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on access in the north
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of Cameroon

Abstract

Expanded educational opportunities symbolise the development
of civil society and reflect the government’s commitment to the
nation’s people. Unlike other parts of Africa, such as Sudan, which
is known for its high level of civil unrest, Cameroon has traditionally
experienced relative tranquillity. However, recent years have seen
a surge in civil unrest, particularly in the North-West and South-
West regions, profoundly affecting educational access. Through in-
depth interviews, this qualitative research investigates the intricate
dynamics of how civil unrest significantly impacts educational
access for students, teachers, parents and community leaders
in conflict-affected regions. By employing a phenomenological
inquiry design, the study aims to capture the lived experiences and
understanding of 16 purposefully selected stakeholders across
the community.

Findings from the interviews highlight a disruption of normalcy in
educational institutions, with schools frequently forced to close
because of security concerns, impacting the quality of education.
Challenges in Commuting to and from schools present challenges
and fears of abduction. Also, the imposed ‘ghost town’ school
disruptions on Mondays have led to irreqular attendance. The
socio-political context also influences curricular content, shaping
the perspectives and values imparted to students. The study aimed
to inform policy formulation and intervention strategies. The need
for practical recommendations to mitigate the adverse effects of
civil unrest and its effects on educational access in conflict-ridden
regions of Cameroon was essential. By understanding how civil
unrest affects education, this study contributes to the growing
body of research on the impact of conflict, providing a nuanced
perspective that considers the local context and amplifies the
voices of those directly affected.

Keywords: Civil unrest; conflict;  educational access;
phenomenological design; social justice; teaching and learning.
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1. Introduction and background

The right to access education, as a fundamental human right, is increasingly threatened in
regions plagued by civil unrest and violent conflict. This has been the case in Cameroon’s
North and South-West regions since 2016. The origin of the unrest is political and socio-
economic grievances that have exacerbated the severe humanitarian crisis and displaced and
destabilised communities. The education sector has been particularly hard hit, with schools,
especially in rural areas, frequently targeted and used as sites of violence, resulting in a need
for expanded educational opportunities. According to Spring (2014), expanded educational
opportunities symbolise the development of civil society and reflect the government's
commitment to the nation’s people. Unlike other parts of Africa, such as South Sudan and
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), known for their high level of civil unrest (Mahaye
et al., 2023), Cameroon has traditionally experienced relative tranquillity ********. However,
recent years have seen a surge in civil unrest, particularly in the North-West and South-West
regions, profoundly affecting educational access. Justino (2016) asserts that violent conflicts
have far-reaching consequences for education systems, leading to distributional and equity
effects, which is the current state in Southern Cameroon. The prolonged civil unrest, resulting
in many socio-political and economic challenges, has had dire consequences for educational
infrastructure, curriculum delivery, and overall teaching and learning outcomes. *****

The annexation and colonial history of Cameroon have significantly shaped the region’s
sociopolitical landscape. It has brought about its long-standing peace and stability and created
the underlying tensions that fuel contemporary conflicts, particularly in the North-West and
South-West regions.

Germany first annexed Cameroon in 1884 and named it ‘Kamerun’. The German
administration built infrastructure but also exploited the territory’s resources and exerted
tight control, often through violent repression of indigenous resistance (Ngoh, 1996). After
Germany’s defeat in World War |, League of Nations mandates divided Cameroon between
Britain and France. While France controlled the most significant portion, Britain administered
the smaller, western area adjacent to Nigeria. The French pursued a policy of assimilation,
imposing their language, culture, and administrative systems, which alienated the local
population and created a sense of cultural and political disconnection. By contrast, the British
employed indirect rule in their territory, allowing local autonomy. They also reinforced regional
differences by maintaining separate administrative practices (Lekane & Asuelime, 2017).

While these distinct colonial legacies contributed to the long period of relative peace and
stability in Cameroon following independence, first under Presidents Ahmadou Ahidjo and
Paul Biya, the country has managed to maintain a balance between the Francophone and
Anglophone regions. However, the seeds of division planted during colonial rule, particularly
the marginalisation of the Anglophone regions, have since grown into significant grievances
(Ngah, 2019). The differences in colonial administration fostered a sense of cultural and political
alienation in the Anglophone regions, leading to calls for independence and contributing to the
ongoing civil unrest in the North-West and South-West regions. According to Konings and
Nyamnjoh (2019), this unrest is rooted historically. Colonial policies laid the groundwork for
the current conflicts over identity, governance, and access to education and resources. This
study sought to examine the multifaceted effects of civil unrest on educational access in these
areas by exploring the complexities faced by students, teachers, parents, and community
members as they strive to maintain educational continuity amid high levels of insecurity.
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2. Challenges in adapting education access (an overview)

The history of education in Cameroon is deeply entwined with its colonial past and educational
practices. Being a divided region, the British and the French education systems each shaped
distinct educational practices (Mngo, 2024). This dual colonial legacy has had lasting
implications for the country’s educational framework, creating a bifurcated system that reflects
broader disparities. In the conflict-affected North-West and South-West regions, the challenges
to educational access are particularly acute. Prolonged civil unrest has resulted in widespread
school closures and displacement of students and teachers. This situation is exacerbated by
pre-existing inequalities, especially in rural areas where resources are scarce. This aligns with
Justino’s (2016) findings, which underscore the detrimental impact of conflict on educational
infrastructure and attendance. In rural communities, where alternative schooling options are
often unavailable, prolonged disruptions have led to significant learning gaps, increased
dropout rates, and migration, further perpetuating cycles of inequality.

The conflict has also revealed deeply gendered impacts on education access. Burde et al.
(2016) highlight the distinct barriers boys and girls face during periods of instability. Boys are at
heightened risk of recruitment into armed groups, which interrupts their education and exposes
them to trauma. At the same time, girls often face increased domestic responsibilities or early
marriages driven by economic or protective motivations (Buvinic et al., 2013). These gendered
barriers hamper access to education but also have long-term consequences, hindering
future opportunities and reinforcing systemic inequalities. Moreover, disruptions in education
contribute to broader social and economic disparities, as children who miss critical years of
schooling often struggle to recover academically, perpetuating cycles of poverty and limited
upward mobility. Darling-Hammond and Cook-Harvey (2018) further note that psychological
trauma associated with conflict exacerbates these challenges as students struggle with
concentration, motivation, and a sense of safety within the classroom. These psychological
and logistical challenges, combined with unsafe travel routes and damaged infrastructure
(Justino, 2016; Jones et al., 2022), create significant barriers to educational continuity.

Teachers in conflict zones face equally daunting challenges as they strive to deliver
education in unstable and often dangerous conditions. According to Agbor, Etta, and Etonde
(2022), these challenges are particularly severe in rural schools, disproportionately affected by
resource limitations and direct exposure to conflict. Educators have had to adapt by modifying
curricula to address the immediate needs of students living in disrupted environments,
such as incorporating peacebuilding and conflict resolution skills into lessons. Innovative
approaches using community spaces and technology have been adopted to ensure that
education remains accessible despite frequent interruptions. Nyoni (2022) describes these
efforts as holistic, inclusive models that provide continuous learning opportunities for all
students, regardless of the challenges posed by conflict or other disruptions like the COVID-19
pandemic. These strategies demonstrate the resilience of educators and communities in
ensuring the right to education, even in the face of adversity. However, sustaining these efforts
requires systemic support and investment in addressing students’ and teachers’ material and
psychological needs.

3. Collaborative efforts for resilient education in areas of crises

Teachers’ professional development and support in conflict zones are pivotal to maintaining
the continuity and quality of education in challenging environments. Professional learning
communities (PLCs) have proven to be a valuable tool in this regard, as they foster collaboration
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among teachers, enabling them to share experiences, exchange strategies, and enhance their
instructional methods (Tabe, 2024). This collaborative approach improves teaching practices
and provides emotional and psychological support to educators, helping them cope with the
high stress levels inherent in conflict settings (Owen, 2026). Kaihoi, Bottiani, and Bradshaw
(2022) emphasise the importance of such collegial support systems in mitigating burnout and
fostering resilience among educators. However, professional development initiatives alone are
insufficient unless accompanied by measures addressing the significant safety risks teachers
face, such as threats, violence, and abductions (Habib & Kataria, 2018). These risks instil fear
and anxiety, disrupting the educational experience for both teachers and students. Prioritising
safety through secure environments, psychological support, and community engagement is
essential for sustaining education in these volatile conditions (Burde, 2016).

Economic challenges and limited resources further exacerbate the difficulties faced by
educational stakeholders in conflict zones, often weakening parental involvement and support
for schools. In South Africa, for instance, Mncube (2009) found that parents in rural schools
frequently hesitate to engage in decision-making within School Governing Bodies (SGBs), often
due to limited education or power struggles within these structures. Similarly, in Cameroon,
parental participation through Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) tends to be narrowly
focused, limiting their broader impact. Despite these challenges, community collaboration
remains critical. The active involvement of parents, local communities, government, and
educational authorities is fundamental to building a resilient education system in conflict
zones. Coordinated efforts to implement safety measures, provide necessary resources,
and support teachers can mitigate the adverse effects of conflict on education. By fostering
a united approach to addressing these challenges, stakeholders can ensure that students
continue to access the education they need, even in the face of instability.

4. Theoretical framework

The relevant theoretical framework for this study is Nancy Fraser’s social justice theory, which
is instrumental in analysing the multifaceted impact of civil unrest on educational access
in the North-West and South-West regions of Cameroon. Fraser’s theory highlights three
critical dimensions: redistribution, recognition, and representation. These are foundational to
achieving equality within social systems, including education (Fraser, 2009). Redistribution
addresses economic disparities, such as unequal access to resources like textbooks,
secure school facilities, and qualified teachers, exacerbated in conflict zones. Recognition
emphasises the need to value and respect the cultural and linguistic identities of marginalised
communities, particularly the Anglophone population in Cameroon, whose distinct educational
traditions have been undermined during the unrest. Representation entails ensuring that
all stakeholders, including students, teachers, parents, and community leaders, have a
voice in decision-making processes related to educational policies and crisis management
(Fraser, 2029).

Fraser’s framework is particularly relevant as it allows this study to holistically examine
how systemic inequities, compounded by conflict, hinder educational access and outcomes.
By applying this theory, the study interprets findings within a broader socio-political context,
emphasising the need for inclusive policies that address economic disparities, respect cultural
identities, and empower communities to shape educational solutions amidst and beyond the
unrest actively.
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5. Research design and methods

This study adopts a phenomenological approach rooted in exploring participants’ lived
experiences to understand their perceptions and realities in the context of civil unrest.
Phenomenology is especially suitable for examining the subjective experiences of individuals
affected by complex socio-political issues, as it enables researchers to delve into participants’
personal and emotional landscapes (Creswell, 2014; Smith et al., 2009). This method is
particularly valuable for educational research in conflict zones, as it allows the researcher
to prioritise participants’ voices, offering insights into how they navigate, experience, and
interpret the impact of unrest on their educational access.

A qualitative approach aligns well with this study’s aim of exploring how civil unrest shapes
educational access and disrupts everyday life. Unlike quantitative methods, which prioritise
measurable outcomes, qualitative inquiry is suited for capturing the nuances and complexities
inherent in participants’ lived realities. According to Creswell (2014), qualitative methods are
ideal for studies that seek to explore “how” and “why” questions, allowing the researcher to
contextualise findings within broader social and cultural frameworks.

6. Participant selection

This study employed purposeful sampling to ensure diverse perspectives on the impact of
civil unrest on educational access. The 16 participants chosen included students, teachers,
parents, and community leaders, each offering unique insights into the challenges faced within
conflict-affected communities. These participants were chosen based on the knowledge that
they were well-informed. This sampling approach is well-suited for qualitative research, as
it targets individuals with direct experience relevant to the study’s focus, thereby enhancing
the depth and richness of the data (Cohen et al., 2017). Purposeful sampling ensures that
participants with direct, relevant experiences are included, allowing in-depth exploration of
varied perspectives on the issue (Bryant & Charmaz, 2019). Including these groups allows
for a comprehensive understanding of the varied and intersecting impacts of the conflict on
educational continuity and community resilience.

7. Research site

Data collection in the North and South-West regions of Cameroon areas involved participants
who had been significantly impacted by uninterrupted civil unrest that started in September
2016. The study gathered data depicting lived experiences about educational access from
four groups of participants — students, teachers, parents, and community leaders, ensuring a
comprehensive understanding of the impact of civil unrest on educational access. It focuses
on studying mindful experiences to understand the truth around us (Bryant & Charmaz, 2019).

8. Ethical considerations gatekeepers and consent

Ethical considerations were integral to this study on educational access amidst civil unrest
in the North and South-West regions of Cameroon. Despite the challenging environment, all
ethical guidelines were carefully followed to protect participants’ rights and welfare. Ethical
guidelines emphasise informed consent, confidentiality, privacy, and safeguarding participants
from potential harm, as is essential in sensitive research contexts (Cohen et al., 2017). These
protections were particularly significant given that participants were drawn from a region where
freedom of expression is restricted, and public dissent can carry personal risks, especially for
students and community members (Miller et al., 2012).
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Participants were initially approached via email and WhatsApp from community groups
to which one of the authors belongs, and consent was obtained before data collection.
This process adhered to best practices for remote recruitment, ensuring accessibility while
protecting participant identities in a politically sensitive setting (Beskow et al., 2011). Consent
forms detailed the study’s purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, and voluntary nature, with
a clear statement allowing participants to withdraw at any stage without consequence.
For added security, pseudonyms were used to protect participant identities, reducing risks
associated with their involvement in a study on contentious issues (Israel & Hay, 2006).

To minimise ethical risks, participants under 18 years were excluded. This approach
aligns with established ethical protocols for research in conflict settings, where additional
considerations for minors are typically required (Mackenzie et al., 2007). Participants’ rights to
voluntary participation, withdrawal, and anonymity were prioritised, following ethical standards
for social research (Cohen et al., 2017).

9. Data collection and analysis methods

A structured interview guide was used to obtain comprehensive, detailed accounts of
participants’ lived experiences in their natural contexts. This remote interview approach
was to reveal various aspects of the impact of civil unrest on education. This guide covered
biographical data, experiences and perceptions, impact on learning, safety and security,
support systems, professional challenges, adaptations and strategies, and community impact
during this time. Through online meetings on platforms such as WhatsApp and Teams,
participants were further requested to participate on the day of their interview schedule,
considering that direct interaction with participants was considered unsafe.

Data was analysed using Atlas.ti software version 23. An open and axial coding approach
was employed to categorise and interpret the data systematically. Open coding involved
breaking down the data into discrete parts, closely examining them, and noting similarities
and differences, while axial coding was used to reassemble the data in new ways by
establishing connections between categories. Inductive and thematic analysis techniques
were adopted to identify patterns and themes within the data (Creswell, 2014). This process
allowed the generation of codes from the data to ensure that the findings were grounded in
the participants’ experiences.

10. Participants in the study

This section presents the participants’ biographical data.

Table 1:  Participants biographical information

Biographical data Category Frequency

Q1. Gender Male 6
Female 10

Q2. Age 18-24 1
25-34 5
35-44 7
45-55 3
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Biographical data Category Frequency
Q3. Level of education Secondary education 3
Undergraduate 4
Postgraduate 3
Bachelor’s degree 6
Q4. Current place of resident Town/city 13
Village/township 3
Q5. Years of experience 1-4 2
4-6 1
7-10 2
11-20 2
Q6. Occupation Teachers 4
Entrepreneur 5
Unemployed 3
Others 4

Amidst the ongoing civil unrest in the North and South-West regions of Cameroon, access to
education has become a significant challenge. Yet, many individuals remain determined to
pursue their academic goals. The participants in this study reflect this resilience, particularly
female students who participated at a higher ratio than males. The four undergraduate students,
aged between 18 and 34, were at various stages of their studies and expressed a strong
commitment to their education despite prolonged instability. Three postgraduate students, who
also identified as teachers or parents, shared that their master’s degrees had been delayed
due to frequent protests and disruptions caused by the unrest. Many participants came from
farming backgrounds and continued to support their schooling siblings despite limited access
to learning institutions. Their determination highlighted the cultural value placed on education,
with nine participants holding university degrees and four others in their final year of study.

The educators in the study, with five to 11 years of teaching experience, demonstrated
unwavering dedication to their profession despite ongoing challenges. They had served in
various schools across regions, teaching subjects such as entrepreneurship, history, and
biology, adapting to different educational settings. However, insecurity and limited access
to government schools forced many teachers and students to migrate to towns and cities
for safer environments and stable learning opportunities. Migration was driven by both pull
factors, such as better job prospects, and push factors, including violence and the closure of
schools. Those who relocated permanently to urban areas sought to rebuild their educational
and professional lives, often taking on multiple roles in private institutions or NGOs. Despite
these hardships, parents made significant personal sacrifices to enrol their children in private
schools, reflecting a community’s resilience in valuing education amidst conflict and instability.
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11. Presentation of findings

This section of the research presents information from participants’ perspectives presented
in the form of tables and through themes and categories supported by codes from the most
relevant quotations.

2025: 43(2)

11.1 Themes and categories derived from the data set
The following themes and categories derived from the data set are presented as follows:

Table 2:

Presentation of findings

Themes

Categories

Codes

Challenges to
educational access

Effect on teaching,
learning, and teacher
professionalism

-Cancellation of Monday lessons

- Regular lockdown and school closure
-Loss of teaching time

-Poor mental health

-Safety and security concerns over quality
education

-Much volatility (commuting to school,
abduction)

-Lack of LTSMs
-Teacher unavailability

-Poor learning outcomes

Effect on the community
at large

-Random stop and search
-Carrying identification documents
-Roadblocks to school

-High cost of schooling

-Forceful migration

-Deserted school environment
-Communication setbacks

-School dropout and social ills

-Prioritising safety over teaching and learning
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Themes Categories Codes
Strategies to navigate Enhancement of -Subvention of educational initiatives
and mitigate educational | teaching and learning

disruptions -Acknowledging the socio-cognitive capacity
of students

-Seminars and dialogue with stakeholders

-Creation of social media study groups

-Mitigation strategies (catch-up lessons, study
groups, assignment base learning, online
lessons)

Support of the -Seminars and dialogue with stakeholders

community at large .
y 9 -Call for a peaceful resolution

-Visibility of law enforcement

The findings from Table 2 reveal participants’ views from in-depth interviews regarding access
to education and strategies to navigate and mitigate educational disruptions in the affected
regions of North and South-West regions of Cameroon. The data set was classified and coded
as directed by the two main objectives of the study. The data set shows an interrelationship
between categories and code as participants share their views. For anonymity, the participants
were allocated pseudonyms to ensure their safety and security, as promised before the
data collection process. The participants were labelled S1-S4; T1-T4; P1-P4 and CL1-CL4
representing the students, teachers, parents and community leaders, respectively.

11.2Challenges to educational access

Participants were asked to describe their experiences and challenges during this unrest.
The following data presentation explores the key challenges to educational access, focusing
on barriers that prevented students from receiving equitable and uninterrupted education.
These challenges included the cancellation of Monday lessons in what came to be known
as a ‘Ghost Town,’ loss of teaching time, mental health issues, and concerns over safety,
security, and the quality of education. Additional barriers such as volatility, lack of learning
and teaching materials (LTSMs), teacher shortages, poor learning outcomes, random stop-
and-search procedures, the requirement to carry identification documents, roadblocks on
the way to school, high schooling costs, forced migration, deserted school environments,
communication breakdowns, rising dropout rates, and social ills further compounded the
situation. In addressing this section, the findings seen in Table 2 were classified from specific
to general.

When asked about some of the challenges participants faced during this period of civil
unrest, the following responses were obtained:

S2: Yes, some of my peers have faced abduction threats, and a few have even been

harassed or stripped naked by armed men. This has created a lot of fear and anxiety
among us. Many of us are now afraid to attend classes regularly.
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S1: My school was shut down for a whole year, and | had to stay home that year, but |
resumed school the following year.

T3: The numerous lockdowns have made it extremely difficult to maintain regular
attendance and participation from students. Every time there is a lockdown, we lose
valuable teaching days, and it becomes harder to cover the syllabus. Students miss out
on important lessons, and when the lockdowns are lifted, it takes time to get everyone
back on track.

T1: Many students are too scared to leave their homes, especially if there are rumours
of impending clashes or military operations. This fear is palpable, leading to a marked
decrease in class attendance.

P1: My child’s performance has dropped significantly since the unrest began. He used to
be an excellent student, but now he struggles to keep up with his lessons. The irregular
school schedule and frequent closures have made it hard for him to maintain a routine.
This inconsistency has affected their academic performance, motivation, and confidence.

CL2: Also, both students and teachers are experiencing poor mental health due to the
stress, fear, and trauma associated with the confiict.

CL3: Negatively because no one, including teachers, took learning seriously. We are
more concerned about our safety and security than learning.

CL3: One of the major difficulties we've encountered is the lockdowns initiated by the
‘separatist fighters.” These lockdowns are unpredictable and can last for days or even
weeks. When these lockdowns are in effect, our children cannot leave their homes, and
the school is forced to close.

S4: Commuting to school has become very dangerous. There are frequent roadblocks
set up by armed groups and sometimes the military, making it difficult to get to school on
time. We often have to take longer, more dangerous routes to avoid these checkpoints.
Ad(ditionally, the fear of sudden attacks or kidnappings is always in the back of our minds,
making every journey stressful and uncertain.

P3 & CL1: Many students have either transferred to schools in safer areas or have
dropped out entirely.

These participant perspectives depicted the various challenges encountered during this
period of unrest in the North and South-West regions of Cameroon. In many cases, the
findings reveal that prioritising safety over teaching and learning significantly hampered
students’ ability to engage with their education fully. Understanding these factors is crucial
for developing effective strategies to improve educational access and outcomes. In the
subsequent paragraph, an effort is made to derive strategies from participants’ perspectives
to navigate and mitigate educational disruptions in the identified areas.

11.3Strategies to navigate and mitigate educational disruptions

During individual interviews, the participants were asked to describe in detail specific
strategies that could be used to navigate and mitigate educational disruptions in the North and
South-West regions of Cameroon. These include providing financial and emotional support,
organising catch-up classes for affected students, ensuring access to identification documents
(ID), implementing safeguarding policies, engaging communities in educational discussions,
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and securing policy subventions to fund educational programmes that address the needs of
vulnerable learners. The following quotations were obtained:

S3: My family has been financially and spiritually supportive to make sure that nothing
goes wrong during this period. The government and NGOs have supported IDPs and
provided shelter and food. Though | have never benefited from it, it’s still a good initiative.

T1: By recognising each learner’s personal, social and cognitive capacities and giving
students the opportunity to communicate and share their feelings.

T2: | have started organising catch-up classes for students who miss lessons due to the
conflict and the lack of access to smartphones or other digital devices. These catch-up
classes help ensure that all students, regardless of their financial situation, have the
opportunity to keep up with the curriculum and not fall behind.

CL2: | recommend that policymakers provide significant subventions to support
educational initiatives and programmes. This funding would help promoters and
organisations working in the education sector achieve more and reach more students.

P2&3: | have ensured that my children always carry their identification documents like
the ID and student card. This precaution helps in avoiding arrest or harassment by the
military.

T4: | recommend that policymakers implement and rigorously follow safeguarding
policies for both teachers and students. These policies should focus on ensuring the
safety and security of educational environments, providing support for mental health, and
establishing clear procedures for protecting individuals from violence and threats.

P1: Policymakers should engage in discussions with the community to understand their
specific points of interest and concerns regarding education during times of unrest.

12. Discussion of findings

The findings reveal several challenges faced by students, teachers, parents, and the
community during the civil unrest, reflecting broader social justice issues.

Fraser’s concept of redistributive justice, which calls for equitable access to resources,
resonates with the findings where students reported being denied educational access owing
to the ongoing conflict. Participants mentioned extended school closures, with some students
losing an entire year of schooling. As a result, the frequent lockdowns disrupted the teaching
calendar, leading to an inability to cover the syllabus and widening educational inequities. This
consequence aligns with existing literature, highlighting that conflict zones often exacerbate
disparities in education, as students in safer regions may continue learning while those in
unstable areas fall behind (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation,
2020). The lack of redistribution in secure educational environments deepens inequalities in
academic achievement.

Furthermore, carrying an ID to avoid harassment places an undue burden on students and
their families. While some parents can take these precautions, poorer families may not have
the means, increasing the risk of students being targeted or dropping out. This redistribution
failure reflects Fraser’s assertion that justice requires an equitable distribution of economic
resources and access to safety and opportunity.
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Fraser’s notion of recognition refers to the acknowledgement of marginalised groups and
their experiences, deeply relevant to the emotional and psychological trauma reported by
students and teachers. The findings highlighted the mental health deterioration experienced
by both students and educators, including fear, stress, and trauma. The anxiety caused by
threats of abduction, harassment by armed men, and fear of military operations demonstrates
the profound emotional toll the unrest has had. Literature on conflict-affected areas confirms
that prolonged exposure to violence and insecurity can lead to chronic anxiety, depression,
and other mental health issues, which further impede students’ capacity to learn (EI-Khodary
& Samara, 2020). The lack of recognition of the psychological impacts of the conflict on
students’ wellbeing presents a challenge (ElI-Khodary & Samara, 2020). Fraser (2009) argues
that social justice must include recognising marginalised groups’ needs beyond material
resources. However, the findings suggest that mental health concerns had been mainly
overlooked, contributing to declining student motivation, confidence, and performance based
on a child’s declining academic performance. Addressing these psychological needs is crucial
for fostering an inclusive, supportive learning environment.

Another dimension of Fraser’s debate is representation, which emphasises the importance
of marginalised voices being included in decision-making processes. The findings show that
many students were forced to drop out or transfer to safer areas, often without formal support
or a voice in the decisions affecting their education. The displacement and forced migration
of students because of conflict signal a lack of representation in educational planning, as
these decisions were made reactively rather than with the students’ long-term educational
needs in mind. The unpredictability of lockdowns and frequent roadblocks also reflected the
absence of student and community input in managing the crisis. Roadblocks set up by both
armed groups and military forces created unsafe and uncertain routes to school, leading to
further marginalisation of already vulnerable populations. This echoes literature by Mehta
and Napier-Moore (2010), indicating that conflict and displacement often rob students of their
agency, with decisions made for them without considering their voices.

Key themes concerning navigating and mitigating educational disruptions caused by
civil unrest are the role of personal initiative and the support networks that stepped in to
provide relief where institutional efforts fall short. For example, it highlighted the financial and
emotional support provided by family, alongside the government and NGO initiatives to support
internally displaced persons (IDPs). However, the participant noted that such support was not
universally accessible, reflecting the unequal distribution of resources. This echoes Nancy
Fraser’s (2009) concept of redistributive justice, which emphasises the need for fair access
to resources for marginalised communities. Although initiatives like food and shelter for IDPs
were positive, the uneven access highlighted the failure of broader systemic redistribution
efforts to reach all affected students. Fraser’s theory thus calls for a more equitable distribution
of resources, particularly in conflict settings where educational disruptions disproportionately
affect vulnerable groups.

In addition to redistribution, the findings underscore the importance of recognition and
representation, as highlighted in Fraser’s social justice framework. The identified approach
to recognising each learner’s personal and cognitive capacities and offering a space for
students to express their feelings was a powerful strategy for addressing students’ emotional
and social needs amidst the conflict in line with Fraser’s principle of recognition, which calls
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for acknowledging marginalised individuals’ specific needs and experiences. Similarly, the
initiative of organising catch-up classes for students who miss lessons owing to conflict barriers
illustrated a grassroots response aimed at ensuring equal educational opportunities for all
students, regardless of their socio-economic background. However, participants stressed
the lack of institutional support from schools and the government, pointing to the absence
of representational justice, where affected communities and educators were excluded from
the decision-making processes that shaped their educational environment. Narayanan et al.
(2015) argue that justice must include marginalised voices in policy discussions, involving
policymakers engaging with local communities and educators to develop contextually relevant
strategies. However, robust safeguarding policies and community engagement are essential
for creating a secure and supportive learning environment. However, these measures must be
implemented with the active participation of those directly affected.

13. Study recommendations

Based on the findings, several recommendations for policy and practice are proposed to
address the educational challenges posed by civil unrest in the North and South-West regions
of Cameroon. These recommendations are aimed at educational stakeholders, policymakers,
and community leaders who are in positions to influence educational access and continuity in
conflict settings:

14. Strengthening safety measures and mental health support

Ensuring the safety of students, teachers, and community members is paramount in conflict-
affected regions. Establishing secure learning environments involves collaboration with local
law enforcement, community leaders, and parents to monitor and address safety concerns.
Practical measures such as providing safe school routes and implementing protocols to
minimise risks associated with daily attendance are vital (UNESCO, 2020). Community-based
safety networks, where parents and local leaders actively monitor and address threats, can
further mitigate risks and foster trust in the education system. Equally important is addressing
the psychological toll of prolonged violence. School-based mental health programmes,
including counselling services and peer-support groups, should be established to help students
and teachers manage stress and trauma (El-Khodary & Samara, 2020). These programmes
could integrate community-based counsellors trained to deliver consistent support, provided
their safety is also ensured (Jones et al., 2022). Strengthening mental health support not
only aids emotional recovery but also sustains student focus and engagement during
ongoing disruptions.

15. Flexible education models and capacity building

Conflict-induced school closures necessitate flexible and adaptive education delivery
methods to ensure continuity. Online and blended learning models can allow students to
study remotely during unsafe periods (Burde et al., 2016). Community learning hubs in secure
areas can serve as temporary classrooms, while educational technologies can support catch-
up lessons and remote learning resources. Such approaches can bridge the gaps caused
by irregular attendance and create resilient learning opportunities. Simultaneously, teacher
capacity must be enhanced to meet the unique challenges of conflict-affected education.
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Training programmes should include modules on trauma-informed teaching, conflict-sensitive
education, and resilience-building to equip teachers with strategies for addressing students’
needs (Agbor et al., 2022). Establishing professional learning communities can further
support teachers, fostering peer collaboration and emotional resilience (Owen, 2016). These
interventions, coupled with community engagement and advocacy for policies prioritising
education in conflict zones, can drive sustainable improvements. Working with non-
governmental organisations and international bodies to secure additional resources ensures
the holistic development of a conflict-resilient education system (Beskow et al., 2014).

16. Conclusion

This study sheds light on the profound challenges to educational access in Cameroon’s
North and South-West regions, where persistent civil unrest has undermined the fundamental
right to education. The perspectives of students, teachers, parents, and community leaders
highlight a multifaceted crisis marked by safety concerns, psychological trauma, and logistical
barriers that disrupt educational continuity. Violence and instability not only restrict access
to schooling but also erode the overall quality of the educational environment, resulting in
diminished student motivation, performance, and mental wellbeing. These challenges reflect
broader systemic failures, particularly in redistributive justice, as disparities in access to secure
learning spaces and resources disproportionately affect students in conflict zones compared
to those in safer areas.

The findings emphasise the need for an inclusive and adaptable approach to education
that addresses the material and emotional dimensions of the crisis. Providing safe and secure
learning environments must be complemented by robust mental health support systems to
help students and teachers cope with the ongoing trauma and foster resilience. Furthermore,
the study underscores the importance of community involvement in shaping sustainable
solutions. Collaboration between local communities and educational authorities is essential,
as local insights and resources are invaluable in mitigating the educational disruptions
caused by conflict. Such coordinated efforts can pave the way for more equitable and resilient
education systems in the face of unrest.
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