarly articles, documentary films, and poetry, to connect historical and contemporary injustices. To prepare teacher candidates to read Indigenous women’s memoir from a justice-oriented lens, I start with Janice Acoose-Miswonigeesikokwe’s (2016) Iskwewak Kah’Ki Yaw Ni Wahkomakanak: Neither Indian Princesses nor Easy Squaws. Acoose-Miswonigeesikokwe positions Canadian literature as an ideological instrument and a source of disempowerment for Indigenous women. She draws parallels between the derogatory ways Indigenous women have been presented in mainstream literature and the “cultural attitudes that legitimize rape and other kinds of violence against us” (p. 71). In this way, Canadian literature has been a powerful political tool of Indigenous women’s disempowerment and oppression. Next, I assign Beth Brant’s (1994) Writing as Witness: Essay and Talk. In this text, Brant reminds readers of the genealogical legacy of Indigenous women’s literature that continues to empower Indigenous women by positioning Indigenous women’s writing as emancipatory. Collectively, these texts lay the pedagogical foundation for engaging with literary testimony and storytelling about the ongoing attacks on the human rights of Indigenous women, girls, trans, and two-spirit peoples. Powerful autobiographies include Maria Campbell’s (1973) Half-Breed and Morningstar Mercredi’s (2006) Morningstar: A Warrior’s Spirit, which showcase life stories of racism, sexual violence, and struggles with homelessness, prostitution, and addiction.

The stories document the authors’ journeys toward recovery that brought them to their vocations as writers, mentors, and frontline workers and they honor the relational exchange between writing as witness and reading as witness. For instance, Beth Brant (1994), in Writing as Witness, explains: “I desire to make rage a living testament. I desire to heal. I desire to make beauty out of circumstances that are not beautiful. I desire truth” (p. 53). Through a process of reading as witness, teacher candidates are asked to engage with Brant’s words by acknowledging violent histories and imagining socially just futures.

Reading as witness and acknowledging the truth-telling process challenge teacher candidates on an emotional level. Emotive rather than analytical responses support the deep learning and transformation required in lessons about colonial violences. Sharing traumatic stories in classrooms may open new wounds for learners that call for a maternal praxis as a pedagogical mourning space (Tarc, 2011). For this reason, the ethical space of engagement is re-introduced to call students into an ethical encounter with uncomfortable dialogue, with the intention of supporting critical empathy to confront colonial injustices, and plant seeds for social change. This pedagogical space embraces the whole learner and prompts creative acts of resistance to injustices and human rights abuses. Thus, while it is important that students are able to draw societal connections from the readings, it is also important for them to see themselves in relation to the course material.

For instance, I engage in relational activities through shared poetry readings. Two of the poems that seem to work really well to engage teacher candidates in thinking about ethical spaces are Pauline Johnson’s A Cry from an Indian Wife and The Song My Paddle Sings (in Johnson, reprinted, 1997). Bringing these two poems together tends to support teacher candidates in shared dialogue about truth and reconciliation and draw conversation from some of my more disengaged students. Moreover, the poems tend to support teacher candidates by offering cross-disciplinary opportunities for them to lean into their own teachable. As an example, students specializing in history reflect on the time period of Johnson’s writing and make connections to Canada’s North-West Resistance of 1885. Students with an English teachable seem drawn to the Elizabethan influence evident in Johnson’s poetry. These reactions prompt conversations that highlight the humanity of Pauline Johnson, a powerful writer whose poetry and short stories brought her international fame over a century ago. Pauline Johnson’s poetry, written in the late 1800s, offers a timestamp for students to make connections to the complicity of White feminists who supported the forced sterilizations of Indigenous women during Johnson’s time (Brant, 2023). Students are also called to witness the silencing and erasure of Pauline Johnson, particularly her writing on racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violence. While the poems offer an intellectual break in some of the heavier content, they also invite students to think critically about the violent erasure of Indigenous women.

As curricular tools, Indigenous women’s writings, alongside evidence of racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences, foster reflexive and embodied engagement for prompting sociopolitical action. I ask teacher candidates to map out cartographies of violence (Sabzalian, 2018) through geographical and historical witnessing. To prepare teacher candidates to map out cartographies of violence, they bear witness to authors’ life stories by watching keynote addresses from the Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women’s Conference held in Regina Saskatchewan in 2008. For instance, after we watch Maria Campbell’s keynote address, I ask them to reflect on Campbell’s statement that “patriarchy and misogyny are so ingrained in our society, and our silence makes them normal.” I then introduce students to three recent examples from 2015 to 2016, to demonstrate the ongoing acceptance and normalization of racialization and sexualization of Indigenous women and girls: (1) a restaurant menu, (2) a fashion line, and (3) a mural painted during a cultural festival. Each example, described more fully in Rematriating Justice: Honouring Our Missing Sisters (Brant and Lavell-Harvard, 2024), took place during the height of the call for a national inquiry into missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in Canada.

Collectively, the scholarly writings, memoirs, poetry, and documentaries, alongside concrete examples of the societal normalization of misogyny, demonstrate that racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences are built into the development of Canada, as alluded to in the Cheyenne proverb that opens this chapter. Indeed, the disempowerment of Indigenous women, who were the backbone of many of the communities that governed the lands colonially referred to as Canada, was an intentional strategy of colonial expansion. In the years following contact, Canada imposed assimilationist policies, moralizing campaigns, and legislation that not only sought to control Indigenous women but also encouraged continuing racist and sexist ideas about Indigenous women to take deep root in the settler mindset. This troubling history, and the contemporary aftermath of ongoing racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences against Indigenous women and girls, cannot be addressed by simply infusing culture into our classrooms as some settler scholars are doing. In contrast, my approach to teaching about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences uses thematic scaffolding of assigned readings, vivid examples, guided discussion, and assessment throughout the course, to offer teacher candidates opportunities for reflexivity, for staying with and embracing difficult knowledges, and for working through emotion within the ethical space of engagement.

Embodied Encounters

To highlight the importance of supporting embodied encounters, I turn back to Call to Justice 11.1 that calls upon teachers to “educate and provide awareness to the public about missing and murdered Indigenous women, girls, and 2SLGBTQQIA people, and about the issues and root causes of violence they experience.” As we reflect on this call, alongside the lack of awareness teacher candidates have about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violences when they arrive in a professional teacher education program as demonstrated in my opening vignette, it is evident that pedagogical preparedness is crucial. For me, this call requires that I introduce lessons about MMIWG in teacher education to prompt agency, advocacy, and activism, supporting the future generation of teachers to engage in liberatory praxis in their own classrooms. Simply put, I encourage teacher candidates to take ownership of their own learning by engaging relationally with course material even though it is difficult and emotionally challenging.

Despite some initial resistances to my course, teacher candidates are engaged to become truth tellers in a final creative work that prompts them to consider their own role as an agent of social change. I encourage intergenerational, fluid work that is layered, embodied, and felt, to offer intellectual space that prompts engagement and creation of outputs to be cherished beyond the completion of the course. To this end, I curate assignments as embodied encounters through creative processes. My goal in assigning creative tasks is to foster a meaningful connection between each learner and course material that will enhance their learning and allow them to incorporate their voice throughout their work. A final open-ended assignment involves teacher candidates in working with poetry and creative processes through journaling, mind mapping, and developing localized cartographies of justice. Kinetic and textual (story bundling) connections are core elements of embodied Indigenous maternal praxis that showcase holistic approaches to assignments for fostering ethical engagement and activism toward decolonial feminism and peacebuilding. For instance, some students focus on story bundling by connecting poetry to memoir against the backdrop of core literary themes. Some teacher candidates have worked with textile craft, such as creating story quilts, to document their journeys throughout the course. Others have curated photo essays to document new relations to land through a social justice lens. For some learners, this involves activism and community engagement; others develop curricular material such as lesson plans that can be used in their future classrooms to promote awareness and change. This action-oriented process aligns with Betasamosake Simpson’s (2014) notion that theory is more than an intellectual pursuit. The creative assignment offers a pathway for teacher candidates to weave spirit and emotion through a process that is inherently contextual and relational, to imagine altered possibilities. Most importantly, it prepares teachers to respond to Call to Justice 11.1.

Final Reflections

I will end this chapter by echoing the sentiments expressed in the MMIWG supplementary report, Reclaiming Power and Place (2019): the genocide of Indigenous peoples is ongoing, and teaching about this violence when another sister has gone missing is heavy. As I am writing this from the comfort of my home, 22-year-old Cambria Harris is still camped outside of the Brady Landfill to demand the search for her mother’s remains. It is my hope that the search will be completed long before this chapter moves to publication. Yet, like my foremothers who fuel my writing and classroom praxis, I am not naïve. It is with fury and rage that I continue to write for justice, and it is with a vision of peace that I carry forward the beautiful words of Lee Maracle: “Still, I am not tragic!”

I am honored to learn from a rich genealogy of decolonial feminist scholars, as I have expressed throughout this chapter. Indeed, the “profound literature of experience” developed by Indigenous women (Million, 2008, p. 272) remains at the core of my praxis and supports me to theorize the terrible in beautiful ways that restore humanity. Throughout my pedagogical praxis, I work to introduce teacher candidates to a wide array of scholarship and art that encourages them to also speak from a place of power and to write from personal experiences in ways that are authentic, meaningful and call for justice.
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Commentary: Students and Teachers Navigating Difficult Histories

Paula Mantilla-Blanco

Abstract

Engaging with difficult histories is a challenging but fundamental dimension of constructive conflict pedagogies. In this commentary chapter, I trace the assumed relationships between educating about the past and fostering democratic peacebuilding. The four chapters in this section illustrate the relevance of taking a historical lens and embracing discomfort when teaching about and amidst violence. The authors contribute a rich look into how teachers and students navigate difficult histories across contexts, sharing examples of careful pedagogical practices that respond to the experiences and identities of students and teachers. The individual- and community-centered approach that the authors take is an invitation to take on the challenge of addressing violent pasts through education carefully and critically.

Introduction

Conflict permeates educational spaces in multiple ways. Teachers, students, and the interactions among them are embedded in broader social contexts, which are often framed by difficult histories and injustices. Intentionally broad, the notion of “difficult histories” spans violent pasts and presents, disputed narratives, and emotionally distressing topics that remain relevant in the present (Britzman, 2000; Cole, 2007; Gross & Terra, 2018; Guthrie, 2016; Zembylas, 2014). These histories can shape classrooms because they are addressed or omitted in curricula and policy, because they affect the context where schooling takes place, and because they shape the identities and realities of the individuals who partake in the process. Whether their defining difficulty lies in the content itself or in the process of teaching and learning about it, navigating difficult histories is one of the most pressing challenges that educators face.

In this section, Natasha Robinson, Michelle Bellino and Angela Bermúdez, María José Bermeo and Diego Nieto, and Jennifer Brant offer rich perspectives on how teachers and students navigate difficult histories. They draw on a range of contexts—South Africa, two areas of Colombia, and Canada—and reflect on specific activities, resources, and pedagogical practices. Each of these texts illustrates the value of grappling with the past as a defining piece of the present and a fundamental step toward building the future. In this commentary, I weave together these four chapters to argue for addressing difficult histories in constructive conflict pedagogies. I begin by revisiting the main contributions of each chapter to discuss one fundamental assumption guiding this work: namely, considering how the past matters to peacebuilding education. Highlighting the authors’ focus on specific pedagogical practices, the rest of the commentary examines the part’s overarching contributions to the practice of navigating difficult histories. These four chapters are a compelling call to center context, identity, and community when imagining constructive ways of engaging with difficult histories.

Difficult Histories and Peacebuilding: A Case for Discomfort

The chapters featured in this collection make a strong case for discomfort—for engaging with difficult histories critically and intentionally, despite the challenges inherent to reframing histories of violence and injustice. While acknowledging that history education remains a field of dispute, scholars examining education in conflict-affected settings have consistently stressed that educating about a violent past and educating for a peaceful future are inextricable goals (Bellino et al., 2017; Cole, 2007; Davies, 2017). In line with work in this field, these chapters part from the assumption that the past matters for the present and future, offering practical insight into how to engage constructively with difficult histories through education.

Each chapter contributes examples of pedagogical approaches to difficult histories, reflecting on the importance of individual agency and social context. Specifically, Robinson draws on three case studies from history classrooms in Cape Town to argue for the importance of teaching a “usable past”—history that can help students to understand and interpret their own social context and identity, ultimately helping them to navigate the present. Bellino and Bermúdez, for their part, highlight the strategies teachers in Bogotá used in navigating the challenge of students’ diverse proximities to Colombia’s armed conflict. Bermeo and Nieto discuss pedagogies implemented during a teacher training workshop in another part of Colombia, Tumaco, where participants explored how to integrate the work of memory and truth into locally relevant teaching practice. Not least, Brant reflects on her own experience creating and embodying Indigenous maternal pedagogies in teacher education in Canada. Situating herself and her classes against the backdrop of ongoing colonial oppression and violence against Indigenous women and girls, she narrates a process of curating learning material about racialized, sexualized, and gender-based violence. In each case, the authors center the students and teachers who partake in constructive conflict pedagogies and describe specific examples of pedagogical practice tailored to their contexts. These efforts make this collection a much-needed contribution to the question of how engaging with difficult histories in the classroom can contribute to peacebuilding.

The premise that addressing the past is essential to build a better future is at the heart of historical approaches to education for peacebuilding, and it underlies each of the chapters in this part. As a Colombian researcher whose work focuses on the links between memory-making and peacebuilding, I am attuned to the many challenges of addressing, experiencing, and transforming difficult histories. I enter this collection with the knowledge that the all-too-simplistic assumed boundaries between past, present, and future become increasingly blurred in the face of violence, as difficult histories continue to shape the lives of teachers and students, and thus addressing the past is an inescapable dimension of peacebuilding.

As a whole, this section suggests that pedagogical encounters with difficult histories are challenging but worthwhile. First, because difficult pasts are rarely confined in the past, and second, because addressing them is essential for the future. These dual links—past-present and past-future—highlight how difficult histories matter for students and teachers, as well as for building a sustainable peace. The first relationship—the past-present link—becomes tangible in lived experiences of historically grounded injustices and structural violence. As the chapters in this part illustrate, ignoring the historical underpinnings of present-day injustice is naïve at best, and it can result in damaging narratives or unprobed assumptions that legitimate inequalities. Robinson’s parallel examples of the different ways in which three teachers discussed the legacy of apartheid offer a compelling case for the value of a critical historical lens. As she shows, historicizing present-day experiences matters to those who live them because it allows them to understand themselves and their families, creating space for marginalized identities.

The second relationship—the past-future link—is much more elusive, yet it is the driving force of much pedagogical work around difficult histories. Each of the chapters embraces, to some extent, the assumption that building sustainable, democratic peace would do well to take a historical lens. To Brant, confronting colonial injustices is part of a moral imperative toward justice and should plant seeds for social change. To Bellino and Bermúdez, engaging with difficult histories, both near and apparently further away, contributes to facilitating collective understanding and commitment to peacebuilding. To Bermeo and Nieto, having difficult conversations is important to break cycles of violence and to build alternative futures. For Robinson, a usable past should allow students to discern ways to transform their communities.

Both in these chapters and broadly in the field of education, however, the transformative power of difficult histories continues to be somewhat conjectural. Conflict-affected societies often struggle with grave concerns over how revisiting the past could hinder reconciliation, grappling with the “double-edged dangers of too much and too little memory” (Minow, 1998, p. 119; see also Bird & Ottanelli, 2015; Jelin, 2014). Yet difficult histories cannot be constructively avoided because social transformation requires, at the very least, understanding what needs to be transformed. Engaging critically with the past and its legacies holds the potential to open new pathways for building just peace. As an example of this potential, Brant argues that positioning the self in relationship with violent histories is a way to understand how we are each implicated in violence, to prompt informed advocacy and activism.

Despite its importance and potential, embracing discomfort through pedagogy requires a careful approach. In response to the challenges of navigating difficult histories, these four chapters interrogate how large-scale violence trickles down to classroom-level practices. In doing so, they bring to the fore two overarching considerations that can inform historical approaches to constructive conflict pedagogies. First, this section is an invitation to consistently “read the (class)room” when navigating difficult histories. By acknowledging and responding to the many realities, experiences, and identities that come together in classroom spaces, educators ought to contextualize their practice. Second, each of the stories captured in these chapters is a welcome reminder that pedagogies are not simply designed and implemented; they are also experienced by teachers and students. Understood as experiences, pedagogies can be revictimizing, empowering, or emotional. It is essential to be mindful of how pedagogies are embodied and how they feel to those who participate in them. I reflect on these themes below.

“Reading the (Class)Room” to Understand and Transform Context

Context matters. This premise underlies educational practices across the board, and it is at the core of recent calls to contextualize peace education (Corredor et al., 2018; Trifonas & Wright, 2013; Zembylas, 2017). In this section, the authors examine in a variety of cases how exactly context matters. Bermeo and Nieto discuss how the continued presence of armed conflict and criminal violence surrounding schools in Tumaco was an inescapable frame for teachers’ experiences. The authors point out that tending to the material, relational, and situational needs of a given place and time requires taking a territorial approach. In this case, that meant viewing schools—and teachers’ ability or inability to teach within them—as situated within a broader conflict-tinted map of the city. In the case of Canada, Brant delves into how historical and social contexts shape classrooms and those within them, offering a poignant glimpse into her own reckoning with the violence that has framed her trajectory as a scholar and a teacher. She consistently situates the reader in a reflexive dialogue with the distressing events happening in the background, actively reminding us how difficult continuing histories can motivate justice-oriented pedagogies. Whether context entails active combat (Bermeo and Nieto), ongoing racialized and sexualized violence (Brant), or structural inequalities and intergenerational marginalization (Bellino and Bermúdez, Robinson), these chapters show how pedagogies can reckon with the world that exists around them.

Understanding this context can also become a pedagogical aim in itself. As the chapters by Robinson and Bellino and Bermúdez point out, engaging pedagogically with difficult histories can help young people to understand and historicize their lived experiences. In the examples the authors share, teaching about the past and ongoing conflict in a constructive ways—while challenging—is an important step in fostering transformation. Robinson argues that students’ explanations for their life circumstances shape the ways in which they respond to injustice. Creating opportunities for them to historicize their family stories and see the past from the standpoint of the present thus becomes essential. In one of the cases Robinson analyzes, the teacher’s decision to center issues that were recognizable to students was successful in helping students to find the roots of their own life experiences in the narrative. In a similar fashion, Bellino and Bermúdez discuss some strategies that teachers used to challenge disengaged students’ distancing from conflict, such as making space in the curriculum to discuss urban violence. Notably, they also emphasize that students who were “too close” to violent conflict also needed opportunities to deepen their understanding.

In settings as distinct as Cape Town, South Africa, and Bogotá, Colombia, these authors remind us, teachers can help students to contextualize, historicize, and otherwise situate themselves within broader phenomena. In doing so, they can help to understand the world that exists and envision the one they want to create. One of the key reasons for this understanding-to-transformation link is that, by finding the self within historical narratives, students can feel better connected to history and in turn are more likely to feel responsible for transcending violence. This link between connectedness and action, as Bellino and Bermúdez call it—or what I refer to as the link between closeness and transformation (Mantilla-Blanco, 2023)—is a fundamental bridge from passive empathy to active peacebuilding. By finding the ways in which we are implicated in continuing systemic and direct violence, not as a distant reality but as something that is connected to our lives, we can begin to envision how we might be able to embrace our agency in building peace.

Experienced Pedagogies: How Individuals and Communities Experience Pedagogy

Each of these four chapters is firmly centered on the experiences of students and teachers in each context. This view of pedagogies as embodied, experienced practices is a fundamental dimension of constructive conflict pedagogy, as it brings to the fore how difficult histories may affect those who learn and teach about them. If engaging with difficult histories entails accepting discomfort, then it is essential to navigate such discomfort with care and kindness. Education in contexts of crisis has long argued for the importance of teachers’ and students’ well-being, the emotional dimensions of navigating difficult histories, and the importance of care (Falk et al., 2022; Vaittinen et al., 2019; Williams, 2017; Zembylas, 2017). The chapters in this part contribute examples of the different acts of care that teachers and students perform and the challenges they face in coming together to discuss violent pasts.

One overarching thread in this section is the focus on the individuals who engage in pedagogies: the identities they bring into educational spaces, the emotive work that goes into teaching and learning, and the way they grapple with making sense of difficult histories. For example, Brant reflects on the importance of bringing her whole authentic self into the classroom and encouraging all learners to do the same. As part of this process, she offers pedagogical space for participants to share traumatic stories, mourn, and embrace the other to prompt resistance to and transformation of injustices. These cases illustrate ways in which educators can counter the illusion that students are merely knowledge receivers and, instead, recognize them as whole, complex human beings. Robinson echoes this person-centered approach by considering the balance between the disciplinary norms of history and the way history makes people feel about themselves. Following one focal student per school, she argues for a usable past that engages with the social realities of marginalized and other students and their families, as well as their affective reactions to history. Bringing emotion, identity, and the self into focus, the stories collected in these chapters acknowledge the personal dimensions of teaching and learning.

Along with the experiences of individuals, the authors of these chapters engage with the communities who partake in constructive conflict pedagogies. In other words, they shed light on the interactions and relationships through which peacebuilding teaching and learning communities are built, strengthened, and challenged. The sum of individuals is distinct from the community who participates in a given pedagogical moment. This implicit focus allows each of the authors to inquire into the types of relationships that educators need to nurture so as to build peace and democracy. Bellino and Bermúdez explicitly outline how constructive conflict pedagogies ought to work to build relationships with and among students, to foster understanding and instill a commitment to transformation. They argue that relationships are central to pedagogical opportunities such as student disclosures—moments where students open up about being victims or share difficult personal stories. The possibility to open up depends on trust, and teachers’ responses to a moment of disclosure can cement or hinder such trust.

Moving outside of the classroom context, Bermeo and Nieto’s chapter illustrates the creation of a teacher network where multiple perspectives can coexist. Teachers’ exposure to opposing opinions and shared difficulties serve as a motor for pedagogical creativity and a model for democratic peacebuilding dialogue. They reflect on how teacher training workshops modeled intergenerational, horizontal dialogue, and they illustrate a concrete moment when the teaching team chose to implement a restorative circle to rebuild a relationship that had been fractured through an activity. By creating a space for community-building and continuing to foster trusting relationships, this case shows, educational communities can model and practice convivencia (cooperative living together) and prompt transformation. In turn, the relationships that are built or even healed through pedagogy signify one step toward societal-level understanding and reconciliation.

Concluding Remarks

This section brings together four distinct expressions of pedagogies for encountering difficult histories. Through the stories of teachers and students in Canada, South Africa, and Colombia, the authors bring to life the everyday pedagogical practices through which individuals and communities navigate these histories. The expectation remains firmly oriented toward the goals of peacebuilding, justice, and democracy. Beginning from the reality that navigating difficult pasts and presents is necessary but not straightforward, these chapters offer a window into strategies and avenues for addressing the past constructively. They compel us to see how exactly context matters, inviting educators to consistently “read the (class)room” through a critical lens. The examples that authors share, the students and teachers whose voices build each chapter, and the reflexive questioning about the scope of action that educational actors have all illustrated how conflict trickles into classroom spaces and what educators can do within their classrooms to be caring within uncaring and violent structures.

Framing educational spaces within broader social and political dynamics, while tending to the micro-level interactional aspects of educational practice, these four chapters compel us to foreground context, identity, and community when imagining ways of navigating difficult histories through education. Grounded in the premise that addressing the past matters to people and to the future, the authors make the case for taking the risk to engage with difficult histories, even if indirectly. Because this process is sure to be unsettling, the authors show a range of potential pedagogical choices to handle discomfort with care. In sum, this part is a call to engage with history through kindness: not to shy away from difficult histories but to consider the individuals whose selves shape and are shaped by education when envisioning peace pedagogy.
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Dealing with Conflicted Heritage in Cyprus: Implications for Teaching and Learning

Constadina Charalambous

Abstract

Cultural Heritage (e.g., monuments, languages, cultural practices) is often celebrated and discussed in terms of preservation (Charalambous, 2019). However, heritage can also be associated with conflict and stigma, posing challenges for learners and educators. This chapter explores these issues through three linguistic ethnographic projects conducted between 2006 and 2016 in Greek-Cypriot classrooms. Following a period of intense ethnonationalism culminating with the 1974 war, Cyprus has been de facto divided, with (mainly) Turkish Cypriots residing in the northern part of the island, and Greek Cypriots in the south. The chapter examines the relationship between heritage, conflict, and peacebuilding through critical heritage studies (Smith, 2012) and presents classroom examples where children had Turkish as a home language or learned it as a foreign language. The analysis highlights the challenges educators and students face in confronting hegemonic narratives and underscores the need for pedagogies that are sensitive and reflective, questioning taken-for-granted concepts like translanguaging and intercultural communication.

Introduction

Interview with sixteen-year-old Greek-Cypriot learner of Turkish, 2013:

Researcher: Why did you choose [to study] Turkish?

Christina: I chose it because it’s an easy language, and for better marks, … and my grandfather also told me that Turkish is good because supposedly, if they co- when the Cyprus Problem gets resolved we may have Turks {here}, and we should understand the things they say, so I thought about it and selected it

Researcher: So erm does your grandfather know Turkish?

Christina: Eerm because he fought in the war he knew some words from before, but my great-grandfather knows quite a bit

Researcher: Ah where from?

Christina: Because he fought too, and also my great-grandfather lived through the time that Turkish-Cypriots lived here as well.

In Cyprus and beyond, national security is increasingly being evoked in relation to heritage and language learning, while armed conflict and other geopolitical developments create insecurity for many language learners. This chapter looks at some challenges and complications in language learning posed by interethnic conflict, arguing that the learning context needs to be carefully studied in order to design sensitive peacebuilding-relevant pedagogies. The interview excerpt at the beginning illustrates some of these challenges in the conflict-affected context of Cyprus: the Turkish language holds for Greek Cypriots an ambivalent position, being simultaneously part of a history of coexistence and part of a legacy of conflict and family traumas.

“Conflicted heritage” (Charalambous, 2019) is a way of conceptualizing this ambivalent relation with a language that is both intimate and foreign, and of exploring the potential contribution of language education that embraces this ambivalence to peace and reconciliation. Drawing on Critical Heritage Studies, I foreground the practices of producing, interpreting, managing, displaying, or silencing language-as-heritage in classrooms. Taking into account the long history of violent conflict between the Greek-speaking and Turkish-speaking communities in Cyprus, I focus on Greek-Cypriot primary and secondary classrooms where (a) Turkish was taught as a foreign language to Greek Cypriots and (b) Turkish was the home language of some of those students, who had migration backgrounds. Using some examples from lessons, I show ways teachers may handle a conflicted heritage in the classroom, highlighting important issues in language pedagogies for peace and reconciliation: the role of emotions/affect, attention to silences and inarticulateness, and recognizing how learners are members of families and communities. I argue that it is increasingly important to consider the pedagogical possibilities of situations where languages carry the stigma of conflict, involve deeply felt disputes over identity, or are associated with feelings of insecurity and collective trauma.

Heritage Language Education: Diversity and Conflict

The term “heritage language education” has gained prominence and provoked debates in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere. The term implies relationships among speakers, languages, spaces, and communities, and defining who is a “heritage speaker” is a contentious issue in the literature (Charalambous, 2019). Some criticism has been directed toward celebratory discourses that romanticize bilingualism without considering the realities of living in multilingual and multicultural environments (Harris, 2006). The frequent representation of languages as reified and belonging to the past rather than the living present also has been critiqued (Blackledge & Creese, 2008; García, Zakharia, & Otcu, 2012).

Political contexts surround heritage language education. For example, neoliberalism promotes heritage languages as resources for economic growth providing access to multilingual markets. In contrast, (in)securitization “attends to enemies, terrorists, traitors, ‘inferior races’ and the military; walls and fortifications take over from institutional ladders and market flows … language serves as shibboleth and weapon, not just for measurement or profit” (Rampton et al., 2023, p. 303).

Indeed, since the political changes emerging after the attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, certain heritage languages are increasingly seen as a national resource against security threats (van Deusen-Scholl, 2003). Concurrently, languages are also important in situations of intergroup conflict and peacebuilding. As Kelly (2012) points out, language difference is frequently a marker of intergroup conflict, addressed in contrasting ways.

The otherness of language is a fundamental dimension of encounters in conflict …. Confronted by the mark of the Other, participants in a conflict may choose to accentuate the language difference or seek ways of attenuating it. In either case, their choices are an integral part of the relationships they establish, whether hostile, friendly or neutral.

(p. 239–40)

However, when a deeply divided society struggles to move beyond a conflict-troubled past, the boundaries between “friends” and “enemies,” “us” and “them,” become blurred, as discourses of conflict coexist with emerging discourses of reconciliation. Similarly, the boundaries between “heritage” and “foreign” languages are often blurred within a security agenda that creates precarious and undesirable identities for speakers and learners of particular languages. For example, Zakharia and Bishop (2013) describe how Arabic bilingual education in New York was limited by policymakers’ security agenda, with negative implications for schools and learners. Similarly, Khan (2016) describes a paradox in Arabic heritage language education in the UK: despite the growing demand for Arabic linguistic skills by the British military and intelligence, Muslims are simultaneously depicted as a “suspect community,” enduring heightened surveillance, scrutiny, and distrust.

So, what happens when a language bears the mark of Otherness? What may be the role of language pedagogies in attempts to rework the fine line between hostility and reconciliation? So far, not much has been said about how language itself may be seen as conflicted heritage.

Critical Heritage Studies: Contestations and Conflict

Managing sociopolitical contestations around heritage is inherently troubling when it is associated with collective memories and narratives of war, suffering, and trauma. Scholarly accounts of how cultural heritage is handled in conflicted contexts can help to deepen discussions on language heritage education as a form of potentially constructive conflict pedagogy.

In contrast to traditional emphases on the preservation of material monuments, songs, or endangered languages, critical heritage studies view heritage as a dynamic collection of social, cultural, and political practices encompassing the varied ways and purposes with which people select, interact with, construe, and use their own and others’ heritage (Smith, 2012; Waterton & Smith, 2010). Heritage emerges, therefore, as a multilayered concept, the result of how people interpret and utilize elements of a historical past to meet current needs and future aspirations: “a dynamic, and socially contextualized, cultural process involving the use of the past in the present” (Giblin, 2014, p. 502).

This approach to heritage enables us to examine heritage language education as a set of cultural and political processes and practices, shifting our analytic attention to “the value and meaning one gives in specific uses or denials” of the semiotic resources that are viewed as heritage (Constantinou & Hatay, 2010, p. 1602). Thus, language is associated with speakers’ everyday lives, as individuals and communities actively engage in “the intangible practices, traditions and stories that surround [heritage], the multiple ways individuals and communities relate and give meaning to it” (ibid.).

Within this frame, critical heritage studies highlight issues of contestation: “Heritage is accompanied by a complex and often conflicting array of identifications and potential conflicts, not least when heritage places and objects are involved in issues of legitimization of power structures” (Graham, 2002, p. 1006). This approach allows us to connect language education with a broad range of social and political practices for managing conflict and conflicted heritage. These practices usually include three main concerns (Charalambous, 2019):

(a)Conflict around heritage, such as disputes over ownership, divergent representations, and authenticity of representations.

(b)“Unwanted” or “dissonant” heritage, where nation-states represent certain heritage as not aligned with official identity narratives or as aligned to a less glorified past (Macdonald, 2006; Šešić & Mijatović, 2014).

(c)Negotiating heritage in peacebuilding and reconciliation processes, as a crucial element of restoring societies after armed conflict (Giblin, 2014; Waterton & Smith, 2010).

Heritage is thus an important dimension of post-armed-conflict processes, whether it is used to “heal” conflict wounds or to “hurt” by perpetuating the remembrance of violence and animosity (Giblin, 2014).

In this chapter, I use the notion of conflicted heritage to foreground the connection between language (education) and a conflict-troubled past, and the potential for reconciliation. This notion draws attention to the subtle interactional negotiations around heritage taking place in language classrooms, that carry social and political implications in (post-)conflict struggles and processes of (in)securitization. Below, after providing some context, I illustrate and discuss episodes of Turkish language teaching and speaking in Greek-Cypriot education, demonstrating the implications of some challenges faced by educators and students.

Turkish Language and the Cyprus Conflict: A Policy History and Three Research Projects

Greek-speaking and Turkish-speaking communities have coexisted in Cyprus for approximately four centuries. This prolonged contact has left its mark on the two language varieties spoken on the island (Cypriot Greek and Cypriot Turkish), evident in their shared lexicon (Hadjipieris & Kapatas, 2015). However, mid-twentieth-century nationalism and increasing hostility between the two communities had a detrimental effect on Greek-Turkish or Turkish-Greek bilingualism. Language became deeply intertwined with oppositional (Greek or Turkish) identities and speaking the language of the “enemy” was considered undesirable and even perceived as a betrayal (Kızılyürek & Gautier–Kizilyürek, 2004; Ozerk, 2001).

When Cyprus gained independence from British administration in 1960, both Greek and Turkish were recognized as official languages in the Constitution of the new Republic. They were used side by side in all state institutions, organizations, and official documents, as well as on road signs, stamps, coins, and currency. Nevertheless, nationalist discourses ultimately undermined the sovereignty of the new state. In 1963, violence erupted, leading Turkish Cypriots to relocate to ethnic enclaves, and in 1974, a pro-Greek coup ousted the legal president of the Republic. A week later, war broke out and Turkish troops occupied the northern third of the island. As a result, Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots were forced to move to the southern and northern parts of the island, respectively resulting in the de facto division of the island with a UN-patrolled buffer zone in between the two sides.

After 1974, communication between the two communities was suspended until 2003. During this time, both sides engaged in intense projects of postwar nation-building, reinforcing the physical and cultural division of the island. Although no recent violence has occurred, the perception of Turks as a security threat became institutionalized in Greek-Cypriot society and evident in media, public discussions, and education. Despite this tension, Turkish remains an official language of the Republic of Cyprus and is used alongside Greek in the government-controlled areas (southern part of the island). However, until 2003, Turkish was not taught in any Greek-Cypriot school curriculum.

Since the 1990s, Greek-Cypriot society has experienced increased diversification due to significant migration. In the 2021 Census, migrants made up approximately 21 percent of the population, coming from various backgrounds, such as the Pontus region of Turkey, Eastern Europe, South-East Asia, and political or war refugees from Syria and Iran. In response to demographic changes, intercultural education was introduced in state schools in 2001. Despite some progress, dominant conflict narratives still pose challenges to the effective implementation of intercultural education (Zembylas et al., 2016). Concurrently, the continuing educational objective of “I don’t forget” reinforces a dominant collective remembrance narrative of the 1974 war that perpetuates the ethos of conflict, solidifying the boundaries between “us” and “enemies” (Christou, 2007) and establishing certain ways of talking and feeling in relation to the conflict in school settings (Zembylas et al., 2014).

However, following the signing of the EU accession treaty and the partial lifting of movement restrictions across the buffer zone in Nicosia in April 2003, two educational policies appeared to transcend the established educational ideologies of hostility. In 2003, immediately after the opening of checkpoints which allowed communication between the two sides, the Republic of Cyprus introduced Turkish as a foreign language option (among other options) for Greek-Cypriot students in secondary school (16–17-year-olds). This was an emblematic gesture of reconciliation, the first time the Turkish language was recognized in Greek-Cypriot formal education. Accompanied by reconciliatory rhetoric, language learning was seen as a step toward improving intercommunal relations (Charalambous, 2013). Nonetheless, due to the absence of a political settlement, attending Turkish classes was often highly controversial.

These classes were the focus of two linguistic ethnographic projects presented together here. Both projects combined ethnographic observations (thirty-two and seventy-eight hours, respectively) and interviews with students (twenty-one and sixty-two), teachers (three and three), and ministry officials (six), with discourse analysis of policy documents including curricula and of classroom interaction. This research revealed how motivations for enrolling in these classes varied significantly, including reasons such as finding a future job, national security (learning the language of the enemy), reconciliation, and attempting to reconnect with a shared preconflict Cypriot heritage and identity (Charalambous, 2019).

Another policy that marked a shift in the ideological orientation of Greek-Cypriot education was introduced in 2008. It encouraged schools at all levels to foster a “culture of peaceful coexistence” between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots through various activities, including emphasizing common vocabulary between the local Greek and Turkish language varieties. This initiative sparked intense public and educational debates. Many teachers believed it overlooked local sensitivities or promoted a leftist agenda (Charalambous et al., 2013). As a result, the policy’s actual implementation outcomes were relatively limited and problematic (Zembylas et al., 2016).

Teachers’ reactions and interpretations of the Peaceful Coexistence policy, together with the ways they implemented it—or not—were the focus of the research project, “Investigating the Obstacles and Possibilities for Reconciliation and Peaceful Coexistence” (2009–11), in which I worked as a research fellow. Phase 1 of this research included an analysis of the policy’s text and intertextual connections, alongside teachers’ reactions to it. Phase 2 consisted of ethnographic case studies of six classrooms. Phase 3 involved a planned intervention: teachers attended six three-hour training seminars on peace and reconciliation, followed by designing and teaching peace education lessons, which were recorded and discussed in subsequent interviews (Zembylas et al., 2016).

This chapter draws on examples from the third phase of the research (Charalambous et al., 2020; P. Charalambous et al., 2016), from the classroom of Thalia (pseudonym), at a school with a very diverse population. From the eleven children (8–9 years old), only one was Greek Cypriot; the rest had Greek as a second language. Turkish was the home language of six students from different backgrounds (Bulgaria and Pontic region).

Turkish as Conflicted Heritage

The precarious status of the Turkish language in Greek-Cypriot education and society deeply affected learners’ experiences. Even though Turkish is an official language of the Republic it cannot be taught as a second language for Greek Cypriots, because due to Cyprus’ de facto separation Turkish is largely absent from everyday life in the Greek-speaking areas. In school curricula, Turkish was offered as a foreign language option, but it was not seen as foreign by teachers and students, in fact it was introduced in a “Measures of Support” package for Turkish Cypriots. While the traditional notion of “heritage language” could spark strong reactions from Greek Cypriots, the reconceptualization of heritage offered earlier allows us to see the Turkish language in Cyprus as part of a conflicted heritage whose meanings and uses are negotiated in context.

Both educational policies examined here acknowledged the role of heritage in restoring relations after armed conflict. In the first policy, the introduction of Turkish was clearly represented as part of postconflict processes, and it was intended to cultivate mutual respect and understanding, leading to the improvement of intercommunal relations.

The teaching of Turkish was introduced … in the context of the political decision of the government to announce measures for the support of Turkish–Cypriots and measures that would bring the two communities closer, with the aim of making feasible the coexistence of the two communities.

(p. 1—see Charalambous, 2019)

Interviews with ministry officials also revealed that these classes had a rather emblematic function, signaling rapprochement and a will to help the two communities overcome their traumatic past (Charalambous, 2019).

In the second policy, the use of and emphasis on the shared vocabulary between the local varieties of Greek and Turkish spoken on the island, as part of a common Cypriot heritage, was given as a pedagogical example for promoting Peaceful Coexistence (Charalambous, 2019). Following this policy, the teacher Thalia, when planning a series of lessons to promote “peaceful coexistence,” decided to use a literary text that thematized positive Greek-Turkish relations and included many Turkish words. At the same time, she encouraged “translanguaging” (Wei & Garcia, 2022), asking students with Turkish linguistic backgrounds to use their home language, alongside Greek, in an attempt to acknowledge and legitimize Turkish in the classroom.

Classroom Interaction, Project 3

Meltem is a fictional Turkish character in the story. The students with Turkish as home language (including Emil) were asked to send Meltem a message in Turkish (see P. Charalambous et al., 2016)

THALIA (Teacher): Ok, Emil should tell us now, in case you found Meltem, what would you tell her in Turkish, because she lost her slipper and so on and so on

Emil: Miss I would tell he::r-

Maria: In Turkish!

Yorgos: Not in Greek!

THALIA: Let’s see if those who know understand him (Maria holds a pencil case in front of Emil like a microphone)

ah Maria is doing the reporter!

Emil tell us something

Emil: Miss I would tell he::r

THALIA: (whispering to Emil) in Turkish now, not in Greek, say

The recognition of Turkish as part of a linguistic heritage and as a heritage language for various students is a significant reconciliatory step in an otherwise ethnocentric curriculum. It allowed for extending the “sayability” norms in the classroom (Charalambous et al., 2021), enabling teachers and students to escape from the traditional discourse of hostility and conflict—when they wanted and felt safe to do so—and to embrace alternative reconciliatory discourses.

Emotions: Insecurity and Precariousness

Another common theme across the three projects was that Turkish speakers held insecure and precarious positionings. Selecting Turkish as a foreign language was almost always accompanied by negative reactions from peers, family, or even other teachers in the school. Indeed, pupils learning Turkish reported in interviews being called “traitors” or “Turks” by people in their social circles. Turkish language teachers reported similar reactions from friends and colleagues, with some of them even hiding their Turkish books. Students and teachers had to come up with strategies for navigating such accusations, as shown below:

Student Interview, Project 2

Michaela: One day […] Mrs S. came, a historian (laughs) her nation is high up there let’s say (laughs) and she tells me “why did you choose Turkish?” and she is also my teacher I was scared I me::an

Frangki: (Laughs)

Michaela: Eh I tell her Miss, whether we like it or not Turkish-Cypriots are there and we have to learn it too at- and I have an uncle who is in the- a military officer and he tells me to combat the enemy you have to know his culture

Michaela (seventeen years old) seemed to know very well how to give the preferred response to a nationalist teacher. Still, the emotion of fear she reports needs to be taken seriously, to understand the experience of speaking and learning Turkish as a conflicted heritage in Cyprus. On this occasion, fear led Michaela to conceal her real motivation for learning Turkish, self-censoring her anti-nationalist discourses expressed during her interview.

Teachers were similarly scared, especially in the absence of an officially accepted reconciliatory discourse or settlement. They were trying to navigate a balance between not adopting the usual conflict discourse representing Turks as enemies and not saying something too controversial either that would risk negative reactions from parents, principal, or ministry officials (Zembylas et al., 2016). This risk is particularly obvious in the interview extract below:

Teacher Interview, Project 3

Thalia: If it wasn’t for the training seminars I wouldn’t have been able to … I—actually before I was even scared to touch, to go into … I preferred not to do than to do -

Researcher: To create tension.

Thalia: To create tension or to … I didn’t know where I was going to I mean I wasn’t I didn’t have a clear …—whether it’s right or wrong

For minority students from various backgrounds with Turkish as home language, speaking Turkish in the school environment could place them in an even more marginalized unwanted identity position (Charalambous et al., 2020). Understanding the precariousness and the emotions that accompany such unfavorable positionings can help teachers to approach the classroom constructively but cautiously, as a “charged space” (Pace, 2015), and to respond with sensitivity to potential silences and denials of language-as-heritage.

Silence and Self-Censorship

Silences were especially evident among the children with Turkish-as-a-home language, even when teachers tried hard to create a safer classroom space. In Extract 2 earlier, teacher Thalia tried to encourage Emil to produce a message in Turkish and this is what followed:

Classroom Interaction, Project 3

THALIA: (whispering to Emil) in Turkish now, not in Greek, say

Emil: Miss (pause)

THALIA: Whatever you were going to say in Greek, say it in Turkish.

Yesterday we didn’t have someone to help us

Emil: (pause) miss

THALIA: Say

Emil: (pause)

THALIA: Do you want to say it first in Greek and then in Turkish?

Maria: Miss he is ashamed

THALIA: Ok, fine, first in Greek and then in Turkish

Emil: I would tell her “I found the slipper in the sea and I took it … and I took it … to give it to you”

THALIA: Nice, now say it in Turkish, now that you said it so nicely

Emil: (pause) “(-edin) (pause) buldum ben denizde” [I found your slipper in the sea] (pause—Thalia waits for Emil to continue but he doesn’t)

Despite Thalia’s multiple prompts and Emil’s eagerness to participate in the interaction, Emil’s speech is marked with silences and inarticulateness. He insists on using in Greek instead of Turkish, even though Greek was his second language and he had only recently arrived in Cyprus. Albeit being more competent in Turkish (first language), he only manages to say something in Turkish at the very end. Even then, he leaves his utterance unfinished (P. Charalambous et al., 2016).

Inarticulateness often occurs in crucial moments when people’s “words are immediately consequential,” as the speakers’ “reflexive contribution to [their] surroundings” (McDermott, 1988, p. 38). Far from reflecting individual linguistic deficiency, inarticulateness is, thus, inextricably bound to the situations, roles, and social structures that constrain what is sayable.

Indeed, migrant students in Cyprus with Turkish-as-home-language (usually from Turkey’s Pontus region, Bulgaria, or Georgia) were very aware of the negative connotations of the Turkish language. Therefore, they often concealed the fact that they knew Turkish, drawing on other home linguistic repertoires such as Russian or Bulgarian. They also changed their Muslim names and avoided any association with Turkish identities (Charalambous et al., 2020). Other studies also confirm the systematic suppression of migrant children’s Turkish-speakerness and strategic orientation toward a Greek identity (Theodorou & Symeou, 2013; Zoumpalidis, 2016).

In the Turkish foreign language classrooms, another type of “silencing” was also observed. The most widespread approach to teaching Turkish was to erase any historical and cultural associations and instead to focus merely on the technical aspects of language structure (Charalambous et al., 2017). Teachers were aware that employing an overtly positive discourse, or a communicative pedagogical approach that would ask students to perform dialogues with imaginary Turkish speakers, could generate intense reactions and expressions of hostility. Therefore, teachers usually reverted to traditional grammar and vocabulary teaching, not because of ignorance of contemporary pedagogical approaches, but in an attempt to embrace a neutral stance.

Teacher Interview, Project 2

Stella: I tried once to say that Turkey is beautiful, and Istanbul, and they tried to tell me that I am defending Turkey in class!

We have to be very careful about what we say so that students don’t go out and say that we are doing propaganda in favor of Turkey and that we say the Turks are good and they do this and that, we have to be very careful and stay in matters of the language.

Thus, subaltern language pedagogy needs to be approached with sensitivity by educators who only have had training in foreign language teaching and not in peace education or in teaching controversial issues. This cautious approach, as a first step, could help to legitimize Turkish as a school subject and reach a larger audience, with the potential to deepen the discussions once the context allowed for it (Charalambous et al., 2021). Indeed, when students were given the space, beyond the lesson, to openly debate issues of identity and intercommunal relations, they appeared competent to do so, even though this could involve loud disagreements, shouting, and insults (Charalambous, 2023).

The Role of Family and Community

In order to account for heritage language pedagogies as multifaceted and multilayered, we need to look beyond the immediate context, to family histories, narratives, and ideologies that students bring as part of their migration and home identities. The Pontian community, for example, has long-standing narratives of interethnic animosity with Turks: this often results in their seeing Turkish-speakerness as an unwanted heritage, a stigmatized element of ethnic impurity (P. Charalambous et al., 2016). Even outside school settings, and even if they lack fluency in Greek, Pontians (from Turkey) tend to report Greek as their “mother tongue,” being “aware of the potential social and economic damage” that the use of Turkish may cause (Zoumpalidis, 2016, p. 243). Bulgaria also has histories of interethnic tensions, suppression, and stigmatization of the Turkish-speaking minority. These turbulent histories sometimes played out in students’ relations and suppression of Turkish language speaking in the classroom, even when teachers tried to encourage it.

Teacher Interview, Project 3

Thalia: I asked him directly, “should I call you Mehmet?” but he was unyielding in that, “no” he told me, “I don’t want to, I want you to call me Emil,” and apparently that’s what happens in Bulgaria, when they go to school there; the Muslims don’t want to stand out.

For the secondary-school learners of Turkish, family played a significant role in the way they saw their relation to the Turkish language, their choice to learn it, and the extent to which they used it outside the classroom. Although these students were born long after the 1974 war, many of them grew up with family histories of dislocation and grief and were socialized into collective narratives and memories of interethnic animosity. So, the Turkish language represented a set of experiences, narratives and relationships about which families had very deep feelings and these influenced the ways adolescents positioned themselves in relation to Turkishness. Students themselves emphasized in interviews the importance of the family in developing certain stances toward Turks/Turkish Cypriots:

Student Interview, Project 1

Andri: It starts from family. If you have in the family a relative … who is a missing person or who you know that died because of the Turks who came in ’74 and … if he is for example your uncle, your mother’s brother, and you hear your mother from morning to night saying “if they hadn’t come this thing wouldn’t have happened, your uncle wouldn’t have died” … so … I believe it plays a VERY important role … it starts from the family.

Here, Andri shows awareness of the formative role of family narratives in adolescents’ decision to learn Turkish, and of how family discourses depended on each family’s history and the extent to which they had been traumatized by the war (such as missing or dead relatives). Similarly, learners who chose Turkish, despite family narratives of trauma, had to find ways to reconcile this “controversy” as part of their learning experience. Athina, for example, tries to mitigate her mother’s disapproval of learning Turkish, by showing an understanding of her mother’s reasons (a missing brother) whilst distancing herself from her mother’s stance (“it’s ok”):

Student Interview, Project 1

Athina: My mum doesn’t want … she doesn’t want me to learn Turkish

C.C.: So what does she say now that you are learning?

Athina: Well … let’s say she doesn’t want … because she had also a brother who is a missing person … so she doesn’t like it but … it’s ok

Conversely, students with family memories of interethnic friendship and collaborations with Turkish-Cypriots were more likely to choose the language, and more willing to engage with it more deeply, often in a continuing dialogue with older family members (Charalambous et al., 2021). This opportunity could be further explored in classroom pedagogies.

Conclusions and Implications

This chapter illustrates how “conflicted heritage” operated in the context of Turkish language speaking and learning in Greek Cypriot schools. Drawing on three research projects, it examined heritage as a dynamic set of social, cultural, and political processes involving identities and (often difficult) relationships among languages, spaces, and communities. The chapter identified several pedagogical challenges faced by students and educators, in relation to their handling of conflicted heritage in their learning and use of Turkish language. Reinforcing prior literature, the findings shed light on how language-as-heritage pedagogies can play a significant role in navigating complex conflict legacies impacting contemporary social and political dynamics.

First, constructive conflict pedagogies require legitimizing discourses and practices beyond the adversarial conflict narrative, even when they do not openly embrace a reconciliatory discourse. Despite limitations, Turkish language classes, or the acknowledgment of Turkish as students’ home language, can be seen as a first “lesson” in how to deal with the intergroup conflict controversy: teachers demonstrate how to respect other views, how not to overstep boundaries, and how to engage with otherness in a non-threatening way. Therefore, these classes become a kind of “everyday peace” (MacGinty, 2014):

the routinized practices used by individuals and collectives as they navigate their way through life in a deeply divided society … [Everyday peace] involves coping mechanisms such as the avoidance of contentious subjects in religiously or ethnically mixed company, or a constructive ambiguity.

(p. 250)

The notion of everyday peace, together with the notion of conflicted heritage, can help us to account for the challenges that unavoidably accompany efforts to escape traditional discourses of animosity when designing sensitive, reflective, realistic, and constructive pedagogies in conflictual contexts. This may differ from mainstream language teaching theories developed for contexts of peace and stability. Talking about culture and communication with native speakers, or using Turkish linguistic repertoires, could present students with threat and insecurity or cause accusations of betrayal. Hence, practices like disassociation, ambiguity, and silences did not reflect teachers’ incompetence or lack of awareness but served as coping mechanisms, part of their efforts to negotiate conflicted heritage as a step toward everyday peace in pedagogies. Teacher education that acknowledges these difficulties is therefore vital, so that educators are prepared for such challenges, rather than discouraged when the predominant theories do not work. Additionally, training teachers in teaching controversial issues is as important as subject-related training.

Emotions are another important dimension of pedagogies dealing with language as conflicted heritage. Language education literature does not include enough discussions about the emotions of stigma and fear in relation to language speaking and learning (although see Bigelow, 2016). Students’ silences and inarticulateness can be then seen as manifestations of emotional discomfort deserving educators’ attention, “an invitation to listen in a new way” (McDermott, 1988, p. 38).

Not least, approaching learners as members of families and communities, not isolated individuals, is necessary for designing constructive, sensitive pedagogies that address conflicted heritage. As evident in the examples discussed here, family narratives of trauma or peace may either constrain or enhance a student’s scope for accepting or rejecting a reconciliatory discourse. Indeed, students in the projects discussed here constantly balanced loyalty and responsibility to their families and communities, together with an awareness of current political processes and the near-future possibility of reconciliation.

Seeing language as part of a conflicted heritage brings to the foreground pedagogical challenges such as silence, inarticulateness, and discomfort, but it also highlights the potential of constructive pedagogies contributing to everyday peace—producing, hence, a nuanced understanding of language education’s importance in conflict, (in)security, and reconciliation.
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Nurturing Democratic Youth Agency amid Social Conflicts and Violence under Tyranny in Iran

Najme Kishani-Farahani

Abstract

In Iran’s authoritarian theocratic context, the education system promotes Othering and hatred based on national and religious identity, justifying violent suppression of dissent. However, this chapter shows education’s transformative potential for peacebuilding, focusing on the voices of young people in greater Tehran about the social conflicts they experienced. Through a series of co-curricular focus group sessions in each of four gender- and class-segregated high schools, the study examines how intersecting social structures, gender norms, and political forces shape youths’ experiences of social conflicts and their peacebuilding potential. The sessions, using dialogical and developmental approaches, created safe spaces for students to reflect on social conflicts and their roles in addressing them. Findings revealed a disconnect between students’ experiences of violence and their school learning opportunities but highlighted the feasibility of democratic peacebuilding education. The chapter underscores conflict-friendly pedagogies’ potential to foster peacebuilding agency among diverse youth.

Introduction

In a modest classroom in one of Tehran’s disadvantaged neighborhoods, Zara sat among her peers, her heart pounding in anticipation as she awaited the reveal of the picture she had contributed to the group. It was the fourth session of a series of transformative workshops, and today’s photo elicitation task was about changing the way Zara and her classmates engaged with their world.

The images that Zara and her peers had brought to the group depicted their chosen topic: sexual harassment and girls’ safety. These were the unspoken realities of these girls’ lives, now laid bare on the table. Zara’s anonymously submitted photo appeared. It showed a diverse group of girls, some with and some without Hijab, all sharing tea and laughter. The caption Zara had chosen for her image read, “How beautiful it is to be our true selves, without the fear of judgment and punishment.”

This image struck a chord. For the first time, the room buzzed with whispers of agreement and nods. Zara felt a mix of fear and relief as her classmates debated the picture’s message—a stark contrast to the usual compliance with the state-endorsed views on modesty and gender roles.

Zara’s school was a battleground of ideas, where the rigid structures of authoritarian rule clashed with the unquenchable spirit of youth. Each day, Zara and her classmates were taught to conform, to absorb ideologies that stifled their dreams. But beyond the classroom, Zara was secretly curious, peering through the cracks in the walls of dogma.

The transformative moment came during the conflict tree activity. Students placed images on a large cardboard tree representing the structure of conflicts. Zara’s photo was placed near the roots, highlighting deep-seated cultural and policy-based causes of gender discrimination. The dominant voices, including Fatima’s, which initially blamed women for the harassment they faced, began to consider broader systemic issues.

By the fifth session, where the group donned “alternative hats” to propose solutions from the perspectives of various stakeholders, the tone had shifted dramatically. Gaining confidence, Zara openly suggested that education and policy changes were essential to combat gender bias. Even Fatima listened, her previous convictions shaken by the weeks of discussion and reflection.

The final session, the “alternative solar system,” showcased a profound journey these young women had undertaken. Together, they crafted a model that centered on educational reforms and community programs as “suns,” with their own roles and those of families and local authorities as “planets” orbiting these solutions.

The once silent girl was now a vocal advocate for change, respected and heard by her classmates. This journey had transformed not only their perceptions but had ignited a subtle yet powerful shift towards equity and understanding in their community.

Citizens’ agency to build sustainable peace, particularly in undemocratic and violent contexts, requires a sense of hope, commitment, and capacity to understand social conflicts, envision alternatives to transform those conflicts, and to embody their own roles within spaces of possibility (Bickmore & Kishani, 2022). Inside and outside school, young people are exposed to various social development opportunities that can shape their understanding of social conflicts affecting their lives, and enhance or restrain their peacebuilding agency in response to those conflicts (Novelli, Lopes Cardozo, & Smith, 2017).

Research on education’s contribution to peacebuilding, in nondemocratic settings with histories of escalated conflicts, leaves uncertainties about how inside- and outside-school experiences condition youths’ agency to redress injustices in each context (Bellino, 2015a; Bickmore & Kaderi, 2021; Davies, 2017; Lopes Cardozo, Higgins, & le Mat, 2016; Lopes Cardozo, Higgins, Maber, Brandth, Kusmallah, & Le Mat, 2015). Youths’ heterogeneous voices, material concerns, and situated knowledge have rarely been taken into account in such research and policy development (Kassimir & Flanagan, 2010). Such studies in Iran are exceptionally scarce due to language barriers (being the only Farsi-speaking country). Political tensions between the Islamic Republic of Iran and some Western and Middle Eastern countries, plus imposed sanctions, have further excluded Iran from most international comparative studies. Iran’s theocratic and authoritarian policy regime, repressing dissent, has also made it challenging for local scholars to conduct in-depth studies on young citizens’ expression of agency in response to social conflict experiences.

The education system in theocratic Iran, as in many other places, inculcates ideological values and cultivates national and religious identity. Yet, some forms of education can equip young people with learning experiences that help them understand and address the conflicts underlying direct and systematic violence. A contextualized understanding of social conflicts that Iranian youths deal with, their responses to those conflicts, and the contribution of various learning experiences to their hope and agency to constructively (or destructively) handle those conflicts can expand and inform comparative international conceptions of conflict, peacebuilding, and education.

This chapter draws from my research on the complex ways Iranian youths’ multiple social identities interacted with their contexts’ cultural, political, and economic conflict dynamics in four contrasting urban school settings, segregated by gender and social class, in greater Tehran. In this chapter, I discuss the inquiry methodology I employed to examine how intersecting social structures, gender and other cultural norms, and political forces formed the youths’ experiences of social conflicts and their peacebuilding potential. The heart of this collective inquiry pedagogy was a series of focus group sessions with each of four groups of participating youths, including participatory photovoice and visual elicitation, collaborative teamwork, confidential individual writing, and group dialogue and deliberation. The sessions were carried out in the schools but not by the regular teachers or within the regular curriculum. This approach represents a promising constructive conflict pedagogy to uncover and empower participants’ peacebuilding citizenship agency.

Agency for Transformative Peacebuilding Responses to Conflict

Disagreement and conflicting interests among groups and individuals are inevitable. These conflicts can be motors of transformation toward sustainable peace or can lead to escalated violence. The high levels of direct violence in Iran suggest that the underlying tensions—with structural (inequity), cultural (identity exclusion), and political (participation and representation) dimensions—have not been effectively addressed (Paulson & Tikly, 2023). These interrelated dimensions are mutually reinforcing types of indirect violence that exacerbate and legitimize direct violence (Galtung, 1990).

Peacebuilding means transforming three dimensions of injustice toward justice: the cultural legitimization of violence and discrimination, the social structures that enable unjust power dynamics including maldistribution of resources, and the processes of (political) representation and direct participation in which all parties air their claims, hear Others, and contribute to just decision-making (Fraser, 2005). Peacebuilding agency encompasses the motivation (hope and commitment) and capacity for identifying, understanding, responding to various dimensions of social conflicts to transform them (Bickmore & Kishani, 2022).

Lederach (2003) articulates the interacting elements of comprehensive conflict transformation for peacebuilding using the metaphor of the body: the head represents knowledge and understanding of social conflicts accompanied with hope and willingness to participate in transforming those conflicts into just peace; the heart represents capability to (re)build relationships and trust with conflict actors; the hands represent capability to analyze, discuss, negotiate, handle, and resolve conflicts through inclusive, equitable representation of diverse voices of those involved; the legs and feet represent capacity to envision and engage in concrete actions to transform hierarchal and socially divisive social-institutional power relations. Learning experiences to develop young people’s peacebuilding agency enhance their head, heart, hands, and legs and feet capabilities to address the interconnected cultural, economic, and political structures surrounding social conflicts (Kishani, 2022).

Characterization of young citizens as agents of peacebuilding requires close engagement with youths’ voices regarding the conflicts that affect their lives. The conceptions of active citizenship engagement in most existing literature are rooted in assumptions based in stable, lower-risk democratic contexts (Sherrod, Torney-Purta, & Flanagan, 2010). However, a growing body of qualitative research includes youths’ voices, such as Bellino, (2015a, 2015b, 2018) in Guatemala Bickmore and Barrero (2021), and Bickmore & Fathallah (2021) in Mexico, Bangladesh, and Canada; Denov and MacLure (2006) with girls in Sierra Leone; Lopes Cardozo et al. (2016) in Myanmar, Pakistan, South Africa, and Uganda; and Pruitt (2013) with girls in Australia and Northern Ireland.

Below, I explain the cyclic reflective process through which the participating Iranian youth and I reshaped our understandings of how their social-structural, political, and cultural contexts had impacted their differing experiences of social conflicts and potential agency.

Focus Groups: Iranian Youth’s Experiences of Social Conflicts

Youths’ understandings and perceived roles in responding to social conflicts, and their relevant learning experiences, are shaped and constantly changing within institutionalized, cultural, and political discourse contexts. In my research (Kishani, 2022), I selected Grade 9 girls and boys from gender-segregated higher- and lower-income neighborhood schools, to locate in- and out-of-school educational processes in four contrasting cultural, political, and social-structural contexts within greater Tehran. Despite access to free public schools and standardized mandatory textbooks throughout Iran, young people’s experiences of social conflicts and citizenship roles vary widely. Working with gender-segregated schools in differing socioeconomic contexts allowed me to capture the intersecting gender and class identity factors that could influence participating youths’ perceptions of the social conflicts and violence that concerned them and their motivation and capability (agency) to handle those conflicts.

I conducted a series of six focus group workshops with one group of six to twelve students in each of the four schools. These sessions were compatible with participatory democratic principles, which encourage participants’ collaboration and voice, respect their various values and beliefs, and provide them with space to reflect on their lived experiences and break the cycle of oppressive conditions (Koch, Selim, Kralik, 2002; Stringer, 1999). Below I outline the agenda of each session in the four schools.

Session 1: Introduction

I started the sessions by elaborating on the goals and importance of the study and emphasizing the participants’ crucial role in the process. We spent significant time building trust and a sense of community, considering that most of the students had not had similar (reflective, participatory, and dialogical) pedagogical experiences before. Each group of youth also brainstormed their ground rules for the respectful sharing of diverse opinions. Each student completed an anonymous individual survey, including demographic information, the main conflicts that concerned them at the time, and their envisioned responses to that conflict.

Session 2: Photo Elicitation

To identify the conflicts and violence that each set of students was primarily concerned about, I used a participatory visual approach called photo elicitation (Barton, 2015). Using images to prompt participants to voice their opinions is particularly useful for exploring sensitive topics such as ethnic, religious, and gender identities (Barton, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2016).

I showed each group of students eighteen images of social conflicts or violence that could have affected young Iranian residents’ lives. I selected these images topics based on my own lived understanding of the contemporary social conflicts that might concern Iranian adolescents, Iranian mainstream news and social media, informal conversations with friends and colleagues working with youth in Iran, my teenage relatives, my walkabout in each selected school’s neighborhood, and the conflicts that participants had mentioned in the anonymous survey in session one. The prompt images effectively engaged the students and opened collective inquiries about the social conflicts they represented. Informed by their lived experiences, the participants reflected on the roles played by people like themselves and other parties regarding each image topic. At the end of this session, the participants in each school collectively prioritized and chose one conflict, which concerned them the most, to discuss in depth in the remaining sessions.

The youths’ concerns varied by gender and socioeconomic status. Boys of both socioeconomic backgrounds focused on resource conflicts such as economic inequalities that impacted their future prospects and well-being. Higher-SES boys discussed brain drain, political economic inequities, and contemplating migration to more prosperous nations. Lower-SES boys concentrated on immediate economic struggles and potential opportunities for financial improvement. In contrast, girls expressed concerns primarily about gender-based and familial (thus, cultural) relationship conflicts, despite narrating resource conflict experiences similarly to their male counterparts of comparable socioeconomic status. Higher-SES girls critiqued ongoing gender discrimination affecting their freedom, while lower-SES girls described sexual assault and domestic violence which threatened their safety and educational aspirations.

Session 3: Mapping and Preparation for Photovoice

To understand how the selected conflicts had been playing out in each set of participants’ daily lives, the participants, in small groups of three or four, marked on a map of their community the places they encountered regularly and the places that were important to them. They reflected together and shared narratives of how their selected conflicts played out in their identified locations.

The mapping activity prepared participants to create their own visual stimuli through a photovoice process (Eldén, 2013; Wang & Burris, 1997). This is an affective and imaginative space where the researcher and participants work together to explore the meaning of a certain issue in participants’ experiences (Barton, 2015). I asked the participants to produce images (using photography, drawing, and finding images from newspapers or on the web) that captured how the social conflicts they selected had been playing out in their lives.

Session 4: Conflict Tree

To elicit participants’ reflections on the experiences they had captured in their photovoice images—thus, to collectively construct local knowledge of the conflict context—each student brought 1–4 pictures to this session, initially anonymous, reflecting their experiences of the conflict their group had chosen. I introduced the “Conflict Tree,” adapted from Fisher’s “working with conflicts” (2000). The leaves represented the evident symptoms of the problem (including harm) in their experiences. The branches represented the types of symptoms. The trunk represented what and who could (de)escalate the problem. The roots represented the underlying causes that fed the conflict. The ground represented the participants’ learning experiences about the conflict.

Taking turns, each participant chose one of their photovoice images and placed it on the part of the tree where they thought it belonged and shared what each image meant to them and how they had dealt with the issue.

Session 5: Alternative Hats: Identifying Alternatives and Relevant Learning Experiences

The Alternative Hats activity stimulated the participants’ envisioning of potential alternative responses to their selected conflicts. Every participant had six hats and arrow-shaped pieces of paper, each representing one of the following actors: their teachers, their school principal, government authorities, their parents, ordinary citizens, and themselves as individuals. While putting on each hat, each participant wrote about what that particular actor could/should do to improve the situation to which the respective arrow pointed. Then, interested students participated in a roleplay: put themselves in the actors’ shoes, shared their perspectives on that actor’s interests and concerns, and discussed how each alternative could address (or not) their selected conflicts. They also placed their arrow-shaped pieces of paper on their conflict tree, to show which part of the conflict (tree) their suggested alternative addressed.

Session 6: Alternative Solar System: Envisioning Their Own Roles

This final session aimed to explore and expand the participating youths’ own envisioned roles in responding to the particular conflicts their groups had chosen. In groups of two to three, students deliberated to agree upon one potential solution to their group’s conflict, among the alternatives they had individually proposed in the previous session. They considered feasibility, cost, time, importance, and effectiveness criteria.

In their groups, students drew a solar system diagram, writing their selected solution in the middle, as the sun. In the next orbital layer, they added actors and institutions that could/should be involved in their selected conflict solutions. In the next layer, they added potential activities for each identified actor. In the outer layer, students envisioned and recorded their own possible roles concerning each action they had identified. Finally, students reflected together on their learning experiences and needs concerning how to actualize their roles in their proposed solutions.

Experiencing Conflict Transformation Pedagogies

I received overwhelming positive oral and written feedback from all the participating students about the collective inquiry process we had throughout the six sessions. Some indicated the sessions were effective in enhancing their conflict transformation capabilities. For example, one boy from the disadvantaged school said, “I have never been asked about my opinion about anything. In these sessions, I freely shared my ideas, and everyone listened.” A girl from the privileged school said, “It feels amazing to be part of a decision-making process about a real problem.” A girl from the disadvantaged school stated, “We have just been memorizing useless stuff in our classes. In these sessions, we learned how to think and solve complex issues together.” One boy from the privileged school reflected, “I feel stronger in solving the problems that seemed unsolvable. I cannot wait to apply what I learned in these sessions to address our school’s systematic issues.” My observation of youths’ behavior in each school suggests that the six dialogic sessions, as collaborative inquiry pedagogy, provided them with a learning environment enhancing their “head,” “heart,” “hands,” and “legs and feet” capabilities required for conflict transformation.

Head

Many of the youths, in different gender and socioeconomic status locations, demonstrated increasingly comprehensive articulations of the structural, cultural, and political participation symptoms and causes of the conflicts they discussed throughout the sessions. In the early sessions, the students did not articulate political mechanisms, entities, and institutions involved to redistribute power, wealth, and opportunities to advance social justice, or what their roles could have been in such social change. For instance, the disadvantaged boys’ predominant responses to students’ economic difficulties, in the early sessions, were individual charity activities that did not offer them space to understand, challenge, or transform the political-economic structures causing the unequal distribution of resources. They commonly blamed individuals for addiction or laziness leading to their poverty, and suggested alternatives similar to those they had experienced in their everyday lives or been told at school. Similarly, concerning gender conflicts such as sexual harassment or the compulsory Hijab policy, in the early sessions, many girls and some boys in the disadvantaged schools reiterated existing nondemocratic imposition of state ideologies, such as enforcement of the compulsory Hijab policy by moral police patrols. They perceived individual women who did not “wear modestly,” like the higher-SES girls, to be responsible for being targeted by sexual harassment. The higher-SES girls expressed hatred and fear toward those pious individuals who had been actively exercising the “Islamic requisite” of enjoining good and forbidding wrong by telling them to dress more decently, like some of the lower-SES girls. Such individual blame, observed across all groups of participating students, diverts attention from the political, economic, and cultural structures underpinning oppression conflicts and deflects responsibility to blamed individuals who were usually (also) victimized.

However, participants’ repertoires of actors and actions expanded in later sessions. For instance, throughout the sessions, boys in the disadvantaged school practiced leveraging their experiences of poverty and dependence on state social protection programs and public services. Their feet-first insight into the deficiencies of such programs and services in redressing Iran’s economic inequalities enabled them to analyze the government’s participation in policies for equitable redistribution of resources. Both groups of girls, similarly, ultimately identified and addressed systemic gender discrimination and power imbalances.

The participating youth in the four contrasting settings, like the young people interviewed elsewhere such as Myanmar, Pakistan, South Africa, and Uganda (Lopes Cardozo et al., 2016), voiced critical opinions about the misfit of their memorization-based school learning opportunities with their everyday life experiences. Whereas this alternative pedagogy engaged the participants in a process that accommodated their lack of experience in analytical thinking regarding their social conflict concerns.

Heart

The participating youths’ experiences of discrimination, inequality, and exclusion had endangered their trust in the Iranian state, often also in their school authorities, sometimes in their families, and even in their fellow citizens. Such distrust presumably constrained relational grounding for agentic collective action (Bellino, 2015b). The girls and especially the boys in the privileged schools expressed frustration regarding the imbalanced power relations between students and school authorities, which had harmed their trust in the school authorities. A higher-SES girl asked, “How can we trust our teachers and school staff when they don’t trust us and see us only as children?” Comparably, a higher-SES boy stated, “Our school staff’s actions constantly remind us that we are not capable of participating in making decisions about stuff related to us.” Another boy stated, “When there’s no trust, it’s like there’s an unbreakable wall between us and our teachers, just clashing, no connection.” When I talked with teachers and other staff in all four schools, they did indeed perceive students as powerless and incapable of resolving conflicts and solving problems. Such predominant disempowering perceptions about teenagers’ capacity to understand and address conflicts seemed to justify and normalize an authoritarian culture in each of the schools, where those in power made “wiser” decisions and expected conformity from students.

Nearly all the students, particularly girls and boys from disadvantaged schools, perceived the sessions I facilitated as the only space they trusted to safely and comfortably discuss the pressing challenges they faced in their everyday lives. Throughout the sessions, in all groups, I observed a shift from simple distrust of their teachers, peers, and family members to becoming able to put themselves in others’ shoes and to account for others’ positions and needs. One higher-SES girl said: “Before [these sessions], I used to see my parents as being strict, backward-thinking persons, but now I understand they’re trying to shield me from our society’s cultural and political unfairness.” The relational pedagogy in these sessions counteracted the authoritarian culture by building processes in which participants considered each other’s emotional concerns and interests, reflecting the Heart capabilities for conflict transformation.

Hands

The youths’ expressed capabilities and willingness to participate in peacemaking processes in their schools or to be represented in national politics were closely related to their contrasting school and neighborhood spaces. The higher-SES boys’ wider access to participatory structures to voice their opinions and to practice negotiating conflicting perspectives within their school had expanded their sense of entitlement and fluency in talking about participating in smaller- and larger-scale collective decision-making and problem-solving processes. In comparison, the lower-SES youths’ (particularly girls’) considerably narrower access to multiple sources of information, and to spaces where they could represent their voices without fear of punishment, had limited their repertoires of possible conflict-handling options based on what they had already experienced.

The sessions built students’ Hands capabilities by providing space to practice participatory peacemaking processes. For instance, in the early sessions, the dialogue within each group showed each group’s subordination to a dominant single viewpoint, and the students did not demonstrate much capacity for inclusive multi-perspective dialogue within their small groups. The youths in the two privileged schools avoided saying anything positive about the Iranian government or culture, apparently afraid of their peers’ judgment. In a similar manner although from the opposite point of view, the youths in the two disadvantaged schools avoided openly questioning the state ideologies promoted through school and media curriculum, fearing potential reporting to school authorities. I also observed episodes of one student being frequently bullied by most of the other participants in all four student groups during the early sessions. However, these patterns changed: Increasingly over time, every single participating youth was able to participate in the discussions, to voice and listen to contrasting perspectives, and to participate in collective decision-making. The variety of individual and group participatory techniques enabled students with diverse personalities and capabilities to participate in the knowledge-production process. For instance, the confidential writing activities and photo-elicitation techniques, woven into the dialogical spaces in the four groups, enhanced diverse youth’s opportunity to articulate their pressing challenges even when they were sometimes silent in the group discussion. For instance, some girls and boys in the disadvantaged schools mainly expressed certain concerns—about their experiences of physical and verbal violence within their families—in the confidential individual surveys or anonymous photovoice images.

In these sessions, I constantly reminded students of their crucial role in all stages of problem-definition and problem-solving: representing their perceptions of a selected social conflict through visual, oral, and written stories, demonstrating how they made meaning and located themselves within those social conflicts. These alternative systems of representation, through which young people were trusted to practice dialogue, negotiation, sharing, and hearing contrasting perspectives in various ways, enabled participants to envision de-escalating the daily small- and large-scale conflicts they faced.

Legs and Feet

The prior learning experiences available to the participating Iranian youths, in and beyond school, had not offered them broad repertoires of capabilities for social-institutional and cultural transformation of power relations for just peacebuilding. However, the sessions provided learning environments where they could discuss the political, cultural, and economic structures or change processes underlying the conflicts each group had selected. For example, in the Conflict Tree activity, students co-constructed meaning based on the set of images each member of their group had produced, and the alternative action arrows they had suggested in response to those conflicts. In all four schools, the tree representations enabled them to see that they had begun by overwhelmingly focusing on the symptoms (leaves and branches), while the root causes had received the least attention. This powerful visual tool they had co-developed helped them focus further on the roots of their conflicts. The collaborative inquiry process thus constituted a pedagogy for just peacebuilding, engaging with real-life conflicts and differences as in Bickmore (2017), Davies (2005), and Levy (2014).

In sum, my pedagogical practice, eliciting self-expression and discussion of lived social conflicts in a safe and trusted environment, demonstrates a promising way to improve these Iranian students’ understandings and critical consciousness of the structural and cultural violence in their society and to promote their sense of hope and agency to challenge these injustices. This resonates with the theories of Mason and Delandshere (2010) that such research approaches act as pedagogical opportunities that can empower participants’ citizenship agency.

When given opportunities to practice openness, dialogue, and empathy and to listen respectfully to alternative viewpoints, the participating students in all four Iranian schools showed their capability to apply those skills to specific conflicts they were dealing with. Amid a system of fear and control in the theocratic and authoritarian context of Iran, this exemplar of constructive conflict pedagogy for peacebuilding was politically feasible and apparently effective.

Conclusion

This chapter discussed the participant-centered workshop sessions I facilitated to examine the lived experiences and meaning-making of some Iranian youth about social conflicts surrounding them, in four contrasting gender- and economically segregated school settings. This constructive conflict pedagogy was based on my assumption that youths’ peacebuilding agency is socially constructed, not fixed or prescribed, even in the nondemocratic context of contemporary Iran. This pedagogy embraced and built upon each group of participants’ unique citizenship experiences that otherwise could have remained unheard in the context of authoritarian social and political power dynamics.

The participants’ collective reflections on the symptoms, actors, actions, root causes, and potential responses to the conflicts they had chosen, stimulated by images and informed by their experiences, offered opportunities to generate responses authentically grounded in the realities of their lives. In the sequence of workshop sessions, I came to believe that these student-centered facilitation approaches were particularly important in the disadvantaged schools, where the predominant fear and control mechanisms at school and home had left these lower-SES youths without any safe and supportive space to discuss their experiences of social conflict and violence.

Since these youths’ prior schooling apparently had not much informed critical thinking, dialogue, or conflict resolution practices, the students’ very unequal gender- and social-class-shaped life experiences had had disproportionate influence on their expectations and range of envisioned possibilities. Thus, there were important differences between boys and girls and between affluent and nonaffluent groups, although students in all four groups developed evident capabilities and critical consciousness in the course of the six sessions.

As Cann (2012) and Lederach (2003) argue, such dialogical opportunities are one crucial element in constructive learning experiences for conflict transformation for peacebuilding. It may be possible for other co-curricular contexts in Iran, or even for some formal classroom work, to provide learning opportunities for students to practice such participatory, equitable and empathetic decision-making, interpersonal communication, negotiation, and dialogue.

The diverse modalities in the sessions provided the students with participatory democratic learning experiences they had not experienced before (except for a few of the boys in the affluent school). This collaborative inquiry pedagogy embodied the idea that the participating youths had the right to determine their areas of development, enhanced trust and relationships in the groups, and demonstrated the students’ peacebuilding-relevant capabilities connected to their experiences. When given the opportunity in these focus groups, the youths could apply the knowledge and capabilities they had learned through dialogue, collective decision-making, and problem-solving to discuss how to handle smaller- and larger-scale social conflicts surrounding them. They also developed through the sessions their capabilities, inclination, and confidence for constructive dialogue, to reduce bullying behavior, and to share and listen to multiple perspectives.

I have shown, in this chapter, that even though schools in the nondemocratic context of Iran may not challenge the status quo and did not offer explicit curriculum for democratic peacebuilding citizenship education, some (co-curricular) school-based activities could still elicit diverse youths’ capabilities and expand their possibility horizons. This work offers conflict-sensitive and contextually relevant pedagogical alternatives for producing knowledge with young people in a nondemocratic Global South context. It can support (inter)national policymakers with well-grounded evidence, to promote the potential of education in enhancing youths’ peacebuilding agency.
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“They’ll be the more beautiful hope”: Pedagogies of Belonging in Refugee Education, Experiences of Syrians in Lebanon

Sarah Dryden-Peterson

Abstract

Refugee students often live in contexts where the inclusion and peace they build within classrooms is met with exclusion and violence in other spaces of their lives, both inside and outside the school. To address this dissonance, teachers of refugees engage in a constant balancing act: teaching their students both for the world that exists and for a world that they wish existed. In research with teachers and students across contexts of conflict and refuge, we observe specific constructive elements of these approaches to teaching and learning, which we call pedagogies of belonging. These pedagogies of belonging are rooted in predictability, adaptability, and future-building, and guided by relationship-building. In considering how more teachers might learn from them and incorporate them into their practices, I examine how teachers in one school in Lebanon who do use these pedagogies have come to do so.

Introduction

The school hides behind crowds of people, cars, and motorcycles that busily and nosily make their ways through the central city of Beirut, Lebanon.1

Only right beside the gate is the interior courtyard of the school visible. Each classroom has a wall of windows that looks out on this space, filled with light and carefully potted plants.

The Grade 9 Chemistry class is on an upper floor and feels removed from the city. There are balloons hanging around the classroom, left over from a celebration that happened during the first shift, in the morning, when Lebanese children attend school. Two Syrian boys, allowed to attend school only in the afternoon second shift, detach a few balloons from the wall and play with them, throwing them around the classroom joyfully.

These Syrian students jump at the chance to play in class and make use of any materials they can find, taking over the space with their growing bodies and active minds, just like any teenagers. At the same time, the classroom is also ripe with Lebanese flags, national symbols that clearly communicate to these refugee students that the claims to belonging that they can make on this space are limited.

The students feel these limits as they try to build their lives in exile, where they are constantly reminded of their precarious and temporary status in Lebanon. Mira, a student at the top of the class, feels the limits placed on her by her Syrian identity hang over her future. “They tell me,” she explains, “even if you finished university and studied law, they wouldn’t employ you here.” The students often feel this disdain as they arrive at school, when the gatekeeper complains to anyone who will listen: “Haven’t you seen how these kids act, how they push each other? It’s not enough that we tolerate them, they want to act this way too! … We’ve hosted them for all these years, and they still want to make trouble, to add to the disgust we have to endure ….”

Ms. Rima, the Grade 9 Chemistry teacher, sees it as her job to minimize these exclusions as much as she can. As she explains covalent bonds, she stands with two students at the front of the class. They hold each other’s hands and swing their arms. The students smile as Ms. Rima talks through how they are mimicking this type of chemical bond. She explains that they are not able to demonstrate ionic bonds since these are based on charges, which are not visible.

The lesson mirrors in its technical content the Lebanese Chemistry curriculum, and it reflects Ms. Rima’s passion for science and her commitment to ensuring her students can succeed on the high-stakes exam they will take at the end of their Grade 9 year. Ms. Rima’s approach also mirrors her commitment to care in her relationships with her students, as they hold hands, work together, discuss what is both visible and invisible, and form bonds on which each of them are interdependent.

Ms. Rima, a Lebanese teacher, and her Syrian students live in a context where the inclusion and peace they build within the classroom is often met with exclusion and violence in other spaces of their lives, both inside and outside the school. To address this dissonance, Ms. Rima engages in a constant balancing act: teaching her Syrian students both for the world that exists and for a world that she—and they—wish existed. In research with teachers and students across contexts of conflict and refuge, we observe specific constructive elements of these approaches to teaching and learning, which we call pedagogies of belonging.

These pedagogies of belonging are rooted in predictability, adaptability, and future-building, and guided by relationship-building. I draw on prior work describing these pedagogies to summarize their patterns here (Chopra, Dryden-Peterson, Talhouk, & Geha, 2024; Dryden-Peterson, 2021a, 2023; Dryden-Peterson & Mariën, 2023).

Predictability involves “the safety created through knowing, understanding, and trusting” (Dryden-Peterson, 2021a). Knowing what to expect each day can provide some reassurance and comfort, especially for young people who have experienced displacement and continue to experience day-to-day uncertainties living as refugees. In Jordan, for example, we learn from students how much they value predictable classroom routines. Just knowing the teacher will be in the classroom supports students to manage other elements of their lives that are in flux. Further, the predictability of knowing that teachers will ensure that they learn helps students to both believe in and develop clearer educational pathways for their near- and long-term futures (Salem & Dryden-Peterson, 2022).

Adaptability involves teachers shifting what they do, as needs and conditions shift, while keeping in mind and balancing students’ short-term and long-term goals. In Finland, South Africa, and Australia, for example, teachers of refugees adapt curriculum that is mandated by the government, and that students must learn to pass high-stakes exams, so that it is more relevant for students, linking access to schools to meaningful learning (Kaukko, Dryden-Peterson, Kemmis, & Wilkinson, forthcoming). Adaptations can include shifting the language of instruction, adding new content areas that are more interesting and relevant to students, and acknowledgment of the dissonance between what is taught and what is experienced. At the same time, there are often limits on what teachers are able, or willing, to adapt: teachers are often both agents of the state and mediators between their students and the state, which can lead to conflicting obligations (Abu El-Haj, 2023; Lopes Cardozo & Shah, 2016; Riggan, 2016).

Future-building “involves imagining, and planning for, multiple possible futures—here, there, and/or somewhere else entirely” (Dryden-Peterson, 2021b), a way of thinking that refugee and other conflict-affected young people constantly engage in. In Palestine, for example, young people appreciate when teachers supported them to explore possible futures, including their emotions about them, and the social and political structures that shaped them (Pitcher & Mohammad, 2023). Uncertainty surrounds where young people will be in the future and the rights they may or may not have access to, leading often to what Brun and Shuayb call “futureless education” (Brun & Shuayb, 2020). Future-building learning, on the other hand, focuses on ways education can create opportunities that do not depend as heavily on geography and legal status and can support young people in navigating discriminatory structures (see also Abu El-Haj, Rubin, & Bellino, 2020; Vavrus, 2021).

There is something ordinary about these pedagogies of belonging. At the same time, they are rare, making them quite extraordinary. In considering how more teachers might learn from them and incorporate them into their practices, I examine how teachers in one school in Lebanon who do use these pedagogies have come to do so. I organize the chapter into sections, each framed by a question we find across our research, that teachers ask of themselves as they enact these pedagogies of belonging: Who are my students and how is that connected to their education? What do my students need to learn? What is hard about this work? I conclude by returning to the overarching dilemma teachers address when they ask themselves these questions: how they approach teaching their students for the world they live in as well as the world they aspire to create.

Methods

I draw on data our research team collected during the 2018–19 school year in Beirut, Lebanon, and its suburbs (see also, Chopra et al., 2024; Chopra, Talhouk, Dryden-Peterson, & Geha, 2023; Dryden-Peterson, 2022, 2024).2 At this moment in time, there were almost one million Syrian refugees in Lebanon, meaning one in six people in Lebanon was a refugee (UNHCR, 2019). Our study took place prior to the 2019 financial crisis and economic collapse, the Covid-19 pandemic, the 2020 Beirut port explosion, and the war in Gaza and Lebanon (for more on the context of research in Lebanon, see Abu El-Haj, 2023).

The data I analyze here come from the larger project, which engaged three schools—two government schools and one private school (for more background on refugee education in Lebanon, see Akar & van Ommering, 2018; Kelcey & Chatila, 2020; Shuayb, 2020). We conducted nine months of ethnographic observations in these three schools, 101 classroom observations, in-depth interviews with teachers (n = 16), in-depth interviews with students at three moments in time (n = 18 students; n = 54 interviews), and in-depth interviews with students’ parents or guardians (n = 13). This larger project was collaborative, engaging a team purposefully constructed of members with different disciplinary backgrounds, including education, political science, sociology, and anthropology; and different identities and lived experiences in connection with our research topic and our participants, including two team members who have lifetime experience living and being educated in Lebanon and two team members who have these experiences outside Lebanon, one in the Global North and one in the Global South; none of us have experiences of forced migration.

For the purposes of this analysis, I draw on data from one school, for which we use the pseudonym, Futures School. The dataset for this analysis includes classroom observations (n = 15), interviews with teachers (n = 6), and interviews with students (n = 12 students; n = 36 interviews, 3 with each student). We transcribed all interviews, using a process of simultaneous Arabic to English translation. We typed our classroom observations from handwritten notes taken in classroom settings. Our analysis of the data from student interviews was collaborative and took place through weekly data discussion meetings. We wrote an analytic profile of each student participant, based on thematically coding each transcript. This process allowed us to engage in within-case analysis for each student before moving to thematic analysis across profiles (Deterding & Waters, 2021). For teacher interviews, I coded the transcripts using three dilemma questions that emerged across our work on pedagogies of belonging (Who are my students and how is that connected to their education? What do my students need to learn? What is hard about this work?). For the first two dilemmas, I then revisited our analytic profiles of students to place in conversation data from students and teachers on relationships, identities, and goals of learning. I also analyzed the classroom observations for examples of what teachers and students described in their interviews and use these examples to further illuminate connections between teachers’ and students’ expressed understandings and approaches to these dilemmas and classroom practices and experiences.

I organize the findings around dilemmas framed as questions, for both methodological and pedagogical reasons. Methodologically, these questions reflect the questions I asked of the data. Pedagogically, the questions reflect the questions teachers tell us they ask themselves; thus this organization is potentially meaningful to other teachers who seek to learn from the teachers in this analysis. For the same reasons, in each section I first provide examples to illustrate how teachers answer these questions in their classrooms and then examine the purposes behind what they do.

Who Are My Students and How Is That Connected to Their Education?

The Arabic teacher at Futures School, Ms. Nada, stands poised at the front of the class. She wears a long and loose pink cardigan over jeans. Her peach and grey, floral-printed veil matches her sweater perfectly, and she wears her usual gold and pink sneakers. Always immaculately dressed, Ms. Nada exudes pride in her work as a teacher.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she says softly. This polite way of addressing her students is enough to draw their attention back to the lesson. These students don’t easily give their attention. Ms. Nada explains that “the students had pushed four teachers before me to leave.” She laughs, but not nervously. “And when I went into the classroom,” she continues, “they told me, ‘Miss, we made four teachers before you leave and you’re going to be the fifth.’ I told them, ‘Trust me, you won’t change teachers.’ And lo and behold,” she laughs again, “that was my opportunity in teaching.”

In Ms. Nada’s case, the students hope she never leaves. As Mira describes, Ms. Nada has an ability to know and focus on every student in the class. Mira says, “You feel like someone’s listening to you. It’s different from, for example, in other subjects, you feel like you’re saying something but no one’s listening.” This listening relates to what students say about what they are learning in Arabic class, but it also relates to the range of topics Ms. Nada listens for as she interacts with students. To know who her students are, Ms. Nada opens space for conversation on the topics students wish to talk about. She recounts one conversation in which a student came into her class very upset. Rather than telling her to keep quiet and focus on the lesson, she listened. She heard from this student how “[a] teacher comes in and talks to us using very bad language in the classroom and she insults us a lot and says, ‘Leave [to your country], go die.’”Understanding the experiences her students have outside of her classroom prompts Ms. Nada to “feel like it’s very difficult on them [as Syrians in Lebanon]” and to bring this knowledge to how she plans her lessons and interacts with them. The relationships of listening she has with her students communicate to them her predictable commitment to them: “And in the end, I say, these are children and it’s not their fault. They have no fault in this political charade. It’s not their fault …. So, I say, hopefully, they’ll be the more beautiful hope.”

Mr. Bassem, the history and geography teacher at Futures, also comes to know who his students are by building relationships with them and explicitly communicating to them that he sees them apart from what are often ugly politics related to refugees in Lebanon. He says:

In class, the students talk about how in certain places they’re treated badly because they’re Syrian. I tell them, of course not all the Lebanese treat you badly. I ask them “How am I with you?” They laugh because I’m very good to them. Because I look at them as humans not whatever else, the most important thing is that they’re human. So, for me, I get the message across to them that “you are welcome here.”

Importantly for his relationships with his students, Mr. Bassem does not let the state off the hook, threading the needle between educating about the world that exists and for the one he wishes did. He explains, “In the end, the state also has to be stronger than it is …. The state sways between [refugees will] stay, they won’t stay, we’ll send them back. … It needs to take responsibility.” In engaging with his students on these issues, Mr. Bassem leans on his own experiences of being educated in a second shift when he was in high school and needing to find a new job after the school he had taught in was destroyed in the 2006 July Israel-Hezbollah War.

In addition to listening, so as to explicitly engage with students on what they care about and their experiences as refugees in Lebanon, Mr. Bassem underscores the importance of building relationships with students based on their specific goals for their learning, connected to future-building. In this way, he describes an instrumental role of relationships for learning: “the relationship between students and the teacher is essential because, for the student to pass, they have to like the subject; and for them to like the subject they have to like the teacher. As soon as they like the teacher, they’ll like the subject.” Mr. Bassem draws on experiences in his family to create this kind of relationship. “I’m the youngest at home,” he explains. “So, we got used to listening to each other, talking to each other, discussing with each other and laughing and joking around even if we’re upset. If the atmosphere at home is tense someone would crack a joke to make it better. So, I got used to it and my personality was shaped around this idea.” Mr. Bassem actively tries to be likable, to build a warm and caring relationship with his students, because he sees how it makes him a stronger teacher.

Building relationships with students and seeing how their experiences as Syrian refugees in Lebanon connect to their education supports teachers to address the next question: what do my students need to learn? The relationships they have with their students both allow teachers to see the need to ask this question and also provide the mechanisms for them to learn how to address it.

What Do My Students Need to Learn?

Ms. Rima, the chemistry teacher at Futures, often wears jeans and a hoodie, Ugg boots and her hair in a ponytail. As when doing the demonstration of covalent bonds, she smiles easily and laughs with the students, sometimes calling them “habibi” and “hayeti” [my dear]. She has known these students for three years and knows exactly what they need to work on for their upcoming high-stakes exams. She writes the solution to problems from the textbook on the board, ones carefully chosen for the kinds of mistakes she sees her students making. One student can’t see the board because of the light reflection, so Ms. Rima adapts and closes the curtain for her. The board now clearly visible, Ms. Rima wants to be sure that the thinking behind the answer is also clear to each student. “Is it clear this part? Easy or difficult?” she asks. She continues, “#8 is a little difficult but we’re going to explain it just now.” To do so, on the board, she uses the abbreviation for protons (P+) but takes a moment to explain the rules of exams in Lebanon, which she knows are deeply connected to her students’ futures. She warns students not to use abbreviations on the official exam; “You should start getting used to writing the full terms,” she says.

One student, Munir, stands up from his desk without permission and calmly approaches the whiteboard, pointing to a question he doesn’t understand. He would not do this in another class, where a teacher might yell at him for leaving his seat. Ms. Rima, however, explains patiently to Munir how to do this question, as the rest of the class works quietly. And unlike other teachers who call students to wipe the whiteboard, Ms. Rima does it herself when she and Munir are done. After talking with Munir, Ms. Rima realizes that one element of their conversation is important for the whole class to understand to be successful on their exams. Getting their attention easily, she explains the difference between questions that use the word “determine” and those that use “justify.” She says, “When we say determine, you just write the final answer, you don’t have to explain. When we say justify, it means you have to explain how you got to the answer.” On the corner of the board, she writes “Determine” and “Justify” with rough Arabic translations of their intended meaning next to each word, to be sure that language does not get in the way of her students’ understanding.

As students work through problems at their desks, they call Ms. Rima over if they have questions or need help. She stands beside a student at the back of the room and teaches the student how to read a bar graph that is in the exercise. In a reciprocal way, when Ms. Rima makes a mistake in explaining parts of the periodic table and forgets what Mg is, the students supply her with “magnesium.” She accepts their teaching without the anger or embarrassment students are used to seeing from other teachers.

Even when the bell rings, students surround Ms. Rima and continue to ask her questions. They know she will not leave until she has answered every one. This investment in each student echoes the approach of Ms. Nada, the Arabic teacher, in answering the question of what students need to learn. She says, “I even tell them, ‘If there’s something you don’t understand, tell me, even if I repeat it.’ I would repeat everything even if they say they don’t understand 10 times, I would repeat again. I tell them, ‘Even if I repeat and you’re not understanding, keep telling me; perhaps I can try to explain it in a different way and be able to get the message across.’” Ms. Rima and Ms. Nada are predictable in their commitment to not giving up on students and ensuring they will get what they need to learn toward their goals.

Teachers like Ms. Rima and Ms. Nada know what students need to learn because of their relationships with them. From these relationships, they learn from students what curriculum feels relevant to them, what ideas they need more context to understand, what concepts are hard to grasp and need more explanation, and what norms of Lebanese schooling are invisible to Syrians and need to be made visible for them to succeed in their near-term and future goals.

What students need to learn, however, may not always align with what teachers are able and willing to teach, connected to the next question: what is hard about this work?

What Is Hard about This Work?

Ms. Nada, who is committed to explaining over and over any topics in her lessons related to the Arabic language class content, feels conflicted about what she should discuss with her students related to politics and conflict. “I feel … to be honest,” she explains, “I feel they’re very sensitive topics. I’m afraid of them over what will happen later. So, I feel like I can indirectly get them across but not immediately and directly put them in that atmosphere …. I feel it’s very difficult for the teachers. Maybe it should be their role but it’s very difficult.” She describes how the students put much more faith in her than she is ready for: “I feel like they have a lot of trust in me, no matter what I tell them. I feel like they give me more trust than perhaps what I deserve.”

As an example, Ms. Nada reflects on a conversation she had had when a student asked her why they need to learn Lebanese history when they are Syrian and this is “not our history.” Ms. Nada recounts how she “replied that we can’t say that, because in the end Lebanon and Syria and Palestine, these were all one. So, we have to know what we have here and what you have there and so on. I came at it from that angle ….” She was not surprised when the student was not satisfied with her response. She laughs, “The Lebanese students themselves don’t like our history, you know? Let alone a Syrian who’s studying the history, you know?” For Ms. Nada, the pedagogical challenge lies particularly in the tension between what is sanctioned by the state—her employer—and what she sees her students need, to support their learning and future-building: “I feel maybe all professions are difficult but especially teaching, I feel like it’s sacred. This is where generations rise, and this is where you can create a future for every student; and that’s why I used to fear this [tension] a lot.”

Mr. Hadi, the civics teacher at Futures School, reflects on how he tries to resolve this pedagogical challenge for himself, with an approach that is focused both on the present and the future. For the present, Mr. Hadi focuses on the curriculum as written. He explains that only by doing so can students succeed in their near-term goal: “they must reproduce what is in the textbook, the things that you’ll be asked about [on the exam] should be in there in the textbook. They’re all in the textbook.” Every once in a while, Mr. Hadi supplements the mandated curriculum when he sees a gap. In one lesson, he prepared an additional handout with photocopied text from another book. “Please don’t show this to anyone, though,” he cautioned, as he explained that he is not allowed to use materials other than the textbook. The students respect this choice—both to rely heavily on the textbook and to supplement it occasionally. One student, Waleema, explains that “this is the curriculum. His [civics teacher’s] job is to teach it to us, and because we’re supposed to be the future generation, we need to learn.”

With this focus on the curriculum, Mr. Hadi limits conversation about other topics. “Oh, please, no,” he laughs. He continues:

I don’t even try; if someone thinks about talking about topics like this, I immediately tell them that this is not our topic of discussion, we’re not concerned with talking about politics in class. Even if they see us outside, like in the court[yard], I try not to discuss topics like this at all because we try as much as possible to stay away from politics at school.

Unlike for Ms. Rima and Ms. Nada, there are some topics of conversation he sees as off-limits, even if they might help him better know who his students are. He notes that “the students in the afternoon shift have come from a war, in the end. But to be honest, I avoid, as much as possible, I don’t get into the details of their personal lives. I tell them, ‘What matters is for our rights to be fulfilled.’”

Drawing these boundaries around relationships is hard, but Mr. Hadi’s choice here is pedagogical. His focus on rights embodies his approach to future-building, which he sees as the most essential element of what his students need to learn. As he describes it:

They might live in contradiction currently, but I imagine hopefully in the future … imagine that maybe after a few years they can practice their rights normally like any other country. When things calm down. And if, God forbid, things don’t quiet down there, in the end, this is something all humans should know. Humans have to know their rights even if they don’t have all of them. There are a lot of people, OK, I know the rights, but do I get all of them in Lebanon, for example? It’s nice for a human to know their rights even if they sometimes can’t apply them. For us in Lebanon, are we getting all our rights? We know a human has the right to live a decent life, to have medical help secured, electricity, water, everything, but is any of this secured for us in Lebanon? But it’s nice for a human to demand these things. This is the most important idea, to be able to demand them in the future. Because if a human doesn’t know about it, they won’t demand it. I always tell my students, “If a person doesn’t know their rights, they won’t demand them. As soon as they know their rights, they will start demanding them. And as soon as they start demanding them, this creates fear among others that someone is … no matter how weak they are, or how low their voice is, in the end, they will have an impact.”

Most of what Mr. Hadi teaches is directly from the government-mandated civics curriculum and in line with what students will need to know to be successful on their high-stakes exam. Through his commitment to their present goals and to their future-building, he teaches them didactically about what they need to know for the test and also opens space for discussion about what the covered topics might mean to them in a world that does not yet exist—one in which they did have rights or in which they were ready, and able, to fight for particular rights.

Conclusion

Each day, students at Futures School in Beirut, Lebanon, bump up against what is both a pragmatic and an existential dissonance: the inclusion and peace they experience in some classrooms, met with exclusion and violence in other classrooms and outside of school. Mira’s teachers praise her soaring intellect and answer all of the many questions she asks to push her thinking, supporting her with both the skills and the confidence for success in any exam, degree, or job she might wish to pursue. At the same time, she hits a wall of unwelcome words and calls for her to go home that she knows will someday be an absolute barrier: as a Syrian, she does not have the right to work in Lebanon, so she would not actually be able to pursue the future she is trying to shape with her education. Munir hears the words of the gatekeeper each day as he comes to school, branding him a troublemaker, telling him he does not belong. And then he steps foot in Ms. Rima’s classroom and slips into the comfort of being the version of himself that he craves, able to leave his seat of his own accord to ask questions when he has them, able to get all the help he needs to understand how to succeed on his exam, able to support his peers through the questions he asks.

To address this dissonance, teachers like Ms. Rima, Ms. Nada, Mr. Bassem, and Mr. Hadi engage in a constant balancing act: teaching their Syrian students both for the world that exists and for a world that they and their students wish existed. In so doing, they intervene in a long-standing critique of civic education, social justice education, and peace education (e.g., see Abu El-Haj et al., 2020; Bajaj, Argenal, & Canlas, 2017; Bickmore, Kaderi, & Guerra-Sua, 2017; Paulson & Tikly, 2023): How to educate for inclusion and peace within classrooms when societies are rife with conflict and violence?

In other work cited above, we call the patterns and principles teachers use to address this dissonance constructively “pedagogies of belonging”: predictability, adaptability, and future-building, all facilitated through relationships. Yet the ways in which teachers develop these pedagogies remain underexplored. Examining closely how teachers come to use these pedagogies of belonging illuminates how other interested teachers or school systems might learn them. Through the case of the Futures School in Lebanon, I illustrate three key questions that teachers who use these pedagogies ask themselves, as a way to understand how teachers come to use them, and how they might spread more widely.

When teachers ask themselves, who are my students and how is that connected to their education? They need to engage in really knowing their students to be able to respond to their educational needs. In the case of Futures School, teachers answer this question for themselves by spending time developing relationships with each student based on listening and care, and through commitment to understanding the specific dissonances their students face while pursuing their short- and long-term education goals. These relationships enable teachers to see the values students hold for predictability, adaptability, and future-building in their education and to seek ways to incorporate them into their pedagogies. These relationships prompt teachers to ask a second question, what do my students need to learn? This question prompts teachers to examine how what their students need to learn might be different from the official curriculum they are mandated to teach or the ways they have taught in the past. It also prompts teachers to ask how what their students need for the short-term and for the long-term may vary, given ongoing conflicts and uncertainties. A third question, what is hard about this work?, enables teachers to recognize that the teaching they do is difficult. It also enables teachers to decide what boundaries they are willing to push and which ones they are not, which in turn could allow them to be transparent with students about the pedagogical decisions they are making. Across all of the questions teachers at Futures ask themselves, there is consistent commitment to making explicit and visible the purposes behind the pedagogical decisions they are making. In this way, teachers mirror the kinds of decisions their students make when faced with daily dissonances of living and being educated as Syrians in Lebanon, and support them by showing examples of how to navigate their ways through them.

Notes

1This project was collaborative with Vidur Chopra, Joumana Talhouk, and Carmen Geha. We express our thanks to the students and teachers who shared their time and experiences through participation in this study, to Dima Masri for tremendous research assistance, and to Cindy Horst and Hassan Aden for thought-provoking conversations on the larger study of which this research forms part. This research was made possible with support from the Research Council of Norway (grant number 274650).
2This research was reviewed and approved by the Committee on the Use of Human Subjects at Harvard University and American University of Beirut. Permission for data collection was granted by the Republic of Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education. All participants were aware of our roles as academic researchers and provided with an information sheet about the research, its potential risks and benefits, and their rights within the research; all gave their consent for participation. All appropriate steps were taken to protect participants’ confidentiality.
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Commentary: Pedagogies for Handling Identity and Justice Conflicts

Jennifer Chinenye Emelife

Abstract

This chapter provides a commentary on key issues raised in this section’s chapters on justice and inclusion pedagogies addressing heritage conflicts, including teachers’ dilemmas in planning and implementing conflicted heritage language pedagogies in Cyprus, teaching structurally excluded refugee students in Lebanon, and pedagogies enabling youth participatory agency in authoritarian Iran. It explores the complex interplay among inclusion, reconciliation, and heritage in the context of conflict-peace education. Ultimately, the analysis here echoes the call for pedagogies that support teachers in creating cohesive approaches to education that foster inclusion, peace, and justice.

Introduction

Transforming heritage, identity, language, and justice conflicts into opportunities for peacebuilding remains a key feature of theories and practices of peace education. However, the practices and policies bringing these tensions into the classroom sometimes reduce peace education practices to economic development tools, for instance, through standardized testing, rather than centering the interests of students who occupy contested spaces of learning (Holloway & Brass, 2018; Pandya, 2013; Weninger, 2018). Learner subjectivity and identity are influenced by such entanglements. Price (2014), for example, highlights the ways that bilingual students’ perspectives and experiences of language education in Taiwan are impacted by the marketized logic of English language education in Taiwan. The teachers in that study frame language education as cultural capital, disassociated from creativity or critical deliberation. Such framing produces students who are under academic pressure to compete effectively in the education market. Notwithstanding broad neoliberal debates about the economic benefits of (peace) education, many scholars and educators are resisting the dismissal of justice and critical consciousness from classrooms. Through various pedagogical practices, educators may address identity and heritage conflicts by engaging with structural, historical, and sometimes geopolitical drivers that underpin conflicts.

One example of such pedagogical practice is found in the work of peace educator and researcher Lynn Davies. In a study about curriculum reform and social cohesion in Sri Lanka, Davies (2017), somewhat like Natasha Robinson in this volume, argues that education should build upon conflict and peace in a usable past. A usable past could include students’ heritages: histories, languages, and cultural norms that offer students opportunities for problem-posing, dialogue, and reflection on conflicts and their root causes. The teacher is the heart of such pedagogy as the implementor of decisions, activities, or curriculum changes. Although teachers are closer to the students than other policy actors, teachers carry their own identities, worries, and histories that also bear a huge impact on how they understand and implement strategies for constructive peace education.

In Israel, for example, Jewish-Palestinian-integrated bilingual schools could be described as an effort toward constructively addressing heritage conflicts. Research indicates that, although teachers in integrated schools perceive themselves as pedagogical experts with the common goals of inclusion and multiculturalism (Rajuan & Bekerman, 2011), teaching in an integrated school setting can be a complex and sensitive endeavor. Teachers have to deal with implicit expectations to adhere to specific ideological or political orientations. This can be challenging for educators who may not necessarily identify with or support such ideologies and may fear being misconstrued or pressured to conform (Bekerman, 2012; Bekerman, 2018). The ongoing struggles and debates surrounding such integrated bilingual-bicultural initiatives demonstrate the highly contested and politicized nature of heritage in promoting peace and reconciliation that can become a site for competing narratives, rival claims, and conflicting identities, with different groups vying for recognition, validation, and redress, and grappling with the complexities of historical responsibility, guilt, and reparation (Zhu & Lixinski, 2024).

Given these contestations, what kind of support would teachers need to create classrooms that allow for justice-sensitive education (Davies, 2017)? What do teachers need to create classrooms that allow for democratic engagement with the past and present, especially among students and teachers in marginalized or polarized contexts? Constadina Charalambous, Sarah Dryden-Peterson, and Najme Kishani-Farahani, the authors in this Justice and Inclusion Pedagogies addressing Heritage Conflicts section, describe and analyze varying pedagogical approaches that may be useful to educators interested with inclusive and justice-centered goals for the theory/practice of constructive peace education.

Examining heritage language education in relation to identity conflict in Cyprus, Constadina Charalambous discusses the marginalization individuals encounter in learning and speaking a language where it has been historically associated with an enemy. The language education policy in Cyprus suggests that, in order to promote peaceful coexistence between the Greek- and Turkish-Cypriot communities, Turkish language should be taught as an optional foreign language in schools. In this chapter, Charalambous conceptualizes Turkish in the (Greek) Cyprus context as a conflicted heritage language, implying that, on the one hand, Turkish language education could offer the opportunity for inclusion and diversity as the policy initiative suggests. On the other hand, Turkish language education could provoke contestations and otherness rooted in legacies of violence. Charalambous demonstrates this tension through pedagogical and interview excerpts from three studies of Turkish language education in diverse Cypriot school settings, illustrating the conflicts emerging in the implementation of this heritage language education. Sometimes, students who chose to learn the language and teachers who taught it were derided and called traitors by their peers, revealing that the language still carries a stigma. In one example, a teacher’s use of translanguaging is constrained because children with Turkish as a home language turned down opportunities to speak Turkish in the classroom, due to such stigma. Charalambous points to a problem with many language education policies for peace education: the Turkish-as-a-foreign-language lessons mitigated risks by focusing on technical aspects of language such as grammar and vocabulary. However, such lessons would neglect spaces for interrogation and deliberation on feelings of insecurity, shame, and disputed identity that come with the language in this contested context. Limiting dialogue on a language’s historical-cultural attributes and their consequences for learners and teachers would reinforce the stigma of conflict and ultimately impact how individuals live and express themselves.

Through the Cyprus example, Charalambous demonstrates that heritage discourses can have both positive and negative effects on peace education. While they can promote peace, discourses on heritage can also exclude certain groups. In some cases, the pursuit of peace through heritage education may prioritize an imagined inclusive narrative that favors the interests of some parties to the conflict over the voices and experiences of marginalized groups (Pasamitros, 2024). Charalambous’ approach to teaching students in conflicted (language) heritage cautions against falling into the binary position of merely viewing heritage as either positive or negative. Instead, she proposes that a constructive conflict pedagogy in language education could examine the complex ways in which students’ heritages interact with each other and have affected both learner and teacher. Instead of stopping at a straightforward fix like language inclusion which may not fully address lived complexities, it is crucial to design pedagogies that allow for flexible engagement with heritage practices and their meanings. Such inclusive pedagogies could provide a broad perspective on how diversities shape teaching practices in conflict-affected societies. Recognizing the interplay between inclusion and reconciliation could give way to a pedagogy that not only acknowledges the experiences and perspectives of diverse groups but also actively promotes recognition, empathy, healing, justice, and ultimately, peace (Zembylas et al., 2009).

In Chapter 8, Najme Kishani-Farahani describes an agentic focus group pedagogy that allowed youth in Iran, a nondemocratic context, to exercise agency through self-expression, reflection, and dialogue on various aspects of justice conflict in youths’ lives. The four focus groups involved youth participants from schools serving different socioeconomic status and gender groups. Deliberately designed in a series of six sessions, each workshop series allowed students to render visible and to name the conflicts in their everyday lives, while awakening in them a sense of capability. What I find unique about this approach is that the focus groups were initiated as a method for data collection but became a pedagogical vehicle for youth voice and participation. Peace education practices that make a long-term impact on young people’s lives and pave the way for handling justice conflicts are often characterized by youth engagement in dialogue and communication, participation, and action (Bajaj, 2015). The arts-based elements used in Kishani-Farahani’s focus groups demonstrate the value of multimodal pedagogies in constructive conflict pedagogies for young people, especially those in marginalized and/or multilingual contexts. Such an approach makes available means with which learners can present their thoughts and perspectives, while also challenging preconceived assumptions about individuals from disadvantaged socioeconomic status, gender, or identity groups.

Kishani-Farahani’s article responds to the challenge of dialogue and communication raised in Charalambous’ Chapter 7. When young people do not have access to tools and knowledge that can help them problematize and situate their experiences within a broader sociopolitical, historical, and cultural context, they may fall into the individual blame trap. Caught in this trap, youth would blame themselves, their families, or other citizens, believing that privileged people’s success reflects their own merit or hard work, whereas laziness, limited education, or inadequacies of themselves or family members explain disadvantage. The problem with the blame game is that it reinforces identity conflicts and perpetuates hierarchical divisions, as in the case of learning and speaking Turkish language among Greek Cypriots in Cyprus. The kind of agentic engagement pedagogy which Kishani-Farahani proposes demonstrates the possibility and need for critical spaces of reflection where students can move away from individualized blame, assert their agency outside of the politics of deficits, and focus instead on problematizing and problem-solving regarding the political, economic, social, and cultural structures underpinning conflicts. Under such conditions, dialogue becomes an important tool for inclusion that can be used in addressing past and present conflicts.

However, proper mediation is essential for dialogue to be effective (Zhu & Lixinski, 2024). Focus group pedagogies designed around agency, participation, and engagement could help young people to move away from accepting the world as unchangeable, toward questioning the world and how it shapes them, while seeking transformation through this understanding. Both Kishani-Farahani and Charalambous’s chapters emphasize that successful implementation of constructive conflict pedagogies relies not only on the interplay between inclusion and reconciliation but also on skillful mediation by teachers, who must navigate complex dynamics, foster constructive dialogue, and create a safe and respectful learning environment, to achieve a transformative outcome.

Sarah Dryden-Peterson’s chapter provides concrete instances, from her research, of how tensions and dynamics of resistance to structures underpinning conflicts may be negotiated and reflected upon within varying spaces of education. Specifically, her chapter shows how teachers of different subjects in Lebanon confronted the challenge of preparing Syrian refugee students for the harsh reality of the world they live in and for hope grounded in a better imagined future. From providing the students extra support to pass high-stakes exams, to allowing them spaces to discuss conflicting political experiences, to teaching them implicitly or explicitly about their rights, to building friendly relationships with students, these teachers deliberately planned and implemented pedagogies that were inclusive of what their students need as refugees and what they believed the students needed to be able to build a more durably peaceful future.

Dryden-Peterson emphasizes the peacebuilding role that can be played by refugee education in the context of the legal, political, and social aspects of Lebanon’s policies addressing the opportunities and welfare of Syrian refugees. Her chapter also echoes the teacher’s dilemma in addressing conflictual issues in the classroom, discussed in previous chapters. In teaching Arabic language, Ms. Nada, for example, is conflicted about what she should discuss and what should be left out. She adapts mandated curriculum content on Lebanese history to bear relevance to the Syrian students. To avoid the discomfort of engaging directly in difficult topics, Mr. Hadi, the civics teacher, focuses on preparing students to excel in their exams. His proposition is that high grades could give refugee students access to opportunities to, in future, resist dominant structures and fight for their rights. Discussing conflicts and politics explicitly in the present, for him, would be counterproductive while refugee students continue to be met with discriminatory policies.

The examples highlighted above reflect these Lebanese teachers’ commitment and intentionality in constructing pedagogies to support their refugee students’ needs. Dryden-Peterson grounds her inquiry in what she calls pedagogies of belonging: her argument being that, in contexts of conflict-infused migration, certain pedagogical elements can enable students to feel a sense of belonging and capability toward building a more peaceful, just, and equitable future for themselves and their communities. This chapter thus taps into some of the paradoxes and potentials of peace education present in schools that are both colonial legacies and sites of conflict, struggle, and transformation. The guiding thread to negotiating these tensions, according to Dryden-Peterson’s reflections on the practices of these educators, is their emphasis on creating relevant curriculum, recognizing identities of their students, and finding ways to act with resistance.

To conclude, pedagogies constructively handling identity, heritage, and language justice conflicts require a drastic shift from the dominant modes and discourses of teaching and learning. It is about challenging and resisting the status quo. As the chapters in this section have demonstrated, resistance to the violent present is often impacted by contextual factors such as access to democratic engagement, teacher and youth agency, and the standardization and marketization of education. Nonetheless, the cases in this section offer some useful tips for navigating these hurdles. Incorporating arts-based elements, designing pedagogies that are sensitive and reflective of students’ lived experiences, discussing historical and cultural affiliations in language teaching, and centering students’ interests and identities are some of the suggestions for constructive conflict-peace education drawn from these chapters. In many conflict-affected societies, youths are a significant part of the population. The chapters in this part consider youths as agents of peacebuilding, conflict resolution, and justice, and echo Davies’ (2017) call for nuanced, context-specific, justice-oriented research and practice engaging youths’ capacity for peace and justice.
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Teacher Development through a Controversial US School Murals Case Using Film and Deliberative Dialogue

Judith L. Pace

Abstract

Encouraging and equipping novice teachers to take up deliberative dialogue on controversial issues with their own students is crucial to educating for democracy and peace but is especially challenging in an intensely polarized sociopolitical climate. In this lesson exemplar, my students (novice teachers in the United States) explored a heated local controversy through case study, documentary film, deliberative dialogue, and reflective practice. We viewed a documentary film titled Town Destroyer (Snitow & Kaufman, 2022) about the conflict, and the ensuing discussion revolved around the question of whether young people should be exposed in school to art depicting a history of racist and colonial violence. I illustrate, with this case, how teachers can learn to address controversies in their lessons while containing the risks of doing this work.

Introduction

In 2019, a local controversy in San Francisco over a thirteen-panel historic mural inside George Washington High School (GWHS) made national headlines in the US. The “Life of George Washington” murals, painted in the 1930s by a left-wing New Deal artist, honor Washington as “founding father” of the United States and implicate him as slaveowner and commander of the destruction of Seneca villages during the Revolutionary War. Despite what is interpreted as a constructively critical portrayal of US history, the San Francisco School Board voted to paint over the murals because of content deemed offensive and potentially traumatizing for students. This controversial decision sparked an outcry from the arts community, alumni, and other stakeholders. Albeit a local controversy, conflicts over school murals are a nationwide phenomenon ( Kalish, 2022 ) with global resonance, as controversies over public art, monuments, and memorials provoke questions about how various forms of violence are interrupted and/or perpetuated.

As a professor of teaching and curriculum at the University of San Francisco, I was eager to explore the murals controversy at GWHS given our close connection with the school. In spring 2023, guided by my framework for reflective practice in teaching controversial issues, my Curriculum Currents and Controversies class engaged with this conflict through a pedagogical sequence that involved reading articles expressing multiple perspectives, watching a documentary film called Town Destroyer, and participating in a deliberative seminar. The discussion centered on the question of what should be done about the murals, which on the one hand provide critical lessons on Washington and US history but are potentially traumatizing for students of color. My students took up the competing perspectives in the film, made connections to different cases of censorship, and raised questions about public art that depicts violence against marginalized communities. They considered possible solutions to the conflict and, although some disagreed about whether the murals should stay or be removed, the class ultimately agreed that educating all GWHS students about them was crucial.

These teacher education students reflected on their process of reading about the controversy, watching the film, and discussing the conflict and some noted how their thinking shifted with each step of the sequence. One student said, “I kind of formed an opinion reading the article, and that opinion really changed through watching the film, but it was the seminar, especially what [three individuals] said, really, like made me rethink things.” In a polarized world with so much divisiveness, the possibility of learning through constructively conflictual dialogue, while working through a local and larger conflict, generated a palpable sense of hope. The exemplar lesson served as a model for lessons these novice teachers co-designed and co-taught on other controversies.

Deliberative Dialogue for Democratic Learning

Deliberative dialogue involves the guided and productive exchange of ideas among diverse participants to co-construct understanding of an issue, find common ground, and plan future actions to address the issue. Studying controversial issues through deliberative pedagogies is a cornerstone of democratic citizenship education (Hess, 2009) and a vehicle for peace building. Deliberation of controversial issues in an open classroom climate is positively correlated with political efficacy, interest, tolerance, civic knowledge, and engagement (Hahn, 2011; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Torney-Purta et al., 2001).

Scholars and educators have increasingly advocated for teaching controversial issues. However, opportunities for students to discuss controversial issues in classrooms have been limited (Barton & Avery, 2016) and unequally distributed, contributing to a gap in access to civic empowerment (Ho et al., 2011; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levinson, 2012). Teachers may avoid conflictual content due to concern about their own capabilities (Hess, 2004; Pace, 2021a). Even after receiving professional development, teachers’ enactment of deliberative dialogue may be infrequent (Bickmore & Parker, 2014).

Today, an organized and well-funded political movement to eviscerate diversity, equity, and inclusion in US schools has increased teachers’ risk in discussing controversial issues with students (Kim, 2021; PEN America, n.d.; Pollock et al., 2022; Schwartz, 2023). Failure to comply with state mandates to limit content related to race, gender, sexuality, and inequality carries risks such as firing, personal fines, loss of teaching licenses, and withholding of state monies from schools. Censorship efforts and personal attacks have targeted educators from district-wide to individual levels.

How can teacher educators encourage teachers, including novices, to take up deliberative dialogue on conflictual issues, skillfully and thoughtfully, as it has become increasingly urgent and scary to do so? Scholars have critiqued some deliberative dialogue that may suggest false equivalencies. Also deliberation’s “rules of the game” (Burbules, 2016) can advantage dominant viewpoints and exclude marginalized voices. Sibbett (2016) critiques deliberations such as legislative simulations whose content and norms are based on Western liberal ideological assumptions that centralize pluralism, autonomy, and reasonableness, ignore problems of social inequality and individualism, and may invalidate the voices of those who have been systematically disadvantaged by sexism, racism, and classism. Sibbett presents evidence of students of color being marginalized in vignettes from the prize-winning book The Political Classroom (Hess & McAvoy, 2015), revealing the potential for unintended harm even when deliberations appear constructive and civil.

Sibbett (2016) presents a “transformative criticality” framework to inform deliberative dialogue. It consists of three elements. “Decentered unities” (Apple, 2014) refers to common ground shared by people who may also disagree. Sibbett illustrates with the example of indigenous groups and non-indigenous ranchers who came together to fight the Keystone XL oil pipeline. The second element is a combination of participatory and justice-oriented citizenship (Westheimer and Kahne, 2004), encouraging both civic and political engagement and examination of the roots of injustice in existing systems and structures. Finally, wholeheartedness embraces the heart—passionate responses to injustice and suffering—as well as the mind—evidence-based, rational thought.

Barton and Ho (2022) also critique deliberation approaches that restrict modes of communication and set up binary disagreements between competing sides. In their model of collaborative deliberation (see Ho and Barton, this volume), participants work together to clarify issues and evaluate possibilities for action, and are open to storytelling, passionate language, and nonverbal communication focused on inclusiveness and mutual values.

For this teacher education lesson, I selected an open, inclusive kind of deliberative dialogue that adapts aspects of Barton and Ho’s collaborative deliberation and Sibbett’s transformative criticality. I emphasized the exploratory kind of discourse fostered by a seminar process—in which the key purpose is, instead of consensual decision, to enlarge understanding of a text and the issues it raises, and of other discussion participants (Parker, 2003).

A Framework for Reflective Practice in Teaching Controversial Issues

My approach to the exemplar lesson was guided by my framework for “contained risk-taking” in teaching controversial issues (Pace, 2019, 2021a, 2021b), a research-derived grounded theory to inform reflective practice. I recently conducted cross-national research on how four expert teacher educators prepared their preservice teachers to teach controversial issues and what the preservice teachers learned (also Pace, 2019, 2022, 2024). I studied graduate-level preservice history, citizenship, and social studies methods courses, for novice teachers preparing to teach post-primary students (ages 11–18), at four universities in England, Northern Ireland, and the United States.

A major finding was that all four teacher educators both taught and practiced what I call contained risk-taking. They encouraged exploring hard questions related to conflictual topics such as genocide, sectarianism, and free expression, using inquiry, discussion, and powerful resources. But they also taught strategies for containing the risks of teaching controversial issues that make teachers anxious, such as loss of classroom control and negative responses from students or other stakeholders. To put my research findings into practice, I developed a framework for reflective practice that incorporates these strategies, which overlap with and extend recommendations identified by other scholars (see Teaching Controversies website–Pace, n.d.).

Cultivate a Supportive Environment

As Parker and Bickmore (2014) found, “A too-often neglected element of conflict dialogue is preparation—developing norms and relationships for respectful nonviolent interaction” (p. 296). To cultivate a supportive environment, teachers create a classroom culture of trust and respect, affirming diverse identities through community building, warmth, and humor. Their classes continually practice norms such as active listening, respectful dissent, open-mindedness, evaluation of knowledge sources, and collaborative learning. Teachers do not allow targeting of Othered identities, emphasize the value of each unique human, and work against stereotyping and scapegoating.

Select and Frame Authentic Issues

Teachers select open issues and topics appropriate for their curriculum and students, and frame them as questions, to encourage inquiry and discussion of diverse perspectives. Their sequencing progresses from cooler to hotter issues. Controversies that are empirically settled, such as whether the Holocaust occurred or the legitimacy of the 2020 presidential election, are not examined as authentic questions. As Barton and Ho (2023) explain, “Joint, non-adversarial problem-solving requires questions that invite open-ended consideration of a common concern rather than support for, or opposition to, a given policy” (pp. 47–8).

Prepare Thoroughly

In careful lesson planning, teachers deepen their content knowledge and develop robust purposes, rationales, and goals for lessons. They create developmentally appropriate lessons based on knowing their students and school communities well. They anticipate stakeholders’ perspectives and possible reactions. Teachers benefit from co-designing and debriefing lessons in professional learning communities.

Choose Resources and Pedagogies

Teachers select resources to stimulate thinking and provide entry points to discussion. They are sensitive to images and textual resources that might provoke emotional responses or spread misinformation. Teachers structure discussion pedagogies that allow all voices to be heard and align these approaches with the issues being explored and their students’ identities. If the issue is highly charged and may make certain students feel vulnerable, teachers use methods aimed at surfacing, understanding, and analyzing different perspectives. If the issue is not highly charged and student identities are not targeted, methods such as deliberation and role play are appropriate (Pace, Soto-Shed & Washington, 2022).

Think through Teacher Stance and Roles

Teachers reflect on their own positions on the issues they teach, on their justice and morality commitments, and on the purposes and potential risks of their lessons. They select roles to adopt during discussion (e.g., advocate or devil’s advocate) to further students’ understanding of different viewpoints. Teachers must be thoughtful about whether to disclose their own political views while fostering critical examination of competing perspectives and encouraging students to formulate their own diverse positions (Hess & McAvoy, 2015).

Guide Discussion

Teachers use questioning, discussion formats, and protocols (such as seminar, structured academic controversy, philosophical chairs, and town hall) to guide discussions. They facilitate sustained, productive exchanges among students rather than defaulting to recitation-style interactions (Pace, 2015). They teach students discussion skills, such as referencing assigned texts and building on others’ ideas (Parker & Hess, 2001). Teachers attend to power dynamics and work toward equity among students.

Communicate Proactively

In a politically charged environment, teachers should communicate in advance their plans for teaching controversial issues content and methods to parents, students, and administrators. They explain that discussing controversial issues through a set of research-based practices promotes independent thinking, not indoctrination, and explain the democratic aims and learning goals underpinning teaching of controversial issues. Teachers seek support from colleagues and school leaders.

Address Emotions

Teachers balance affective and intellectual engagement. They provide space to process emotions, use de-escalation techniques when needed, and get students to think metacognitively about emotionally entrenched perspectives and social divisions. Teachers are careful not to demonize or alienate students when discussions get charged, while providing emotional stability. All of this requires building relationships with and among students.

Context: Deliberative Dialogue in a Teacher Education Course

My Curriculum: Currents and Controversies course is one of the two final (fifteen-week) courses in our MAT (Master of Arts in Teaching) program. It focuses on political, curricular, and pedagogical ideologies and power struggles that have shaped US curriculum, and how they are linked to democracy in schools and society. For two-thirds of the course, I model how to design and facilitate discussion-based lessons related to our study of controversies. For the final four weeks, the novice teachers, in small groups, teach a curriculum controversy they have researched, using one of the discussion formats I have modeled or a different one.

A highlight of the spring 2023 semester was teaching a local controversy that erupted in 2019 over the “Life of George Washington” murals inside the entrance hall and staircase of a high school in San Francisco, California. I was excited to use a documentary film that vividly portrays how the conflict unfolded along with multiple-perspective insights from key actors and experts whose identities are connected to the issues raised by the film.

The Film

Town Destroyer, by Alan Snitow and Deborah Kaufman (2022), revolves around a local controversy with global resonance that erupted over the “Life of George Washington” murals, painted in the 1930s by Victor Arnautoff, a left-wing artist funded by a New Deal government work program, on the walls of George Washington High School. The murals honor George Washington as “founding father” of the United States and implicate him as slaveowner and commander of the murderous destruction of indigenous Seneca villages during the American Revolutionary War. Despite the artist’s identity and critical portrayal of US history, the San Francisco School Board voted to paint over the murals because of content deemed offensive and traumatizing, including the image of a murdered Native person. The decision generated an outcry from the arts community, alumni, and other stakeholders. This local conflict is one instance of worldwide controversies at a time of racial reckoning. It raises questions: “How should a changing society deal with controversial works of art? … Is it censorship to destroy murals that show painful histories? What does our country owe people who have been historically wronged?” (Bullfrog Films, n.d.).

The film exemplifies multi-perspectivity as it juxtaposes conflicting voices. At the same time, it centers the experiences, views, and feelings of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color community members, artists, museum curators, and scholars. Diverse viewpoints are found within every identity group, and people also express common concerns around the legacy of difficult history and contemporary threats to people of color. The film calls viewers to move beyond conflict into building a negotiated peaceful outcome that addresses harm and also protects art and truth-telling about history.

Case Study

Town Destroyer serves as a case study of an educational justice dilemma, in which decision-makers are pulled between competing choices. Case studies of educational justice dilemmas can be powerful tools for engaging participants in “warm” (Levinson & Fay, 2016) or “wholehearted” (Sibbett, 2016) yet critical discussion. They provide richly described narratives that immerse participants in deeply felt, real-life dilemmas. Cases of educational justice issues can facilitate a process of transdisciplinary inquiry, democratic deliberation among various stakeholders, and critical reflection on not only educational practice and policy but also the meaning of democratic living (Levinson & Fay, 2016).

Prominent teacher education scholars advocate teaching with cases because they bridge theory and practice (Darling-Hammond, 2006). Lee Shulman explained: “Case methods are expected to be more engaging, more demanding, more intellectually exciting and stimulating, more likely to bridge the vast chasm between principle and practice, and more likely to help neophytes to learn to ‘think like a teacher’” (1992, p. 1). Cases may address guiding principles, ethics, dispositions, and visions of what is possible and facilitate situated learning as they are embedded in specific settings, practices, and emotions (1992, p. 2, 23).

Normative cases of controversial justice dilemmas serve as excellent resources for teachers to strengthen democracy education as they encourage deliberation across differences.

In my course, the film Town Destroyer as our core text, supplemented by news articles, offered a very rich case of a justice conflict. Below, I describe my approach through my framework elements.

Thorough Preparation

For high-quality discussion, student preparation is key. I assigned two articles about the conflict, one from the New York Times and the other from National Public Radio (Kalish, 2022; Pogash, 2019), and gave them an optional article from The Nation. I also assigned writing about their prior knowledge, what they had learned from the articles, and what questions these provoked.

My goals for the lesson included the following:

•Immerse ourselves in deliberative dialogue, on a local education conflict with wide relevance, to develop our capabilities in multi-perspectival thinking informed by critical lenses.

•Model the framework for reflective practice in teaching controversial issues using a powerful pedagogical resource, strong lesson design, and supportive instructional materials.

•Inform one of the essential questions from the course: How have struggles over the curriculum reflected conflicting political, economic, social, and cultural interests as well as educational beliefs in an increasingly diverse, capitalist society that is struggling with democracy and justice?

•Reflect on the importance of deliberating complex dilemmas with others who bring different perspectives.

My lesson also included specific case-related goals:

•Think critically about multiple perspectives on the case as well as on the wider issues they address.

•Discuss underlying conflicts of values and interests.

•Generate responses to the conflict informed by our knowledge and experience.

An unarticulated goal was to promote nuanced thinking and tolerance for ambiguity, which are difficult for many and crucial for understanding and handling conflict.

Cultivating a Supportive Environment

While it appeared in our syllabus and our online site, a few weeks in advance I informed students about the controversy and film we would be exploring. After the class session opened by singing “Happy Birthday” to one of the students, I asked everyone to access the lesson plan online and to paste it into their class journal. I introduced the murals controversy as a school’s “hidden curriculum” that had become visible. I referred to the texts they had read and acknowledged that this controversy hit close to home because it was local, our program has a long-standing relationship with George Washington High School (GWHS), and two of the students in our class had taught there recently.

We revisited the framework for reflective practice previously introduced to the class. I spoke about my own stance and positionality as a student teaching supervisor at GWHS, an art history major, and a White middle-class woman who needs to practice empathic listening, especially with people of color. I asked my students to take note of their emotions while watching the film. I spoke about cultivating a supportive environment by saying I loved that our class had so many diverse backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives, naming different group identities students had written about for a previous class session. I encouraged us to “embrace the diversity.”

The Introduction closed by revisiting the class norms we had established at the start of the semester:

•Respect for others/self.

•Accept challenge/Anticipate and lean into discomfort.

•Keep an open mind.

•Embrace uncertainty, disagreement, and nonclosure.

•Be present (remote and in person).

•Promote equity.

•Anchor the discussion.

I said that our discussion was based on a central premise of multi-perspectivity—there are ways of viewing the world different from our own that are equally valid. Finally, I showed them the framing question for our deliberative dialogue.

Choosing Resources and Pedagogies

The next segment of the lesson was devoted to viewing three film clips (totaling 27 minutes) and taking notes. The document students had downloaded included a graphic organizer to keep track of the different people and perspectives in the film and students’ reactions to them. It had space for students to jot down additional notes after each clip and for general reflection about how the film touched them personally.

Next, I organized a warm-up discussion in small groups so students could review their notes together and formulate open-ended prompts for the seminar, using their previously written text responses and their notes from the film. I gave them sentence starters to support this work:

•How did you react when …

•What did people notice …

•What do you think it meant when …

•I am wrestling with the tension between …

•I’d like to talk about the portrayal of …

•Do you think this is similar to …

•Why might the filmmakers choose to …

•What should we do when …

Guiding Discussion

I introduced the whole-group dialogue as a deliberative seminar with the following purposes: (1) enlarge our understanding of the murals controversy, the film, and our reactions to both; (2) discuss ideas for addressing the murals controversy. The framing question was, How should we deal with the Life of Washington murals and other controversial art about history that is painted in schools?

I opened the seminar with this question: What thoughts and feelings does the film raise for you about the murals controversy? Then I let the students direct the conversation, but had the following questions ready to stimulate thinking and dialogue:

•Which voices/perspectives pushed your thinking (and feelings) the most?

•How are the murals different from the Confederate and Early Pioneer monuments?

•What do you think were the political, social, economic, cultural, and educational forces that made this controversy erupt and unfold the way it did?

•What is the perspective of the filmmakers? Were certain voices/perspectives emphasized or left out?

•What should be done (if anything) about the “Life of Washington” murals? Who should decide?

Fifteen minutes before the end of class, I brought the seminar to a close and asked students to write a journal reflection. This gave me time to gather my thoughts and provide a summary of key points made during the discussion. Finally, I asked each student to share one sentence with the class from their reflections.

Student Responses

Of particular interest to me were specific developments in our dialogue. One shift occurred right at the beginning of the seminar. After I invited participants to express reactions to the film, the first to respond was a student, one of two White men in the class, who identified as more conservative than other students in the program. He said that he was “really triggered” and angered by those who, in his view, wanted to censor the murals. The very next student to respond refocused the dialogue from adult concerns to student concerns. She said:

I feel like my opinion doesn’t matter, for me it’s the opinions of the kids and if a kid is triggered by it, if a kid is traumatized by it, I feel like that’s the opinion that matters. And every parent and committee member that was an adult, I care about their opinion. But for me, none of that is at the heart of it; it’s the kids who have to walk into that building every day.

This comment asserted the importance of investigating how high school students felt about the murals and listening to their perspectives on what should be done about them. Others took up this call in their contributions and the first person to speak noted the importance of centering on students in his final journal reflection.

Relatedly, the emphasis of the class’s dialogue was on what should be the educational response to the murals. One person said that her small group had suggested that a specific class on the murals should be given to all ninth graders, at high schools throughout the district including GWHS. New students at all grade levels should take the class, and it needed to center Indigenous perspectives, because these were missing from the murals. This comment gave me an opening to invite the participation of a female student of color who rarely spoke in class. She had done her student teaching at GWHS, and I had been her university supervisor. I said, “I don’t wanna put you on the spot [student’s name], but I am really curious to hear your thoughts given that you student-taught at the school last semester and your cooperating teacher does teach to the murals.” The student informed everyone that the murals had been taught in both history and ethnic studies classes. She said that in the ethnic studies class, “we taught it our first week of class … the history of the school and the history of the mural, very much, like, discussion based, kind of similar to what we’re doing now.”

In the reflection at the end of the lesson, students remarked on the value of the seminar and of learning about how teachers at GWHS were addressing the murals. Here are some excerpts:

Student 1

I kind of formed an opinion reading the article and that opinion really changed through watching the film but it was the seminar, especially what [three student names] said, really like made me rethink things.

Student 2

Our discussion made me think more broadly about how schools can perpetuate trauma and be saturated with trauma, how it can trigger feelings and I just think about how we can think of our schools as places of collective healing …

Student 3

Something that I appreciate about the discussion is learning about how this issue is talked about and taught at Washington. I think that was … missing (from the film) … I think that’s maybe the most important thing.

Student 4

I’d actually like to echo that … it’s extremely important to educate students about its purpose, its creator, and why it was painted within the school.

Student 5 (who had been student teacher at GWHS)

I think this mural has so much potential in its teaching … especially in ethnic studies class, because it’s teaching history through a critical race theory lens. I think it opens so much other discussion about giving reverence to other historical figures in history that were like Washington—slaveowners—and why we glorify them and give reverence to them.

Student 6

I enjoyed hearing all of your opinions today, even though I didn’t speak much, and I really enjoyed hearing the posed solutions that we had and thinking critically about what we do about these murals. I think students’ opinions matter most, just how they feel safe in the school environment. Like if you’ve ever read Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain, how Zaretta Hammond says, if you don’t feel safe you can’t learn. So, you need to make sure that all the students feel safe in that environment so that they can learn.

Student 7

I had a different stance before I read the articles. It changed a little bit after I read the articles. It changed a little bit after watching the film. It changed after we had the discussion … There’re all different ways to process it and you really do need all of them to form a stance. Which then makes me think like, okay there’s got to be curriculum. It has to include all those things. Kids need an opportunity to learn about it in many different ways and it can’t just be just looking at it as they enter school with no context.

Conclusion

A specific tension with using this film in class is that ideally, the entire film would be viewed. The filmmakers take the viewer on a journey throughout the film’s fifty-five minutes. Showing three ten-minute clips sacrifices the integrity of that journey. However, my colleagues gave me positive feedback for using clips, given that classroom time is limited.

Designing and teaching this pedagogical exemplar was a gratifying learning experience. I was struck by the benefits of consulting with colleagues when designing the lesson. It was particularly helpful to streamline the lesson plan with Eric Soto-Shed and to get help from Jeremy Stoddard in scaffolding the viewing of film clips with a graphic organizer. Facilitating discussions prior to my class session informed me about how seasoned educators would respond to the murals controversy and the film and assured me this lesson was valuable.

The seminar with my class enriched my thinking about educational responses to the murals conflict—both what had been done at GWHS and what could be done. It made me realize that a resolution of the controversy could be a vibrant educational response that centers student voices and Indigenous perspectives. Reflecting on this months later, a conversation with staff from the National Museum of the American Indian helped solidify my perspective that the murals (approached as a controversial issue seminar) present a rich learning opportunity that resonates with transformative curriculum development for digging into the difficult history of genocide as well as Native resistance and cultural persistence.

My students’ appreciation for the lesson was evident. It taught me to trust their capacity to deal with complexity and ambiguity. In anonymous feedback on the course, one student wrote:

I found the mural[s] at GWHS one of the most important and powerful assignments/ controversies that we talked about. It was one of the first times it was not so clearly black and white and it remained grey. I think it helped me realize that I also can feel different ways about something and to be okay with the not knowing.

Many students wrote about how their thinking about the murals shifted and remarked more generally on the value of gaining tools for teaching controversial issues and participating collaboratively and constructively in dialogue on curriculum controversies.

People across various groups I’ve facilitated remarked on the value of teaching the murals controversy, using the film, to secondary-level students. With a high school schedule, two or three fifty-minute periods would be needed to teach my lesson but a longer sequence could be devoted to it and include both deeper inquiry and an action component (Pace & Stoddard, 2024).


References
Apple, Michael (2012). Can Education Change Society? Routledge.

Apple, Michael (2014). Official Knowledge: Democratic Education in a Conservative Age, 3rd ed., Routledge.

Barton, Keith, & Avery, Patricia (2016). Research on Social Studies Education: Diverse Students, Settings, and Methods. In C. A. Bell, & D. Gitomer (Eds.), Handbook of Research on Teaching, 5th ed. (pp. 985–1038). American Educational Research Association.

Barton, Keith, & Ho, Li-Ching (2022). Curriculum for Justice and Harmony: Deliberation, Knowledge, and Action in Social and Civic Education. Routledge.

Barton, Keith, & Ho, Li-Ching (2023). Collaborative deliberation in the classroom. Kappan, 104(5), 44–9. https://kappanonline.org/collaborative-deliberation-barton-ho/.

Bickmore, Kathy (2005). Teacher development for conflict participation: Facilitating learning for “difficult citizenship” education. International Journal of Citizenship and Teacher Education, 1(2), 2–16.

Bickmore, Kathy, & Parker, Christina (2014). Constructive conflict talk in classrooms: Divergent approaches to addressing divergent perspectives. Theory and Research in Social Education, 42(3), 291–335. Doi: 10.1080/00933104.2014.901199.

Bullfrog Films (n.d.). Town Destroyer. http://www.bullfrogfilms.com/catalog/towd.html.

Burbules, Nicholas (2016). Being critical about being critical: A response to “toward a transformative criticality for democratic citizenship education”. Democracy and Education, 24(2), (paper 7), 1–5. https://democracyeducationjournal.org/home/vol24/iss2/7.

CAFILM Education (2022). Town Destroyer. Curriculum Guide.

Darling-Hammond, Linda (2006). Constructing 21st-century teacher education. Journal of Teacher Education, 57(3), 300–14.

Hahn, Carole (2011). Issues-Centered Pedagogy and Classroom Climate for Discussion: A View from the United States. In Kerry J. Kennedy, Wing On Lee, & David L. Grossman (Eds.), Citizenship Pedagogies in Asia and the Pacific (pp. 315–31). Springer.

Hess, Diana (2004). Discussion in social studies: Is it worth the trouble? Social Education, 68(2), 151–5.

Hess, Diana (2009). Controversy in the Classroom: The Democratic Power of Discussion. Routledge.

Hess, Diana, & McAvoy, Paula (2015). The Political Classroom: Evidence and Ethics in Democratic Education. Routledge.

Ho, Li-Ching, Alviar-Martin, Teresa, Sim, Jasmine, & Yap, Pui San (2011). Civic disparities: Exploring students’ perceptions of citizenship within Singapore’s academic tracks. Theory & Research in Social Education, 39(2), 203–37.

Kahne, Joseph, & Middaugh, Ellen (2008). Democracy for Some: The Civic Opportunity Gap in High School. CIRCLE Working paper #59. http://www.civicyouth.org/PopUps/WorkingPapers/WP59Kahne.pdf.

Kahne, Joseph, Rodriguez, Monica, Smith, Betsan, & Thiede, Keith (2000). Developing citizens for democracy? Assessing opportunities to learn in Chicago’s social studies classrooms. Theory and Research in Social Studies Education, 28(3), 311–38.

Kalish, Jon (2022). When murals depict traumatic history, schools must decide what stays on the walls. National Public Radio (October 14). https://www.npr.org/2022/10/14/1127843326/when-murals-depict-traumatic-history-schools-must-decide-what-stays-on-the-wall.

Kawashima-Ginsberg, Kei, & Levine, Peter (2015). Challenges and opportunities for discussion of controversial issues in racially pluralistic schools. Social Education, 79(5), 271–6.

Kelly, Robin (2019). We’re getting these murals all wrong. The Nation (September 10).

Kim, Robert (2021). “Anti-critical race theory” laws and the assault on pedagogy. Phi Delta Kappan, 103(1), 64–5.

Levinson, Meira (2012). No Citizen Left Behind. Harvard University Press.

Levinson, Meira, & Fay, Jacob (2016). Dilemmas of Educational Justice: Cases and Commentaries. Harvard Education Press.

Pace, Judith (2015). The Charged Classroom: Predicaments and Possibilities for Democratic Teaching. Routledge.

Pace, Judith (2017). Preparing teachers in a divided society: Lessons from Northern Ireland. Phi Delta Kappan, 99(4), 26–32.

Pace, Judith (2019). Contained risk-taking: Preparing preservice teachers to teach controversial issues in three countries. Theory & Research in Social Education, 47(2), 228–60.

Pace, Judith (2021a). Hard Questions: Learning to Teach Controversial Issues. Rowman & Littlefield.

Pace, Judith (2021b). How can educators prepare for teaching controversial issues? Cross-national lessons. Social Education, 85(4), 228–33.

Pace, Judith (2022). Learning to teach controversial issues in a divided society: Adaptive appropriation of pedagogical tools. Democracy & Education, 30(1), 1–11.

Pace, Judith (2024). Student Teaching Controversial Irish History in England versus Northern Ireland: Context, Identity, and Emotion. In Amy Allen, Ann Marie Kavanagh, & Caitriona Ni Cassaithe (Eds.), Beyond Single Stories: Changing Narratives for a Changing World (pp. 47–64). Information Age Publishing.

Pace, Judith (n.d.). Teaching Controversies: Framework .https://teachingcontroversies.com/framework/.

Pace, Judith, & Stoddard, Jeremy (2024). Town destroyer and controversial murals: Exploring pedagogical possibilities for inquiry, deliberation, and civic action. The Social Studies. DOI: 10.1080/00377996.2024.2382816.

Pace, Judith, Soto-Shed, Eric, & Washington, Elizabeth (2022). Teaching controversial issues when democracy is under attack. Brown Center Chalkboard, Brookings Institution (January 31).

Parker, Walter (2003). Teaching Democracy: Unity and Diversity in Public Life. Teachers College Press.

Parker, Walter, & Hess, Diana (2001). Teaching with and for discussion. Teaching and Teacher Education, 17(3), 273–89.

Pogash, Carol (2019). These high school murals depict an ugly history: Should they go? The New York Times (April 11). https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/11/arts/design/george-washington-murals-ugly-history-debated.html.

Pollock, Mica, Rogers, John, Kwako, Alexander, Matschiner, Andrew, Kendall, Reed, Bingener, Cicely, Reece, Erika, Kennedy, Benjamin, & Howard, Jaleel (2022). The Conflict Campaign: Exploring Local Experiences of the Campaign to Ban “Critical Race Theory” in Public K–12 Education in the U.S., 2020–2021. UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access.

Sanders, Lynn (1997). Against deliberation. Political Theory, 25(3), 347–76.

Schwartz, Sarah (2023). Map: Where critical race theory is under attack. Education Week (February 27). https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/map-where-critical-race-theory-is-under-attack/2021/06.

Shulman, Lee (1992). Toward a Pedagogy of Cases. In J. H. Shulman (Ed.), Case Methods in Teacher Education (pp. 1–30). Teachers College Press.

Sibbett, Lisa (2016). Toward a transformative criticality for democratic citizenship education. Democracy and Education, 24(2), 1.

Snitow, Alan, & Kaufman, Deborah (Directors) (2022). Town Destroyer [Film]. Snitow-Kaufman Productions.

Torney-Purta, Judith, Lehmann, Rainer, Oswald, Hans, & Schulz, Wolfram (2001). Citizenship and Education in Twenty-Eight Countries: Civic Knowledge and Engagement at Age Fourteen. International Association for the Evaluation of Academic Achievement.

Westheimer, Joel, & Kahne, Joseph (2004). What kind of citizen? The politics of educating for democracy. American Educational Research Journal, 41(2), 237–69.





11

A Collaborative Deliberation Pedagogical Model from the United States for Social Justice, Critical Harmony, and Hope

Li-Ching Ho and Keith C. Barton

Abstract

This chapter introduces the concept of collaborative deliberation, a productive and forward-looking pedagogy that helps students understand how to learn together through discussing public issues, work in concrete ways toward inclusive and constructive joint problem solving, and take meaningful collective public action. The chapter also describes two core concepts that underpin the collaborative deliberation pedagogical approach—social justice and critical harmony—and incudes an overview of eight practical guidelines with real-world examples for educators implementing this approach in the classroom. Finally, the chapter also provides an explanation of key ideas such as compassion, pragmatic and visionary hope, and listening to distant voices that undergird these recommendations.

Introduction

“Professor Ho, my students don’t know how to work together without fighting or disagreeing violently with each other!”


“Dr. Ho, I’m having problems getting my ethnically and politically diverse high school students to discuss controversial issues like abortion and racial discrimination. They refuse to listen to each other! How can I help them work across their differences?”


“I worry that when I teach my students about climate change, it might create existential panic and trauma.”


“The history curriculum is so sad and upsetting! I want my students to see that the world can change and that they can be the bringers of change.”


I (first author) am a professor and teacher educator at a US university. My secondary social studies student teachers frequently raise issues highlighted in the quotes above, such as classroom divisions and conflicts, teaching controversial issues and difficult histories, and student pessimism and lack of agency in class. In addition, my student teachers are worried about the level of conflict, strife, and antipathy that they face at their workplace: among their diverse students, between teachers and the school administration, and between teachers and parents, politicians, and the larger community. Yet, they still cling on to their idealistic visions of education and retain a deep desire to educate their students for meaningful civic engagement and collaboration in a diverse world. In this chapter, we introduce a pedagogical approach focused on social justice, critical harmony, and hope that addresses some of these aspirations and concerns raised by our student teachers.

Deliberation is a unique type of discussion that emphasizes generating and considering alternatives for action that can be taken now and in the future. In other words, deliberation is a purposeful form of discussion “with an eye toward decision-making” (Parker, 2003, p. 80). Deliberative processes are particularly useful because they bring diverse people together (including those most affected by an issue) to engage in public reasoning, resolve competing interests and priorities, and make or revise collective decisions (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). Within the classroom, deliberative approaches are important in part because they teach students how to better understand multiple perspectives on an issue. Crucially, deliberative approaches can also help students identify rationales for perspectives with which they disagree—an important ability that allows students to acquire “a better understanding of why people hold the positions that they do, without the demonization of the other” (Avery et al., 2014, p. 853).

This chapter expands on the “collaborative deliberation” pedagogical approach, defined by Barton and Ho (2023) as “non-adversarial problem solving within a trusting, mutually reciprocal partnership, premised on common interests and involving diverse forms of expression and communication” (p. 48). A collaborative deliberation pedagogy premised on achieving social justice and critical harmony emphasizes collective human agency, fosters relational bonds and mutual trust, promotes listening to the views and needs of diverse others, and facilitates a desire to advance the well-being of others while restraining one’s own self-interest (Barton & Ho, 2022). Within the classroom, this approach offers students an opportunity to address an issue in which they have a shared interest (e.g., protecting coastal wetlands) and to deliberate questions such as how (not whether) resources should be allocated. This collaborative deliberative process is designed to provide students with the opportunity to work together to address conflicts, develop trusting partnerships, as well as to engage in instrumental problem solving, discover common ground, establish legitimacy for their judgments, and inform their public decision-making. Importantly, collaborative deliberation also allows for diverse forms of expression and communication that may be rooted in different identities and cultural norms, and provides space for personal narratives, nonverbal forms of expression, and arguments grounded in identity, highly passionate language, or emotional speech.

Foundational Ideas for Collaborative Deliberation

This chapter starts by explaining two concepts that underpin the collaborative deliberation pedagogical approach—social justice and critical harmony—followed by an overview of eight guidelines for implementing this approach in the classroom, as well as an explanation of some of the key ideas (e.g., compassion, pragmatic and visionary hope, listening to distant voices) that undergird these recommendations. These concepts not only provide the theoretical basis for the expanded collaborative deliberation pedagogical approach but also form the basis for some practical guidelines for teachers to implement in the classroom.

Critical Harmony

The concept of harmony is central to collaborative deliberation. Harmony emphasizes the importance of relationality and the belief that all of us belong to a community of trust (Tu, 1988, p. 43). The concept of harmony responds to how societies and communities are bound by multiple webs of relationships including family ties, communal interactions, and community traditions and norms.

Frequently, harmony has been equated to uniformity, conformity, and the absence or avoidance of conflict. Instead of this superficial conception of harmony, we propose the concept of “critical harmony” (Ho & Barton, 2022). Elements of critical harmony include mutual accommodation and adjustment on the part of members of a society in order to realize shared interests and goals, and actively nurturing communal bonds to create “thick civic bonds of mutual trust” (Kim, 2014, p. 47). Harmony should not be equated to homogeneity. In fact, sameness can be seen as “a lack of harmony and … a kind of disharmony” (Li, 2006, p. 591). This conception of harmony, therefore, embraces conflict and tension while concurrently valuing difference and diversity, even in radical forms. The conflicts and tension that naturally occur with contestation of views are not problematic but should be seen as a creative element that can contribute to a process of harmonization. Finally, critical harmony highlights the importance of maintaining balance among diverse views and perspectives. Balance does not require equal attention to all perspectives; it is a corrective on power and a way of protecting the vulnerable. This notion of balance recognizes that different experiences and perspectives may be deserving of greater attention and influence at particular moments, but that these adjustments should not become permanent or dominant (Barton & Ho, 2022).

Similar to the concept of critical harmony, collaborative deliberation is focused on the relational dimension of discussion. It requires a high level of mutual trust among participants, a willingness to listen to and engage with diverse others, and a shared desire to address the problem at hand. Collaborative deliberation attends not only to differing, sometimes contradictory and conflicting perspectives but also to valuing diverse ways of communicating. This pedagogical approach teaches students about the important role of disruption, dissent, and dissonant voices and how they constitute the creative tensions that ultimately lead to greater societal harmony alongside greater justice. Participants are not required to conform to a rationalistic, dispassionate mode of communication but are, instead, encouraged to utilize a range of expressive styles and discourses, including arguments supported by personal testimony.

The concept of critical harmony also influences the type of topics and issues a teacher can select for deliberation. For collaborative deliberation, these topics should explicitly address how public policies, national or state laws, and institutions can advance or limit relational interactions in society. For example, a curriculum based on collaborative deliberation of public policy can use case studies that facilitate students’ deliberation of issues of harmony, such as how public expression may be limited or restricted in order to respect society’s racial, ethnic, or religious diversity. Students can also deliberate other vital issues, including the acceptance and acknowledgment of varied forms of expression, such as street art or religious and cultural attire in public settings, or the ways in which physical infrastructure, public policies, and institutional structures can provide opportunities for diverse groups of people to interact and learn from all segments of society.

Social Justice

Too often, justice-oriented concerns seem inherently controversial, as they seem to put people into conflict over deeply held, even incommensurable, values. But surely justice need not always be controversial. The adversarial perception of justice-related issues stems, at least in part, from two problems: the lack of a widely accepted view of the meaning of justice, and the pedagogical tendency to begin curriculum about matters of justice with existing political positions rather than reframing them into more fundamental questions.

Our view of social justice is rooted in Sen’s (2009) capabilities approach. In this view, the basic question of justice is how to provide the conditions that would allow people to make choices about the kind of lives they wish to lead. This approach prioritizes people’s social and material well-being, such as their health, education, social belonging, and political involvement. Without access to these, people are highly constrained in their capability to make choices about their lives. This view of justice does not, however, make assumptions about what the eventual form of society should be, or what lives people should choose; rather, it centers on the conditions that would allow people to make their own choices about these things.

Sen (2009) argues that while people do not, and may not ever, agree on the nature of a perfectly just society, they can usually agree on how to make the world better—that is, on how to improve people’s well-being. For learners to become concerned about the well-being of others, though, deliberation cannot begin with existing political debates framed in adversarial terms, that prioritize positions rather than the process of reasoning together about how to improve others’ lives. A more effective educational approach is to ask, “How can the justice of this situation be improved?” This necessarily involves very specific discussions: “How can the medical needs of unhoused people be met?” “How can transgender and gender-nonconforming students be safe at school?” “How can children have better educational opportunities?” Of course, conflicting views will arise in the course of these deliberations, but within the context of a joint concern for justice—health, safety, and well-being for all.

Simply bringing up issues of justice in this way for deliberation does not guarantee that students will be committed to taking action—or even to discussing them. Improving justice for others often means sacrifice—of time, energy, and material resources. Commitment to justice rests on the foundational value of harmony: recognition that people inevitably are connected to others through a variety of social bonds, and that their well-being matters—not just because advancing others’ well-being improves our own position in the world (nor because it is an inevitable part of political negotiation and compromise) but because we are all part of the same community. Harmony involves a desire to promote the well-being of others while restraining our own self-interest. Collaborative deliberation experiences provide a means by which learners can explore the consequences of a commitment to others and can consider how to act on that commitment.

There is reason to believe that this concern with others is more common than it may seem, and that many people inherently want to make life better for others. Both Eastern and Western philosophers have long maintained that people have a fundamental desire to see others flourish. As Adam Smith put it, “How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it.” However, this concern with others often is only partial—that is, people often care most about those whom they know best, or whom they perceive as being most like themselves. To become more fully human, these “sprouts” of compassion must be cultivated, as the Confucian philosopher Mencius put it. When people value their connections to others, they will be motivated to improve those others’ lives. Justice and harmony, then, go hand in hand, and each depends on the other. Citizens will not work for justice unless they are interested in harmony, and societies cannot pursue harmony without an interest in justice.

Guidelines for Designing and Implementing Collaborative Deliberation Curricula

When designing a unit or a series of collaborative deliberation lessons premised on critical harmony and social justice, we recommend these eight guidelines:

1.Select an authentic societal problem that involves social justice and/or critical harmony and is appropriately bounded and feasible for students.

2.Frame the societal problem in a way that avoids binaries and invites open-ended consideration and deliberation of the issue.

3.Engage students with background material that helps them understand different dimensions of the issue and extend concern, empathy, and compassion to those affected.

4.Organize students into smaller subgroups to conduct investigations into specific aspects of the issue by collecting data and reviewing relevant research and empirical evidence.

5.Evaluate proposed responses by analyzing policy impact and effectiveness, deliberating collaboratively in small and large groups, and listening to voices that are geographically, culturally, and socially distant.

6.Seek real-world examples and case studies that demonstrate pragmatic and visionary hopeful possibilities of individual and collective change.

7.Embrace diverse and inclusive forms of communication and expression while engaged in deliberation, including making space for emotion, passion, and the use of varied forms of evidence and data.

8.Take individual and collective wise action to implement proposed responses, after weighing the intended and unintended consequences of different solutions.

Select

First, teachers should start the planning process by selecting a clearly defined societal problem that involves social justice and/or critical harmony. Teachers should consider limiting the temporal and spatial scale of the problem to be addressed during the collaborative deliberation process so that it is feasible, realistic, and manageable for learners. In addition, the teacher should aim to focus on addressing a dimension of a larger problem rather than ambitiously aiming to tackle perennial and persistent global problems writ large.

For instance, instead of trying to resolve the problem of homelessness across the entire country, a more manageable starting point could be one subset of the problem, such as addressing the health concerns of homeless teenagers in one community. Similarly, instead of discussing how to resolve the global problem of climate change, the teacher can select a more well-bounded and clearly defined issue centered on how Indigenous coastal communities in the country or state can respond to sea level rise caused by climate change.

Frame

Framing helps to define, organize, and simplify complex problems and ideas by emphasizing particular dimensions of the issue and minimizing others. Frames, in essence, “allow citizens to rapidly identify why an issue matters, who might be responsible, and what should be done” (Nisbet & Mooney, 2007, p. 56) by narrowing the range of discourses and understandings that are under consideration. Framing well-focused questions for discussion and deliberation is especially crucial in light of the overwhelming amount of information available to the average person.

Examples can include framing climate change as a religious and moral issue, rather than as merely physical phenomena that require scientific or technical solutions. For instance, Pope Francis’s 2015 encyclical on global environmental matters conceptualized climate change in terms of justice for the poor, marginalized, and dispossessed, while the Hindu Declaration on Climate Change framed it in terms of suffering, reverence for life, and karma (Jenkins et. al., 2018). Framing climate change in terms of sustainable development, alternatively, emphasizes a utilitarian and anthropocentric perspective of the environment and a perception that the natural environment is not intrinsically valuable (Ho, 2022). Climate change frames matter because they can affect emotional responses to environmental issues and can influence individual behavior, emotional states, and level of support for adaptation or mitigation measures. For example, researchers have found that fear-based messaging around climate change to adolescents can potentially result in pessimism, feelings of helplessness, and low levels of agency (Stevenson & Peterson, 2015).

When planning their lessons, teachers can adopt an open, nonadversarial position regarding the selected problem. For example, the teacher can focus on how climate change and rising sea levels have affected coastal indigenous communities and ask students to consider the question: How can Indigenous coastal communities be protected against rising sea levels? Frames should not prematurely lock students into binary positions which could hinder their willingness to find alternative solutions that do not neatly align with their prior political beliefs (Barton & Ho, 2023). For instance, if their educational goal is to promote inclusive and constructive solutions for a societal problem such as hate speech, teachers can replace a binary frame (e.g., Should hate speech be permitted?) with a focus on the safety of targeted populations (How can vulnerable groups be protected against verbal attacks?).

Engage

Third, teachers need to explicitly attend to extending students’ emotions of compassion and benevolence to encompass distant strangers and issues. This is a vital part of any civic education curriculum because students need to care about the issue and the individuals involved in order to become willing to participate in collaborative deliberation (cf. Hauver, 2019). However, as philosophers such as Hume (2000) and Mencius (2005) have noted, the emotional dimension of extending compassion and benevolence to distant others is not instinctual because of how these responses tend to be narrowly focused on individuals or groups that are closest and are the most familiar. Consequently, pedagogical approaches should be designed to help students extend these “germs” or “sprouts” of compassion (Mencius, 2005; Van Norden, 2017) and to expand the ways in which students can identify with and form attachments to strangers in distant lands or in socially distant communities.

A key pedagogical strategy to address this guideline is to explicitly incorporate human stories represented in diverse ways (e.g., words, images, stories, personal testimony, and interviews) to communicate the tangible and emotional realities of particular people’s lives. This strategy highlights the importance of selecting emotionally compelling stories that represent the multiple realities experienced by individuals such as stories of love, ambition, friendship, and family relationships while concurrently placing less emphasis on abstract ideas and representations such as statistics, legal principles, or other generalizations (Barton & Ho, 2020).

Organize Student Small Groups

To carry out collaborative deliberation pedagogies, teachers can organize students into small affinity groups based on each member’s interest in investigating a particular subtopic. For instance, to address manageable dimensions of the problem of homelessness, student groups can each choose and focus on smaller, more specific manifestations of the problem, such as the needs of veterans, teenagers, and expectant mother subgroups experiencing precarious housing situations.

Similarly, if the unit is centered on the main question, “How can Indigenous coastal communities be protected against rising sea levels?” students can be divided into small groups to examine different dimensions of the problem, including:

•How can we minimize coastal erosion in the area?

•How can we mitigate the economic impact of the loss of coastal wetlands on Indigenous communities in the area?

•How can we contribute to the healthy growth of coastal wetlands in the area?

These three subquestions each focus on a distinct aspect of a complicated issue: addressing the problem of coastal erosion, the economic impact on Indigenous communities, and protecting coastal wetlands. Each student group can then conduct independent guided investigations, collect data, review relevant research and empirical evidence, work together to identify salient issues, and generate a range of policy/social action proposals.

Evaluate Policy Impact

Next, each group of students can collectively evaluate proposed responses by analyzing the positive and negative impacts of different policy solutions. For instance, students can consider whether this solution is effective in the short- and long-term, whether it is technically feasible using existing knowledge and technology, and whether the costs are reasonable. Students can also weigh in on whether the solution is equitable and fair to diverse groups and explore the political implications of the proposed solution.

A key element of this collective evaluation process is to listen to voices that are geographically, culturally, and socially distant. Although it is important to be receptive to those with whom one is having a conversation, deliberation also requires hearing the perspectives of people who are not present in the classroom or other deliberation space, and who frequently cannot be present—such as a Southeast Asian islander whose home is being flooded by rising global sea level, a laborer in the students’ own region who is facing job loss due to a changing economy, or a local person experiencing housing insecurity.

Students need to listen to people who have these perspectives, even though they are not (usually) having a direct conversation with them, because meaningful decisions about how to address an issue require recognizing the ideas of those who are directly involved. Voices not physically represented in a classroom can easily be accessed through journalistic accounts, government and nonprofit organization reports, online video-sharing, and user-generated content.

Ignoring the distant voices of those experiencing an issue leads to a kind of “exclusionary neglect” (Sen, 2009) in which decisions are made—and actions taken—without fully understanding how people see their world, what their goals are, and what information they have that can contribute to addressing a problem. Collaborative deliberation pedagogies should recognize that participants’ own backgrounds and assumptions, like those of others, are the product of their own circumstances. Education can thus provide space for other—potentially better—ways of viewing an issue that may lie outside the ways of thinking to which learners are accustomed.

Seek Real-World Cases

A pedagogy centered on collaborative deliberation about conflictual problems for social justice and critical harmony is implicitly forward-looking and hopeful. The concept of hope is integral to this pedagogical framework for constructive conflict and democratic civic education, especially in contexts that are mired in social conflict or violence. Hope is positively related to psychological-emotional well-being (Grund & Brock, 2019) and it represents freedom to mold a pliable reality and to pursue feasible pathways to reach one’s (group’s) objectives (Snyder, 2000). Given that the goal of collaborative deliberation pedagogies is to contribute to informed social action, developing a sense of hope is therefore essential because it implies a belief that there is something possible that is worth desiring or working toward (Foster, 2015). Without this sense of hope, participants might not be motivated to engage in the difficult, challenging work of (learning through) deliberating societal issues and taking public action.

Consequently, this pedagogical approach encourages teachers to seek real-world examples and case studies that demonstrate pragmatic and visionary hopeful possibilities of individual and collective change. Similar to Webb’s (2013) concept of sound hope, pedagogies centered on pragmatic hope focus on achievable, tangible goals, grounded in a realistic understanding of institutional or systemic constraints that might affect the possibility of success. It is daunting or impossible for students to study about, explore, collaboratively deliberate, and generate solutions for complicated, massive problems like climate change, poverty, or racism. It is also likely that students would be demoralized by their inability to select substantive enough changes to address such complex problems. For example, students might learn about successful efforts, beginning in the 1940s, by physicians, scientists, and environmentalists to restrict the use of DDT and similar persistent organic pollutants (Conis, 2022). “Saving the environment” may seem impossible; banning a specific set of pollutants, though, is more manageable, and history indicates that such achievements are possible.

While we encourage teachers to start by identifying cases that demonstrate pragmatic hope, it is also important to highlight examples that depict visionary hope—the belief in a world that can be significantly different and better. Visionary hope envisions a future that may seem very difficult to attain, of a different scope and time scale than pragmatic hope—but no less realistic. This requires the introduction of historical and contemporary ideas and ideals that challenge students’ assumptions about how the world works and help them imagine utopian yet plausible future possibilities. For instance, forty years ago, the idea of climate justice may have seemed unachievable, but decades of tireless advocacy by environmentalists, nongovernmental organizations, and small and developing nations eventually contributed to the formation of a global fund to provide compensation for ecological debt and the inequitable effects of climate change experienced by less-privileged communities (Whitehead, 2014).

Diverse Forms of Communication

This collaborative deliberation pedagogical approach places great emphasis on the creation of an inclusive space that embraces diverse forms of communication and expression, including making space for emotion, passion, and the use of varied forms of evidence and data. To facilitate this goal, the teacher needs to establish and teach students inclusive communicative norms for their cooperative work in these small group and whole-class deliberations. These norms may include making space for personal narratives, arguments grounded in identity, and highly passionate or emotional speech. This approach also encourages students to craft arguments supported by both personal testimony and other more traditional forms of evidence such as research data and statistics. Finally, teachers can also introduce a range of communicative norms premised on diverse cultural practices to students and show when different forms of expression are most effective and appropriate.

Take Wise Action

The final guideline for the collaborative deliberation pedagogical model focuses on helping students reach wise decisions about the feasibility and impact of a range of individual and collective public actions and strategies (Barton & Ho, 2022). This decision-making process requires careful consideration of the nature and causes of social issues, knowledge of the effectiveness of the range of policies and strategies available, and consideration of their appropriateness in given circumstances. Teachers, therefore, need to help students learn about different strategies for public action (e.g., boycotts, protests, petitions, education campaigns) and weigh the intended and unintended consequences of these strategies vis-à-vis the goals that the individual or group hopes to achieve. Only by carefully examining the potential costs and benefits of various actions can students decide on meaningful public action.

This pedagogical approach gives significant weight to the importance of political and social contexts, because a strategy or social action that may be considered perfectly acceptable in one country may be deemed illegal or socially illegitimate in another. For example, while climate change strikes and youth-led street protests were widespread in countries such as Australia, the UK, and Sweden, such actions would have been considered illegal and objectionable in countries such as Singapore—not only by the government but by the general public.

Conclusion

Many of the most important social conflicts facing the world today—poverty, lack of health care, racism, gender inequality, environmental change, and so on—are framed primarily in adversarial terms, especially in political discourses. Collaborative deliberation pedagogies, in contrast, reject the overemphasis on competing values or zero-sum quest for advantage in policy discussions and can help students understand how to work in concrete ways toward inclusive and constructive joint problem-solving. In sum, a collaborative deliberation pedagogy premised on critical harmony and social justice is a kind of constructive conflict pedagogy that offers educators a feasible pathway toward more productive and forward-looking ways of learning together through discussing public issues and taking collective public action.
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Learning to Teach about Conflicts: An Experiential Account of the Training of Future Elementary Teachers in Chile
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Abstract

The constructive conflict pedagogy experience presented here is implemented in an initial training program for elementary school teachers at a public university in Chile. Specifically, we relate the experience of a group of teachers in training who are doing internships at elementary schools to obtain their specialization qualification in history and social sciences teaching. During their training, future teachers are instructed in applying and analyzing pedagogical approaches to teaching history and social sciences that address conflict constructively as a citizenship learning opportunity in the classroom. To this end, they are trained to construct their classroom pedagogical sequences using a comprehensive planning approach termed “Curricularizing Conflict.” This approach guides teachers’ curricular decision-making—to develop pedagogical practices to strengthen democracy—by constructively addressing meaningful conflicts that are embedded within the prescribed school curriculum.

Introduction

Laura’s Experience Teaching Conflict through the Conflicts of the Past:

Laura is a teacher trainee at a public university in Chile. She majored in social sciences, which prepared her to teach about conflict and democratic education through an approach to pedagogical planning and teaching that we call “Curricularizing Conflict.” Laura was an intern teacher in a public elementary school with a high percentage of immigrant students. There were interpersonal conflicts among the students and even with the teachers. Moreover, the school management pushed for strict coverage of the mandated curriculum, impeding Laura from planning lessons on conflict and democracy education.

One day, when Laura was scheduled to teach a class, a fight broke out between students in the courtyard and was still going on when she entered the classroom, which prevented the class from taking place. At the weekly teacher trainees’ meeting at the university, Laura told colleagues she felt powerless because she had not been able to resolve the student dispute. During the discussion with the university group, Laura reflected that this presented an opportunity for her to create an instance where the students could acknowledge the conflict they had experienced and have a dialogue about it.

She reviewed her required lesson plan content and identified that the topic of the Spanish-Mapuche conflict during the colonial period was still pending. Laura determined that addressing this topic would allow her to show students something about dialogue as an alternative for addressing disputes. To illustrate this point, she presented the historical example of the Parliaments that the Mapuche leaders organized to dialogue with Spaniards during the seventeenth century in Chile.

Laura’s elementary class commenced with a contextualization of the Mapuche-Spanish conflict. This was followed by guided analysis of historical sources that allowed students to identify how each group faced the conflict. Laura instructed students to pay attention to the Parliaments process. She then asked the students if they believed that this parliamentary negotiation method was an alternative for dealing with conflict and resolving it peacefully. The students responded that it had been helpful but did not end the Mapuche-Spanish conflict. Nevertheless, they did concur that it could be a viable alternative.

Subsequently, Laura proposed to the students that they simulate a parliament to discuss the interpersonal conflict they had previously encountered and any other conflicts they may have experienced collectively. She instructed the students to gather in a circle and demonstrated an object (talking piece) she indicated would be circulated among them sequentially. When each individual received the talking piece, they were permitted to speak. At first, some students declined to talk and relinquished their turns. However, after three students spoke up, the dialogue became more fluid. Before concluding the exercise, Laura as instructor asked the students whether the activity had assisted them in resolving the conflict they had previously encountered. Many of the students indicated that the activity had not concluded the conflict experienced during the previous class but it had enabled them to gain insight into the perspectives of their fellow students. Additionally, the students indicated that they believed this type of dialogue activity should be conducted regularly, as it allowed them to express their feelings about the conflicts in which they were involved. They also noted that not all conflicts need result in disciplinary action for those who caused them.

Teaching at school is a challenging endeavor, particularly for novice teachers in training. The complexity of the task is further compounded when teaching is intended to equip students with the tools to navigate conflict and foster democratic engagement, as exemplified by Laura’s efforts in the narrative presented above. In this chapter, we will describe a constructive pedagogy of conflict that we developed in a training program for elementary school teachers of history and social sciences at a public university in Chile. In particular, we relate the experience of a group of teachers in training who are doing internships in the elementary school to obtain their specialization qualification in history and social sciences.

Chile Is a Society in Conflict

The recent history of Chilean society is marked by the “re-foundational” impact of the 1973 violent coup d’état and the subsequent establishment of a civic-military dictatorship (Stern, 2013). Until the coup d’état, Chilean society had experienced increasing democratization of social and political participation (women’s vote, creation of popular organizations, unionization, among others) that brought into conflict three visions of Chilean democracy—left, center, and right (Moulian, 2006). After the coup d’etat, this conflict materialized through the non-democratic path of violence and dictatorship that systematically violated human rights, prohibited political participation, and dissolved social organizations (Salazar & Pinto, 2014).

The return to democracy in 1990 did not change the system imposed by the dictatorship, but rather gave way to a process of expansion and management of the neoliberal political and economic model imposed through violence fifty years ago. This has led Chile to become one of the most unequal countries in the world (Garcés et al., 2000; Moulian, 2002). One of the outcomes of this scenario was a decrease in formal political participation in the 1990s as an expression of people’s discontent with the sociopolitical system.

At the beginning of the new century, discontent began to manifest with a growing social mobilization process led mainly by young students. These mobilizations denounced the negative consequences of the social and economic model first imposed by the civic-military dictatorship. These discontent mobilizations peaked on October 18, 2019, in what became known as “Estallido Social” (social revolt) (Friz, 2021). This event included violent actions by the state security forces and some of the protesters. It caused the Chilean political, economic, and social crisis. It provoked a process to draft a new constitution that continues today but has been marked by a growing political polarization that threatens democracy in Chile (Garcés, 2020). Consequently, fifty years after the coup d’état, the conflict over how to organize the country to strengthen democracy continues without resolution.

From the end of the dictatorship onward, the Chilean educational system has had the mission of strengthening the values and capabilities for democracy and citizenship in the population, particularly among young people. Citizenship education, alongside teaching human rights, was defined as a cross-cutting objective of the national curriculum (Gazmuri & Toledo, 2020; Orellana & Muñoz, 2019; Zúñiga et al., 2020). Over the last thirty years, national curriculum reforms have continued to emphasize citizenship education in response to the critical attitude of young people toward democratic institutions and the decrease in their participation in the electoral processes of recent decades (Cavieres-Fernández, 2015; Zúñiga et al., 2020). In 2016, Law No. 20.911 was enacted, establishing that each school in Chile must have a Citizenship Education Plan. In addition, the law mandated the incorporation of a mandatory Citizenship Education course in the final two years of secondary education. This course began to be implemented in 2019 (Magendzo & Pavez, 2020).

Democratic Education for Conflict

Chile, like many other parts of the world today, is facing a crisis that endangers democracy, not only in its liberal representative form but also understood as a form of social and political organization that enables movement toward a more socially just world (Biesta, 2016). Hate speech and misinformation circulating on social media weaken the value that the population, particularly young people, places on democracy. In this context, promoting political education at school (Sant, 2021) is necessary to teach that democracy is not a natural form for organizing societies but rather a political project in continuous construction and reconstruction.

Research in democratic education has demonstrated the power of teaching that makes multiple viewpoints about conflicts explicit, promotes students taking positions in the face of conflict, and implements inclusive, constructive discussion and dialogue approaches to handling social and political conflict (Bickmore & Parker, 2014; Hess, 2009). From this perspective, democratic education for the construction of durable, just peace requires teaching students to recognize conflicts and viewpoints unlike their own and to address the causes of direct and systemic violence, in order to build a democratic society. The aim is for students to understand that the existence and constructive confrontation of conflict are inherent to democracy (Mouffe, 2021). From this point of view, social conflict refers to competing interests and disagreements between different groups. These group differences can be dealt with constructively and democratically to resolve or transform conflict. On the other hand, conflicts too often are dealt with in a destructive and undemocratic way through violence (Bickmore & Fathallah, 2022).

To help students learn to deal with conflict constructively, teachers may address curriculum content about political conflicts, including human rights violations and societal inequalities, and teach participation and discussion strategies. Such pedagogy may help students to recognize multiple perspectives in conflicts and to participate in discussions democratically. In addition, pedagogies encouraging community participation, such as project development or service learning (Bickmore & Barrero, 2023; Kahne, et al., 2013), are considered.

Considering the above, in the following we present an experiential account of teaching prospective elementary school teachers in the history and social sciences course in a Chilean public university program how to teach about conflict for the construction of democratic peace.

“Curricularizing Conflict”: Learning to Teach about Conflict and Democratic Citizenship Education in History and Social Sciences Teacher Education

There is a strong relationship between the history and social sciences school subject and the types of citizenship promoted in schooling (Endacott et al., 2020). Analysis of the history and social sciences school subject, as prescribed and taught over time in Chile, emphasizes mainstream notions of citizenship over citizenships promoting democracy and social justice (Villalón-Gálvez, 2021). The history and social sciences school subject has generally validated processes such as colonialism, wars, and nationalism. It has histories of marginalized groups and has effaced conflictive issues, as well as histories of marginalized groups and actors or movements that question the established order (Villalón & Pagès, 2013).

In recent years, developing a school history and social sciences curriculum that fosters the construction of democratic and just societies has become a pressing concern (Barton & Levstik, 2009; Pla, 2017). From these perspectives, the content of the curriculum would be associated with historical and social issues that are inherently conflictive and controversial. In addition, the study of historical narratives of subaltern groups, which are traditionally excluded from traditional curricula and have suffered the effects of the system, is of great importance. Apart from utilizing techniques of historical and social analysis, contemporary democratic citizenship education scholarship emphasizes promoting approaches linked to managing conflict and fostering classroom discussions (Barton & Ho, 2022; Barton & McCully, 2007; Bickmore & Parker, 2014; Goldberg & Savenije, 2018; Santisteban, 2019). Within this perspective, there is an explicit emphasis on advancing engaged and critical citizenship (Endacott et al., 2020). In light of the historical perspective above on Chilean education, we recount and discuss the pedagogical experience of constructive conflict pedagogy applied in an undergraduate training program for elementary school teachers specializing in history and social sciences.

During their professional training, future teachers in this program attend three general courses on social sciences, during which they acquire the requisite knowledge to teach geography, history, social sciences, and citizenship education in elementary education. After the general training phase, prospective teachers can select a specific area of specialization to pursue. In their area of specialization, the trainee teachers engage in a ten-week practicum internship in a school setting. They implement a six-week lesson plan in an elementary education class. Concurrent with the internship, the trainee teachers convene weekly for a workshop course, during which they engage in discussion and reflection on the practice they have implemented in the elementary school.

As an important part of their professional training, future teachers are instructed on implementing and analyzing pedagogical approaches to teaching history and social sciences that address conflict in the classroom. To achieve this, prospective teachers are guided in how to construct their classroom sequences using a comprehensive pedagogical planning approach we have designated “Curricularizing Conflict.”

This approach serves as a guide for teacher’s curricular decision-making to develop teaching practices that would strengthen democracy by addressing conflict within the school curriculum (Villalón-Gálvez & Zamorano-Vargas, 2023). They are guided to structure their teaching proposal in three stages: the contextualization and problematization of teaching around conflict, the selection of knowledge to be transmitted to students for the study of conflict, and the design and implementation of pedagogies for the study of conflict in classes.

Olga’s Unit on the History of the Chilean Independence Period: “Coexisting amidst Past and Present Conflicts: Organizing Ourselves to Live Together”

In order to gain a deeper understanding of how the Constructive Pedagogy of Conflict is developed by teachers in training during their tenure at their elementary school teaching practicum, we will relate the experience of Olga, who designed a pedagogical unit based on the “Curricularizing Conflict” approach. By examining Olga’s experience, we can gain insight into the various stages of the proposed Curricularizing Conflict approach as enacted by this intern teacher, and subsequently discuss the potential challenges and opportunities in implementing this type of pedagogy in the training of future teachers.

Like Laura, the trainee teacher whose narrative is presented at the outset of this chapter, Olga and her fellow students are enrolled in a five-year elementary education program at a Chilean public university, including an area of specialization. Like Laura, Olga had selected the history and social sciences specialization. During their training period, prospective teachers engage in progressively longer and more complex placements in elementary schools, gradually assuming greater autonomy in their teaching duties.

From this group of students, we have selected Olga’s experience to highlight, because she, like Laura, demonstrated a clear intention and concern to implement a pedagogy oriented around the conflict curricularization approach. Her beliefs inform Olga’s expressed concern for achieving a pedagogy aligned with this approach to teaching history and social sciences. During the preparation sessions for the professional training specialization course, she articulated her conviction that the purpose of teaching history and social sciences was to provide students with knowledge that would enable them to promote societal transformation and improve democracy. In what follows, we describe the steps of the Curricularizing Conflict pedagogical planning approach as Olga enacted them.

Contextualization and Problematization

The initial step of the Curricularizing Conflict approach is for prospective teachers to identify conflicts that are embedded within the prescribed curriculum and/or in the context in which they will be teaching. Subsequently, to contextualize this topic the prospective teachers must construct a problematization around the conflict they have identified and intend to address during their lesson plan.

Contextualization

In the contextualization phase, prospective teachers engage in an educational, social, and historical analysis of the knowledge presented in the prescribed curriculum and in the broader educational, social, and historical milieu within which their teaching will occur. In the prescribed curriculum, prospective teachers identify the conceptual knowledge, procedures, and skills associated with the subject and the values and attitudes intended to be conveyed in teaching this history and social science curriculum (Villalón et al., 2023). In the contextualization, Olga identified that the school’s students belonged to low and middle socioeconomic groups. The majority of these students were children of service workers and children of recent migrants, with the latter group mainly comprising individuals whose families had migrated from Venezuela as a result of the Venezuelan crisis. The class under her supervision were sixth graders, 10–12 years old. Interpersonal conflicts between boys and girls within the class manifested in physical and verbal aggression. Consequently, these escalated interpersonal conflicts frequently resulted in disruptions during classes and constrained constructive participation, as some students were reluctant to engage in potential confrontations with their classmates.

Olga was given the task to cover the prescribed learning objectives related to the history of the independence process in Chile and Latin America. Regarding developing students’ disciplinary skills, Olga considered approaches to analyzing historical information and sources, understanding the multifaceted causality of historical and social processes, and participating in group discussions by articulating opinions and respecting diverse viewpoints. In terms of attitudes and values, she emphasized demonstrating an appreciation for democracy and advocating for rights protection.

Before commencing the design of her proposal, Olga was advised by the school’s academic administrator that she and other teachers at the institution needed to adhere to the prescribed national curriculum content. The school’s mentor teacher offered a similar recommendation, reiterating that their primary concern was the coverage of the subject matter content, with less emphasis on procedural and attitudinal goals.

Problematization

After completing this contextualization, prospective teachers delve into problematizing their teaching. They critically examine the curricular and contextual knowledge they teach, guided by questions such as: What knowledge within this curricular content holds social significance? What meaningful contextual knowledge may be connected to the prescribed curriculum? Through their responses to these questions, prospective teachers identify conflicts and points of contention linked to curricular and contextual knowledge.

Next, prospective teachers develop a dilemma that serves as a bridge between the planned curricular content and contextual knowledge about the students’ community. This dilemma is a basis for uncovering conflicts that are inherent in the knowledge: it guides students in comprehending complex causes, processes, and consequences of conflicts. Additionally, teachers may formulate a question that encourages students to take action in addressing the revealed conflict. Future teachers are to consider this question while developing their teaching unit proposal, aiming to generate actions that enable students to construct understanding and formulate solutions to the problematization presented in the series of lessons.

Based on her contextual analysis, Olga determined that the conflict she would address in her teaching unit would revolve around social organization. This decision stemmed from conflicts Olga had observed within the student class group and in the prescribed subject matter of national independence, which mainly pertained to a historical conflict over Chile’s organization as a new country.

Olga’s approach to this teaching led her students to analyze the process of Chilean state formation during the nineteenth century as a social conflict over the nation’s organization. Her objective was to enable her students to comprehend how this conflict was ultimately addressed through war against the Spanish monarchy and subsequent civil war, which resulted in the establishment of a conservative regime through the use of violence. Olga’s objective was for her students to comprehend this historical conflict within the context of the country’s governance and subsequently to analyze how these historical conflicts were relevant to reflecting and acting on coexistence issues in their school environment. The central problematic question that Olga posed in her proposal was as follows: “How can we construct a life with others in school and in society as a whole that is based on democratic practice, peace, equality, and social justice?”

Selection of Curriculum-Relevant Content for Addressing Conflict

During this stage, future educators are to identify the conceptual, procedural, and attitudinal knowledge they intend to promote among their students, enabling them to address the problems raised in the teaching unit.

Olga structured the knowledge for her students around the critical notion of “social organization for a democratic and just society.” As secondary concepts, she incorporated “democratic society,” “building the Republic,” and “conflict resolution.” Specific contents encompassed the attributes of a democratic society, the establishment of democratic peace, the process of independence, the involvement of interest groups in the independence movement, and the participation of marginalized groups in state formation. Additionally, Olga’s lesson plan encompassed the exploration of conflicts, democratic conflict resolution, and the identification of interpersonal conflicts in people’s interactions. The procedural pedagogies integrated into her unit included information analysis and exploring multifaceted causality within social and historical processes. The attitudes and values she emphasized were rooted in the value of democracy as a foundational framework for social organization.

Lesson Design and Implementation

Finally, prospective educators elaborate and/or implement a lesson, or a series of lessons, designed to enable their students to identify, characterize, and analyze the presented conflict’s underpinnings and subsequently take action. Future teachers formulate learning objectives for the lessons within their instructional plan.

Olga designed a sequence of twelve lessons arranged into three stages. In the initial stage, the objective was to explore the students’ existing knowledge regarding conflicts, social organization, the independence process, and the groups involved in these independence conflicts. To achieve this, her first lesson prompted her students to address questions such as the following:

Do you think organizing ourselves to live with others is controversial? Why?

Do you think sharing space with your classmates or schoolmates is controversial? Why?

Do you think the independence process was a conflict for people in the past? Why?

Who do you think participated in the independence conflict?

Who do you think was affected and benefited by the independence process?

To facilitate the students’ responses to these questions, Olga arranged the class into small groups of four to five students. This approach enabled her to foster discussions involving a broader participation of students than would have been possible in a whole-class activity. The groups each synthesized their ideas on a large piece of paper and exchanged their reflections with other groups. After completing the initial lesson activity, Olga presented the problem-solving question to her students.

In the second stage of her unit, Olga structured lessons to familiarize students with, and have them analyze, the National Independence conflict and the (new, independent) organization of the Chilean state. She designed activities about comprehending the nature of conflicts, the attributes of a democratic society, the multifaceted causality within the independence process, the groups involved in this process, and the repercussions stemming from the independence process, including the establishment of the conservative Chilean state in the early nineteenth century.

Olga facilitated students’ analysis of information derived from primary and secondary historical sources, providing insights into diverse conflicting viewpoints and shedding light on the experiences of traditionally less powerful actors, including women and marginalized groups, during the historical process. She included discussions and deliberations on historically contentious topics, such as the citizens’ choice between loyalty to the Spanish King or the Chilean elite’s declaration of Independence. During this stage, Olga employed the dialogue circle method to encourage students to identify conflicts that had impacted them within the school and their class group.

The final stage of Olga’s unit included two lessons. Initially, she organized a debate among the students concerning the consequences of Independence. Olga divided the students into four groups and provided them with guidelines for engaging in the debate. These instructions encompassed careful listening to the arguments presented by each group, the stipulation that arguments and counterarguments should be grounded in factual information and maintaining respectful communication throughout the discussion. The questions she incorporated into the debate were: “Who experienced positive and negative outcomes due to the Independence process and the establishment of the Chilean State? Can the Independence of Chile be categorized as a revolution or not? Why?”

In the concluding session, Olga arranged the students in a circle, adopting the peace circle approach. She presented a talking piece totem represented by a colored index card, indicating that it would be passed to each student. This invited each child to contribute to the conversation. The discussion centered on the central question of the unit plan: “How can we foster a life of democratic practice, equality, and social justice both in school and in society at large?” During this activity, Olga underscored the significance of clear communication and encouraged students to listen attentively to their peers and respect their contributions. To conclude the session, Olga transcribed the ideas presented by the students onto a large poster to display at the classroom entrance. This served as a tangible reminder of their own collective ideals for living in a democratic and socially equitable school and society.

Final Remarks

The experience described in this chapter presents an alternative approach to constructive conflict pedagogy that can be incorporated into teacher training. As research has indicated, it is crucial to prepare students at school to engage in conflict resolution and dialogue from a democratic perspective (Bickmore & Parker, 2014). Consequently, it is essential to provide future teachers—and those already in practice—with the knowledge and skills to address conflict effectively within the educational setting.

Research conducted by Hess (2009) indicates that it is challenging for educators to integrate conflict into their instructional practices. This becomes more challenging when social scenarios are affected by conflict, as in the case of Chilean and other societies in recent history (Garcés, 2020). The pedagogical approach exemplified by the narratives of Laura and Olga represents an alternative means of addressing the issue of teaching for and through conflict that Hess delineates. This case illustrates the feasibility and potential benefits of integrating constructive pedagogies of conflict into teacher training programs. By doing so, future teachers can develop the skills and knowledge to make informed curricular decisions that address conflicts from multiple perspectives and thereby strengthen democratic principles.

The preceding argument is reinforced by our decision, as teacher educators, to systematize our pedagogical planning practices through the approach we call Curricularizing Conflict. The organized steps to follow guide curricular decision-making for teaching at each moment, which has proven to be an invaluable tool for training and guiding novice teachers throughout their careers, particularly during their time in school.

The experiences of Olga and Laura illustrate the strength of the Constructive Pedagogy of Conflict, which we present here, in its attention to students’ context and its dialogue with the prescribed curriculum. This approach enables the knowledge teachers select to be socially relevant and to facilitate meaningful learning about the choices and consequences represented by social conflicts. The teacher’s analysis of the meaningful conflicts embedded within the prescribed curriculum facilitates the effective implementation of these pedagogies in the school setting. This planning process facilitates curricular coverage, an issue of interest to school administrators and teachers, which generates less resistance on their part, thus enabling future teachers to implement this approach in schools.

The above analysis of the teacher trainees’ experiences with the Curricularizing Conflict process demonstrates that another factor that enhances the potential for implementing this pedagogical approach is its adaptability in identifying various types of conflicts. As evidenced by the narratives of Laura and Olga, identifying and resolving diverse types of conflicts—including those at different scales—is a crucial aspect of this pedagogy. These conflicts may encompass historical conflicts and those manifested at the school level, such as a physical altercation among students. This aspect of the pedagogical planning process is conducive to student involvement and the meaningfulness of the experiences.

Implementing this approach to constructive conflict pedagogy has revealed its own set of difficulties and challenges. Among the difficulties identified are the experiences and beliefs about teaching on which teachers have based their ideas about their own teaching. These beliefs and experiences are significant, as they influence whether or not teachers in training will attempt to implement the Curricularizing Conflict approach during their practicum in the elementary school.

Another challenge is the nature of the school institutions where prospective teachers must complete their training. The administrative pressures associated with students’ performance on standardized tests, centralized class designs, and technical conceptions of the curriculum constrain the potential for implementing this pedagogical approach in schools by novice teachers.

The first challenge we identified was how to prepare trainee teachers to face conflict situations that may affect them directly, such as the student fight situation experienced by Laura. This leads to the question of how to address the needs of teachers in training when conflict is explicitly manifested in the school through violence.

A second challenge in this pedagogical approach is in creating an environment that facilitates the expression of emotions and affect about conflicts. As argued in the studies of Ahmed (2017) and Zembylas (2023), emotions and affect are crucial aspects of politics, particularly in the contemporary era. In light of the above considerations, it is imperative to contemplate how the Curricularizing Conflict approach can be constructed or reinforced, in order to guide the implementation of practices that would facilitate constructive management of verbal violence episodes such as hate speech or anti-democracy speeches, which are characteristic of the contemporary politics of affect and have the potential to negatively influence the school environment. We contend that it is necessary to propose pedagogical strategies that reinforce democracy, creating space for discussing difficult conflict topics often avoided, such as hate, racism, and discrimination. It is of the utmost importance to identify and intervene in instances of hate speech, and thus to construct a pedagogy that fosters democratic peace.
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Commentary: Teaching Citizenship with Conflictual Issues Dialogue—Hopeful Pedagogies in Times of Crisis

Maria Vamvalis

Abstract

This chapter discusses the theory and pedagogical examples, each exploring how to teach with conflictual issues dialogue in classrooms, presented in the chapters by Judith Pace; Li-Ching Ho and Keith C. Barton; and Gabriel Villalón-Gálvez, Maria Isabel Toledo Jofré, and Alicia Zamorano-Vargas. I situate this commentary in the context of global poly-crisis, to highlight how such pedagogies can enable educators and learners to challenge neoliberal ideologies and structures undermining democratic citizenship agency and peace, through four themes:

•Committing to peacebuilding in conflictual contexts of poly-crisis

•Nurturing justice through affect, critical thinking, and relationality

•Skillfully problematizing existing enacted or mandated curriculum

•Teaching, scaffolding, and sustaining capabilities and habits for participation in collaborative peacebuilding.

The chapter contends that such robust support for educators to engage in conflict issues dialogue creates hopeful pedagogical possibilities in contexts of rising authoritarianism, disinformation, fascism, and violence.

Introduction

The three chapters in this section provide insightful frameworks for how to teach with conflictual issues in classrooms to contribute to democratic peacebuilding. Using cases situated in teacher education programs in Chile and two parts of the United States, each chapter highlights feasible and powerful pedagogical examples to encourage the development of conflict resilience through proactive engagement with complex and controversial issues. These commitments are framed and understood as significant ways of contributing to forms of democratic (justice-oriented) renewal in contexts of social-political inequities and corresponding social discord and tension. The authors collectively contend that such commitments are necessary in circumstances of rising authoritarianism, historical (and ongoing) genocide, political polarization, violence, and diminished ecological well-being.

For me, these chapters are situated in the context of global poly-crisis, notably the climate and nature emergency (Ripple et al., 2023). Understanding the pedagogical and curricular approaches to conflictual issues outlined in these chapters could enable educators and learners to challenge neoliberal ideologies and structures that undermine democratic citizenship agency for addressing such urgencies.

Committing to Peacebuilding in Conflictual Contexts of Poly-Crisis

In establishing the why for engaging educators in constructive conflict pedagogies, each chapter articulates the power of these approaches to strengthen democratic citizenship education. The need to (re)commit to creating peaceful realities is urgent, as authoritarianism and violence pose as democratic (Berberoglu, 2020). The climate and nature emergency exacerbates existing conflicts while simultaneously offering profound opportunities for peacebuilding (Sändig, Dalmer & Vogler, 2024). All three chapters make compelling cases for why constructive conflict pedagogies are potent mechanisms for advancing democracy and peacebuilding in diverse contexts that are each situated in aspects of the poly-crisis—such as militarism, polarization, and structural inequities. Most importantly, they provide specific strategies for educators to apply.

Judith Pace discusses how teacher confidence and motivation to engage and facilitate deliberation of conflictual questions in classrooms is enhanced by explicit sample experiences and pedagogical frameworks. Working with US teacher candidates, Pace notes that educators are working in a “climate of fear” that is being exacerbated by political polarization. Afraid of saying or doing the “wrong” thing and being attacked, teachers require a deep sense of purpose, as well as practical tools, to anchor their commitment to democratic conflict dialogue pedagogies for peacebuilding. Building this confidence for democratic deliberation pedagogies becomes more critical as disinformation seeps into classrooms (Parker, Liu & Smith, 2023).

For Li-Ching Ho and Keith Barton, collaborative deliberation is a powerful pedagogical pivot away from traditional adversarial approaches to controversial issues learning, instead situating conflict as a potentially creative educational site for increasing critical social harmony alongside sound and transformative forms of hope. In advocating collaborative forms of constructive conflict deliberation pedagogy rather than competitive argumentation between binary viewpoints, they explain the importance of bringing people together to work toward a shared purpose, grounded in clearly articulated values, human locations, and policy action alternatives. In the context of poly-crises impacting diverse communities globally, supporting learner capacity to collaborate toward solving complex conflictual challenges can revitalize democratic space by working across, among, and with differences to generate impactful responses and solutions.

Gabriel Villalón-Gálvez, María Isabel Toledo-Jofré, and Alicia Zamorano-Vargas show how compelling alternatives to violent authoritarianism can be explored through intentional pedagogies that infuse existing (mandatory) curricula with dynamic possibilities. As with the US cases above, these possibilities are rooted in the development of conflict resilience rooted in communication, dialogue, and deliberation. This chapter focuses on initial teacher education in Chile, where the ongoing reverberations of a previous military dictatorship and neoliberal governing ideologies enclose democratic space, primarily through increased social inequities, creating complex interpersonal, local, and regional challenges. Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas note that youth activists have recently played a prominent role in expanding democratic space and asserting their transformative agency to resist the socioeconomic models imposed during and since Chile’s military dictatorship. Educators in this context consider how to support young people pedagogically as they diversify the objectives and strategies of their democratic struggles, including their concern with ecological degradation (Rodríguez et al., 2024). The authors seek to support teacher candidates in expanding democratic space for wide populations of youth in classrooms through pedagogical guidance in a mandatory history and social science curriculum and teaching course with an associated practicum.

The rise of disinformation and polarization could be exponentially increased through artificial intelligence (AI) technologies, posing a profound challenge to democratic deliberation and peacebuilding. Learning opportunities enabling learners to develop a sense of agency for discerning and transforming existing harmful systems, in the context of such rampant misinformation as well as the climate and nature emergency, becomes an existential as well as educational issue (Vamvalis, 2023). Young people require meaningful opportunities to imagine and work toward just, peaceful, and sustainable futures in diverse but increasingly interconnected contexts. The pedagogies outlined in these three chapters have important implications for seriously considering multiple perspectives (particularly perspectives most often marginalized), compassionately working toward solving complex problems, and critically analyzing hegemonic narratives in service of greater inclusivity and justice.

Nurturing Justice through Affect, Critical Thinking, and Relationality

The three chapters in this section each point toward constructive conflict pedagogies to strengthen relational bonds within educational contexts that welcome emotions and nurture critical thought in the service of justice-oriented actions and understandings, in similar and different ways. Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas describe how a course designed for prospective elementary teachers taught how to generate authentic and feasible forms of conflict deliberation. They profile how two teacher candidates in that course, Olga and Laura, applied these strategies as an antidote to educational standardization and conflict avoidance that could reinforce polarization. Each novice teacher facilitated open and critical discussions about significant social conflicts while concurrently addressing the mandated history and social science curriculum. Ho and Barton propose how teachers could restore hope and social well-being (critical harmony) by implementing a collaborative deliberation pedagogy to strengthen relationships while concurrently thinking critically and figuring out how to solve complex problems. Pace’s teacher education case shows how educators can plan and bring diverse perspectives to the forefront of inclusive and thoughtful controversial issue discussions. In this pedagogy, learners were supported to make up their minds while concurrently considering the multiple vantage points shaped by different (including marginalized) life experiences: this is likely to help participants build capabilities to recognize and care about epistemic justice and reflexivity in working constructively through controversy.

By focusing on relationship-building, critical analysis, and discourse, educators highlighted in these three chapters worked within existing curricular mandates to advance democratic peacebuilding citizenship education. Neoliberal approaches to education, in contrast, make little space for holistic or constructivist pedagogies, particularly those dedicated to developing transformative agency for collective democratic action (Tiainen, Leiviskä, & Brunila, 2019). Sustained occasions for structured dialogue have shown promise in nurturing deliberative capacities and deepening relationships across differences (Ungerleider, 2012), but opportunities for such consistent approaches are often rare in schools. The teacher candidates profiled by Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas used historical events related to the formation and organization of the Chilean government, before and after Spanish colonization, to support 10–12-year-old students in developing critical thinking capacities and their own voices. As their opening vignette about teacher candidate Laura’s work particularly shows, such capabilities can then be applied to conflicts in children’s own lives, thereby strengthening their relationships with each other while providing them with opportunities to deliberate on relevant issues of justice. Pace focuses on building teacher candidates’ motivation and confidence to teach conflictual issues through an experiential lesson, modeling scaffolded deliberation of an authentic and significant educational controversy. She details how creating productive framing questions and expectations to consider diverse perspectives led not only to engaging discourse but also to nuanced understandings of differences relevant to real social relationships. Ho and Barton invite educators to prioritize communal bonds integral to civic trust, as well as creative political action, by framing problems that prompt learners to consider why they hold the mental models they do, while gently challenging their schema and stretching their sense of compassion and empathy toward enacting justice-centered change.

Each of these authors’ approaches invites teacher candidates and their students to engage in contested, problematic situations where they have to make thoughtful decisions about what to believe or do. Thinking critically together about such complex challenges harness conflict and controversy to motivate and inform deep democratic engagement (Lo, 2017). Enabling students to move from reflex opinions to reasoned judgments is a source of democratic empowerment. In this way, constructive conflict pedagogies nurture valued educational competencies, such as critical thinking. They should not be dismissed as, or relegated to, the “extra-” curricular margins. On the contrary, such authentic intellectual and affective encounters often provoke deep engagement and transferable conceptual learning (Abrami et al., 2015; Rincón-Gallardo, 2019; Saye et al., 2018).

The chapters each articulate a commitment to nurturing critical thinking in service of equity and justice, while prioritizing productive forms of deliberation that make space for the whole learner to be present. In this respect, as Pace points out, the authors’ approaches resonate with Sibbett’s (2016) conception of transformative criticality, which integrates critical reasoning, critical pedagogy, and embodied emotions. Some pedagogies, such as the peace circles used in Laura’s and Olga’s lessons in Chile, embrace the affective dimensions of constructive conflict while inviting students to consider big questions about how to organize society. Pace’s framework also welcomes impassioned perspectives. Similarly, Ho and Barton encourage teachers to incorporate multiple forms of expression and storytelling into the problem-solving process, to encourage “sprouts of compassion and benevolence” to grow. These can be understood as the holistic foundations necessary for generating relations of mutuality and trust, predicated on a willingness to listen and engage with others, while also aiming to have every learner experience a sense of belonging and can express their perspective authentically.

Skillfully Problematizing Existing Curriculum

Different contexts provide varying degrees of curricular support for in-depth explorations of issues related to democratic peacebuilding (Bickmore, Kaderi & Guerra-Sua, 2017). However, each chapter in this section shows there are multiple entry points for engaging current curricula to enable deliberative democratic conflict pedagogies to be woven into classrooms. Each chapter highlights the importance of problematizing the existing curriculum to generate an authentic conflict inquiry or controversy to explore with learners. Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas discussed how novice teacher Olga derived a conflict to be analyzed and discussed, selected to be meaningful for her students, from the mandated curriculum expectations. To prepare, she had to become familiar with the different dimensions of the conflict and figure out how to contextualize it for students. Pace, too, demonstrated the integral importance of preparation in scaffolding a controversy for a meaningful learning experience, including authentic invitation to engage in consideration of multiple perspectives. For Ho and Barton, creating opportunities for collaborative conflict deliberation pedagogy requires teachers to select authentic problems of realistic scope and scale and then construct those problems in ways that encourage constructive open-ended consideration.

The problematic situation (conflict) thus becomes an invitation to inquire, shifting transmissive teaching about citizenship into rich opportunities for discerning and enacting dialogic conflict capabilities for citizenship. In one of the novice teacher cases in the Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas chapter, learners were invited into hopeful inquiry questions, such as “How can we foster a life of democratic practice, equality, and social justice both in school and in society at large?” Pedagogies for engaging constructively with conflict provide opportunities to weigh and assess evidence, perspectives, and decisions, and can promote engagement and reflexive learning, as illustrated by student responses to Pace’s controversial issue deliberation pedagogy. Ho and Barton argue for moving away from “zero-sum” approaches to conflict, toward questions and tasks that offer opportunities to reflect, challenge assumptions and misconceptions, construct new knowledge and values, and develop capacities for solving complex problems.

It is the skillful framing of the existing curriculum into a conflictual and/or problematic situation that supports the development of critical, creative, and collaborative thinking (Critical Thinking Consortium, n.d.). Constructive conflict pedagogies, as described in these three chapters, provide opportunities for learners to engage diverse perspectives and to develop comfort with ambiguity and complexity (Paul, 1992). Engaging in meaningful dialogue and discussion about ambiguous and problematic situations, particularly through collaborative problem solving, supports the development of critical thinking in learners (Loes & Pascarella, 2017), which in turn reinforces essential citizenship capacities (ten Dam & Volman, 2004).

Teaching, Scaffolding, and Sustaining Capabilities for Participation in Peacebuilding

The authors of these three chapters outline the pedagogical scaffolding needed to create the conditions for nurturing habits of collaborative democratic dialogue. Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas prompted teachers to create conditions in which students’ mental models about conflicts could surface and be challenged through critical analysis and engagement with diverse perspectives. Similarly, Pace outlines a process of scaffolding learners’ engagement with multiple contrasting perspectives to challenge pre-existing assumptions. For Ho and Barton, bringing “distant voices” up close, through storytelling and considering the lived experiences of specific others who are impacted by the issues under study, are potent ways to disrupt and expand existing perspectives and schema. In all these instances, learner engagement with multiple and potentially dissonant perspectives was scaffolded, to foster enhanced abilities.

As these three chapters demonstrate, encounters with dissonant perspectives may encourage learners to develop the habit of expecting and sustaining productive discomfort for learning. This is an essential capacity for working across, among, through, and with differences toward the growth and strengthening of civic and relational bonds. This capacity also enables epistemic reflexivity, in which learners contend productively with power differentials rooted in historical and ongoing legacies of oppression (Darder, Baltodano & Torres, 2008). In the context of the escalating climate and nature emergency, the intensifying impacts of structural inequities make justice conflicts a pressing priority to address. As citizens shaping the present and future, learners require the agency, confidence, and capabilities to strengthen cultures of peace through dialogue and collaborative action, rather than cascading violence.

In each of the three chapters, we see that learners require diverse capabilities for connecting social/national conflict to interpersonal conflict, being attentive to power and oppression in addressing multiple perspectives in controversy, deliberating collaboratively toward solving authentic, conflictual challenges, and responding imaginatively to a complex and challenging world (Critical Thinking Consortium, n.d.). Becoming critically minded, justice-minded, and inquiry-minded, thinking relationally and systemically, acting with courage, thinking globally and locally, and demonstrating humility, ongoing reflexivity, and fair-mindedness are all necessary for capable democratic action and peacebuilding. Pedagogical approaches to conflictual issue inquiry and deliberation such as those outlined by Pace, Ho, and Barton; and Villalón-Gálvez, Toledo-Jofré, and Zamorano-Vargas offer impactful examples of the kinds of learning encounters that—prioritized and sustained over time—could engender the capabilities of democratic peacebuilding in a new generation of learners.

Concluding Thoughts

The rich case studies shared in these three chapters demonstrate dynamic and comprehensive constructive conflict dialogue pedagogies. Developing multifaceted democratic peacebuilding capabilities through such pedagogies cannot occur through a limited or intermittent series of lessons or workshops (though some are arguably better than none). Instead, these authors value teaching democratic peacebuilding capabilities through conflictual dialogue as an integral part of education systems, teacher preparation programs, and professional learning opportunities, which should be embedded within mandated curricula and advanced through community action. The powerful activating pedagogies of detecting social conflicts embedded in mandated curriculum, preparing rigorously for controversial issues deliberation, and collaboratively working toward solving authentic, complex citizenship problems can enable constructive approaches to conflict in learners. In the context of the climate and nature emergency, the needs for constructively handling conflict, controversy, and complexity are likely to only increase. Were the kinds of pedagogies outlined in these chapters an expected, integrated, and supported dimension of schooling worldwide, we would certainly get closer to the elusive ideals of durable democracy and just peace.

Conflictual issues dialogue for democratic citizenship learning can help to resist neoliberal logics that overvalue efficiency in covering curriculum expectations. Democratic societies require citizens who are engaged politically and knowledgeable about their governments (Reichert & Torney-Purta, 2019), equipped for a transformative agency grounded in hope, possibility, and relationality (Hantzopoulos & Bajaj, 2024). Each of these chapters presents constructive and feasible examples of robust pedagogical approaches to engaging conflict through dialogue in classrooms. With foresight and systemic support, these pedagogies could enable peaceful democratic futures to remain on the horizon of possibility.
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Convivencia Pedagogies for Just Peace Teacher Training for Equity to Mitigate Violence and Social Exclusion in México

Paloma Ramírez-Palacios

Abstract

The Mexican state of Guerrero is one of the poorest and most violent states in the country. In recent decades, organized crime has proliferated—especially among youth—as a result of persistent social-economic and educational exclusion. This chapter describes how six teachers from a rural secondary school, who during the Covid-19 pandemic had participated in an online professional training for building school democratic convivencia (positive peace), chose to address their marginalized students’ critical risk of dropping out of school and deepening social-economic inequity. They implemented equity pedagogies, as part of a comprehensive approach to school convivencia, based on cooperative academic support between dissimilar student partners. In these classrooms, supportive and trusting interpersonal interaction was developed. This intervention favored academic performance and strengthened students’ cooperative protagonist role in their own educational process. As a result, most of the students at risk remained in school through the end of that school year.

Introduction

In the accompaniment professional development session with teachers, Rosario shares with us (the facilitators) the wonder of seeing her own young students as “little teachers.” She is especially surprised because they managed to hand in their work well and on time. She expresses amazement to see them trusting and supporting each other to persist through the school cycle, to not drop out, to stand firm even in the middle of the pandemic, while carrying their own academic lag, economic limitations, and personal histories.


I listen and try to retain this experience: the application of a pedagogy of equity that was able to respond to the school crisis of violence and disengagement during a pandemic. The teachers need to retain the student body in school, to support young people’s conviction that it is worth making the effort in their education. For the young people, doing the work together is easier. Through this approach to comprehensive democratic convivencia (nonviolent, cooperative, living together, positive peace), participants have had the pleasant surprise of discovering a road never before traveled: using relational tools for construction of just peace that made sense to children and their teachers, enthused them, strengthened social bonds, and showed teachers that it is possible to trust in the students’ capability and willingness to act as a supportive and democratic community.


The Mexican state of Guerrero is one of the poorest and most violent states in the country. In recent decades, organized crime has proliferated—especially among youngsters—as a result of persistent social-economic and educational exclusion. Hence, expanding students’ lived opportunities for access to education may become a meaningful factor to inhibit organized crime recruitment (as in Corona, 2014).

This chapter describes how six secondary teachers from a rural school in Guerrero, who during the Covid-19 pandemic participated in an online teacher development initiative for building comprehensive democratic convivencia (positive, just peace) in school, addressed a critical situation with their students. These teachers identified growing absenteeism from academic activities among their most vulnerable students, partially due to the lack of internet services during the pandemic—a situation that put them at risk of abandoning school and deepening the systemic and direct violence arising from their low socioeconomic status.

After discussing this concern with their course facilitator (the author), the teachers decided to implement pedagogies for equity based on cooperative academic support partnering among their students. As taught in the professional development course, equity pedagogies are important contributors to a democratic and positively peaceful school convivencia. The main goal is to facilitate marginalized students’ access to academic success through three pedagogical strategies: teachers sharing power with students, fostering lateral communication among peers, and reducing the degree of academic and peer status inequality among students (as in Cohen, 1997). A total of six teachers participated in this experience. Results show that most of their students at risk of dropping out remained constructively engaged in school, at least through the end of the school year. In addition, a supportive and trusting style of personal interaction was developed in these classrooms, which favored academic performance and strengthened students’ cooperative protagonist role in their own educational process. Offering unprivileged students opportunities for academic success and opportunities to contribute to the success of peers through equity pedagogies contributes to building democratic convivencia by expanding students’ life chances and strengthening their relationships, in order to reduce social-structural inequity in and beyond school.

This chapter presents a pedagogy of equity for mitigating the roots of violent conflict, implemented as part of an inter-institutional project of in-service professional development accompaniment for 540 public school (grades 7–12) teachers, dedicated to building peaceful convivencia (nonviolent, cooperative, living together) across the state of Guerrero, Mexico, in 2021. This forty-hour training, under the auspices of Guerrero’s Secretariat of Education, was sponsored by the Organization of Ibero-American States for Education Science and Culture.

Identifying and sharing pedagogies for the construction of lasting peace is very relevant in a context of complex problems, including migration for economic reasons, forced rural to urban displacement, catastrophic weather and other effects of global climate change, persistent violence in many regions, and pressure on government, business, and civil society from organized crime. All of these situations perpetuate social exclusion, economic inequity, and other systemic as well as direct violence. However, pedagogical initiatives that contribute to the construction of inclusive and equitable educational communities are capable of facing such local challenges.

Several critical situations arose and were followed up throughout the training and accompaniment process with teachers. The critical situation that a group of teachers from one secondary school raised was the growing absenteeism of their students due to lack of internet and infrastructure access during the 2020–2022 coronavirus pandemic. In the context of the justice-sensitive democratic convivencia professional development course and support, these teachers decided to implement a pedagogy of equity. This focused on developing students’ academic support relationships with peers, to address the concerns contributing to their risk of dropping out of school.

This chapter presents the theoretical foundation of the democratic Convivencia (positive peace) Model taught and implemented in Guerrero, followed by a brief overview of the whole teacher training project. Finally, I describe the pedagogy that participating teachers implemented with this support in one secondary school and highlight some of the results.

Foundations of the Convivencia Model to Address and Eradicate School Violence

The broad, transformative approach to democratic Convivencia, developed by Fierro-Evans & Carbajal-Padilla (2019) and taught in this professional development effort, refers to the processes and efforts to build lasting peace among the members of a school community, based on inclusive, equitable, and participatory pedagogical and management practices that constructively address conflict.

Conflicts are inevitable in human relationships, but conflict need not mean violence. By conflict, we mean all those situations in which there is dispute or opposition in perceptions, interests, needs, and/or values between people, groups, or states in relation to any object or idea (Parra, 2016). When conflicts are addressed in an appropriate manner, it is possible to reach a non-violent resolution. However, when conflicts are dealt with in an inadequate, avoidant, or aggressive manner, sooner or later they will escalate into direct violence. Constructive management of direct and indirect conflicts can lead to the transformation of social relations toward positive democratic convivencia: the construction of lasting peace.

The Convivencia Model is structured to construct a culture of peace in schools through three levels of analysis and intervention. The first level is Containment: intervention to create a fragile safety through control and surveillance of student behavior. This refers to authorities´ immediate response to conflict or aggression situations that alter the school dynamics. The second level is Conflict Resolution: strategies for managing disputes through dialogue in which all parties, including students, have a voice. It aims to promote the development of skills and opportunities to deal constructively with the interpersonal conflicts inherent to (school) life. The third is Transforming Pedagogical and Management Practices: interventions that modify institutional processes, relationships, and leadership practices to create the conditions for each and every student to be valued, included, and able to progress in their learning. It lays the foundation for the construction of durable peace in schools by enacting inclusive, equitable, and participatory teaching practices.

This Convivencia Model envisions three locations for intervention: (a) Pedagogical-curricular, which corresponds to classroom work, teaching practices, and work with the class group; (b) Organizational-administrative, which refers to practices through which the school as an institution is managed, in and beyond the classrooms; and (c) Socio-community, in which parents and other community members may support the work of the school in promoting the inclusive holistic learning and development of students.

As discussed in previous publication (Fierro-Evans & Carbajal-Padilla, 2019), our comprehensive concept of convivencia builds upon three theoretical foundations: (a) from sociology, Johan Galtung’s (1988) analysis of violence and peace; (b) from conflict theory applied in education, Bickmore’s (2015) differentiation of intervention goals for peace; and (c) from philosophy, Fraser’s (2003) three dimensions of justice, applied to education (Carbajal, 2016, 2018).

Galtung (1988) distinguishes three types of violence: direct, structural, and cultural. Direct violence is visible through the behavior of individuals or groups that cause tangible harm or destruction against other people. Behind or exacerbating this direct violence there is often structural violence, meaning inequality reproduced through inequity (systemic unfairness), generation after generation. Cultural violence is the set of beliefs, values, and attitudes that legitimize direct and structural violence. Cultural violence reinforces racism, sexism, and homophobia, among other oppressions, and rationalizes the use of violence against certain groups of people (Galtung, 1990, 2013).

Johan Galtung (1969) also proposed the concepts of negative or ephemeral peace and positive or lasting peace. Negative peace alludes to the absence or cessation of direct violence—whether armed attack, physical or verbal aggression, or the various forms of abuse—but addressing the symptoms, not the causes, of this harmful behavior. In contrast, positive or lasting peace implies not only containment of direct violence but also the development of processes and spaces for questioning, transforming, and eradicating its roots in structural and cultural violence.

Applying the theories of Galtung and other peace and justice scholars to the field of education, a further important contribution comes from Kathy Bickmore (2015), who has focused her research on the analysis of school conflicts and how they are handled. She has identified different ways of approaching conflicts at school—peacekeeping (called Containment in our model), peacemaking (Conflict Resolution), and peacebuilding (Transformation of Pedagogical and Management Practices)—and examined the opportunities each combination of approaches offers to build temporary or lasting peace in schools.

Finally, from philosophy, Nancy Fraser (2003) contributes to our understanding of positive, durable peace by proposing three dimensions for the analysis and construction of social justice in contemporary societies: recognition, redistribution, and representation. Carbajal (2016, 2018) adapts the above theories and Fraser’s dimensions into comprehensive democratic peacebuilding pedagogy as: inclusion (recognition), equity (redistribution), and participation (representation).

Inclusion means recognizing the diverse needs, interests, and identities of students and communities, with the purpose of affirming each student personally and culturally. It focuses attention on developing an inclusive sense of belonging and community in the class and the school. Participation means strengthening students’ protagonism (agency) to express their own voices in matters that concern them individually and collectively and fostering development of skills for the dialogic management of conflicts, learning to face conflicts in a nonviolent and constructive manner. Equity means offering opportunities and high expectations for every student’s access to knowledge and learning. Pedagogies for equity include the organization of cooperative learning work with a view to reducing the academic gaps between high and low achievers, thereby mitigating some systemic violence and reducing the risk of struggling students’ disengagement from school.

Context for the Pedagogical Intervention

Guerrero state, for many decades, has faced alarming situations caused by the presence of organized crime and violence, which is proliferating in Mexico due to persistent poverty, exploitation, and social and historical vulnerability. Inequity of access to the education system is very high in Guerrero. The state indicators in 2019–20 school show:

•A proportion of the age cohort who are in secondary school of 86.4 percent (compared to the national rate of 94.7 percent), the lowest coverage among the six states in the area.

•A graduation rate of 89 percent (national 91 percent), meaning a high school dropout rate.

This inequitable access to education both reflects and contributes to legitimizing social exclusion, instead of provision of alternatives to improve the life opportunities of children and young people living in poverty (Reimers, 2002). There is a positive correlation between lack of schooling and high rates of violence (Corona, 2014). Apparently, school retention (reducing dropout rates) can be a protective factor against young people’s joining organized crime.

To address its many educational challenges, the Ministry of Education of Guerrero joined an initiative offered by the Organization of Ibero-American States for Education, Science and Culture. Dr. Cecilia Fierro and Dr. Patricia Carbajal, together with a team of twelve specialist facilitators (including myself), led the process of curriculum design and teacher training. The process was organized around three axes:

1)Development of a Toolbox. Compilation of materials and preparation of three booklets that consistently operationalized the intervention levels of the Convivencia Model.

2)Training. Twelve facilitators with specialized Convivencia education led the training of 540 secondary (grades 7–12) teachers from schools in Guerrero. The training was carried out through a virtual platform course (thirty-two hours).

3)A remote accompaniment strategy (eight additional professional development hours) in a monthly virtual meeting for teachers in each school to share experiences, suggestions, and concerns related to their application and implementation of the Toolbox.

During this professional development process, school principals and teachers identified critical situations in their schools that posed important challenges: conditions that limit possible actions, which puts at risk the integrity and retention of students in school.

The team of facilitators accompanied the participating teachers in their practice, intending to facilitate their development of strategies for dealing with the situations and conflicts their students faced. The entire training was based on the theoretical perspective of the comprehensive democratic Convivencia Model and used the didactic tools proposed in the Toolbox booklets. There were three booklets containing a total of eighty-six didactic tools that propose intervention guidelines for specific purposes contributing to democratic peacebuilding pedagogies. The teachers in each school decided as a group which strategy best suited their local needs and issues: some decided to apply peace and restorative circles (conflict resolution), while others used sample dilemmas to develop students’ constructive argumentation skills (participation). The following is an example of the type of interventions that were carried out with an equity emphasis.

Implementation of a Pedagogy of Equity

Along with the school-based educators, we identified the growing absenteeism due to the Covid-19 pandemic as a critical situation. The professional development participants urgently needed strategies to help students who were increasingly disengaged from their classmates and teachers and from school. In some classrooms, up to 40 percent or more of the students were disengaged. This was occurring in a context marked by

•Non-attendance in schools due to or exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic.

•Non-attendance was most prevalent in the most marginalized areas, with high poverty rates and presence of organized crime that kept schools and communities in permanent risk and vulnerability.

•Many young people had little or no access to the internet, without economic options to access places with internet connectivity.

•Young people also had limited economic resources to cover transportation costs, for instance to pick up books or materials from the school.

•Many students had had some existing level of academic lag before the pandemic.

This critical situation reflects indirect social conflict in which structural inequities in the community are reproduced within the school. Students’ educational needs are difficult to meet under such unfavorable conditions. The additional distance caused by the pandemic, and many students’ lack of access to communication technologies, had prevented the teachers from establishing a minimally stable starting point for teaching and learning. It was more viable for teachers to attend to the needs of students with better living conditions, since these young people had the means to maintain an acceptable pace of work. The coronavirus pandemic made visible the clear line of inequity that separates young people who can feasibly access knowledge and those who cannot. This inequity in the exercise of the right to education was severely deepened at the time.

Next, I describe in some detail the pedagogy we developed in response to the critical situation of absenteeism in high school (grades 10–12). First, the school principal asked for extra support within the convivencia training process. She encouraged four additional teachers who, although they had not formally registered in the professional training, were looking for alternative strategies to engage and retain their students; therefore, the facilitators incorporated these four teachers into extra work accompaniment sessions.

Next, Dr. Carbajal and I (the professional development facilitator assigned to that school) prepared a set of guidelines for implementing peer tutoring. As an equity pedagogy, its main goal is to facilitate marginalized students’ access to academic success through three pedagogical strategies: teachers sharing power with students, fostering lateral communication among peers, and reducing unequal academic and peer status among students (as in Cohen, 1997). Afterward, three work sessions were held with the school team to explain the Convivencia Model, analyze the selected pedagogical strategy, and jointly define a course of action:

•School teachers identified students in their classes who were at risk of dropping out.

•Teachers talked to their students and discussed the possibilities of forming dyads (two students to work together in a tutoring relation).

•The assigned school coordinator (someone within the school who was in continuous communication with me and also provided strategical support for teachers and students involved in the implementation) contacted the students at risk so that they could participate in class activities and continue the semester.

An essential element of this initiative was that the students who needed help each chose the classmate they wanted to be their tutor, because the experience of success depends to a large extent on mutual empathy and trust. If the person they named was not willing or able to be a tutor, then the teacher invited another classmate to serve as a tutor, after discussion and acceptance with both students (tutor-mentor and mentee). There were many students who were willing to support others, which is a basic condition for the development of peer tutoring relationships.

Teachers left it up to each student dyad to organize and establish their periodic meetings. The only requirement was that they keep up the same rhythm throughout the semester. The dyads were allowed to meet by any means available to them (telephone, face-to-face, messages).

In case a dyad had difficulties with some specific subject matter, they could request the collaboration of another peer dyad where at least one student knew that content.

Some Results and Lessons Learned

Here, I will describe and analyze the reported experiences of the six educators (four teachers, one psychologist, and the school coordinator), as well as the record of digital exchanges between three of the student dyads. The information below is organized around three analytical dimensions of equity pedagogies, which seek to facilitate academic achievement, especially among students at risk of school failure.

1)Teachers share power with students and encourage them to use their own resources to help peers to participate and learn.

2)Equalizing academic and peer (popularity) status requires reconfiguring students’ roles for participating in cooperative schoolwork in a more balanced way.

3)Lateral communication, meaning inviting peer interactions among students to foster their voices and interchange of perspectives.

In this type of cooperation-focused equity pedagogy, the teacher’s authority is decentralized and shared with students, and students are encouraged to learn using their own resources in a more horizontal learning relationship. As a teacher explained this strategy to her students, “they should pay attention to each other in the subjects they understand the most, so that they can support each other” (D2M).

Some of the teachers noticed that sharing responsibility with their students had generated increased resources for facilitating learning: “I recognize that for me it is good and new to work in this way, since there is even a little bit of academic unburdening by involving the students in explaining the topics to each other” (DH1).

Our own observation of the student tutoring dyads’ communication reaffirmed their teachers’ perspective: the peer tutors (student mentors), when contacting for the first time their mentees, identified themselves as figures of support, joint work, help, and advice.

-Mentor 1 to their new partner: I got to work with you; what activities are you missing from the module? Or what don’t you understand? If you have any questions, I am here to help you.

- Mentor 2 to their new partner: I will be the one who will support you in your subjects.

- Mentee 2: Oh yes. My advisor.

- Mentor 2: Yes, that’s right. And what can I support you with?

While the student mentors did not recognize themselves as “teachers” of their peers, they assumed cooperative co-leadership roles that would not have arisen in a typical context of individualized or competitive pedagogy.

In the context of a classroom, unequal status ordering is upheld by generally shared assumptions: “social classifications where people believe it is better to be at the high level than at the low level” (Cohen, 1997, p. 64). Both peer popularity and perceived academic ability status are linked to students’ own experiences within a particular classroom culture. Thus, the criteria professional development facilitators recommended that teachers use to form the student dyads were an attempt to foster a particular classroom culture, in which academic achievement would be the type of status considered relevant to be considered as a tutor.

As a teacher described their process: “I selected the most [academically] advanced students to form the teams and I asked [each potential tutor or struggling student] the question—with whom do they want to work” (D3M). Another teacher elaborated: “They [academically unsuccessful or disengaged students] had to choose among those who had mastered the subject or those whom they trusted” (D4M).

Students also recognized this status differential among their peers that facilitated the tutoring relationship. As an example, a female student who became a peer mentor-tutor was “good in all subjects, and there has been communication [between her and other students] since before we formed the dyad. [A lagging classmate] had asked her, ‘Hey, can you explain to me about the chemistry activity?’ And this girl is in the best disposition to explain to her” (D3M).

Although future research would be required to completely confirm that this approach reduces the academic achievement gap between high- and low-status students, in this instance, clearly this pedagogy established conditions to promote relatively horizontal and trusting joint work relationships based on mutual recognition. A teacher explained: “some preferred to create these dyads out of empathy, so that they could work better with classmates or friends with whom they trusted the most” (2DM).

This approach to peer mentoring and tutoring established relatively balanced lateral communication among the students in general as well as between the members of the dyads. Specific exchanges seemed to subtly enrich the learning environment. In this “doing together” pedagogy, the tutor’s work was not limited to giving answers or indications about the task but included doing tasks together with the partner, with both exercising agency. For example, a mentor spoke to their mentee: “These are some drawings we can do. Which one would you like to do? Tomorrow, I will send you the link to rehearse” (TP3). The tutor’s genuine interest in ensuring that the task was done well, and in adapting to their partner’s interests, is reflected.

- Mentor 3: Just pass me your notes and I will read them.

- Mentee 3: Ok. But look. The first activity was to make a concept map, in that one you don’t need notes, you are going to do the research.

- Mentor 2: Did you do (activity) 2 or is it missing?

- Mentee 2: I’ve already half done it.

- Mentor 2: But do you have any questions?

- Mentee 2: I guess not.

- Mentor 2: Well, then finish it and then let me know so we can continue with 3. If you have any more doubts, let me know, eh?

Our experience seems to affirm the results of Cohen and her colleagues’ theory and research (2006) that such lateral communication among students through cooperative learning pedagogies leads to reduction in the degree of hierarchical inequality in classroom relationships. This transformation is reflected not only in the improvement of average academic results but also in the improved quality of interpersonal relationships among peers in the classroom.

However, in our six educator participants’ experiences at this school, there were student classes in which the cooperative aid strategy did not work. For instance, one teacher who had reported success in one of classes said, “In the other 2B group, there I have had more conflict; there I do not see that [constructive peer assistance] communication” (D3M). Another teacher, similarly, said that in one of her classes, “on the contrary, instead of helping, it affected me” (D4M). She alluded to her students’ “willingness to learn” (D3M), but said that, when she had “asked the young people why it had not worked, they said ‘Teacher, it doesn’t help me; I don’t have confidence’” (D4M).

These contrasting experiences among the same teachers’ classes show that students’ choices to work with particular peers and development of mutual trust are key elements. The coordinator in that school pointed out: “I saw good results—as in everything, maybe some [class] groups reacted better than others. I also think that the semester had a lot to do with the kids, allowing them to open up and integrate well into the dynamics.” It seems that some student familiarization with the class and with their peers is required so that, in each classroom group, the students can adapt, choose peers with whom to work, and take up the pedagogy in a way they find comfortable.

Although the implementation time for developing this pair work and other peacebuilding pedagogies in Guererro state was short, teachers reported that the objective to keep in school the students who had been at risk of dropping out was achieved:

Last time, in the first mid-term, 10 students had not submitted any work. Now, in this second mid-term, I was really surprised, because only one student is in the situation of not being able to send in his work yet.

(D2M)

The recovery of students who are lagging is an element that contributes to democratic convivencia through the reduction of the academic status and access gap and the strengthening of solidarity bonds. One of the teachers described this peer assistance pedagogy as a successful rescue: “the didactic tools are rescuing, after we had quite a few that failed the examinations; now we are looking for these alternatives to rescue them” (D1H). She mentioned a student who had been lagging academically:

There is a girl named Z in the group. She kind of has learning problems … We had a meeting about 2 weeks ago where everyone complained about Z. And it turns out that Z did not fail in this first evaluation. It is because of the help of her dyad, in this case her tutor “Y” who has been very supportive.

(D3M)

Finally, in addition to reducing status differential and dropout (inequity), teacher participants mentioned the positive impact of this constructive conflict (peer problem-solving) pedagogy on the intersecting peacebuilding dimensions of inclusion and participation. A teacher pointed out, “I have even noticed that an atmosphere of trust and solidarity has been created among [my students]” (D1H). In a final reflection, a participating school psychologist mentioned:

[The pedagogies taught in this Convivencia model] have generated a very positive experience among students with the ability to support each other—generating empathy, resilience, a lot of support especially for young people who have low performance due to the situations brought about by the pandemic.

(PsM)

Importantly, participating teachers reflected that their students, prior to implementation of this equity-based cooperation in dyads, “were embarrassed to be asking questions or did not have the way to communicate, resolve their doubt, and be able to deliver the work” (D2M). The equity pedagogy, as part of this comprehensive democratic convivencia initiative, had opened up new paths that supported diverse, including marginalized, students to engage constructively in learning activities and to move with more agility through the classroom curriculum: “this activity has helped my students to understand better and faster the topics we see in class and, consequently, to be more participative” (D1H).

Conclusion

The convivencia teacher training process in the state of Guerrero involved 540 teacher participants as subjects capable of developing their own strategies for the management of problematic situations related to school violence, disengagement, and convivencia. This teacher development pedagogy established a constant dialogue between teachers’ experiences and the theory of democratic justice-based convivencia. This sense of protagonism is especially necessary, for teachers as well as students, in environments with high levels of social-structural as well as direct violence. Teachers’ reflection upon their practices and previous experiences were the basis for their developing capabilities to take advantage of both the contributions from scholarly theory and research and the contributions of their own peers.

Addressing the structural roots of violence through a pedagogy of equity, at least as observed in the short term in this Guerrero teacher development experience, meant positive changes in many students’ academic trajectories and consequent life chances. As Patricia Carbajal (2016, p. 20) explains:

Pedagogies that foster equity open opportunities for all students, especially those belonging to low socio-economic levels, to develop their capacities (knowledge, skills and experiences) in order to participate in society in more equitable conditions with respect to more privileged populations, who already share the dominant cultural capital of schools.

This chapter presents a peacebuilding pedagogy strategy that responded to an emerging critical situation, detected and led by local teachers, who sought and succeeded in building the conditions to transform some of the systemic violence in their school reality. It is a hopeful example that, even in environments of high violence and social exclusion, it is possible to successfully launch efforts that bring students and teachers together to co-create ways to build an inclusive democratic convivencia that makes the school a relatively just and hospitable space in which each person, starting from his or her difference, can learn and grow.
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Chaparro Caso-López, Alicia, Mora Osuna, Noé, & Medrano Gallegos, Viviana (2019). Estudio de la implementación del Programa Nacional de Convivencia Escolar (PNCE) en una entidad federativa mexicana. Psicoperspectivas, 18(1), 1–15. http://dx.doi.org/10.5027/psicoperspectivas-vol18-issue1-fulltext-1489.

Cohen, Elizabeth (1997). Understanding Status Problems: Sources and Consequences. In Elizabeth Cohen, & Rachel Lotan (Eds.), Working for Equity in Heterogeneous Classrooms: Sociological Theory in Practice (pp. 61–76). Teachers College Press.

Cohen, Elizabeth (2006). Equitable Classrooms in a Changing Society. Chapter 11 In M. Hallinan (Ed.), Handbook of the Sociology of Education (pp. 265–83). Springer.

Corona, Nicolás (2014). Essays on the Economics of Violent Crime in Mexico. Heildelberg University. http://archiv.ub.uniheidelberg.de/volltextserver/15180/.

Fierro-Evans, Cecilia, & Carbajal-Padilla, Patricia (2019). Convivencia Escolar: Una revisión del concepto. Psicoperspectivas, 18(1), 1–14. https://dx.doi.org/10.5027/psicoperspectivas-Vol18-Issue1-fulltext-1486.

Fraser, Nancy (2003). Social Justice in the Age of Identity Politics: Redistribution, Recognition and Participation. In Nancy Fraser, & Axel Honneth (Eds.), Redistribution or Recognition? A Political Philosophical-Exchange (pp. 7–109). Verso.

Galtung, Johan (1969). Violence, peace, and peace research. Journal of Peace Research, 6(3), 167–91. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343390027003005.

Galtung, Johan (1988). Sobre la Paz. Fontamara.

Galtung, Johan (1990). Cultural violence. Journal of Peace Research, 27(3), 291–305. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343390027003005.

Galtung, Johan (2013). Conflict Transformation by Peaceful Means (The Transcend Method). In Johan Galtung, & Dietrich Fischer (Eds.), Johan Galtung, Pioneer of Peace Research (pp. 59–70). Springer.

Instituto Nacional para la Evaluación de la Educación (2019). Análisis de reglamentos escolares en educación media superior. INEE. https://www.inee.edu.mx/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/P1D253.pdf.

Parra, Luz (2016). Transformación creativa de los conflictos. In Maria Victoria Ocejo, & Ana Paula Hernández (Coords.) Derechos humanos y educación para la paz (pp. 47–77). Universidad Iberoamericana.

Perales, Cristina (2019). El registro de incidentes de violencia como política de convivencia escolar en México. Psicoperspectivas, 18(1), 1–12. https://dx.doi.org/10.5027/psicoperspectivas-Vol18-Issue1-fulltext-1487.

Reimers, Fernando (2002). La lucha por la igualdad de oportunidades educativas en América Latina como proceso político. Revista Latinoamericana de Estudios Educativos, 32(1), 9–70.

Secretaría de Educación Pública (2022). Principales cifras 2021–2022. https://www.planeacion.sep.gob.mx/Doc/estadistica_e_indicadores/principales_cifras/principales_cifras_2021_2022.pdf. Junio, 2023.

UNICEF (2008). La convivencia escolar, componente indispensable del derecho a la educación (Estudio de Reglamentos Escolares). Serie Reflexiones Infancia y Adolescencia No. 11. Fondo de las Naciones Unidas para la Infancia.





15

“Follow the Child”: Unveiling Peacebuilding Mechanisms in the Montessori Environment

Yomna R. Awad

Abstract

Children within a Montessori environment have opportunities to handle their conflicts constructively and autonomously, through practicing constructive communication and conflict dialogue skills, valuing diversity and the resourcefulness the prepared learning material can offer them for growth and development, and building a pedagogical community. This chapter discusses how a Montessori preschool setting in south-central Canada facilitates peacebuilding-relevant learning, illustrating three vignettes of children’s interactions with their peers. The chapter sheds light on the role of the teacher, who prepares pedagogical materials and usually guides indirectly from the side, in nurturing and/or impeding peacebuilding learning in such a pedagogical setting. What will the teacher do if two children argue over whose turn is it to use the Golden Beads?

Introduction

I still remember her first day on the job as a Montessori teacher: she looked puzzled and unsure, but there was a spark of kindness in her eyes, which reassured me that she was the right person to lead this buzzing classroom: a Queen Bee, who would help every child in her hive meet their learning and developmental needs. A decade later, I am glad I saw this spark in Ms. V’s eyes, as she has been a staple in our small independent preschool (with some government funding) in a southern Ontario Canada community. Ms. V opens the school every morning at 7:00 a.m. and she won’t give this up, since being the first one in school allows her to ensure that the prepared activity materials are in tiptop shape, ready for the children when they arrive. She checks every shelf in all five avenues of the curriculum—Exercise of Practical Life, Sensorial, Mathematics, Language, and Culture. She changes the materials in the Practical Life section every two weeks to fit within a general theme of the month. For instance, if the theme is Thanksgiving in October, the spooning activity—in which the children use a spoon to transfer beads or pompoms between two bowls, to strengthen their pincer grip in preparation for writing—would contain small plastic fall-color leaves. She also ensures that the snack is ready for the children and reviews the observation charts and planning sheets for each child. She receives the children in the morning with a big smile and a warm handshake (something she could not do during the Covid-19 pandemic) and invites them to use the materials they have been introduced to in the various areas of the classroom. During much of the school day, in contrast to a typical school where a teacher directs curriculum to a whole class together, the Montessori students work independently with tactile learning materials prepared for each curriculum avenue, while the teacher guides as needed from the side. While the children are busy with their work, she starts to prepare the materials (for instance the Pink Tower) to present to one small group of children first. Then she will do individual activities, such as using the Multiplication Board, with older children. I see her standing before noon by the door, watching her busy beehive, relieved that the children are working independently while she runs the show backstage.


The Italian educational innovator Maria Montessori believed in the power of education to transform the world into a peaceful place of coexistence, in spite of the violence that still permeates almost every corner of the globe. According to Montessori:

Peace is a goal that can only be attained through common accord, and the means to achieve this unity for peace are twofold: first, an immediate effort to resolve conflicts without recourse to violence—in other words, to prevent war—and second, a long-term effort to establish a lasting peace among men [sic]. Preventing conflicts is the work of politics; establishing peace is the work of education.

(Montessori, 1972a, p. 27, cited in Duckworth, 2006, p. 39–40)

Montessori envisioned and practiced democratic peacebuilding citizenship education, which incorporates these essential building blocks: (a) handling conflict and practicing dialogue, (b) valuing diversity, (c) building a pedagogical learning community, and (d) fostering equity (Awad, 2018). Peacemaking refers to the nonviolent resolution of emergent conflicts through dialogue, peer mediation, and restorative problem-solving practices (Bickmore & Parker, 2014). Peacebuilding includes peacemaking, plus proactive transformative practices to promote creation or restoration of just relationships and build collective capacity for democratic inclusion and equity (Bickmore, 2015). Montessori, like Dewey, viewed democracy as a “mode of living” (Haste el al., 2017) that incorporates essential practices of dialogue, empathy, and conflict resolution in everyday interactions (Awad, 2019). Thus, education for democracy as a way of living integrates peacemaking and peacebuilding, to help children to build their “democratic character” (Osborne, 2001).

Montessori argued that the construction of peace depends upon an education that would free the child’s spirit, promote love of others, and replace the typical pedagogical climate of compulsory restriction (Harris, 2004, p. 14). Montessori believed in the power of children to actively participate in a prepared learning environment. Montessori strove to change the typical education of her place and time: “the education of today is humiliating, produces an inferiority complex and artificially lowers the power of man [sic]” (Montessori, 1995, p. 214). Montessori maintained that her method of “new education is a revolution, but without violence; it is the nonviolent revolution” (Montessori, 1995, p. 215).

This chapter explores how a Montessori pedagogical environment—in a Montessori preschool setting in urban south-central Canada that I established and have directed since 2008—facilitates peacebuilding-relevant learning. This is illustrated through three vignettes of children’s interactions with their peers and teachers in this prepared preschool environment. Children within a Montessori environment have opportunities to handle their conflicts constructively and autonomously, through practicing constructive communication and conflict dialogue skills, valuing diversity and the resourcefulness the prepared learning material can offer them for growth and development, building a pedagogical community (for instance through the dynamics of the peace circle learned from indigenous peoples), and fostering equity through sharing learning materials fairly and via educator-prepared scaffolding to help each child develop at their own pace.

The chapter sheds light on the role of the Montessori teacher, who prepares pedagogical materials and usually guides indirectly from the side, in nurturing and/or impeding peacebuilding learning in such a pedagogical setting. For instance, if two children argue over whose turn is it to use the Golden Beads, the teacher could encourage the children to go the Peace Table to settle their argument, give the materials to one of the children, or take the Golden Beads back to the shelf without giving the children a chance to explore their options: these actions have different learning implications.

Montessori Pedagogy at a Glance

Dr. Maria Montessori was the first woman admitted to a medical school in Italy. She established the first Montessori school setting (Casa dei Bambini) in 1907 in the slums of San Lorenzo, Italy, working with a group of children with various health issues (Hedeen, 2005). Montessori devised specific pedagogical materials that children could learn to manage themselves, in five curriculum avenues: Exercise of Practical Life, Sensorial, Language, Arithmetic, and Culture (including science, botany, zoology, history, and geography). Montessori education was initially designed for children 2 ½–6 years of age. Later, Montessori extended the materials, with the help of her son Mario, to include older elementary children (ages 6–9 and 9–12). In the Montessori classroom, the child is an “active learner” who takes responsibility for their own learning, without teacher-centered pedagogy, punishments, or extrinsic rewards (Montessori, 1995, p. 240).

One of the pillars of the Montessori method is to recognize and respect children’s differing learning needs and aspirations at any point in time. In her classrooms, she intended every child to be doing work of their choice to fulfill their own interests, thereby creating “an admirable social life full of activity, where children could peacefully handle the various social problems that could arise from time to time” (Montessori, 1974, p. 63). Discipline, in Montessori’s intended approach, is consistent with peacemaking practices: the teacher gently directs children back to their work, modeling the values and skills of nonviolent dialogic conflict resolution (Duckworth, 2006).

Mira was doing static addition, using the Golden Beads, when Jane came and started arranging the quantities on the mat. Mira explained to Jane that she had the activity materials and that she could do the work by herself. Jane asked her to let her help. Mira agreed by starting to give Jane the number cards, to go to the “bank” and get the corresponding quantities one at a time. They later found themselves with 2232 and 1121 in Golden Beads and number cards (see Figure 15.1). They added the addends and came up with the sum. They resolved their issues together without resorting to the teacher.


[image: images]
Figure 15.1 Taking over the Bank Game: Mira & Jane (photo by the author).


Mira and Jane came to a resolution to work through the collaboration and sharing issue in question. However, this would not have been the first encounter that Mira and Jane had had in the classroom, in which a child had an activity material and another one wanted to either take it or collaborate to complete an exercise. That is, Mira and Jane had learned how to deal with such issues over time, through being part of a setting that indirectly fosters peacemaking and peacebuilding skills and attitudes. The first time Mira encountered such an issue (not observed directly by the author but confirmed by conversations with Mira’s teachers), she ran to the teacher to ask her to tell Jane to find another activity to work with until Mira was done. Acting as peacekeeper in that instance, the teacher had instructed Jane to leave Mira’s space and choose another activity from the shelf. Jane was so angry that she screamed hard and messed up Mira’s work while throwing a tantrum. The peacekeeping response of that teacher brought out Mira’s and Jane’s defensive mechanisms to protect their work, which is considered their property until it goes back on the shelf.

In contrast, the peacemaker teacher modeled dialogue and mediation by asking Mira to look Jane in the eye and tell her what she wanted, why she did not want Jane to share her work, and what she wanted to see happen. Jane got a chance to respond directly to Mira, and the teacher finally encouraged them both to think about possible solutions, choose one, and stick to it, as a sort of a social contract between the two of them. The teacher reminded the children of the special corner they could go to, to resolve their issues, the Peace Table. Offering Mira and Jane the chance to think and reflect on what happened, express their feelings and voice their concerns, propose solutions empower them to have agency and to take responsibility for their own actions and choices.

In the following section, I explain the conceptual building blocks of democratic peacebuilding citizenship education that inform the actions of the children and teachers in the opening vignette and the other vignettes to follow in this chapter.


[image: images]
Figure 15.2 Democratic peacebuilding citizenship education framework (Awad, 2018).


Figure 15.2 (Awad, 2018) depicts four essential, intersecting components of democratic peacebuilding citizenship education that are prevalent in the intended design of a Montessori environment. Children within this kind of environment, with the support of the teacher, find opportunities to handle conflict and practice dialogue, to value diversity, to build a pedagogical community, and to foster equity.

Handling Conflict and Practicing Dialogue

Conflict is a normal and inevitable dynamic in everyday life, including schools and classrooms. There is extensive literature on the importance and diverse strategies of designing pedagogies to include constructive handling of conflictual issues and transforming conflicts into learning opportunities (e.g., Awad, 2018; Bickmore, 2017; Hess and Avery, 2008; King, 2009; Lederach, 1995). Conflict resolution education can offer students opportunities to develop and practice self-reflection, critical thinking, active listening, and constructive communication skills, embedded in conflict dialogue pedagogies that offer students opportunities to voice their perspectives, needs, and concerns about various conflicts or problems around them (Awad & Carbajal, 2022).

Capable constructive dialogue builds on the use of language that humans usually develop by about age two. Freire (1970) explains that collective dialogue in learning settings is “the way people achieve significance as human beings” (p. 88). In contrast, monologue by a high-status person such as a teacher can be oppressive as it denies listeners the agency to respond and have a voice (Hedeen, 2005). To use language for constructive communication, conflict dialogue, and peacemaking (negotiated conflict resolution) necessitates building a set of competencies.

In the Montessori setting described above, the children engage in various activities to handle social conflicts and practice dialogue as a means of self-reflection and peacemaking. The teacher intervenes with peacekeeping (control-based security intervention) or peacemaking (dialogue facilitation) when there is a safety concern, if necessary, usually by separating the two parties or asking for help from a fellow teacher or administrator. Next, I describe some peacemaking activities frequently used in the Montessori classroom profiled here: the thinking corner, teacher modeling dialogue, and the Peace Table.

The Thinking Corner

The thinking corner is a quiet place in the classroom that has a soft seat such as a bean bag chair. The children can go to this corner to think about an action they had performed, to calm themselves, or to just sit and relax. While some might argue that directing a child to the thinking corner mimics timeout—a peacekeeping mechanism—the Montessori thinking corner offers children autonomy to rejoin the group when they decide they are ready. It is intended to be a space for self-regulation inside the classroom, not exclusion or isolation. However, the ways each teacher actually uses the thinking corner shapes its dynamic in the classroom.

For instance, if the teacher sends a child to the thinking corner after they had been running around in the classroom distracting other children, they are using it as a timeout space to temporarily exclude the child. Alternatively, the teacher could speak to the child about how their action is affecting others and give them the option of self-reflection at the thinking corner or engaging in another activity they like. Some Montessori teachers replace the thinking corner with individual time at the Peace Table (see below), and sometimes children use a timer (usually a three-minute sand clock). They can use some activities available at the table, such as making patterns with stones, to calm down. Allowing the child the space to exercise their agency to choose is an essential democratic peacemaking element that empowers the child and helps them to develop affective capabilities such as empathy.

Dialogue Modeling and Practice at the Peace Table

The Peace Table is a small table with two chairs in a designated classroom corner. It includes posters with peace axioms to guide children’s peacemaking processes (see Keith, 1995). The table has a rose or a shell as a talking piece that children hold when they speak, reminding them to speak from the heart. There are rules for children to use at the Peace Table to foster peacemaking and build healthy relationships between the children. Children at the table are called peacemakers. The rules guide them to speak with “I care” language, to show empathy and understanding for the other party, and to reach a resolution to the problem. The table display includes a peace mandala with four concentric circles representing the spirit (yellow), emotions (green), mind (blue), and purple (body), that children can use to point to the part of them that hurts (Williams & Keith, 2000).

Let us return for a moment to the example of a child running around distracting others who are doing their work on the mat, and the teacher brings both children to the Peace Table.

Michael and Caiden at the Peace Table


While running around (a designated outdoor activity) in the classroom, Michael knocked down Caiden’s Pink Tower. Caiden got really angry and sought the teachers’ help. She brought both children to the Peace Table and showed them how to model conflict dialogue.

The teacher introduced the Peace Table as the place for the children to go to when there is a problem or issue they needed to resolve. She explained that the children were also allowed to use the peace table individually, to help them calm down, when they felt emotions that they could not explain, for instance if they were angry. The teacher showed Michael and Caiden how to use the rules at the Peace Table:

1.Hold the shell (talking piece) and speak from the heart and tell the truth.

2. Listen without interrupting.

3.No name, no blame.

4.Think about different ideas to solve the problem.

5.Choose the best solution.

The teacher also instructed Michael and Caiden to use “I care” language to resolve their problem. She called them “the peacemakers” and walked them through the steps (Keith, 1995):

1.Look the person in the eye and call their name.

2.Say how I feel.

3.Say what made me feel this way.

4.Say what you want the other peacemaker to do.

The teacher asked Caiden to start, since his work had been disrupted by Michael. Caiden spoke Michael’s name and stated that he felt angry, very angry because Michael knocked down the Pink Tower after he had spent a long time building it (it takes forty-six movements from the moment a child rolls out a mat, walks to the Pink Tower, and picks up the smallest cube of the tower until the whole tower of ten cubes gets erected). Caiden stated that he wanted Michael to apologize and to help him put all ten cubes of the tower on the mat, so he can build it again. Michael then spoke Caiden’s name, looked him in the eye, and said that he did not mean to knock down the tower or to make him angry. He felt bad and would help Caiden clean up so he could build the tower again. The children did not propose many options for resolution, since Michael did not object to Caiden’s apology and suggestion of helping him clean up. In this incident, the teacher modeled conflict dialogue at the peace table and invited Caiden and Michael to handle their own conflict, while practicing peacemaking dialogue to enhance their conflict resolution skills.

Like Caiden and Michael, all children in this Montessori setting are encouraged to handle their conflicts at the Peace Table, if they are able to speak verbally. If the child has a speech delay, an older child would act like a mentor or mediator (without prior training, but this skill is fostered in the classroom’s community practices). In sum, handling conflict and practicing dialogue are essential peacemaking components, built into the Montessori environment that can foster children’s constructive communication and conflict resolution skills and processes.

Recognizing, Including, and Humanizing Diversity

The aim of diversity education is to foster understanding and tolerance or acceptance of a wide range of social identities—including political affiliations and religious, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, gender, and other differences—in a social context (Banks, 2017; Salomon & Haggai, 2005). For instance, critical culturally relevant pedagogy can promote all students’ academic success, develop cultural competencies, and challenge the status quo (Ladson-Billings, 2014). This capitalizes on diversity as a resource through elicitation of cultural knowledge in democratizing dialogic education (Awad, 2019; Lederach, 1995). Religious and moral education is another type of cultural knowledge that can be taught in ways that allow students to think critically and raise questions, and to promote recognition and understanding of various religious traditions for peaceful coexistence (Feinberg, 2006). However, diversity education that ignores power differentials and conflict could reinforce injustices (Davies, 2005).

The Canadian Montessori school described in this chapter includes racial, age, and ability diversities. The students learn cultural knowledge through the different languages (English, French, and Inuit) used in class, and recognize additional cultures and languages from home (French, Guajarati, Urdu, Hindi, Swahili, Arabic, and Sinhala). The teacher introduces the children to pictures and short movies of various celebrations around the world—including Christmas, Eid, Diwali, Kwanza, and Easter—to increase the children’s awareness of various religions and cultural celebrations. Other lessons teach children about the Earth’s seven continents, many countries, and how people migrate. The children over five years old are invited to think about why their parents might have chosen to move to Canada, and to retell a story they might have heard from their parents or grandparents. This recognition of diversities also recognizes global migration that is culturally relevant to most of the children in our classroom setting.

We host an international day at the school, when the children show and explain their traditional clothing to classmates. Some of them bring pictures from their parents or their own places of birth or a traditional dish for the whole class to enjoy. During a recent spring concert, one student performed a Bhangra dance style, along with two of his classmates from different cultural background who had learned the dance with him. Such pedagogical practices teach children to appreciate the diversity and cultural practices of their peers.

The Montessori environment also facilitates the accommodation of children with varying abilities, since every child is working at their own pace with various materials provided in the prepared environment. Children are taught and shown how to be accepting of others despite differing abilities, and to inquire about why and how: Why is Billy behaving this way? How could we play and work with Billy? Unlike a typical school setting, in which the teacher directs all the students to work on the same thing simultaneously, Montessori classrooms encourage diverse children to work autonomously in diverse ways, accommodating differences seamlessly without stigmatizing. Thus, the Montessori environment pedagogies provide opportunities for children to value rather than marginalize differences.

Building a Pedagogical Community

Our school’s notion of pedagogical community is built on a social constructivist understanding of learning. Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (1980) places learners in situations to stimulate their learning and encourages them, in turn, to support the learning of their peers. It is the interplay among the teacher, the learners, and the subject matter that establishes relationships, the building blocks of a community. Community building is an empowerment process that can enable learners to develop a sense of safety, belonging, and trust (Mreiwed, Carter & Shabtay, 2017)—beyond preventing immediate physical harm, such community includes mutual recognition of one another’s goals and interests.

In his ethnographic study of religious education and pluralism in the United States, Feinberg (2006) presents cases of community trust building in three types of private religious schools—Jewish, Catholic, and Muslim—showing how teachers, religious leaders, parents, and students worked together creating community events, sharing personal experiences, and supporting others, for instance through a food drive for needy neighbors or supporting a new family in the area. “A community arises when this trust is mutual and when it includes a commitment to building the intersubjective attitudes (for example, compassion and cooperation), the common symbols, and the collective awareness that trust requires” (Feinberg, 2006, p. 108).

A sense of trust and safe environment can make it easier for children to participate, share ideas, and voice their opinions in open discussions. When teachers model embracing differences by respecting their diverse students, helping them with their varying abilities, and recognizing their diversities as resources rather than obstacles, then differences may become a fundamental resource for community building.

Building a learning community to enhance democratic citizenship engagement also entails giving learners a voice. In our Montessori classrooms, learners are encouraged to voice their opinions and critiques, to respect and listen to peers’ differing and even opposing perspectives, and to explore issues of social justice, equity, and privilege in society. Thus, students practice participatory skills and norms, and these experiences sow the seeds of democratic civic participation.

A key aspect of democratic community building in our Montessori classroom is circle time, which is based on Indigenous peacemaking knowledge practices. Here, students and teachers meet as a whole group to share issues arising in class and increase awareness about how to handle such issues in the future. For example, the teacher might address a dispute or harm incident that had happened between two children in the playground, without naming them, highlighting what happened and engaging the children in a discussion about various choices to resolve the conflict. Circle time provides a space for introducing new activities to foster inclusion, such as teaching songs and stories of Inuit or indigenous people in Canada, and learning time concepts (day of the week, month of the year, clocks). Such practices of building inclusive pedagogical community and citizenship capacities are a necessary part of peacebuilding education (Carbajal, 2018).

Fostering Equity

Another key dimension of peacebuilding education is equity: reducing the gap between high- and low-achieving children by redistributing access to academic success (Carbajal, 2018). In our Montessori classrooms, two aspects of equity are built into the learning environment. Resources are limited, in the sense that there exists only one of each learning tool per classroom in the array of materials developed to support the five curriculum avenues. Thus, children have to learn to wait their turn to use the shared materials. In general, they come to feel confident that it is just a matter of time until it becomes available. Another tool for equity is the scaffolding embedded in teachers’ lessons and materials, to help every child fulfill their respective developmental needs. As each child goes through the various Montessori lesson materials at their own pace, the teacher conducts a series of presentations to guide each child through the activities associated with each pedagogical tool (Montessori, 1972b). In practice, this requires patience and inclusiveness from the teacher, as some children with varying abilities require accommodations and perseverance to learn how to settle in the setting before even learning how to use a material.

Waiting for the Color Box: Jake and Ishaan

Ishaan was working with Color Box 3 (see Figure 15.3), a box that has nine colors with seven gradients of each color (totaling sixty-three color tablets). Jake came and wanted to help Ishaan lay out the tablets to make a colorful snake. Ishaan told him that he did not want to share the activity with him, but that he could watch if he wanted. Ishaan asked Jake to go with him when he would clean up and put the activity back on the shelf: this way, he would be the first one to take the Color Box and work with it after him.


Ishaan’s response in this vignette was different than Mira’s, above. Ishaan asserted his position that he did not want to collaborate on the activity. Yet, he offered Jake another alternative to ensure that he got access to the material once it was back on the shelf and became again available. What is intriguing in this vignette is the way Ishaan understood equity, an example of how this manifests in the temporary ownership norm of the Montessori environment At the same time, Ishaan was aware of the dynamics of how each child got brief exclusive access to the materials, on a first-come-first-served basis, so he offered Jake advice on how to navigate the systemic structures of the classroom environment.

The teacher was watching the two boys interact, smiling at how they were able to resolve the issue peacefully without seeking her help or advice. She did not interfere in their peacemaking process, meaning she did not use her power, for instance to force Ishaan to share the activity with Jake. Although Jake was not very happy with Ishaan’s suggestion at the beginning, he felt part of the work process anyway, as he was chatting with Ishaan about how the colors of the snake of Ishaan went from darkest to lightest, which made an extraordinary snake. It took willpower for the teacher to step back, observe, and leave a space for the children to work through a peacemaking process. Not many solutions were offered, as Ishaan successfully exercised agency in deciding how to protect his temporary ownership of the Color Box, but Jake’s dignity and access were also protected.


[image: images]
Figure 15.3 Color Box 3 (photo by the author)


To sum up, Montessori prepared, facilitated, and practiced what I would call democratic peacebuilding citizenship education by integrating into classroom environments four components: handling conflict and practicing dialogue, recognizing diversity, building a pedagogical community, and fostering equity.

Decentralizing the Teacher for Student Agency

In Montessori’s words, “the greatest sign of success for a teacher is to be able to say, ‘the children are now working as if I did not exist’” (1995, p. 283). Montessori argues that the role of the teacher is “touching and conquering the minds of students. It is only then that teachers would reap the rewards of their efforts” (Montessori, 1972a, pp. 16–17). By “conquering,” Montessori meant occupying students’ minds with knowledge that would help them to peacefully navigate their daily lives in their world and to realize their full potential. Sometimes, a teacher has to work on their ego and find inner peace, to enable their students to shine while the teacher works their magic in the background.

Agency is “the capacity to initiate purposeful action that implies will, autonomy, freedom, and choice” (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011, p. 812). In the Montessori environment, agency is attained through the collective patterns of the teacher’s and the children’s actions. The teachers help students to build their democratic characters, including participation and agency, sometimes by staying out of their way. This is an intentional departure from a typical punitive school structural context that can “impede human rights and disproportionately marginalize students of color” (Bickmore, 2015, p. 239). Montessori designed a pedagogical method that humanizes school settings, by recognizing and fostering positive human relations (including student-student, student-teacher, teacher-teacher, and teacher-administrator). The relational resources thereby shared constitute “social capital” (Putnam, 2001) in the school community that could contribute to deterring students from committing acts of violence.

The aim of peacebuilding is to “transform the social relationships and mutual misunderstanding that underlie social conflicts in school and society”; thus, students should have a voice in their school community and feel a sense of collective possession and pride that drives social cohesion (Bickmore, 2015, p. 243). Such embedded norms of student agency drive the peacemaking and peacebuilding dynamics in our Montessori primary school. Flattening the hierarchy in the school and the classroom, scaffolding and developing students’ capabilities to independently direct their own actions, makes students likely to become willing and able to handle social conflicts constructively to foster cohesion in their communities.

Conclusion

The vignettes in this chapter show how one Montessori primary school enacted an indirect form of constructive conflict pedagogy for democratic peacebuilding citizenship. All participating children were afforded opportunities to handle conflict and practice dialogue, to value diversity, to build a pedagogical community, and to foster equity. Montessori believed in the power of education to create peace and the ability of the children as young as two and a half years of age to become agentic peacemakers.

The teacher plays a crucial role in supporting the children in their navigation of the peacemaking and peacebuilding pedagogies that are embedded within the prepared environment, helping them develop their constructive communication skills. The teacher directs the setting from the background, creating an amazing beehive scene in which the children in the foreground are busy doing their work, interacting with their peers, building relationships, and fostering a sense of inclusive community in their classroom.
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School Participatory Budgeting: Constructive Conflict in Civic Education for Inclusive Democratic Communities, the United States

Tara Bartlett and Daniel Schugurensky

Abstract

This chapter discusses school participatory budgeting (school PB), a student-led process involving deliberation and decision-making on public budget allocations. School PB not only promotes citizenship learning, civic engagement, and participatory democracy; it also serves as an educational model for fostering peaceful conflict resolution and encourages students to become proactive contributors to their school communities. To illustrate the impact and potential of school PB, we investigate two cases in Arizona. The first case highlights a middle school’s efforts to address the challenges of inclusion. The second case focuses on a large school-district-wide initiative to address school safety with school PB. Overall, these cases underscore the transformative potential of school PB in fostering a sense of ownership, responsibility, and agency among students. By involving students in meaningful decision-making processes, school PB improves school governance and prepares students for active participation and peaceful consensus on critical issues that affect students’ lives.

Introduction

“A lot of us don’t realize we have voices, so we are encouraging others to bring out their voices for a better change for the school and for the students,” shared María, a seventh-grade student who helped organize a school participatory budgeting process (school PB) at her school. School PB is a constructive conflict pedagogy that aims to promote the active engagement of students in participatory processes, the learning of democracy through lived experience, a deliberative culture, and an inclusive democratic environment. This process centers student voice and choice in addressing issues in their school communities, from infrastructure to safety. Students lead the different phases of the process and engage in healthy conflict through discussions about the various proposals, followed by a school-wide vote. Most of these processes focus on student engagement, but some go beyond students and include the active participation of other members of the school community, like teachers, non-teaching staff, and parents. Likewise, most processes are school based, but some deal with decision-making at a school district level, involving thousands of participants. Budgets are policies without rhetoric: conflict is an intrinsic element in deciding priorities to allocate resources. In school PB, participants learn to constructively navigate conflicts to address issues in their school and other settings. For María and many other students, this was the first time they had had an opportunity to exercise their voice and vote. Now, they look forward to continued participation in improving their communities.


Conflicts are part of human life. In any group or polity, disagreements over competing ideas, interests, and values eventually arise. Sometimes this leads to authoritarianism, oppression, destructive social dynamics, polarization, frustration, damaged relationships, intolerance, unhealthy confrontations, and even violence. Sometimes disputes are resolved peacefully through inclusive processes that consider rights, differences, compromises, and fairness in decision-making. The premise guiding this chapter is threefold. First, educational interventions can contribute to the peaceful resolution of social conflicts. Second, interventions are likely to be more effective if conflict competency is acquired early in life. Third, conflict competency can be learned experientially through inclusive, participatory democracy processes. We are inspired by constructive conflict pedagogies, which aim to develop skills, values, and dispositions for productive interaction in democratic societies.

Through this pedagogical approach, conflict situations are understood as learning opportunities (Bickmore & Parker, 2014; Hughes et al., 2020; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008) and can manifest within school communities during three distinct stages. To begin, when students are exposed to conflicting perspectives about an issue, they can identify new information and interpretations, revise their positions, become more open to new ideas, and improve their critical thinking skills. Second, students also practice conflict communication skills and dispositions that prepare them to work productively across diverse groups and resolve differences. Third, because students can consider different viewpoints and approaches to contentious issues, constructive conflict processes nurture empathy, innovation, compromise, creativity, and inclusion in problem-solving. Indeed, we argue that the quality of democracy is partly predicated on the cultivation of informed, critical, engaged, caring, and justice-oriented citizens who can address conflicts constructively and peacefully. In a virtuous circle, citizenship learning can improve the quality of democracy, and inclusive participatory democracy practices can promote citizenship learning.

One promising model of constructive conflict pedagogies is school participatory budgeting (school PB), a student-led process of deliberation and decision-making on school budget allocations that simultaneously promotes citizenship learning, civic engagement, and participatory democracy. School PB is an offspring of the municipal participatory budgeting (municipal PB) process that started in Porto Alegre (Brazil) in 1989 and was eventually adopted by thousands of towns and cities worldwide. Like municipal PB, school PB processes aim at building an inclusively democratic political culture through dialogue, cooperation, collective decision-making, associative intelligence, and constructive conflict resolution. As in any democratic process, conflict is an inescapable element of participatory budgeting. This includes disagreements over values, priorities, and solutions, on the one hand, and interpersonal dynamics, on the other.

While municipal and school PB share many similarities, in the former, the civic and political learning acquired by participants is a by-product of their engagement, while in the latter, particular attention is paid to the pedagogical dimension of the process. Whereas municipal PB has been around for several decades and has been implemented in over 11,000 cities and towns around the world (De Vries et al., 2022), school PB is still in its infancy and experiencing growth and innovation in a few countries (e.g., Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Czech Republic, France, Germany, India, Italy, Mexico, Peru, Poland, Portugal, Serbia, South Korea, Spain, and Zambia).

School PB is part of a family of pedagogical approaches that assume that, through inclusive, experiential learning, students can work together in authentic processes that help them to deliberate and make decisions to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes. They are based on the assumption that education can build capacity and social relationships for democratic and inclusive communities by influencing individual and collective understandings, competencies, values, dispositions, and practices. These approaches posit that pedagogies, including conflict communication and problem-solving, are more effective in a context of democratic and inclusive institutional practices that promote positive youth development (Bickmore, 2017; Page et al., 2023; Rumore, 2023; Satz & Edelstein, 2023; Susskind & Rumore, 2015).

In the United States, the first instance of school PB occurred in 2013 at Bioscience High School in Phoenix, Arizona. Since then, it has been implemented in hundreds of schools in and beyond the United States. School PB provides authentic engagement opportunities in which students can make collective decisions about the allocation of real resources. It also aims to increase student agency and deliberative competencies. The process usually encompasses the following six steps: (a) identification of problems, (b) idea collection, (c) proposal development, (d) dialogue and deliberation, (e) voting, and (f) project implementation and evaluation.

While school PB has made inroads into nurturing student voice, civic competencies, and positive school environments, it still faces challenges. As with other participatory processes, school PB embodies explicit and implicit dynamics of inclusion and exclusion, with uneven levels of participation that may reinforce inequalities. Additionally, most processes still focus on infrastructure investments in individual schools and encounter difficulties expanding them spatially (to districts) and thematically (to policies and programs). In this chapter, we discuss two cases of school PB that used different strategies to address these issues. We conclude by noting the potential of pedagogies like school PB to counteract democratic backsliding by nurturing engaged and caring citizens and increasing the inclusiveness of democratic processes.

Democratic Renewal, Youth Participation, and Student Voice

Participatory democracy in schools promises a pedagogical impact because younger generations’ learning experiences foreshadow future habits, dispositions, and societal practices. Youth engagement in democratic processes is likely to influence their expectations about democracy. If early experiences are effective and democratic, children and youth could develop expectations of transparency, accountability, and meaningful participation in adulthood (Foa & Mounk, 2017).

Expectations for youth participation are becoming more widespread. Many young people would like to have a voice on issues of public concern. This expectation is consistent with Article 12 of the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, known as “the right to be heard” (United Nations, 1989, p. 3). In the twenty-first century, a growing number of schools are offering opportunities for students to be heard (Harper & Kezar, 2023; Holquist, 2019; Mitra, 2014; Scholl, 2014; Fletcher, 2013), and/or embedding opportunities for student voice in decisions that directly affect their lives. Engagement in participatory processes and opportunities to exercise student voice have been shown to have long-term impacts on civic and academic outcomes and well-being (Anderson et al., 2022; Campbell & Oosterhoff, 2019; Johnson et al., 2023; Kahne et al., 2022; Metzger et al., 2019; Siegel-Stechler & Kawashima-Ginsberg, 2023). In one study, the positive relationship between student voice experiences in school, likelihood to vote, and civic action remained strong even after controlling for race/ethnicity, gender, college experience, and age (Siegel-Stechler et al., 2024).

Slowly but steadily, a transition is taking place from a hierarchical governance model to one that allows young people to express their opinions and provide input for some decisions. This input can be expressed in different ways. Some authors consider consultations in which adults listen with limited follow-up to be tokenistic exercises (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015; Yu & Shay, 2022). In other instances, students have a meaningful say in decisions (Groundwater-Smith, 2023; Patrick, 2023). In schools that position students as decision-makers, participation is usually circumscribed to a few elected or appointed representatives in bodies like student government. In contrast, in school PB, all students in the school can participate in processes of binding decision-making.

School Participatory Budgeting and Citizenship Education

School PB engages students in budget decisions by cultivating and collecting solution-oriented ideas for school improvement, developing project proposals, deliberating on the pros and cons of proposals, campaigning, and voting. All stages of the process are led by students and center student voice, with the support of educators. Participation is not confined to one class or club but engages the entire school community throughout the process. Indeed, every student has opportunities to propose ideas for school improvement, assist with developing project proposals, deliberate about the strengths and weaknesses of the competing proposals, campaign for their preferred projects, and cast a vote.

The pedagogical dimension of school PB is connected to citizenship education, which aims to develop knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and practices that enable learners’ participation in democratic societies as informed, active, responsible, and caring citizens. An assumption behind citizenship education is that the civic knowledge, competencies, and dispositions acquired in school prepare students for lifetime engagement (Jerome et al., 2024; Claassen & Monson, 2015; Dassonneville, 2012; Dewey, 1916; Freire, 1998; Gill et al., 2018; Pope et al., 2011; Youniss, 2011). School PB is inspired by project-based approaches that use experiential learning, combine civic education with civic participation, and connect curriculum content with civic competencies like deliberation, argumentation, attentive listening, conflict resolution, and critical thinking. The purpose is to empower children and youth to become active participants in their communities.

Research on the impact of school PB initiatives found that students increased communication and public speaking skills, teamwork and collaboration, empathy and social awareness, critical thinking and problem-solving, civic literacy and responsibility, and commitment to continue working in their communities to create change (Abrantes, 2017; Augsberger et al., 2017; Brennan, 2016; Brown, 2018; Cheerakathil, 2023; Cohen et al., 2015; Crum & Faydash, 2018; Gibbs et al., 2021; Johnson, 2023; Keidan, 2020). The impacts were more significant among students who have had fewer prior opportunities to develop leadership skills or to participate in extracurricular activities. Additionally, the civic learning process runs parallel to the democratization of the school’s organizational structure. In this regard, school PB improves interpersonal relationships and school climate, potentially fostering constructive conflict strategies (Albornoz-Manyoma et al., 2020, 2021; Bartlett & Schugurensky, 2021).

Challenges

Despite these achievements, school PB faces challenges. While students who participate in quality civic education in school are more likely to develop political efficacy, political attentiveness, empathy, political knowledge, and democratic dispositions, and engage in civic and political life in adulthood, opportunities to participate in these programs are uneven, reflecting more significant inequalities (Bauman & Brennan, 2017; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008; Levinson, 2024, 2010; Lo, 2019; Sherrod et al., 2010). In many schools, a relatively small group of students are more likely to gain access to activities for leadership development like student government, youth advisory councils, service-learning programs, and debate clubs, as well as to classroom learning opportunities such as democratic simulations, discussions of current events, deliberative conversations, and the like. Inequalities experienced during childhood and youth often extend (or even widen) into adult life, influencing differing levels of civic, political, and electoral participation by social class (Coley & Sum, 2012; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Hart & Youniss 2018; Kiesa et al., 2022; Levine, 2007; Rebell, 2017). Moreover, inequalities in inclusive learning opportunities can pose challenges in navigating conflict resolution and nonviolent solutions to community issues (Danesh, 2008; Sadri Damirchi & Bilge, 2014).

To address this situation, some schools have turned their attention to school PB because it aims to engage all students in the process. School PB is more inclusive than most civic learning programs because every student can participate in different phases of the process with different levels of intensity. However, school PB could be even more inclusive. Based on our research in Arizona, we identified three challenges to inclusivity in school PB: the composition of the steering committee, the group of students who steward the process from beginning to end; the participation of students beyond the steering committee; and the broader engagement of the school community.

Regarding the first challenge, in many school PB processes around the world, the steering committee members are appointed by teachers, elected by peers, self-appointed, or derived from an existing student club or student government (Bartlett & Schugurensky, 2024). These mechanisms often result in steering committees composed of students with prior access to civic learning opportunities and already positioned as leaders. Moreover, when seeking new members, steering committee members usually recruit from their own networks and friends, which can further exacerbate exclusionary dynamics.

The second challenge relates to the participation of students beyond the steering committee. In our observations, we identified three concentric circles of participation. In the inner circle are steering committee members, who design the process, communicate with other students, collect ideas, create their own proposals, conduct research, deliberate on the feasibility of proposals, contact vendors, facilitate discussions on strengths and weaknesses of proposals, help to organize campaigns, manage elections, and vote. These students shepherd along each phase of the process and have the highest level of participation and civic learning opportunities. The second circle comprises students who participate by submitting ideas, deliberating about proposals, voting, and sometimes attending steering committee meetings. The outer circle, usually the largest, comprises students who only participate by voting. While students have different levels of interest and options to participate, uneven engagement can reinforce inequalities because inner-circle students have more opportunities than outer-circle students to gain civic competencies, practice organizational, conflict-resolution, and leadership skills, and develop political efficacy. Inner-circle students also have more decision-making power, as they oversee all proposals and select the shortlist of ideas reflected on the ballot. In contrast, students in the third concentric circle have few opportunities to engage in robust deliberation and conflict resolution with their peers before voting. These differences in students’ opportunities for experiential learning have implications for future civic and political engagement.

The third challenge is the low involvement of the broader school community in the process. Usually, only students participate in the process (with support from one or two teachers), while other members of the school community may not be familiar with or engaged with the initiative. Most often, this is done intentionally to empower students. From an inclusivity perspective, however, the challenge is engaging teachers, staff, administrators, and family members while ensuring students retain leading roles throughout the process. In the remainder of this chapter, we discuss some of these challenges using two case studies from Arizona: a public middle school (PMS) and a public high school district (PHSD).

Public Middle School

Considering these challenges, a public middle school (PMS) of Grades 7–8 in a marginalized community in Arizona piloted a school PB initiative in 2019. Of the 1,138 students, 76 percent were low-income and 84 percent identified as nonwhite (primarily Hispanic, American Indian, and African American). The school had implemented the school PB process before, and its leadership was interested in making the process more inclusive and increasing civic learning opportunities.

To address the first challenge, the thirty-two steering committee members were recruited via a combination of self-selection and stratified sampling for gender, age, race, and ethnicity diversity. Some research (cited above) suggests that students with disabilities and African American students seldom have opportunities to participate in student government or other civic engagement pedagogies. So, in this school PB initiative, they were intentionally overrepresented: African American students represented 8 percent of the school population and 19 percent of the steering committee. Students with disabilities (17 percent of the school population) were 41 percent of steering committee members.

Three new features were incorporated in the school PB process to expand opportunities for student participation. The first innovation was to hold open steering committee meetings in the school’s library for anyone to attend, both during school hours and after school with transportation provided, to garner broader student participation and ease access to key decision-making spaces. The second innovation was to implement a primary vote halfway through the process. In a typical process, the steering committee considers dozens of proposals and selects a few proposals for the final ballot, thereby holding considerable power relative to peers in a critical phase of the decision-making process. This time, the primary vote added another round of deliberation and decision-making, allowing the larger student body to have a voice over which proposals should be placed on the final ballot. The third innovation created closer connections between the school PB process and classroom instruction. Social studies classes became spaces for steering committee members to present ideas, student groups to develop budget proposals, and the students in the class to discuss with steering committee members the pros and cons of proposals.

To address the third challenge, the school opened the final vote to the entire school community (students, teachers, staff, and family members) to broaden overall engagement and participation. Student voice was preserved by restricting the primary vote to students, by the student prominence on the steering committee and in classroom deliberations, and by counting the votes from students and adults separately. School administrators had considered assigning a heavier weight to student votes in case the adult votes eclipsed them. However, this proved unnecessary because the final vote outcomes were similar between adults and students.

These intentional changes to the school PB process created more inclusive civic learning opportunities, increased access to political efficacy development among underserved youth, and nurtured new relations and friendships among students (Bartlett & Schugurensky, 2023). It was interesting to observe the previously marginalized students who were part of the steering committee positioning themselves as school community leaders who encouraged other underrepresented peers to participate in the process. The open meeting format for the steering committee meetings also widened the circle of participation, as several students who were not initially steering committee members attended several meetings and felt welcome enough to join the committee and contribute to the school PB process on a regular basis. Adding the primary vote transferred some power from the steering committee to the whole student body. The involvement of social studies and special education departments broadened teacher engagement in the process and supported relevant student learning, using class discussions on the proposals as the generative theme. Opening the final vote to teachers, staff, and family members created a new intergenerational space that united the entire school community.

Overall, the combination of these innovations helped to address (at least partially) the three barriers limiting inclusivity, eliminated the third concentric circle, blurred the boundaries between the first and second circles, and contributed to improving the school climate. As a result, many students acquired a variety of civic competencies, learned to solve conflicts through dialogue, and felt empowered to work with others to make a difference in their community. Notably, increased civic and political knowledge, attitudes, skills, and practices were higher among previously marginalized students (Bartlett et al., 2020; Bartlett & Schugurensky, 2023).

Public High School District

In the summer of 2020, amid the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, civil unrest and antiracism social movements resulting from the publicized killing of an unarmed Black citizen, George Floyd, by police in Minnesota, and student protests about police presence on campus, leaders of a public high school district (PHSD) decided not to renew the district’s contract with the city’s police department for police located in schools (called school resource officers). Instead, the district reallocated the policing contract’s $1.2 million to a district-wide school PB process in which students, their families, teachers, and support staff were tasked to redesign initiatives to improve school safety. This decision, which resulted in the largest school PB process in North America to date, was surrounded by conflict from the beginning. On the one hand, it supported the long-standing demands of many students and local activist groups concerned with exclusionary discipline practices, racial bias in policing, and the school-to-prison pipeline. On the other hand, many internal and external actors (including elected officials) opposed the idea of removing police from school campuses.

With 24 schools, over 28,000 students, and nearly 4,000 employees, PHSD is one of the largest and most progressive high school districts in the United States. This district serves a primarily non-White student population with a strong presence of immigrant and mixed-status families. White students are 4.4 percent of the student population. The rest are Latina/o/x (82 percent), Black (8.3 percent), Indigenous Native American (2.4 percent), and Asian American (1.6 percent). Over three-quarters (77.4 percent) of students are entitled to free and reduced lunch (an indicator of documented poverty).

The district had been a leader in the adoption and implementation of school PB for some years, expanding the process from a pilot in one school to all its schools. In the fall of 2020, the district-wide PB on school safety began by planning the process timeline and design, generating public awareness and support, and recruiting participants for the various stakeholder groups. From December 2020 through February 2021, there were onboarding sessions for participants and online listening sessions to collect perceptions toward creating a community-based definition of school safety. Time was spent discussing how school safety was manifested across the district’s different school campuses, trying to understand the lived experiences and perspectives of the diverse school communities. Equipped with the feedback from the listening sessions, the district, in partnership with representatives of school community stakeholder groups (students, teachers, and families), organized their conceptualization of school safety into five categories: (1) skill-building and professional development; (2) mental, physical, and social-emotional health; (3) emergency management response and safety protocols; (4) physical spaces and physical safety; and (5) communication systems and protocols.

During the remainder of the spring 2021 semester the stakeholder groups collected ideas for projects and initiatives from the greater school community. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, this process took place primarily online. Over 700 ideas were submitted across the district, most within the five categories listed above.

When schools reopened in person in fall 2022, stakeholder groups reconvened to assess and deliberate on the proposed school safety improvement ideas. Each community stakeholder group facilitated virtual discussions to consider which ideas would move into the proposal development phase of the process. These deliberations included ranking and organizing the ideas using criteria like need, feasibility, community impact, equity, and alignment with at least one of the five categories of school safety. All ideas judged by students, teachers, and families to fit these parameters were elevated to the district leadership for further review and implementation.

To the best of our knowledge, this was the first PB process on school safety organized by a school district, at least of this magnitude. Despite some pitfalls attributable to the fact that this was a new and massive project during a pandemic, for the most part, this initiative accommodated the different perspectives and priorities formulated by participants (Bartlett, 2023). This provides a noteworthy example of a district-wide process that addresses a heated controversy (police in schools) through a democratic conflict pedagogy exercise (school PB on alternative safety measures). As such, it sets an exciting precedent for inclusive, participatory initiatives on other controversial issues that could be facilitated by school districts that aspire to bring together school communities.

Conclusion

Contemporary democratic backsliding could be reversed through movements for democratic renewal that include a variety of strategies, actors, and pathways. One modest contribution to this democratization effort is the design and implementation of public educational programs that promote citizenship education, civic engagement, and participatory democracy through constructive conflict pedagogies such as school participatory budgeting. This relatively new initiative accepts conflict situations as pedagogical tools and as crucial elements of democratic decision-making processes on complex topics.

In this chapter, we discussed two examples from Arizona’s many school PB initiatives, emphasizing how these projects attempted to improve equity and inclusivity. The school PB process at PMS aimed at narrowing the civic learning opportunity gap by creating more participation opportunities for marginalized students and expanding engagement by opening the vote to the broader school community. The school PB initiative in PHSD scaled up the process to engage all of its schools in district-wide budgetary decisions that reflected community priorities on policies and programming related to school safety in a highly controversial context.

These two cases provide exciting examples of “democratizing practice in action” (Parker & Bickmore, 2021, p. 472). They show that schools and school districts can strengthen democratic practices by providing experiential civic learning opportunities and authentic conflict-resolution processes for students and other school community members to nurture active citizenship, redress power differentials, and promote empathy. These cases also suggest that school PB can contribute to preparing youth, including underserved and marginalized youth, to participate in democratic life and handle constructive conflict for justice and peace in the long term. Through engaging students and other members of the school community in inclusive democratic decision-making and meaningful improvements to school settings, policies, and programs, school PB promotes communication, deliberative and research skills, collective problem-solving, leadership capacities, self-confidence, political efficacy, social and emotional learning, and concern for the common good. It also contributes to nurturing positive school climates by deepening relationships and increasing trust, feelings of belonging and community cohesion.

In closing, school PB can help to solve conflicts through relationships of care, collaboration, dialogue, and shared futures (Bickmore, 2019; UNESCO, 2021). Following Dewey, democracy is more than elections; it is a way of life. Then, the answer to the problems of democracy relies on participatory exercises of self-governance that provide opportunities for learning, effective governance, and inclusive democratic problem-solving. Schools provide a propitious setting for these initiatives, and school PB is one promising tool that needs further refinement and could be successfully combined with other constructive conflict pedagogies.
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Abstract

This chapter discusses three pedagogical dimensions of indirect peace education that run through the chapters in this section: scaffolding conflict-dialogue skills, participatory practices, and peer-to-peer learning approaches. It shows how these pedagogical approaches are indirectly educating for peace through their centering of activities that involve learning peacebuilding skills by doing. It highlights how these chapters applied these pedagogical practices in disrupting systemic violence and fostering equity in education through promoting authority, resource, and power sharing among students. These approaches illustrated the potential to empower learners with skills for peaceful living (e.g., listening, reflective thinking, tolerance, collaborating with peers, patience, and empathy) and actively participating in society through facilitating democratic citizenship education.

Introduction

The chapters by Tara Bartlett and Daniel Schugurensky, Yomna Awad, and Paloma Ramírez-Palacios discuss approaches to sharing power and addressing systemic violence through active pedagogies in which young people themselves handle direct or indirect conflicts. Bar-Tal and Rosen’s (2009) concept of indirect peace education offers an analytical lens to understand how these pedagogies constitute education toward peace, even though they may not be explicitly called pedagogies for peace.

Bar-Tal and Rosen argue for the use of indirect peace education approaches in societies experiencing intractable conflict, “… over goals that are perceived as existential; they are violent, perceived as unsolvable, of a zero-sum nature, and preoccupying society members greatly; and the parties involved invest much in their continuation” (p. 557; see also Kriesberg, 1998). The contexts of these three chapters—Canada, the United States and Mexico—although not the kinds of divided armed conflict societies described by Bar-Tal and Rosen, suffer persistent systemic violence (Galtung, 1990) such as racism, sexism, colonial dispossession of indigenous lands, reactionary ideas such as “white replacement theory,” and attacks on LGBTQ+ members of society (Human Rights Campaign Foundation, 2024). These, too, are conflicts over goals perceived as existential, unsolvable, and of a zero-sum nature. Addressing systemic violence conflicts in schools presents risks, even in relatively stable and undivided societies (Biesta, 2015): indirect peace education refers to implicitly or explicitly educating for peace in ways that somewhat contain such risks.

We conceptualize ongoing indirect systemic violence that doesn’t necessarily have a clear perpetrator (Galtung, 1969, p. 169–72) as similar to intractable intergroup conflict: both are often perceived as existential, unsolvable, and zero-sum. Teaching for social justice is not always easy, since schools often indirectly reinforce systemic violence (Bush & Saltarelli, 2000). Such systemic violence in education is evident in the United States, Canada, and Mexico. For example, in January 2023, the US State of Florida decided to ban the Advanced Placement course on African American Studies. In the 2022–3 school year, over 3,362 books were banned in the United States. In August 2023, a new series of explicitly decolonial textbooks were burned in southern Mexico. There is a growing movement to ban LGBTQ+ books in Canada, as well as equally strong opposition to such bans (Meehan et al., 2023; Murray, 2023; Pendharkar, 2023; Wong, 2024). Indirect peace education is a viable means of addressing social justice in these risky situations. Experiential pedagogy—especially critical reflection, dialogue, participation, and practicing empathy and solidarity—is instrumental to indirect peace education. This chapter draws out three pedagogical dimensions of indirect peace education that run through the chapters in this part: scaffolding dialogue skill development, participatory democratic action pedagogies, and peer-to-peer learning approaches.

A key element of analysis that was neglected in the Bar-Tal and Rosen (2009) piece but present in Bartlett and Schugurensky, Awad, and Ramírez-Palacios’ chapters is the question of redistributing and sharing power—a crucial element of social change and an important element of peace education. Opportunities to share power and make decisions within the school could develop students’ capacities, as responsible members of their societies, to help build peace (Bickmore, 2001). Each of the three types of indirect peace education pedagogies discussed below, drawn from the preceding three chapters in this part, illustrates how power can be decentered and shared by students in classrooms and schools, which implies a renegotiation of traditional school power structures.

Scaffolding Development of Dialogue Skills

One approach to decenter classroom authority and foster students’ participation in handling conflict is to scaffold students’ development of skills for conflict dialogue. Conflict dialogue refers to “various kinds of conversation processes in which participants talk together about differing and opposing perspectives on social, political, cultural, and/or interpersonal issues … Dialogue processes, unlike debate, focus on cooperating to develop mutual understanding rather than on competing or winning” (Bickmore & Parker, 2014, p. 293). Dialogue is crucial in maintaining or restoring democratic peace and hence, an important skill to impart in every learner. Scaffolding development of dialogue skills can happen in the practice of direct dialogue about conflicts where the educator provides students support with talking about conflicts more constructively. For example, students may learn conflict resolution, listening, reflection, empathy, and tolerance, which are important for justice, from doing (conflict) dialogue (Haroutunian-Gordon, 2010; Jerome et al., 2021).

Scaffolding development of dialogue skills can also happen in discussions about nonconflictual topics, where the educator stands aside and supports students to enact dialogue skills—listening, respect, empathy, fairness, openness, and reflection—in class activities in any subject area. Scaffolding for dialogue skills centers students’ thoughts and actions as curriculum and pedagogy, rather than the teacher merely passing down prescribed content to learners. Through facilitating dialogue in classroom activities, the teacher can draw out and guide students’ social relationship skills. The cases of Montessori pedagogies, Convivencia pedagogies (a pedagogy of equity), and School Participatory Budgeting presented in this section bear elements of empowering students with dialogue skills through scaffolding practices. These pedagogical alternatives are thus indirect forms of justice and peace education.

Awad’s chapter describes how Montessori pedagogies—which shares power by placing the child and their interests at the center of instructional activities while the teacher acts as a guide—incorporates aspects of democratic peacebuilding citizenship. Drawing on three vignettes of peer interactions in a prepared Montessori preschool environment, Awad illustrates how students’ self-direction and autonomous problem-solving embedded in Montessori pedagogies—such as the thinking corner, the teacher modeling dialogue, the peace table, and the silence game—can facilitate democratic citizenship education and empower learners’ practice of constructive communication, collaborating with peers, conflict management, diversity-valuing, patience, and equity through experience. We learn from these vignettes how pedagogies engaging learners in waiting their turns to access limited resources, for instance, have the potential to equip them with patience, peacemaking (listening, recognizing, apologizing, repairing), problem-solving, and inclusive skills. The Thinking Corner, designed to facilitate reflection, also could promote affective skills such as self-regulation, appreciation of diversity, awareness of one’s own contribution to a conflict, and planning future actions (Bar-Tal et al., 2009). These constitute elements of indirect education for peace.

We learn from Bartlett and Schugurensky’s chapter that conflict dialogue and democratic participation in school Participatory Budgeting (PB) similarly constitutes indirect peace education. Through developing contrasting proposals and deliberating conflicting perspectives on how to allocate budget resources, students could develop dialogue and problem-solving skills. Students sharing knowledge production and decision-making, through their engagement in school PB, is a form of indirect peace education where learners learn to coexist with “others” and to handle systemic violence without being “taught” direct lessons on conflict or justice issues (Bar-Tal et al., 2009).

Lateral interchange of perspectives and voices among student peers in tutoring-mentoring relationships, discussed in Ramírez-Palacios’s chapter as an equity dimension of democratic Convivencia pedagogies, is also a form of indirect peace education because students learn by using listening and dialogue in planning and sharing their lessons (see also Haroutunian-Gordon, 2010). Skills gained in this way could be applied later to the discussion of collective conflict issues. Having developed their voices, students could draw on their personal experiences to interrogate social justice issues that go unnoticed but are indeed visible to the victims (Paulson & Tikly, 2023).

Participatory Democratic Action Pedagogies

Broadly participatory democratic practices in school can enable students to participate in politics and decision-making (Reichert & Print, 2018). Participatory practices may contribute to democratic renewal by producing engaged and caring citizens. Bartlett and Schugurensky’s chapter explores challenges and positive outcomes of two cases of school participatory budgeting (school PB). The school PB process at a Public Middle School tackled three challenges to inclusivity: the composition of the student leadership team, how to deeply engage additional students, and how to engage the wider community in and beyond the school. The second case looks at how an entire Public Union High School district used school PB to collectively decide what to do to enhance school safety with the $1.2 million that had previously been allocated for police officers in their schools. This case shows how an open system promoted inclusive participation and political efficacy development among underprivileged youths, because every student had an opportunity to participate in various aspects of the participatory budgeting deliberation at different levels of intensity.

These school participatory budgeting initiatives can be viewed as empowering students to practice participatory skills and agency, and to explore what it means to confront resource-based disparities and dismantle power structures perpetuating identity-based inequalities, thereby addressing both systemic and direct violence. As illustrated by Bartlett and Schugurensky, school PB’s deliberative and collaborative decision-making characteristics make it an instance of indirect education for peace and justice.

A different form of participatory practice is evident in Awad’s Montessori pedagogy that centers the child as an agent who makes autonomous decisions and settles conflicts independently following direct or indirect guidance from the teacher. Montessori pedagogical strategies—such as students’ selection of activities based on their interests, making decisions on how to share resource materials—include elements of indirect peace education that could empower learners to collaborate in solving conflict and equity issues.

Ramírez-Palacios’s chapter shows the strength of equity pedagogies as part of a comprehensive democratic approach to Convivencia: students shared power horizontally, supporting each other in actively organizing ways to learn from relevant academic material. These relationships and academic scaffolding expanded marginalized low-income students’ chances of mitigating systemic inequalities by not dropping out of school. This, too, is indirect education for democratic peace, because through joint work in the mentor-mentee pair relationships, both unprivileged students and their peer tutors, in addition to reducing academic opportunity and achievement gaps, would be practicing communication and cooperative leadership skills necessary for the flourishing of democracy.

Peer-to-Peer Learning Approaches

The peer-to-peer learning approach is another theme, implied in the two themes discussed above, that is visible in all three chapters in this part. Ramírez-Palacios’ chapter affirms how learners played tutor and/or tutee roles, aimed at “improving the performance of at-risk students” (Topping et al., 2017, p. 19). Related reciprocal peer learning approaches were found effective at improving not only performance but self-confidence (Topping et al., 2017). This pedagogy involves students sharing authority with teachers and fellow students, and helping fellow students to navigate and overcome social-structural limitations that sustain inequalities. It also involves students autonomously handling issues with their peers, with the teacher or another peer tutor as guides when needed. As seen in these chapters, peer-to-peer learning approaches can be powerful tools for handling inequity and systemic violence, because they position students as having knowledge and procedural expertise, allowing them agency to make decisions on matters that affect them. Thus, a peer-to-peer approach can disrupt traditional hierarchies of power in a classroom.

Awad’s Montessori classroom systematically delegates autonomy and responsibility to every student, to self-manage their learning using the prepared manipulative learning materials as well as to handle their occasional disputes with peers. Bartlett and Schugurensky’s chapter demonstrates how peers, through school participatory budgeting initiative, may work together to represent their interests, and how this participation in peer activities increased their political efficacy and solving conflict through dialogue competencies. We see here an indirect peace education strategy that produced students’ solidarity and engagement in the school community. Ramírez-Palacios’s chapter shows how peer tutoring may reduce the systemic inequity of students’ absenteeism or disengagement from schooling in high-poverty contexts (and due to extra risks such as pandemics). This was possible by pairing students who are highly engaged and not at risk of dropping out with students at risk of dropping out based on each student’s own choice and consent. Student pairs also decided their meeting modalities. Through allowing students agency to work through structure they created for themselves, the peer-to-peer arrangement seemed to build a pedagogical community which could alleviate hierarchical power and bureaucratic barriers that reproduce social inequalities. Via this practice, indirect peace education for human rights and tolerance (Bar-Tal & Rosen, 2009) is taking place.

A possible challenge with peer-to-peer learning practices remains the reinforcement of social hierarchies among students in mentor (leadership) and mentee (followership) roles. Bartlett and Schugurensky’s and Ramírez-Palacios’s chapters show how such unintended outcomes could be avoided through making participation in the process open and dependent on students’ consent and agreement. All three chapters illustrate how sharing authority can mitigate some hierarchy in schools.

Conclusion

Overall, all three chapters show that education for peace can be pursued indirectly, through active pedagogical practices: scaffolding dialogue skill development, participatory democratic action pedagogies, and peer-to-peer learning approaches. We noticed that elements of peace learning such as patience, cooperation, conflict dialogues, and participation were indirectly taught through scaffolding, participatory, and peer-to-peer pedagogies in varying ways and to differing degrees in the Montessori, school participatory budgeting, and Convivencia equity pedagogies. While the Montessori pedagogies and peer-to-peer learning described by Awad and Ramirez-Palacios involved nonintense communication and deliberation-related activities, the school participatory budgeting described by Bartlett and Schugurensky involved substantial deliberative tasks and higher-order participation. In all three chapters, diverse students had opportunities to learn peace through active experience. Emphasis on fostering students’ community-building capacities and autonomous decision-making through opportunities to share power with teachers is a key element of democratic peace education.

Based on the lens provided by the concept of indirect peace education, we believe these pedagogies show strong promise to educate for peace, justice, and democracy through their potential to empower learners for agency in promoting inclusion and bridging inequities that perpetuate systemic violence, and with peacebuilding skills (such as listening, reflective thinking, tolerance, empathy, equitable sharing of resources) for tackling social justice issues and other conflicts. Through practices visible in all chapters, students share resources and power within the classroom and/or school and support one another to reach their goals. Analysis of these pedagogical practices through the lens of indirect peace education expands our understanding of the various approaches through which education can contribute to democratic peace. Pedagogy that involves students is useful in the development of skills and agency for peacebuilding throughout every curricular content area (such as social/humanities or science) and school activity.
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