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En el caso en que usemos esta unidad una vez que haya terminado el periodo de confinamiento y se hayan retomado las actividades 
presenciales, preguntaremos por la situación creada con el covid-19 en pasado, recordando con los y las participantes cómo fue ese periodo. ©
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This document discusses the scope of the right to education in contexts of humanitarian action and explores 
some of the challenges and political tensions that States and humanitarian actors face in guaranteeing this 
right both in emergency situations and in the transition between emergency and development. 

The document starts from two fundamental premises: firstly, every human being has the right to education; 
and secondly, the States are obliged to take all possible measures, to the extent of their available resources, 
to respect, protect and guarantee said right in all contexts and places, including contexts and places where 
emergencies arise. 

These two premises have two fundamental implications for the design and implementation of humanitarian 
interventions. Firstly, the holding of the right to education is not lost in emergency conditions and therefore 
cannot be suspended. On the contrary, people’s right to education when living in an emergency situation 
demands special protection from the States, given the situation of threat and the particular situation of 
vulnerability to which they are exposed as a consequence of the emergency. Such special protection is 
legally enforceable and demandable before the States based on the right to equality and the principle of 
non-discrimination enshrined in international human rights law, including the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (arts. 10 and 26).

The second implication refers to the States’ duty, in concurrence with humanitarian actors, to take all necessary 
and appropriate policy measures to continuously guarantee the protection of the right to education. In all 
contexts, this right must be guaranteed without jeopardising the fundamental rights to life, freedom, integrity 
and personal security of both people in emergency situations and humanitarian personnel. Such measures 
may include rapid response plans, for example mobile schools, and the adoption of detailed plans to respond 
to the emergency and prepare for the time when the humanitarian personnel depart. These measures entail 
establishing a close link between humanitarian assistance measures and development assistance measures, 
as well as coordination between the institutional actors responsible for their design and implementation. 2

Within the framework of this document, the expression ‘emergency’ refers to disasters associated or not 
associated with climate change, humanitarian crises associated with contexts of internal or international 
armed conflict, and crises associated with States’ fragility to preserve democracy and/or meet the social 
demands of its population. In both cases, such emergencies involve both people trapped in disaster areas 
or confined in conflict zones, and people forced to flee their usual places of residence and/or work in such 
emergencies as subjects of special protection. In other words, humanitarian action requires developing 
specific actions both for confined populations and for those fleeing within and outside the borders of their 
countries. That is, internally displaced people, refugees and asylum seekers living both in ‘refuge camps’ and 
in other forms of settlement. 3

Introduction

 1 PhD, Development Policy & Management, Manchester University, UK.

 2  The humanitarian manual developed by Trócaire (2016) offers a detailed guide to develop humanitarian interventions. This includes 
guidelines for the design and implementation of humanitarian measures as criteria for determining when the humanitarian personnel depart. 

3 A formal definition of the concepts of emergency and of the principles of humanitarian action, as well as of the different subjects and 
population groups requiring special humanitarian protection, exceed the scope of this document. For those interested, we suggest consulting 
Trócaire (2016; 3-7) and Sphere (2018: 10-15; 29-31).

Luis Eduardo Pérez Murcia 1
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With this introduction, the document contains four sections. Based on international human rights law and 
international humanitarian law, section two describes the minimum content of the right to education that 
must be guaranteed in all contexts, including humanitarian emergencies. Section three discusses some of the 
potential tensions facing States and humanitarian actors in protecting the right to education in the so-called 
transition between emergency interventions and development interventions. The document ends in section 
four with a series of concerns and questions to guide the conversation between the seminar participants. 
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4 A systematic analysis of the scope and content of the right to education in international human rights law can be found in Tomasevski 
(2004) and Beiter (2006).

5 A detailed analysis of the scope of international humanitarian law in the protection of the right to education, the protection of students, 
teachers and staff working in educational contexts, and the protection of schools and other educational spaces can be found in Hausler, 
Urban, & McCorquodale, 2012. See particularly chapters 3-5). A critical analysis of legal ambiguities and tensions in the protection of schools 
and educational personnel in war contexts can be consulted in Bart (2010). 

The right to education is explicitly enshrined in international human rights law and international humanitarian 
law. Although the two regulatory frameworks were originally intended to operate in different contexts, it can 
be argued that both frameworks complement each other to specify the scope and content of the right to 
education. On the one hand, international human rights law defines the scope and content of the right to 
education in contexts of peace, or maybe better said in contexts of non-conflict. 4 On the other hand, the 
Geneva Conventions and their additional Protocols prescribe special protection for the educational community 
and the educational infrastructure in contexts of internal or international armed conflict. Humanitarian law 
formally raises schools to the level of a civil asset protected by international humanitarian law and recognises 
children and young people as civilians who enjoy special protection. 

In accordance with humanitarian regulations, humanitarian infractions are not only the attack or destruction 
of schools. These also occur when either party to the conflict uses the school as a place to shelter, dig in, 
or, for example, whenstudents or teaching staff are used as human shields. 5 The prohibition on these and 
other conducts, which not only threaten the enjoyment of the right to education of students in contexts of 
armed conflict, but also put their lives, those of their families and of the teaching staff at risk, are expressly 

Protecting the right to education in humanitarian 
operations.
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prohibited in the Declaration on Safe Schools. Although this declaration does not have the regulatory force of 
an international treaty, it is important for the purposes of this document because it reiterates the commitment 
of the signatory countries to protect educational establishments and the educational community in contexts 
of armed conflict. 6

Based on the human rights standards and international humanitarian law, as well as the work of legal 
interpretation of the rules of international law by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(1999), it can be argued that the right to education supposes the components of availability, access, 
acceptability and adaptability. 7 As stated in the introduction to this document, it can also be argued that, 
based on the right to equality and the principle of non-discrimination, people living in emergency conditions 
are entitled to special protection of the right to education. Such special protection is precisely the legal basis, 
in concurrence with national and international humanitarian actors,  of the States’ obligation to design and 
implement humanitarian and development interventions to protect the right to education of those who are 
clearly vulnerable. Said special protection is understood to be guaranteed until the factors that caused it are 
overcome. 

Table 1 illustrates some of the measures of respect, protection and guarantee of the right to education that are 
necessary in contexts of humanitarian action. They are based on a socio-legal reading of a broad set of norms of 
international human rights law, which are analysed from a perspective based on the needs to protect the right 
to education in emergency contexts. Formally, the content of Table 1 finds regulatory support in the following 
standards: Universal Declaration of Human Rights (art. 26), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(art. 18), International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (art. 13 and 14), Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (art. 28 and 29), Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

6 Details on the content of the declaration and information on the signatory countries can be found on the website of the Global Coalition to 
protect education from attacks (https://ssd.protectingeducation.org/). Information about the international conferences on safe schools (Oslo, 
2015; Buenos Aires, 2017 and; Palma de Mallorca, 2019) can also be consulted on this portal. 

7 A detailed analysis of the content of the right to education and the State’s obligations in the field of international human rights law can be 
consulted in Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. General Observation no. 13 regarding the right to education (art. 13). 21st 
sessions period, 1999. Document. E/ C.12/1999/10.  
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Women (art. 10), International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (art. 5 and 
7), Convention No. 169 on Indigenous Peoples and Tribal Organisations in Independent Countries (art. 26 to 
31) and Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (art. 24). 8

8 There are also a number of standards applicable regionally that include the right to education; the European Convention on Human Rights 
(art. 2), the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man (art. XII), and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (art. 17), 
among others. 
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Minimal observance of respect, protection and guarantee of the right to education in 
emergency contexts

Table 1:

COMPONENT

AVAILABILITY

ACCESS

Scope of state obligations in emergency contexts

• Availability of educational infrastructure. This can take the form of temporary schools 
located in places far from the emergency zone in order to ensure the protection of the 
life and integrity of the educational community. 

• The school infrastructure must be provided with drinking water and spaces to meet 
the students’ physiological needs. In all contexts, the school must protect the students’ 
health and control the possible factors of illness and/or transmission of viruses and 
infections. 

• Availability of staff ethically and pedagogically qualified to teach.

• Availability of didactic and pedagogical material appropriate to the educational level. 

• Availability of on-line educational plans and platforms to accompany students wherever 
school attendance is not possible because of the emergency conditions.

• Access to education has social, economic, physical, and geographic components. In any 
emergency situation, the right to education must be guaranteed without discrimination. 
In cases of ethnic conflict, for example, States and humanitarian actors must take 
special protection measures to ensure that no ethnic group is left out of the educational 
system. In any case, the right to education of the most defenceless must be especially 
protected, such as girls and women, internally displaced persons and refugees and 
other victims of human rights violations. 

• In terms of economic accessibility, education should be free for everyone at the 
basic levels and progressively free at levels of higher education. As a measure of 
compensation for victims of violence, free higher education may be an alternative to 
ensure victims’ rights to reparation.

• Regarding physical and geographical accessibility, humanitarian action must ensure 
that schools are accessible to all people and within a reasonable distance from places of 
permanent housing and/or temporary accommodation for people living in emergencies. 
In cases where such proximity is not possible, financial support must be provided for 
transportation and special precautions taken in areas contaminated by mines and other 
unexploded war ammunition. 
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ACCEPTABILITY

ADAPTABILITY

• Acceptability involves two fundamental elements: having quality education and 
respect and protection of human rights in all educational processes. In the first of 
these and as indicated in the dimension of availability, humanitarian action must have 
teachers ethically and pedagogically qualified to teach. Depending on the context of 
the emergency, training for teaching staff may require training to attend to students 
who have experienced traumatic acts associated with disasters or acts of violence and 
forced displacement, for instance. 

•  With regard to the protection of rights in school, emergency education and humanitarian 
action must not promoted as charitable measures, but rather as the responsibilities of 
States and humanitarian actors. Under no circumstances may students be subject to 
corporal punishment or misconduct by teaching staff. Special precautions must be 
taken to guarantee the rights of children who are victims of forced recruitment or of 
sexual violence. 

• Finally, humanitarian agencies must refrain from misusing images of students in 
emergency situations to promote their brand. Any advertising by humanitarian agencies 
must be governed by the highest ethical standards in terms of informed consent and of 
not promoting victims of disasters and conflicts as human beings whose fate depends 
on others.  

• The adaptability component is designed to guarantee that students remain in the 
educational system until the end of their school years. The humanitarian action must 
therefore have specific plans to mitigate the causes of school drop-out and take positive 
measures to increase student retention until the completion of their educational levels. 
School feeding measures, as well as the allocation of temporary measures of financial 
assistance to families for transportation, uniforms and school supplies, can contribute 
to school retention and they must therefore be included in the provision of humanitarian 
operations.

• Finally, and based on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (art. 28 and 29), the 
school and the educational community must adapt to the special learning needs of 
their students. Special assistance may be required for people with disabilities and 
whose physical or mental health has been affected by emergencies or armed conflicts. 
The humanitarian action should then have specific plans to ensure the adaptation of 
schools and all pedagogical practices to the needs of all.

Although the delimitation of the right to education in emergency contexts finds legal support in the 
aforementioned regulations, some gaps persist in their inclusion in humanitarian manuals. Education is not 
formally included as part of the right to receive humanitarian assistance in manuals such as that developed 
by the Sphere project. 9 This gap appears to be resolved to the extent that the manual makes it explicit that it 
does not include all aspects of humanitarian action and therefore suggests that it should be complemented 
by standards developed by peer organisations. For the specific case of education in emergency contexts, with 
the minimum standards for education established by the Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergency 
Situations. 10

9  “The right to receive humanitarian assistance is a necessary element of the right to life with dignity. This encompasses the right to an 
adequate standard of living, including adequate food, water, clothing, shelter and the requirements for good health, which are expressly 
guaranteed in international law”. Sphere (2018: 30).

10 “The Sphere Handbook does not cover all aspects of humanitarian assistance that support the right to life with dignity. Partner 
organisations have developed complementary standards in several sectors, based on the same philosophy and commitments as Sphere’s. 
These are available through Sphere [] Minimum Standards for Education: Preparedness, Response, Recovery: Inter-Agency Network for 
Education in Emergencies (INEE)”. Sphere (2018: 7).
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Furthermore, as the United Nations (2018) reports, boys and girls are disproportionately affected in areas of 
armed conflict. In 2017, armed actions and attacks against children, adolescents, teachers and the educational 
infrastructure intensified in most countries in internal or international conflict, and in areas affected by 
terrorist actions. In many of these areas, the enjoyment of the right to education was seriously affected by 
the forced recruitment of students, as illustrated by the cases of the Central African Republic, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Somalia, South Sudan, Yemen and the Syrian Arab Republic, among others. In all these 
contexts, the implementation of humanitarian measures and the guarantee of the right to education pose 
serious challenges and risks for both communities and humanitarian actors. 11

As these and other humanitarian emergencies well illustrate, minimum standards of protection and guarantee 
of the right to education in emergency contexts are often unattainable for long periods of time, or simply 
ignored. Depending on factors such as the magnitude of the emergency, the countries’ response capacity in 
technical and financial terms, the possible existence of contingent education plans, and the way in which the 
States’ actions converge or not, the humanitarian actors and development cooperation, and the conditions to 
guarantee the right to education may be absent for several years and even decades. 

Recognition of these challenges, however, does not mean that the right to education can be suspended while 
emergencies are overcome. As anticipated in the introduction, the suspension of the right to education in 
emergency contexts has serious practical implications in terms of educational policy, which directly affects 
people’s lives. Perhaps the most obvious implication, but no less fundamental, is that education cannot and 
should not wait until the educational infrastructure is rebuilt or until the conditions that have given rise to the 
emergency are overcome. 

The experiences of several of the countries in conflict mentioned in the preceding paragraphs teach us that 
those who lose access to school as a result of the emergency have a very low probability of returning to 
classrooms and are frequently caught in structural poverty traps from which they can hardly escape. 12

Education, as the quintessential multiplying right as recognised by international law, opens up an infinite 
number of possibilities. Denial of the right to education, which is much more frequent in emergency contexts, 
also closes an infinite number of possibilities. As Amartya Sen (1997, 1999) well suggests in his analyses of 
education, freedoms and development, education allows us to speak in public without feeling shame, and the 
mere exercise of this freedom contributes to the exercise of our critical and active citizenship that facilitates 
access to many other freedoms. 

Not starving and preventable and curable diseases are just part of a long list of fundamental freedoms that 
we should all be in a position to achieve if we enjoy a full right to education. The way in which humanitarian 
interventions and medium and long-term development policies are harmonised will largely depend on whether 
this aspiration becomes a reality. These issues are addressed in the following section. 

11 UNESCO (2011) offers a detailed analysis of the challenges of implementing the right to education in contexts of armed conflict and Boyden 
& Ryder (1996) offer a practical guide to implement the right to education in contexts of armed conflict. See also Trócaire (2016) and Sphere 
(2018). 

12 “Poor people realize that education offers an escape from poverty-but only if the economic environment in the society at 
large and the quality of education improve”. Narayan et al., (2000: 5).
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When an emergency ends, it seems to be a fundamental question to determine the transit between 
humanitarian action and development action. Answering this question is not always a simple task, particularly 
in contexts of protracted humanitarian emergencies. Its response, however, has serious implications both 
for those who have lived through the emergency and face its consequences, and for those responsible for 
designing humanitarian and development operations. 

With regard to the first of these, and depending on the nature of the emergency, an early departure of the 
humanitarian actors may result in the loss of the lives of the subjects of humanitarian intervention and 
impair their chance to enjoy social rights. In contexts of armed conflict, for example, the early departure of 
the humanitarian actors can result in further attacks by armed forces and loss of human life. In emergencies 
related to food shortages such as the many that occurred in the Sahel region in the 1980s and continue to 
occur today, the early departure of humanitarian actors and/or the late arrival of support for development has 
also meant loss of human life. 

Between humanitarian action and action for 
development: Tensions for the protection of the 
right to education
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In all these contexts, the protection of the right to education may not only be overlooked by the humanitarian 
actors, who focus on providing food, healthcare and shelter, but also ignored by the those responsible for 
designing and implementing measures for the transition towards development. Despite the fact that education 
is a right that can be demanded in both emergency and non-emergency contexts, as discussed in the previous 
section, its importance tends to be undermined in humanitarian interventions and then simply overlooked in 
defining priorities in the interventions in the transition towards development. It is tacitly accepted by a sector 
of humanitarian actors that education can wait and will be addressed in the transition towards development. 
The ‘rationality’ seems simple: in a humanitarian emergency lives are saved; medical care is provided to those 
who are at risk of death and food is provided to those who may starve. 13 Without making it explicit, it is silently 
accepted that no one will die for not going to school. What is ignored, as Amartya Sen (2002) well suggests in 
his analyses of the importance of rights in development, is that the denial of the right to education subjects 
the individual to ignorance and this significantly reduces their expectancies and present and future quality 
of life. Denial of the right to education may not kill in terms of loss of physical life, but it gradually, and for 
generations, eliminates the possibilities of leading a life in which the individual fully enjoys their rights.

Regarding those responsible for designing humanitarian and development operations, determining when a 
humanitarian emergency is overcome involves identifying the link between emergency and development. 
The definition of this link is problematic insofar as it must respond to the dynamics of the emergency and to 
the institutional dynamics of response. In the specific context of emergencies associated with the movement 
of people, for example, Zetter (2020) defines this link as a multi-sector approach adopted by multiple 
agencies to respond to so-called ‘refugee crises’. Its fundamental objective is to search for mechanisms of 
complementarity between humanitarian interventions and development interventions considering a wide 
range of aspects such as financial sources of resources, assistance time and the identification of intervention 
priorities (Zetter, 2020). The fundamental idea, as Zetter (2020) puts it well, is to establish coordination 
mechanisms between short-term humanitarian assistance and sustainable development strategies that 
strengthen the resilience of the refugees and the communities in which they are settled.  

The need to overcome the tensions between what is humanitarian and development and to look for 
complementary alternatives between the two, has been gaining more space on the agendas of humanitarian 
agencies (UNHCR, 2010; UNEG-HEIG, 2018; Save the Children, 2018; UNICEF, 2019), multilateral development 
agencies (World Bank 2017 & 2019), and people engaged in academia and research (Sande Le, 2017; Zetter, 
2020). This concern emerges not only as a response to the growing demand for financial resources to address 

13  It should be remembered that, in accordance with humanitarian principles, for example present in the 1951 Geneva Convention on 
Refugees, humanitarian action must be governed by the principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence. 
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humanitarian crises, but also to the growing interest of the different actors to ensure sustainable livelihoods 
for the people facing these emergencies and the communities in which they settle. In other words, and 
following the example of emergencies associated with the forced displacement of people, what is sought is 
for them to move from the emergency to what is called lasting solutions. Depending on whether people seek 
refuge inside or outside their country, the transition from humanitarian to development focuses on finding 
one of three alternatives:  repatriation/return; resettlement in a place other than the emergency settlement; 
and local integration (IASC 2010). Whatever the solution, it must be designed and implemented along criteria 
of voluntariness, security, and dignity; and whatever the times of transition between humanitarian and 
development, the right to education must be fully respected, protected and guaranteed. 

Consequently, measures to make education a real right that individuals can enjoy on a day-to-day basis must 
be present in humanitarian plans, transition plans, and development plans. In all these plans, there must be 
clear responsibilities for the different times of the interventions: people responsible for the performance of 
the actions, for the monitoring and follow-up mechanisms, for the effective participation of the communities 
concerned, and human, technical and financial resources to start them up.

The question of when an emergency ends, however, is no easy task. This demands deep sociological awareness 
of both the context in which the emergency takes place and the possibility that the factors that cause it might 
be mitigated and/or perhaps overcome. To illustrate this, the question of when displacement caused by internal 
or international armed conflicts ends has been on the agenda of humanitarian organisations, development 
organisations, policy makers and academics for several decades (Mooney, 2005; Martin and Mooney, 2007; 
Kälin , 2008; IASC, 2010; Pérez, 2010; Fagen, 2011; Ferris and Halff, 2011; Ferris, 2013). From a practical point 
of view, it seems very clear to determine when the displacement emergency begins and, in some countries, 
there are comprehensive measures to respond to that emergency. Humanitarian protocols, expressed for 
example in the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, outline the components of humanitarian aid. 
In general, to provide immediate measures to make the civilian population safe, and to provide them with 
humanitarian attention during the time of the emergency. Depending on the context, the financial capacity 
of the States and the humanitarian actors, in addition, of course, to their political will to act, such assistance 
may include not only shelter and access to food and water, but also the provision of physical and psychological 
health services, and education. These Principles, like the legislation of some countries that have incorporated 
them into their internal regulations, even prescribe measures of transition between the emergency and what 
is sometimes known as the overcoming of the emergency. 
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14 Proposals for assistance with a strong development orientation, which link a large number of humanitarian actors, development agencies 
and private organisations, seem to have been gaining strength in recent years, as initiatives such as the Global Compact for Refugees and the 
Global Refugee Response Framework (see Zetter, 2020) correctly suggest. 

The application of this simple policy scheme is actually complex. As Zetter (2020; 354) well suggests in 
his analysis of the tensions between humanitarian action and development policies in contexts of forced 
displacement, “Many attempts have been made in the last three decades to promote and coordinate the 
response of humanitarian and development actors, but these efforts have had little traction”. 14 It is not only 
difficult, for instance, to determine the duration of an armed conflict and the number of people affected, but 
also the time that States and humanitarian actors take to respond to such an emergency and the coordination 
between different actors. The cases of the thousands of Palestinian families who were displaced from their 
lands in 1948 and of the Colombian families who have been displaced since the early 1980s and who still claim 
their right to return to their places of origin are just two examples of what prolonged humanitarian emergencies 
can become and the need to establish clear links between emergency and development measures from the 
initial stages. 

These two examples call into question the difficulties of rigid planning schemes for humanitarian aid and for 
the transition to development. As the examples from Palestine and Colombia well suggest, it is not easy to 
design and implement humanitarian interventions for conflicts and crises of more than seventy years, nor to 
determine when the role of humanitarian actors ends and when that of the development agencies begins. In 
practice, in this type of situation, humanitarian action and development action should not only be designed 
in parallel but should complement each other in their implementation. In some sense, it is about making 
progress in designing humanitarian interventions with a development focus. In other words, measures that 
not only contemplate immediate and short-term needs, but also medium and long-term measures aimed at 
the recovery of the population’s livelihoods and the effective protection of their rights. 

The tensions between the different forms of intervention and the need to seek strong mechanisms of 
coordination and complementarity between them do not only apply to contexts of armed conflict and forced 
displacement. They are also observed in cases of disasters and emergencies associated with climate change. 
However, in some of these cases, the duration of the emergency seems much more feasible to determine. 
This could be the case of emergencies related to the hurricane season or forest fires. However, the duration 
of their effects on people’s lives and the magnitude of both the humanitarian and development interventions 
required to protect people’s lives and promote the recovery of their livelihoods can become equally complex. 
This task is complicated when emergencies are repeated with a certain regularity. The droughts and the 
consequent famines and displacement of thousands of people in the Sahel region, mentioned before, can 
illustrate such complexities. Today they are not only repeated, but they threaten a greater number of people 
who face the risk of starvation. It is like an emergency that becomes permanent, and there again, the challenge 
for humanitarian actors is to intervene in education when people are starving. 

More generally, what is essential for actors carrying out humanitarian and development interventions is to 
understand that humanitarian emergencies are generally of multiple causes and that this largely determines 
their duration and the communities’ capacity to face such emergencies with their own strategies. The 
displacement of people inside and outside the borders, for example, generally responds to the confluence of 
many causes. Among others, emergencies associated with disasters and climate change (McAdam, 2010), 
the fragility of governments (Betts, 2013) and internal or international armed conflicts (Martin, Weerasinghe 
& Taylor, 2014). The fundamental challenge then is to understand the link between what is humanitarian and 
development in all these different contexts. Somalia, for instance, has experienced multiple displacements 
in recent decades, not all with the same cause. Armed conflicts, droughts, food insecurity and fragility in the 
state response, among others, seem to converge in all these humanitarian crises (Zetter, 2020). Overcoming 
all these structural factors, of course, goes beyond the humanitarian actors’ capacity to provide medical 
care, supply food and water, build temporary accommodation and offer alternatives to continue educational 
processes. In other words, part of the solution lies in the way in which development actors join these efforts 
from the first symptoms of emergencies and how the communities’ own efforts to overcome these crises are 
recognised and encouraged. In all of this, as Zetter (2014) suggests, it is important that both humanitarian and 
development actors promote the technical and financial participation of corporate sectors and that special 
attention be paid to interventions that promote the development of the affected people’s capacities to face 
such crises.
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But what is the role of the right to education in this discussion? First, the right to education seems to be 
absent in the initial moments of the response of both humanitarian and development actors. The idea that 
the emergency is temporary and that it is therefore not necessary to take measures in education has led to 
the people fleeing conflicts, for instance, leaving school in large numbers and never returning. As works on 
the impacts of displacement on living conditions, including opportunities in education, well suggest, most 
of those who leave school in crisis contexts tend to face multiple forms of exclusion and become trapped 
in poverty for generations (Arboleda et al., 2004; Holtzman and Nezam, 2004; Bennett & McDowell, 2012). 
Once they have dropped out of school, the response becomes more complex and limited. People who did 
not attend school at the expected age are not likely to return to school and thus see their right to education 
permanently frustrated. As adults, their chances to legally demand their right to education is seriously limited 
and the alternative in many cases seems to come down to the figure of education for work and technical 
training. These may increase their job opportunities, but they seem to offer few alternatives for social mobility. 

After several decades of attempts to strengthen coordination mechanisms between humanitarian action and 
development action, the challenges continue. The barriers on making such coordination effective in the field 
seem to remain the same. As Zetter well suggests (2020: 355), these seem to be associated with the “difficulty 
of designing and implementing a coherent and comprehensive framework for making development-oriented 
responses that involve the interests of many actors and governments, and the need to establish effective 
financial mechanisms for their performance”. 
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Based on the conceptual reflections presented throughout the text, this section raises a series of questions 
that seek to promote debate among the seminar participants. They are designed both to identify the 
challenges and tensions for the effective protection of the right to education in contexts of emergency and 
transition to development, and to begin to identify possible points of consensus and divergence among the 
seminar participants. 

• Are the current legal frameworks, in particular those that guide humanitarian action, sufficient 
to make the right to education enforceable in emergency contexts? 

• Main challenges to address the right to education, life, food, a roof, ... in a comprehensive way. 

• To what extent do the type and magnitude of the emergency determine the possibility of 
designing and implementing humanitarian operations guided by a development approach? 

• What are the main challenges of inter-agency coordination to respect, protect and guarantee 
the right to education before, during and after the emergency?

• Are there standards/criteria for determining when the humanitarian actors depart? Do these 
standards apply to educational interventions?

• What are the limitations of these standards/criteria to guarantee the right to education in 
protracted crises?

• How to guarantee the informed and effective participation of people affected by emergencies 
in the planning of educational policies both at times of the emergency and in planning actions 
for the transition and in overcoming it? 

Questions to guide the discussion
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