
References
Crick B (1998) Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy
in Schools, London: QCA
Drew M A (1991) ‘Merging History and Literature in Teaching About
Genocide’ in Social Education 55 (February 1991): 128-129

Balbir Sohal, balbirsohal@coventry.gov.uk 
Andrea Mbarushimana, Penny Walker, Alan
Sprung, people@world-wise.org.uk

The Development Education Journal Volume 13 Number 1 2006 • 25

G
ET

TI
N

G
IT

R
IG

H
T?

In a world where the number of armed conflicts is increasing
and the nature of such conflicts is changing, children and
young people are becoming ever more exposed to and
affected by conflict and its consequences. While particularly
real for those caught up in combat zones, it is also true for
many others as a result of greater access to media, internet,
sport and music, as well as greater interaction with different
cultures, languages and religions. How can we ensure that
young people understand an increasingly complex world and
their own place within it? The British Red Cross’ (BRC)
schools programme aims to help young people develop as
active, humanitarian citizens. By equipping them with an
understanding of humanitarian issues, developing a concern
for the protection of life and human dignity, and focusing on
the needs of the suffering rather than on the causes of
conflict, it becomes possible to limit the impact of conflict
and its consequences through education. This is relevant for
all young people regardless of local historical experience as
all societies are prone to various forms of violence, from
school-based and street violence to social unrest and armed
conflict (Tawil, 2000). 

Why is education about conflict necessary?
Education has the potential to inform, to challenge ideas and
attitudes and to invoke positive and confident behaviour.
Educators within both formal and informal sectors are in an
ideal position to impart learning that will encourage respect
for other human beings and create a willingness to work

together to find solutions to local and global problems.
International Humanitarian Law (IHL) is the system of legal
safeguards that governs the way wars may be fought,
including the protection of individuals, and by discussing
IHL learners are able to consider common human
experiences of conflict and its aftermath, with a
humanitarian perspective. The ‘central value of respect for
human life and human dignity on which such learning rests
is at the intersection of ethics, citizenship and rights
education’ (Tawil, 2000). 

In December 2003, a number of governments within the
EU signed a pledge committing themselves to raising
awareness of IHL in order to limit the harmful and
widespread impact of armed conflict on civilians. The
pledge highlighted the particular importance of this initiative
to youth and education and recommended the International
Committee of the Red Cross’ (ICRC) programme Exploring
Humanitarian Law (EHL) which will be discussed further in
the next section. In May 2006, educational authorities and
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies from over 20
countries gathered in Vienna to examine these pledges and
discuss ways of working together with a view to including
IHL/EHL in formal secondary education, and to exchange
information with countries currently working with EHL.

In addition to this, 190 countries across the world (almost
every country) have already undertaken to teach, promote
and respect IHL by ratifying the Geneva Conventions.
Adopted in 1949 to take account of the experiences of the
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education, specifically by focusing on the needs of victims rather than on the causes of conflict.



Second World War, the Conventions still apply to modern
armed conflicts. 

It is important to recognise that young people in the UK
and across the world are eager to learn more about conflict
and its consequences, as recent studies conducted by the
ICRC (unpublished discussions during the initial phase of
research and development of the EHL project), University of
Birmingham (Davies et al 2005) and MORI (2004) have
found. As young people from Israel and Egypt noted in
response to the EHL programme, ‘this could help us
teenagers during our own small wars in life’, and
‘knowledge of [IHL] will make a human being conduct
himself with mercy and compassion’. Young people have
expressed that they want to learn about conflict before a
conflict occurs in order to build their capacity to deal with
the consequences. Young people and their educators in post-
conflict societies have also acknowledged that they have both
benefited from, and can see the value of, learning about such
issues. 

Focusing on the needs of the victims rather than the
causes of the fighting encourages an examination of the
effects of conflict on fellow human beings. This is
particularly important because there has been a fundamental
shift in the character of war in recent times. In the First
World War, nine soldiers were killed for every civilian life
lost. In today’s wars, it is estimated that ten civilians die for
every soldier or fighter killed in battle (Greenberg Research,
Inc. 1999). By using this focus educators and learners are
able to understand and appreciate that universal respect for
IHL will help to contain the escalation of violence and
suffering, and also hopefully aid conflict resolution.

The fundamental concepts of IHL, such as respect for
life, human dignity, civic responsibility and solidarity, can
also be applied outside of conflict settings, building the
skills of all young people to become active humanitarian
citizens of tomorrow.

How can educationalists be supported in
delivering education on conflict?
With the overwhelming amount of information about global
issues, educators responsible for delivering balanced
information to young people are increasingly asking for
specialist support in order to tackle these often controversial
topics. 

As a neutral and independent body, the ICRC helps
people in crisis, whoever and wherever they are, enabling
them to prepare for, withstand and recover from conflicts,
natural disasters and individual emergencies and has a
unique position under the Geneva Conventions. The Red
Cross Movement is therefore perfectly placed to offer
specialist support to educators who recognise the importance
and benefits of discussing conflict and IHL within the
classroom, particularly considering the fundamental
principles governing the entire Movement, such as
impartiality (being guided by needs alone) and neutrality
(not taking sides in hostilities or engaging in controversies).

By focusing on people rather than on causes, educators can
discuss controversial situations without taking a position,
thus avoiding bias and politicisation. This provides space to
generate a discussion without leaving anyone overtly
vulnerable. 

Case studies
Various good practice case studies exemplify that through
the adoption of a humanitarian approach and perspective to
education it is possible to limit the impact of conflict and its
consequences. 

Whilst introducing young people to concepts of global
citizenship the BRC asks them to explore issues such as
cultural diversity, human rights, democracy and social justice
using real life case studies and interactive group exercises. In
a resource called Global Lines (British Red Cross 2003)
imagery and case studies are taken from Northern Ireland,
Bosnia Herzegovina and Rwanda. This facilitates an
understanding of the links between local and global conflict
situations. Young people are able to recognise that conflict is
not always ‘over there’ or happening to someone else and
instead appreciate that conflict and its consequences can in
fact happen on their own doorstep, and to people who live in
a similar way to themselves.

As mentioned above, the EU pledge to disseminate
education of IHL made specific reference to the ICRC’s
EHL programme which was launched in 2001. Being
transnational in scope EHL cuts across political, social,
religious and cultural contexts and can easily be adapted to
diverse educational settings. Using images and real life case
studies in video and text with a range of interactive and
participative methodologies, young people make an
exploration of conflict, the rules governing it and the
consequences of disregarding these rules on the lives of
people living in and around the conflict zone. The modules
are used throughout the world but have a particular relevance
to people living in conflict or post-conflict zones where, in

26 • The Development Education Journal Volume 13 Number 1 2006

G
ET

TI
N

G
IT

R
IG

H
T

Young people being ‘captured’ as Prisoners of war by the opposing
army.



many cases, the study of IHL is being incorporated into the
core educational curriculum. It should be noted that
countries with very diverse political regimes and educational
systems are implementing the programme.

The French Red Cross recently developed a role-playing
activity, Raid Cross, that can be used to introduce young
people to the difficulties of decision making in a conflict
situation and the implications of making a wrong decision,
placing them in hypothetical situations and requiring them to
play a variety of roles such as prisoners, civilians, soldiers
and humanitarian workers. Raid Cross aims to help young
people understand the reasoning behind the rules governing
armed conflicts. Throughout the game IHL becomes more
accessible to them and they can see how, by extension, such
principles relate to more everyday experiences. As with
many activities on this subject, Raid Cross encourages
extensive thought about human behaviour and empowers
young people to develop skills of negotiation, team-building
and active participation.

Raid Cross is currently being piloted by BRC and in July
150 young people in a Birmingham school participated in
the game over a two-day period. Feedback was extremely
positive with comments such as ‘I learnt about the situations
in war and the decisions you have to make and the
consequences’, ‘it was putting us in real activities that
happen round the world’ and ‘we need to know these things
while we are young’.
(www.ke5ways.bham.sch.uk/sections/1/humanities_media_re
dcross_pilot.htm)

Conclusion
It is important to empower young people to be able to
respond to crises within their lives and to enable educators to
facilitate this process. Young people have been explicit in
their desire to learn about conflict. They see it daily in
various media sources. By including discourse on conflict
within education and by specifically focusing on the needs

of victims rather than on the causes of conflict, it becomes
possible to limit the impact of conflict and its consequences
on children and young people. This is increasingly important
in the modern world considering the changes in warfare and
in access to information about warfare. Education on issues
around conflict can also promote attitudes of mutual
understanding, tolerance and other social values that help to
preserve the peace.

As stated by Dr. Alma Braccino Asrada, ICRC consultant
and Regional Co-ordinator for EHL in Latin America, there
is a need ‘to awake teachers from ‘peaceful’ countries and
let them understand that in this world it is better to prevent,
and be aware....always, because we must fight for peace
daily.’ (EHL Virtual Campus (www.ehl.icrc.org), July 2006)
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Note: www.ehl.icrc.org will be live for open access from October 2006.
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Border Control – young people as humanitarian aid workers negotiating
passage with a border guard.

Wounded post – prioritising aid to wounded sodiers of opposing armies
based on need.




