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				On education during war and displacement and the importance of rebuilding the sector after violent conflict: A personal reflection

				Introduction

				Many countries around the world have in the past experienced or are currently experiencing violent conflict, war, destruction and displacement. In all these settings, education is often one of the casualties of war and fighting. In most cases, war leads to the closure of schools and universities. In many settings, educational institutions end up as collateral damage in fighting; in other places, schools and universities are deliberately targeted and destroyed. In warzones, pupils, students, teachers, academics and administrators are frequently killed or injured, and many end up being displaced (GCPEA, 2024). All this harms societies and educational institutions. The destruction, instability and displacement also negatively impact access to education for millions, preventing them from attending schools or universities for months – and in many cases for years – and making normal educational progress. Children and young people who can continue with education in conflict settings often learn in challenging circumstances that prevent them from getting the most from education. Such experiences can have a lasting negative impact, affecting their life and work prospects for the decades to come.

				I am writing here as someone whose academic research focuses on the impact of violent conflict on higher education and rebuilding and strengthening higher education in the aftermath of war. I am also writing as someone who has lived through a war as a child and whose primary and secondary education was negatively affected by fighting and displacement. Beyond our academic research and work with students and colleagues, all of which are very important, we need to reflect on personal experiences and struggles linked to violent conflict and its impact on education – ours and those of other people. It is important to get a ‘feel’ of what happens when education is disrupted in a war, when schools are destroyed, when kids and young 
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				adults cannot continue their schooling or studies, or when they are forced to attend school under challenging conditions. In many ways, this will likely help us with our research, praxis and the work on protecting, strengthening and rebuilding education in conflict settings.

				Two years out of primary school

				I am originally from Bosnia and Herzegovina. The country was part of the former Yugoslavia until its violent breakup in the early 1990s. Yugoslavia’s breakup led to numerous wars, first in Slovenia, then Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and later Kosovo. The war in Bosnia, which I lived through, was horrific, leading to ethnic cleansing, suffering and displacement of millions, and the killings of around 100,000 people between 1992-1995 (Sito-Sucic & Robinson, 2013). I spent the first two years of the war in Goražde, where my family lived, where I spent my happy childhood, and where I went to primary school. I was twelve when the war broke out; my sister was ten. Goražde, a city of about 40,000 people in the eastern part of Bosnia, was under a brutal siege between May 1992 and December 1995.

				My family remained in the city and our home when the war broke out. With the fighting everywhere around us, there was no way out. We were under constant bombardments while snipers fired from surrounding hills on anyone who attempted to move around. For the next two years, we lived without electricity. Soon, running water was out, and even water for drinking became scarce; we often had to run across the streets where snipers were firing to get to wells where we could get some water. Being the same ethnicity as the people who were attacking the city, we also faced other difficulties. A few months into the war, we were attacked and had to spend a few weeks in hiding. We were then arrested, spending months in detention under horrific conditions. After being released, we were allowed to go back to our home. This was when the daily struggles with hunger began. We often lacked food; in many instances, we ate grass to survive. All this and more went on for two years. In April 1994, we escaped from our city under siege, during some of the worst fighting around the city, by jumping into a freezing cold river Drina and swimming for three kilometres to escape the fighting. I wrote about my wartime experience in a memoir published in the United States in 2008 (Heleta, 2008).

				My sister and I did not go to school during the two years we lived in Goražde under siege. When the war began, I was in the sixth grade of primary school, and my sister was in the fourth grade. The schools were closed for months when the fighting was all over the city. We lived in the city centre, next to our primary school and one of the high schools. With a massive influx of displaced people into the city, these and other schools provided shelter for the displaced. The fighting prevented the schools from operating, even if they weren’t used to house displaced people. From my home, I watched my school and the high school next to it being bombed numerous times at the beginning of the war. Months later, when the forces attacking the city were pushed away, the situation changed within the city. While bombardments from a distance were still a common occurrence, snipers were not able to fire on the city, and some form of normalcy – if this is even a word that can be used here – returned to our lives. Even the schools began to operate with limited capacity. My sister and I, however, did not go back to school. For months of the war, we experienced horrific things that everyone in the city was experiencing; we were also attacked numerous times, arrested and detained due to our ethnicity. A few of our friends who were from the same ethnic background as us and who used to be teachers before the war were told by school administrators that they could not go back to work. Fearing the same rejection if my sister and I tried to go back to school, my parents decided to keep us at home. These were the times when we were traumatised by the war and 
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				everything we were going through, fearing for our lives and struggling to put food on the table; going to school was the last thing on our list of priorities.

				All in all, my sister and I lost two years of primary school education during the war. However, we never stopped learning. We both read a lot at home. After reading all the kids’ books we had and sometimes reading them repeatedly, I moved to whatever else was on my parents’ bookshelves. I remember reading Ernest Hemingway, Ivo Andric, Milan Kundera and others when I was thirteen.

				After we escaped from Goražde, we were displaced, living with our relatives in another city. We had to start life from scratch, having lost everything we had in the war. My sister and I went back to school. It was late April 1994, and the school year was ending in less than two months. We spent time with school administrators and some teachers, and they did some tests to see whether they could help us catch up. We had to study a lot for a month, which helped us complete the academic year. This way, we ended up only one year behind our generation. However, we lost much that others gained by attending class and learning throughout the school year. Still, I guess we ‘caught up’ somewhat and saw this as a plus. Returning to school was good, creating some normalcy after two years of a horrific wartime experience. However, the education system was also dysfunctional during this time. Apart from the lack of resources, schools were also divided and segregated along ethnic lines; wartime divisions and propaganda had a significant impact on all spheres of life, including education and curriculum. Before the war, we went to school with our neighbours, friends and other kids without ever thinking about who was from which ethnic group; we were now in schools with only ‘our’ ethnic group. We were learning about things that nationalist politicians were pushing through onto us through the formal curriculum. The wartime divisions had led to ethnic segregation across the country, with educational institutions primarily catering to students from the dominant ethnic group in their area (Pašalić Kreso, 2008). To a large extent, this remains a problem in Bosnia and Herzegovina until today; rather than being used as transformative spaces and places that contribute to reconciliation and peacebuilding, schools and universities have contributed to entrenching wartime divisions and segregation.

				After finishing primary school, I went to high school in the same city. High school was very dysfunctional; we often missed classes because some of our teachers were doing some other, better-paid work elsewhere. I also did not see the point of going to school. There was little to be excited about; we struggled to make ends meet like most people, and education was the last thing on my priorities list. I often missed classes, choosing instead to wander around with my friends. Ultimately, I finished high school despite missing half of my classes. While I had hopes and dreams of doing something with my life, I could not imagine attending university. A few years later, I worked for a local NGO on a youth leadership programme after spending a year as one of the participants in the programme. In many ways, this was a creative and educational space that allowed me to learn, grow, and perhaps catch up on the things I missed in my broken and dysfunctional years of schooling during and after the war. This work kept me busy and brought in income, and I did not have time to consider possibly attending university. Then, one day, while I was with my colleagues in the United States as part of our work, during the engagements with the American funders and facilitators who worked with us on the youth leadership programme, we were asked to think beyond our work and consider whether there are other things we wanted to do with our lives. When I spoke with the person who funded the programme, I reluctantly mentioned that if there were ever a possibility, I would consider going to university. As I said this, I was told to pick a country and a university, and my undergraduate 
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				studies would be fully covered. I often think about this moment and how unreal it still sounds. After all that happened to me, and after I gave up on ever going to university, here I was, being provided with such an incredible opportunity. Of course, I took it and went to the United States to study.

				Research and work on higher education in conflict settings

				After completing undergraduate studies in the United States, I moved to South Africa for postgraduate studies. In my Masters, I focused on conflict transformation and management, and in my PhD on post-war reconstruction, development and peacebuilding. After the PhD, I worked in the field of internationalisation of higher education in South Africa. In between and perhaps alongside all this, I developed an interest in research and praxis related to higher education in conflict settings. This process began in 2008 when I got to work on a leadership capacity-building project in South Sudan (Heleta, 2013). The work on this project, which lasted until the end of 2013, allowed me to experience first-hand the negative impact of violent conflict on access to higher education opportunities. However, perhaps more importantly, this work helped me realise the shortcomings of externally driven initiatives that do not focus on building and/or strengthening local higher education capacity, like the one I was working on. Everything we did in this project was planned, designed and delivered by a team of academics and administrators from South Africa. We never collaborated with local institutions in South Sudan or other South African institutions working on similar projects in South Sudan. While the project provided educational opportunities for a select few South Sudanese, it failed to contribute to strengthening local higher education in South Sudan. When another war broke out in South Sudan in December 2013, we stopped the project, never to restart it. Looking back at this project, I see many structural shortcomings that we must learn from and hopefully not repeat in the future. 

				Over the years, much of my scholarly research has focused on supporting and rebuilding higher education in conflict settings (Heleta, 2015). I have also written about the international dimensions of higher education in conflict settings, both in terms of experiences of institutions in war-torn societies and the role international partners and universities can play in supporting rebuilding and strengthening higher education in the aftermath of violent conflict and destruction (Heleta, 2017). I have also explored the role of higher education in developing intercultural competence for peacebuilding in the aftermath of violent conflict (Heleta & Deardorff, 2017). While this is a crucial research area, rebuilding higher education after the violent conflict has, unfortunately, been largely a sidelined and neglected research topic globally over the past few decades, with a small number of scholars focusing on this (see, for example, Milton & Barakat, 2015; Milton, 2018; Kester et al., 2022). Apart from being a neglected research area, international donors, organisations working on post-conflict recovery, and local authorities have also neglected higher education in the aftermath of violent conflict worldwide (York Accord, 2015; Milton, 2018; Kester et al., 2022). This despite the fact that all levels of education have been under attack in conflict settings worldwide for decades (GCPEA, 2024), with higher education often experiencing infrastructural and other losses and struggling to recover. Much of my current research focuses on this, particularly in analysing foreign aid flows to higher education conflict settings in the aftermath of conflict and in supporting higher education in least-developed countries (Heleta et al., 2025). Unfortunately, the picture in most settings does not look good, and higher education remains grossly neglected. My research also focuses on higher education in Palestine, from the analysis of past trends in foreign aid to 
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				higher education (Barakat et al., 2025) to conducting needs assessments about the destroyed higher education sector in Gaza and contributing to the thinking about and planning future efforts to support the rebuilding of Palestinian higher education institutions in the Gaza Strip. 

				Research shows that international scholarships are the primary form of aid to conflict-affected and least-developed countries. While scholarships are important – and I know this from my own experience – only a small number of young people from these countries receive international scholarships that enable them to study abroad. At the same time, very little aid is provided to war-torn and least-developed countries to improve, strengthen and/or rebuild their higher education systems and institutions (Galán-Muros et al., 2022; Barakat et al., 2025; Heleta et al. 2025). This way, millions of young people continue to be left behind, despite all the rhetoric of leaving no one behind in the Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015). Rebuilding and strengthening local educational institutions in countries that require assistance must be a key priority. While international scholarships should continue to provide study abroad opportunities for young people from least developed and conflict-affected countries, strengthening local education systems, including higher education, is key for the provision of quality education, skills development, recovery, and socio-economic development and progress of any society (McCowan, 2019; Heleta et al., 2025).

				It is not that we do not have scholarly literature or policy and other documents calling for the protection of educational institutions in war zones and rebuilding in the aftermath of conflict and destruction (York Accord, 2015; GCPEA, 2024). While important, these documents and declarations tend to be pieces of paper that do not do much to change things on the ground in most conflict settings. We must do more to implement policies and frameworks and monitor their implementation. The scholarly literature, too, must engage more critically with the historical and contemporary practices linked to education in conflict settings (Novelli & Kutan, 2024). Scholars interested in conflict studies, international development, higher education studies, internationalisation, education in emergencies and other fields have a responsibility to do more, ask critical questions in their research and praxis, and call out ineffective, unethical, and externally imposed practices. As Novelli and Kutan (2024: 416) point out, we must engage in a:

				… more holistic analysis of education issues in conflict-affected contexts that understand and explore the political economy of education in all its complexity.

				They add that we must also reflect on how our scholarship and praxis have been implicated:

				in systems of violence and oppression, by design or by default, and… work together to imagine and construct different practices, different relationships and different futures.

				Conclusion

				This piece starts with me describing my wartime experience and the loss of two years of primary school education. Then it moves to writing about my international postgraduate studies and my research and praxis on rebuilding higher education after violent conflict. I often cannot believe that all this has happened, that I lived through all this and somehow made something of myself. I also know I am not unique. There are many similar stories out there. I was lucky to have been given opportunities that many never get. After the war in Bosnia, I had completely given up on going to university, either in my own country or abroad. I was lucky to get an international scholarship and an opportunity to study abroad. This experience changed my 
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				life completely. In many ways, I became a better, more tolerant person and got an exceptional undergraduate education. Then, I went further, completing postgraduate studies and working in higher education. While I know that I am a good example of international education changing and improving lives and providing meaningful work and other opportunities, I also know that many who live through similar and even worse experiences with conflict and displacement never get the opportunities that I did. We need to do more as a scholarly and higher education community worldwide to find ways to support educational systems and institutions in conflict settings, including higher education, so they can contribute actively, constructively and positively to providing quality education and post-conflict recovery and peacebuilding. I hope I can, in some way, continue to contribute to this.
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