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11  Public education and social reconstruction in
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia

Sarah Warshauer Freedman, Dinka Corkalo, Naomi
Levy, Dino Abazovic, Bronwyn Leebaw, Dean
Ajdukovic, Dino Dyipa, and Harvey M. Weinstein

Throughout history, governments of all political stripes have used history
and literature curricula to reinforce national ideologies and identiries.
The promulgation of official memory through the school system can be
an effective form of propaganda. The educational setting can become a
conduit for the government or leaders’ views, presenting political ideas
and beliefs as either “correct” or “incorrect.” Textbooks and curricula
can be used to justify or deny past state crimes, create revisionist history,
present on-going injustices as natural, or perpetuate attitudes that repli-
cate the conditions under which injustices are committed. Where school
systems remain segregated and unequal, education can be manipulated
to perpetuate inequalities that are a legacy of past conflicts, dispossession,
or repression.

If public education can function to inflame hatreds, mobilize for war,
and teach acceptance of injustice, it can be used also as a powerful tool for
the cultivation of peace, democratic change, and respect for others. This
premise has been a prominent focus of the United Nations (UN) Office
of the High Representative (OHR) in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), as
well as numerous non-governmental organizations (NGOs) throughout
the Balkans and in conflict zones around the world. If children living in
divided societies can come together in the schools, this contact can be
used to help them question the prejudices and stereotypes in their sur-
rounding environment.! Where authoritarianism in the classroom fosters
blind obedience and militarism, such attitudes might be transformed by
educational reforms that promote critical thinking, democratic princi-
ples, and the examination of competing views and perspectives. Similarly,
if incommensurable conceptions of justice and interpretations of trau-
matic historical events have fueled conflict and mistrust, so schools might
alternatively provide an arena for examining the past in a constructive
manner.
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Such aspirations notwithstanding, education reform in societies after
ethnic conflict poses very serious challenges, and children are often
caught in the middle of competing ideologies. To begin with, those in
power may resist reforms that promote democratic values. For example,
in BiH, the Dayton Accords devolved authority over education to the
leadership that was in power during the war. The OHR often struggled
to implement educational reforms against the wishes of the elected lead-
ers, who advocated divisive school structures and curricular decisions.
In addition, reforms that emphasize democratic approaches may actu-
ally fuel intergroup hatreds if they are implemented without the active
consultation and participation of the local community. For example,
when open debate encourages the expression of alternative and compet-
ing viewpoints, parents or local authorities may see this as a provocative
attack on the resolution that terminated the conflict. Parental resistance
might then encourage antagonistic or even violent confrontations both
in and out of the classrooms. This has been particularly true when “out-
siders,” such as the UN, assume the role of a custodial government in
post-war countries and, with the best of intentions, compel educational
systems to adopt democratic reforms, with little regard for local tradi-
tions and culture. Nowhere has this been more apparent than in Croatia
and BiH, where internationals and NGOs have devoted a tremendous
amount of attention to ad hoc educational programs in conflict resolution,
human rights, democracy, and civic education, while paying less atten-
tion to local attitudes about the role of schools in the process of social
reconstruction.

One of the first steps often undertaken is to remove from curricular
materials any stereotypes of ethnicity or descriptions of aggression on the
part of any group. In 1998, under pressure from the international com-
munity, the Sarajevo Education Working Group carried out a textbook
review as part of the process of encouraging refugee returns under the
Sarajevo Declaration. Leaked reports indicated bland and inaccurate text
that obfuscated the facts of the war. The communities summarily rejected
the proposed textbook reform, although there may have been some dis-
tortions exaggerated by the media.2 The push to integrate schools across
ethnic lines did not solicit the cooperation of parents and teachers, and
led to resistance and sabotage that was reflected in the behavior of the
children. Focusing solely on curricular material or on which ethnic group
occupies a particular building reflects a unidimensional view of important
problems.

In 2000, we launched a series of studies to try to understand what role,
if any, public education could play in social reconstruction in Croatia and
BiH. We had two questions: what do communities think about the role
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Table 11.1 Survey, interview and focus group subjects’ 6

Language Subject Focus!?
Town Program Type Survey Interviews Groups Total!®
Bosnian Students 285 2 - 287
Parents 261 2 - 263
Teachers 26 6 - 32
Mostar
Croatian Students 274 2 20 296
Parents 389 1 11 401
Teachers 40 6 10 56
Croatian Students 345 2 9 356
Parents 483 2 9 494
Teachers 50 6 9 65
Vukovar
Serbian Students 373 2 15 390
Parents 470 1 15 486
Teachers 45 6 4 55

schools should play in creating a memory of the past through curricu-
lum? And, second, how do they want the schools organized to deliver
that curriculum? Our premise was that a better understanding of the
aspirations and experiences of those most immediately affected by the
education system is a critical component of effective education reform.
Over the course of three years, we solicited the views of parents, teachers,
students, and administrators in two of the most ethnically divided cities of
the former Yugoslavia — Vukovar (Croatia) and Mostar (BiH) — on a wide
range of issues, including interethnic relations in schools, the teaching of
history, school integration, curricula development, and national identity.
Our research team, which consisted of scholars from BiH, Croatia, and
the United States, conducted one large-scale survey and one qualitative
interview and focus group study in the two cities. The surveys centered
on the sixth and eighth grades of elementary school and the second year
of secondary school. The interviews and focus groups centered on the
second year of secondary school. Table 11.1 provides a breakdown of the
sample for the surveys, interviews and focus groups, by national group,
and location.

Educational systems in BiH and Croatia

Before presenting the findings of our studies, we offer a brief introduc-
tion to the educational systems of BiH and Croatia, beginning with the
organization of the school system in post-war BiH and specifically in the

Public education and social reconstruction 229

city of Mostar which, prior to the 1991 war, was a multi-ethnic commu-
nity made up primarily of Bosniaks and Croats with a significant Serb
minority (see the description of Mostar in the introductory chapter to
this volume). Following the signing of the Dayton Accords in December
1995, the newly decentralized educational system in BiH allowed can-
tons to establish their own education ministries and, if desired, to set
standards, and to develop separate curricula and textbooks.® This decen-
tralized system did not, however, foster an aunosphere of cooperation
and coordination among the cantonal ministries.

The schools of Mostar are almost entirely segregated. Bosniak children
attend schools on the east side of the city, while Croat children attend
schools on the west side. Although, in theory, the cantonal education
ministry is supposed to supervise the administration of local schools,
in practice, administrators of each ethnic group supervise the schools
on their side. Until 2002, this separation was accomplished by having a
Croat Minister of Education and a Bosniak Deputy Minister who acted as
Minister for the Bosniak schools. The Minister’s and Deputy Minister’s
offices and parallel administrations were staffed by members of their
respective national groups and were housed in separate locations. Schools
in Mostar also use different curricula. Bosniak schools use the curricula
developed by the Bosniak pedagogical institute in Mostar, which is based
on a framework developed by the Bosnian Federal Education Ministry.
Croat schools use curricula from the state of Croatia, modified by the
Institute of Education in West Mostar, the institution that most closely
parallels the Bosniak Pedagogical Institute. After the first BiH-run elec-
tions in fall 2002, the OHR annulled these parallel systems of adminis-
tration but left the separate curricula in place.

The OHR and the Council of Europe have worked to remove mate-
rial that is offensive to other national groups from all textbooks in
BiH. In 1999, when new textbooks could not be prepared, it ordered
the blackening-out of offensive material in existing textbooks, an exer-
cise that was fraught with controversy. In many schools, students were
given the task of marking out the offending passages, which only served
to highlight the material. In July 2002, the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) assumed the OHR’s former role
in education. By fall of 2003, the OSCE had brokered agreements
with the local ministries that led to the introduction of new, inoffen-
sive textbooks and a common core curriculum. In an important and
symbolic move, the OSCE also mandated the integration of the old
Mostar Gymnasium, the premier institution for secondary education
pre-war. By working at both the curricular and institutional level, signif-
icant steps were taken toward an integrated, non-ethnically based school
system.
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Unlike in BiH, Croatia has had little international involvemnent in its
education system since the end of the war. It is highly centralized, and all
primary and secondary education is regulated by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Sport (MoES), which struggles to balance the conflicting agen-
das of local political leaders, especially in regions experiencing continuing
tensions.* The MoES is responsible for drafiing legislation, defining the
curriculum for all schools, approving textbooks, appointing head teach-
ers, approving the number of pupils and school budgets, and settling
all expenditures except those met by local authorities. Simultaneously,
the MoES must balance the often conflicting imperatives of meeting the
needs of state-building and honoring minority rights by educating minor-
ity youth in accordance with the standards of the European Union.

Minority schooling is regulated by a set of laws allowing for three dif-
ferent options for minority education. The first option, which is prac-
ticed by some Italians and Hungarians, offers separate schooling that is
fully in the language of the minority. The second option involves sepa-
rate courses in “national” subjects for minority students taught in their
mother tongue (eg. Serbian) but with the remainder of the instruction
in the Croatian language. These students attend the regular Croatian
classes for all non-national subjects. The final option for minority edu-
cation offers courses as an additional school activity. Minority students
attend the regular schools in the Croatian language but have additional
classes in their mother tongue relevant to their cultural heritage.

The Erdut agreement, signed by the Croatian government and
Croatian Serb representatives in 1995, created a different form of separate
schooling for Serb children living in the Vukovar region.’ The agreement
was facilitated by the international community with the political purpose
of ensuring the protection of Serb minority rights, and was mandated
for a period of five years. During this period the Croatian MoES and
Serb representatives agreed that Croat and Serb children could g0 to
schools with joint administrations but be taught separately in different
languages. This practice frequently has led to Serb and Croat students
attending classes in separate shifts or in different locations. Further, the
Erdut agreement placed a moratorium on teaching about the recent war
in Serb language programs, but that moratorium is now being lifted, and
Serbs were to receive new textbooks and begin learning about the war in
fall 2003.° However, these plans have not materialized.

Attitudes toward controversial issues

In this chapter, we present survey results related to the issues of
school integration and history education.” We compare the responses of
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parents, teachers, and students of each national group in each town
(Table 11.2). For the interviews and focus groups, we examine all dis-
cussion about school integration and teaching about the past.

School integrarion

The surveys reveal that the youth of all national groups in both Mostar
and Vukovar are less in favor of school integration than adults. The only
exception is Croat youth in Mostar, who respond neutrally, like their par-
ents. The Bosniak youth, although less enthusiastic than their parents or
teachers, are the only young people clearly in favor of school integration.
The Croat students in Vukovar are more strongly opposed to integration
than any group in either town.

The different national groups in these two towns have set themselves in
opposition over the issue of school integration. In Vukovar, Serbs are less
opposed to integration than Croats, with the exception of the teachers,
and Croat teachers are less opposed than Serb teachers. The teachers’
responses could be explained by the fact that many Serb teachers report
fears that their jobs will be threatened if the schools are integrated.

In the Mostar surveys, the Bosniak groups all favor integration. While
none of the Croat groups oppose integration, their opinions are signifi-
cantly less positive than those of the Bosniaks. On the whole, the citizens
of Mostar tend to think more favorably about school integration than the
citizens of Vukovar. Significantly, while the old Mostar Gymnasium is set
to be integrated (albeit under external pressure), there is no movement
on issues of school integration in Vukovar.

When we looked to the qualitative data, we found that many objections
10 school integration were grounded in two basic, but related, fears: fear
of conflict and of loss of identity. In Vukovar, the fear of renewed con-
flict permeates much of the discussion, although there is also evidence
that Serb adults, and especially Serb leaders, fear a loss of their culture
and traditions. In Mostar, the Croats, who are least in favor of school
integration, are motivated primarily by the threats to their identity.

Fear of conflict in Vukovar

Although more in favor of integration than Vukovar’s Croats, the Serbs
expressed reservations. They voiced strong fears that integration of
the schools would lead to increased violence. The students seemed more
afraid than the adults, which perhaps explains why they were more
opposed to integration. As one Serb student put it: “The war may
be almost forgotten in other parts of the country, but not here. I think that
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Table 11.2 Survey Results'’

School
Town National Group Subject Type  Integration?® History
Croats Students 1.89 2.91
(.72) (1.23)
Parents 2.43 2.72
(1.01) (1.27)
Teachers 2.83 3.25
(.80) (1.06)
S/P/T F-test  47.31**° 531"
Vukovar
Students 2.22 3.61
(.73) (.78)
Serbs Parents 2.78 3.79
.79) (.62)
Teachers 2.28 3.84
(.69) (.56)
S/P/T F-test  56.92*** 7.787**
T-tests Croat vs. Serbs Students —6.17*"* —9.25***
Parents —5.92*°* -16.54"""
Teachers 3.45"" —3.64***
Students 2.87 3.39
(.64) .92)
Bosniaks Parents 3.26 3.42
(.60) (.94)
Teachers 3.52 3.15
(.25) (1.19)
S/P/T F-test  31.56*** 9253
Mostar
Students 2.56 3.29
(.70) (1.12)
Croats Parents 2.54 3.60
.79) (.85)
Teachers 3.14 3.75
(.51) (.63)
S/P/T F-test 11.56*** 9.79***
T-tests Bosniaks vs. Croats  Students 5.35** 1.13
Parents 12.02*°° -2.52*
Teachers 3.03* —-2.65*"

Table entrics are mean scores with standard deviations in parenthescs.

'p<.05
" p< .0l
T p < .001
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there would be a lot of conflicts [in integrated schools and classrooms].
I mean, there are conflicts even now when schools are divided.” He
explained that he did not feel safe around Croat youth because he could
not trust responsible adults to intervene to stop youth violence. He
described how he watched a teacher stand by when his younger brother
got into a fight with a Croat student. Serb students blamed politicians,
the media, and others in the community for inflaming an already tense
cross-national situation. They felt powerless to make changes themselves
and thought change would take a substantial amount of time.

These fears are not entirely unfounded. The majority of Croat youth
in the surveys and focus groups said clearly and unequivocally that they
wanted their schools and classes to remain segregated. They voiced a
strong dislike of Serbs and a desire not to be forced to associate with
them. One student commented: “As far as I'm concerned, . . . let them go
elsewhere. I don’t care.” Croat boys in one focus group voiced even more
negative attitudes than individual Croat students did in their interviews.®
It is clear from the field notes and transcripts that this was a difficult
group, because the boys often seemed not to take the task seriously and
may have been purposefully provocative. Also, peer pressure to express
negative feelings about Serb youth was palpable. For example, one of
the boys said: “Children should be taught from the beginning to hate
Serbs . . . We saw in the war what they are like. These are not people at all
[others laugh]. Well yes, like animals for what they have done.” One way
of interpreting these data is that the boys were deliberately provoking the
group leader and did not mean what they said. Another reading based
on the findings from the surveys and individual interviews recognizes
that they were being provocative, but that the emotions expressed in the
focus group, though extreme, easily could have had some basis in reality.®
Croat adults also confirmed that a great deal of hostility toward Serbs
still prevailed among Croat youth. “Most [Croat] pupils hate Serbs,” a
Croat teacher said. Another explained: “Children are strictly separating
and distancing themselves from one another here. It seems as if those
differences are irreconcilable . . . The wounds are still very, very fresh.”

Like their Serb counterparts, Croat students feared that integrated
schools would lead to increased conflict. A Croat student, who said he
avoided Serbs whenever possible, had this to say: “[Segregated schools]
work for me, and I think that it should stay like that, because if we go
to the same schools, there might be national conflicts. There are already
conflicts in the streets, and if we were together in the schools, it would
probably be even worse.” While Serbs fear the hatred of their Croat neigh-
bors in the present, the Croats base their fear on memories of what hap-
pened in Vukovar during the war.!9 Croats feel that they cannot trust
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Serb residents because many of them participated in war crimes dur-
ing the armed takeover of the town. “Before the war, our parents were
normal with the Serbs,” said a Croat student. “Nobody was insisting on
‘Serb—Croat’ relations. They all sang together and did things together.
But, as the war started, they cheated us . . . and we simply started to kill
each other.” In this story, the student sees no motivation for the Serbs’
perceived betrayal; rather, the killing simply happened. And it happened
suddenly. The possibility of sudden and unmotivated violence leaves the
storyteller feeling profoundly unsafe.!!

In spite of the students’ fears of one another, there seemed to be some
openness to the possibility of changing opinions. For the Croats, the open-
ings are more evident in individual interviews than in the focus groups,
suggesting that it is social pressure more than individual opinions that
pose stumbling-blocks. One student said that he preferred segregated
schools, but he would accept a change in policy: “If I must, I would
adjust.” He even suggested, “Maybe we should try [integrated schools].”
The Serbs were even more optimistic, as one student explained:

I believe that if children went to school together, after some time, everyone would
meet everyone else, and they would become friends. There wouldn't be any prob-
lems in the long run.

Both sides in Vukovar think the other wants the schools ro remain seg-
regated, and each makes assumptions about the reasoning of the other
group. One of the reasons for Serb resistance to integration cited fre-
quently by Croats was everyday Serbs’ unwillingness to accept Vukovar
as part of Croatia and a corresponding reluctance to identify with the
state of Croatia. One mother explained that even though Serbs have lived
in Vukovar for many years, they should be treated as an immigrant group
that must become part of a new country to survive.

Some, like this Croat teacher, expressed even more strongly their
assumption that Serbs did not want to identify with the state of Croatia:

Since this is the Croatian state, please listen to the lectures in the Croatian lan-
guage . . . And if you want 1o go, then please go. No one will stop you! . . . If you
don’t want to [study in the Croatian language], then please cross [the border] —
it is not far away.

These assumptions on the part of Croats about Serb students’ views
may be based on the public positions of Serb political leaders, given the
lack of daily contact across groups. However, our data suggest that ordi-
nary Serbs’ views do not uniformly support the views of their leaders.
This finding suggests the possibility of an opening where accurate infor-
mation might influence misguided belief. While the Serbs say they want
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to maintain their cultural and linguistic rights, they see this as compatible
with a desire to identify with the state of Croatia. In addition, Serb youth
express more interest in identifying with the Croatian state than their
parents do. In what might be surprising to their Croat neighbors, Serb
students discussed the importance of learning the Croatian language and
Croatian history, and the fact that they had chosen to live in Croatia, not
Serbia. Serb girls in a focus group repeated the sentiments of some of
their Croat neighbors, but substitute “I’” and “we” for “they.” One girl
said: “If I don’t want to learn . . . according to their program, we can
simply go. Why should we live here if it doesn’t suit us? We can always go
to Serbia.” QOther students made such remarks as, “We are, after all, cit-
izens of this state, and I can, as much as I want, wish the best for Serbia,
but I still live here.”

Fear of losing one’s national identity in Mostar

While the survey revealed very little opposition to school integration in
Mostar, it did show that Bosniaks were more positive about it than Croats.
The interviews and focus groups also demonstrated that integration is
divisive. While most Croats we spoke to in Mostar said they did not object
to students of different nationalities attending school together, they were
quick to assert that members of each group had a right to learn in their
mother tongue. The qualitative data reveal that the willingness of Croats
to accept integrated schools is predicated on the assumption that Croat
students would have the option to attend schools taught in their language.
One administrator said, “Anyone can come to the school who wants to,
but they must respect the school rules. If it’s a school using the Croatian
language, they must respect the Croatian language.” He went on to say
that “the school must be national.” The interviews and focus groups
reveal that language is a significant stumbling-block to integration, and
often is used by the Croats as a proxy for opposing school integration in
Mostar.

Underlying the language issue is the fear on the part of Croats in Mostar
that if they cave in to pressures to assimilate, they will lose their national
identity. “It is true we feel pressure to assimilate,” said a Croat teacher.
“And we fear that the Croatian language will suffer or be lost in the
process. So we have every right to request schooling in the Croatian
language.” Another teacher exclaimed, “Language is a part of the being,
part of the identity of a people!”

In their focus group, Croat girls said they thought segregation was
absurd but feared that integration would inevitably lead to curricular
biases against Croats. “I think it’s stupid the way we all have different
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textbooks,” said one of the participants. “We all learn different things,
but we're all living in the same state.” However, she feared that new books
produced in BiH would be biased against Croats:

Songs would be banned, Croatian patriotic songs about the Croatian homeland,
about our people. They'd be banned. Why? We need to celebrate who we are. And
for sure we'd have to read and learn some of theirs over there, but they wouldn't
learn ours.

This student then said: “I personally wouldn’t learn Bosnian or Serbian.”
Another agreed: “Nor would I.” A third chimed in: “I'd only learn
Croatian. It’s my language. I know we live in BiH, and that we’re together,
but what’s mine is mine.” Although segregation seems absurd to them,
these girls favor it because they cannot envision a workable integrated
school system.

Like Croats in Mostar, Bosniaks often revealed internal contradictions
in their thinking. Many Bosniaks said they favored Croats having a right
to their language and culture and at the same time maintained that the
Croatian and Bosnian languages were not very different; thus, language
issues should not pose a problem in regard to school integration. Although
they did not seem to see Croats’ language rights as a threat to state-
building in BiH, they said they wanted a united BiH. They did not want
a divided country that allowed a separate Serb Republic or any other kind
of separatism. One teacher put it this way: “We must build a single state,
a single monolithic society, a uniform society.” This teacher saw some
measure of Croat assimilation and identification with the state of BiH as
integral to that process.

The Bosniaks talked with enthusiasm about both the promise and the
inevitability of schoo! integration. One student said: “I think everyone is
looking forward to the day when we’ll all go to school together.” Bosniak
parents seemed to feel similarly, recalling the days of their youth with nos-
talgia and associating its integrated ways with a more civilized, modern,
European way of life. One of the teachers offered a striking metaphor of
interdependence:

Like the tree that we seed on the other side, it doesn’t choose between Bosniaks’
and Croats’ water, but simply grows. So the student shouldn’t just take the knowl-
edge that is related to his nationality.

The Bosniaks were so serious in their desires for integration that many
voiced concrete and sometimes carefully thought-out plans for how to
integrate the schools. One of the students had attended an event held
by a Norwegian NGO on the topic of school integration and from that
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experience developed a vision for linking students from both sides of
the river. One of the parents was attempting to secure funds to begin
a private, integrated, technology-rich international school for students
from all national groups. One of the school administrators discussed his
plan for phasing in integrated schools, first with students in the same
school but separate classes, then with half of the teachers from each side
teaching students from the other side, then putting the students together
for extracurricular activities, and finally moving to fully integrated classes
taught by a fully integrated teaching staff.

Teaching history

Survey respondents in both Vukovar and Mostar agreed that history
should be taught in ways that are not offensive to any ethnic group.
However, there were significant differences between groups about how
strongly they agreed (Table 11.2). In every community, except the
Bosniaks in Mostar, teachers were the most positive. In Vukovar, Serbs
agreed more strongly than Croats. In Mostar, Croat adults agreed more
strongly than Bosniak adults, while there was no significant difference
between students.

According to the interviews and focus groups, two fears underlie opin-
ions about teaching history. One is the fear that the past will be forgotten.
The other is the fear that the way schools officially promote remembering
will be inconsistent with the beliefs of some groups and will cause more
problems. Vukovar Serbs insisted that history contains multiple truths,
depending on one’s experiences and point of view. They feared that if
a Croatian version of history were introduced into the schools, Serbs
would be vilified. This fear explains why surveys revealed that Serbs pre-
ferred inoffensive versions of the past. But what they really wanted was
to forget the past. Meanwhile, the Croats tended to be more conflicted
about remembering and forgerting. Although they recognized that Serbs
have their version of the past, most considered the Serb version to be
wrong. They seemed less concerned than their Serb neighbors about the
importance of an inoffensive version of history, mainly because they were
confident that the Croatian version would be the one taught.

In Mostar, the Bosniaks wanted their truth told; they did not want it
forgotten. The Croats, on the other hand, expressed concern that their
perspective might not be included in new versions of the history cur-
riculum. Although they did not want to forget the past, they worried
about how a single curriculum could harmonize the views of the different
groups. Most thought it could be done, but some disagreed.
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Fears of forgetting and remembering in Vukovar

Most Serbs in Vukovar resisted any mention of the recent war in the
history curriculum, since they feared they would become scapegoats. A
Serb teacher explained: “It is well known that winners always write history
[laughter]. So I'm afraid that . . . [whatever curriculum is developed]
would insist too much on blame and guilt.”

The Serbs talked a great deal about wanting to forget the past. Some
things, a teacher insisted, “should be forgotten as soon as possible.” In
response to a question asking whether children should be taught about
the recent war, another said:

The best thing to do, if only it was possible, would be to erase [everything about
the past] so that all people, from the youngest to the oldest ones, can forget all
abourt it, Grant God that we start living a normal life again.

The Serbs also called for adopting a future-oriented position. The adults,
especially, feared that talking about the past would create more “splits”
within their already divided city.

The Serbs did not think there was a clear truth about who was a victim
and who was an aggressor. A student explained that every side has its
own explanation and that what really happened is unknowable:

Every side has their own explanation as to why the war started. One side claims
this, the other that, and it’s up to you who you will believe. I don’t know. We
cannot know why, how, or who fired the first shot.

A Serb mother, while trying to allow for a middle ground between the
different truths, eventually doubted the possibility of compromise:

You know what, everybody has his or her truth. And they are all truths .mo_. the
one who interprets the truth. However, the truth is somewhere in the middle. I
do not know. Now that, too, is debatable. Very debatable.

Another mother noted the limitations of objectivity:

1 think that our brains are not that universal to understand what is actually most
correct . . . I don’t know what universal truth is. So how could anyone else know?

Serbs, fearing that the Croat version of the war might be forced on their
children, expressed anxiety that the new textbooks scheduled for 2003
would have an anti-Serb slant and would blame the war on the Serbs.
Indeed, many Serbs felt that Croats blamed them personally for what
happened — a burden they were unwilling to assume. A student explained
his lack of interest in learning about the recent war and his desire to blame
others in the community:
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We shouldn’t talk about [the recent war in school]. We should forget everything
that was . . . Why should we pay for the mistakes that, I don’t know, our politicians,
people in high places, have made?

The Croats voiced multiple opinions about remembering the past but
were more in favor than the Serbs of teaching the history of the war.
They were unconcerned whether what was taught was offensive to Serbs.
While most Croats recognized that there were different versions of what
happened, many teachers and every parent we interviewed said that “the
truth,” meaning their truth, should be taught. One teacher, when asked
what should be taught, said:

The truth and nothing but the truth. [The Serbs) should learn what it was like.
They should learn that Croatia was a victim that suffered and lost the most, that it
was attacked by the aggressor, the then Serbia, with the help of the then Yugoslav
army which was disintegrating.

Some Croat teachers disagreed, saying that the war should not be
taught in school, because what happened was too complicated for young
people to understand, and that young people should not be burdened.
They also noted that many young people already knew about the war,
both from first-hand experience and from what they learned at home and
in the community. All of the Croat students with whom we spoke said
that the war should be addressed in schools, and many discussed their
resentment of the adults’ unwillingness to talk about past events.!?

Fears of forgetting and remembering in Mostar

The Bosniaks in Mostar, like the Croats in Vukovar, tended to think of
themselves as the primary victims of the war. This view led them to stress
the importance of keeping the memory of what happened alive, as they
feared the past would be forgotten. One teacher went as far as to say that
he would teach about the war, even if it were illegal to do so:

I will tell you, I am free enough to talk about this to my children, regardless of
whether I am legally bound to remain silent about history. If I am legally obligated
not to talk, I will not stay quiet, because history is universal, and everyone should
be aware of these facts. The law shouldn’t prevent professors from teaching their
pupils about truth and values.

Most of the Bosniak students stressed the importance of learning about
the war. As one explained:

I think the people should know all that and remember it, so future generations
don’t forget . . . It should never be forgotten. It’s always in the subconscious and
children should know about it too.
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In talking about what parents want their children to be taught about the
war, one teacher said:

Children know who the aggressor on BiH was, who the perpetrators are, [and]
what the reasons are for that, why the crimes were committed, why their dearest
suffered so much, their close relatives hurt. Parents simply want that memory not
1o be erased, because it is the same crime, perhaps even bigger, to forget as it 1s
to commit the crime.

Although they recognized the fact that other perspectives exist, many
Bosniaks spoke about wanting their truth told. Teachers feared that
changes in textbooks could contradict the Bosniak point of view. They
mentioned the fact that the word “aggression” had been blackened out
as part of the removal of offensive material. One teacher asked, “What
other expression [could] replace it>” Such talk is consistent with the find-
ings in the survey, in which nearly a quarter of the Bosniak teachers were
unconcerned about offending others when teaching history.

Many teachers were apprehensive about whether muldple truths could
be reconciled. They thought their version was the most correct, and they
found validation from the international community. One history teacher
invoked the work of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former

Yugoslavia as proof:

it the International Tribunal in The Hague said that there was mmmnnm.mm.o: on my
country, then I cannot say to my pupil, “Wait a minute. I don’t ani if it was like
that, or if it was not.” . . . All in all, we should tell the truth to children.

Like the Bosniaks, Mostar’s Croats also wanted the history of the war
taught. However, they tended to believe that they should be entitled to
teach a Croatian version of events. They were less likely than the Bosniaks
to think of their perspective as the single, objective truth. Ironically, in
Mostar, nearly everybody with whom we spoke, regardless of national
affiliation, noted that there are multiple versions of past events, and that
objectivity is elusive.

Some Croats felt that each national group should be entitled to teach
its own version of the recent war. One school administrator said that the
international community’s efforts to create “unitarianism [sic] in history”
were detrimental to BiH's ability to “survive . . . as a democratic, plu-
ralistic, equal state of all three constituent peoples.” A Croat teacher felt
that any effort at harmonization would be impossible because it would
necessarily discriminate against one of the groups:

All three sides claim that they are the winner. So now, history should tell the
truth, and here would be needed three truths. And these three truths no one can
unite, meaning that it would always mean that someone would claim that [his

truth] is endangered.
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Most, however, while noting the difficulty in doing so, thought that
harmonizing the various perspectives within one, unified curriculum
was important. Many said that the task of reconciling the different ver-
sions should fall to those who could attain some measure of objectiv-
ity, although they differed on who that might be. The majority felt that,
with the passage of time, historical objectivity could be achieved. A history
teacher said, “We need a little time to go by before we historians know
that the truth could be written about [the past war].” Others thought
that it would be unnecessary to wait for such objectivity, that experts,
whether historians or politicians, should be able to harmonize the cur-
riculum. One Croat teacher appealed to a higher authority, saying: “It’s
hard now to satisfy everyone . . . I think that there must be some higher
authority that will say what is needed and how.”

Croat students tended to think differently from their teachers and par-
ents about the recent past; they expressed feelings of wanting to learn
about the war, with less concern about offending other groups. One stu-
dent noted that the extent to which the war is currently mentioned is
not satisfactory, saying that teachers present facts and figures without
“really talking about it to us.” Another student recommended that stu-
dents research the war as a school project. In envisioning this project,
she said: “It should be considered from all three points of view, and the
Internet should be used, to see how other countries saw this war.”

Tensions about school integration and the
teaching of history

School integration and the teaching of history have presented school
administrators in Mostar and Vukovar with two dilemmas. Underlying
each of these dilemmas are tensions between equally desirable but con-
flicting goals — supporting ethnic culture and language, and developing a
common identity. While these tensions are not easily resolved, we propose
that a more thorough understanding of these dilemmas as they manifest
themselves in each city can generate critical insights that will be useful in
evaluating the promise and pitfalls of post-war educational reforms.

School integration and conflicts in social identity

At times of ethnic conflict, the only security often lies in a strong sense of
belonging to one’s own group. In the midst of chaos, identification with
the group offers an illusion that survival is possible. For many, in the face
of threat, circling the wagons becomes the only choice. When the conflict
ends, the barriers that have been erected are not easily demolished. A ten-
sion exists, then, between a state’s need to inculcate a state identity among



242 Sarah Warshauer Freedman et al.

its citizenry so as to foster peaceful coexistence and the importance of
upholding cultural rights that will enable national groups to preserve their
identities. Tensions arise because minorities and national groups fear that
the promotion of a unified state identity will involve forced assimilation
and the subsequent denial of their histories, literatures, languages, and
cultural practices. Given the close relationship between social identity and
culture, the schools can become a battleground in which the possibility of
a common civic identity is challenged. While it may be important to estab-
lish and protect separate group rights, over-protection resulting in segre-
gated schools and separate languages might lead to hostile separatism that
can hinder the development of a common state identity and undermine
the legitimacy of shared institutions. Efforts to integrate schools must
address these fears and the conflicting imperatives that underlie them.

In BiH, where there are three constituent peoples, this tension between
state and national group identity challenges efforts to protect the rights
of all citizens. National groups, such as the Croats in Mostar or the Serbs
in the Republika Srpska may identify more powerfully with (respectively)
Croatia and Serbia, the states that embody their group origin. Indeed,
current stalemates in the process of forming a multi-national state have
even led some to question the very viability of the state of BiH.!? In
Croatia, this tension poses a severe challenge for efforts to develop a state
identity that is inclusive of minority national groups that live within its
borders, particularly of Serbs. The problem for Croatia is that education
policies for national minorities make no distinction between the groups. It
is hard, indeed, for the Serbs, who may constitute some 200,000 people,
to be equated with the Hungarians, who constitute some 15,000. Fur-
thermore, the Serb population has recently fought and lost a war. It can
perceive this equation as a denial of its heritage and experience and,
thus, as a threat. How to assure minority rights and respond to the spe-
cific needs of a vanquished group poses a unique challenge for Croatia,
and the stakes are high.

The morass of social identity politics is further confounded by the pro-
cesses of normal child development. In Eriksonian terms (see Weinstein
and Stover, Introduction, in this volume), the challenge of adolescence
lies in forming a secure individual identity in the context of peer rela-
tionships. The school setting can be a battleground, a forum for teasing,
bullying, forming fast friendships, sexuality, codes of dress, experimenta-
tion, and moral development. In these critical years, school experiences
mold how young people see themselves and how they see others. If
ethnic group identification is the most important dimension of who a
person is, and if stereotyping becomes the modus operandi for defining
people, then the future of the country will assuredly exclude tolerance
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and integration, and a new generation of bigots will emerge. However, it
is similarly dangerous to suppress ethnic group identification altogether.
For schools and for the state, the dilemma is how to promote the devel-
opment of multiple identities. School integration, then, involves far more
than mixing people together across ethnic lines. Post-conflict societies
will not achieve any form of reconciliation unless the schools as systems
of influence on individual and social development are included in the
processes of societal change.

History, education, and memory

In a recent book, The Politics of Memory. Transitional Justice in Democ-
ratizing Societies,'® Alexandra Barahona de Brito and colleagues write:
“Memory is a struggle over power and who gets to decide the future.”
Citizens of the former Federal Socialist Republic of Yugoslavia were
brought up with an official history that blurred the events of the Second
World War — in particular, the actions of Tito’s Partizans.!> There is a
profound mistrust of historical documentation as evidence. Historiogra-
phy more likely reflected choices about the best light to place on events or
how to use the culture, traditions, and experiences of specific groups to
create the myth of “Brotherhood and Unity.” Yet the opportunity exists
for schools to provide a forum to combat falsification or amnesia. In the
classroom, suffering can be acknowledged and the origins and conse-
quences of past events can be debated and analyzed. Schools must con-
front the dilemma of deciding which is the lesser of two evils. On the one
hand, when there is no consensus on the circumstances or causes of past
conflicts, dwelling on the past can be divisive and open to manipulation.
On the other hand, attempts to leave the past behind, without any pub-
lic acknowledgment of responsibility, can be equally problematic. If past
crimes are not examined and acknowledged, people may become more
vulnerable to manipulative rhetoric and more prone to suspicions and
fears.

The greatest challenge facing public education in Croatia and BiH
today is the development of unified history curricula that will be appropri-
ate for children of all national groups. These curricula must deal with the
facts surrounding the recent wars and with the history of ethnic relations
in each country. This task is made even more difficult by the multiple and
incongruous perspectives held by the different groups living within each
state. While it might be possible to design history curricula taught through
multiple perspectives that elicit active student participation, the Commu-
nist legacy in the field of education is strong both in Croatia and BiH.
As such, there is another barrier to change: the predominant pedagogy in
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both countries is didactic and authoritarian, with little room given to dis-
cussion. Students commonly expect to learn a singular, unitary “truth”
from their teachers. Challenge, debate, and analysis are discouraged and
could be seen as provocative. If there can be only one “official” truth
regarding past events, the particular memories of each sub-group will
be either denied or repressed. When one side’s heroes are considered
another side’s war criminals, a unitary telling of history that is inoffensive
to all groups necessarily will be incomplete.

Conclusions

In spite of their differences, there are important similarities between the
Serbs and Croats of Vukovar and the Bosniaks and Croats of Mostar.
These similarities provide a foundation that can contribute to recon-
structing the societies of these towns. In Vukovar, members of both
groups have lingering fears of the other brought on by the war, leading to
profound distrust. They fear violence among the youth if the schools are
integrared; they care about the education of the youth; they care about
preserving their language and culture but also want to be responsible cit-
izens of Croatia; they blame politicians for maintaining and encouraging
segregated schools; and finally, members of both groups feel powerless
to make change.

In Mostar, members of both groups favor integrated schools and class-
rooms; they believe that the other group has a right to its own language
and culture; and they want to be part of modern Europe, with its prospects
for economic advancement. Most importantly, members of neither group
feel overtly hostile toward members of the other group.

Based on these findings, we offer the following suggestions.

Vikovar

To make progress with respect to social reconstruction and resolving
dilemmas about the school in Vukovar, the Serbs and Croats through
public debate and their elected representatives need to reach a consen-
sus on what the concept of minority rights entails. Croats believe Serbs
deserve minority rights, but the data suggest that they think these rights
can be satisfied by simply allowing the Serbs to live in Croatia and to
preserve their culture on their own without interference from the state.
Serbs want their culture to be recognized and in some cases supported
by the state. Such a consensus is integral to finding a common ground
on the structure of public education.

Further, in order for integration to succeed, a series of confidence- and
trust-building exercises at the local level must be organized to help the
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Serb and Croat populations learn to work together. These are needed for
parents, teachers, and students, and should consider the different expe-
riences of each group. These exercises might be led by NGOs (domestic
or international) or by specially trained teachers from each ethnic group.
Additionally, any plan for integration needs to include ensuring the safety
of students. Our interviews suggest strongly that violence remains just
below the surface and that students feel unsafe. Adults must take respon-
sibility for the safety of the youth.

A curriculum could be developed to support students in recognizing
the importance of tolerance and human rights, and their own barriers
to achieving those goals in Vukovar. Such a curriculum would need to
include democratic content as well as democratic ways of teaching, such
as holding debates in the classroom and the community. The implemen-
tation of such a curriculum has implications for teacher education as well
as for student learning. Finally, the effects of any new history curriculum
that is introduced will need to be closely monitored. It will be important
to see how the teachers, students, and parents respond to new textbooks,
and to examine what actually is taught and learned.

Mostar

Schools and classrooms in Mostar should be integrated in a timely fash-
ion. Our findings reveal that while the Bosniaks are ready for integration,
Croat youth are neutral on the issue of school integration, but their peer
culture fosters an anti-integration stance. It would be helpful to build on
the neutral or positive orientation of the youth before the peer culture
pushes these predispositions in a negative direction.

As part of plans for school and classroom integration, work must be
done with the Croat community to help its members feel secure about
fostering a Croat national identity outside of school as well as in inte-
grated schools and classrooms. One approach to helping the Croat com-
munity feel more secure might involve consultation with educational lin-
guists about options for maintaining a home language in an integrated
school system, for example through examining successful programs used
in other multi-lingual countries that could serve as models for Mostar
schools. Further, increased opportunities for contact are needed that are
designed specifically to help break down negative stereotypes. Given the
geographic separation for most Bosniaks and Croats, the two groups have
few opportunities to interact.

Finally, a curriculum for teaching history could be developed in ways
that teach students to explore multiple perspectives and to interpret
historical sources. Such a curriculum would need to include attention
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to critical thinking and democratic methods of teaching. It also would
have implications for teacher education.

Schools in these two cities have become lightning rods for the political
and ethnic conflicts that permeate the larger society. As critical settings
for socializing the youth during an important developmental period, the
conflicts have intense consequences. Finding solutions assumes special

urgency.
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Rwandans need to talk about their experiences, not just an imagined
history, but what actually happened to them. That means they have to

tell the truth.
Rwandan professional, May, 2002

Shortly after the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) took power in
July, 1994, the Rwandan Ministry of Education (MINEDUC) placed a
moratorium on teaching Rwandan history in the country’s schools until
consensus could be reached on how history should be taught. Almost a
decade later, this emergency measure remains in effect. There is much
disagreement among government officials, intellectuals, and Rwandan
citizens about the significance of the events leading up to and occurring
during the war and genocide. So there is little agreement about what
historical account to teach. In making their case, government officials
pointed to the fact that hundreds of highly educated Rwandans, including
doctors, lawyers, teachers, and clergy had directly or indirectly partici-
pated in the genocide. According to the government, these professionals
had been educated in post-independence schools that had taught a viru-
lent form of ethnic hatred toward Tutsi.! “The propagandists,” as Alison
Des Forges wrote in her book on the genocide, “built upon the lessons
Rwandans had learned in school.”?

The difficulty and importance of making decisions about teaching his-
tory cannot be overemphasized. Further, the ways in which memory,
history, myths, and symbols are used can lead people to develop iden-
tities that either promote intergroup conflict or help to draw diverse
groups together. Just as distorted collective memories have been used
to construct identities around division and differentiation, social identi-
ties might be constructed around commonalities in a way that encourages
cooperation and cross-ethnic affiliation.

In recent years, the Rwandan government, while not rescinding the
moratorium on teaching national history, has come to recognize that
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if schools can be used to promote ethnic divisions they can also be
used to foster national unity. The MINEDUC, along with several non-
governmental organizations (INGOs), has initiated a number of projects
to revive the teaching of history in Rwandan schools. These projects have
included the development of a provisional curriculum on human rights,3
national symposia on the teaching of history,* manuals, and teacher edu-
cation for civics curriculum.’ Despite these initiatives, no new history
textbooks or teaching materials had been published in Rwanda by early
2004. Nor had Rwandan officials and policy-makers solicited the views
and opinions of local people regarding their schools.®

In Rwanda, as in many countries, most attempts to approach curricular
change are initiated from the top down. We wondered whether a better
understanding of the hopes and fears of those most immediately affected
by education would provide greater insight into the complexity of educa-
tional reform, and aid in the formulation of more democratic means with
which to pursue a reform agenda. In 2000-2002, we set out to fill this
research gap by interviewing 376 Rwandans, including teachers, school
administrators, students, and parents, about the role of education in the
teaching of past history, ethnicity, and reconciliation.” During the first
phase of our study, we spoke with eighty-four people at six secondary
schools, three general secondary schools, and three special schools for
training elementary school teachers. The schools selected for study are
located in three of the regions of Rwanda that we have described earlier
in this volume: Save, Byumba, and Kibuye. Save, located in the south-
ern part of the country near the university town of Butare, has been
a region with a high Tutsi population, known for its cultural and edu-
cational institutions. During the early weeks of the genocide this region
remained relatively peaceful, and many Tutsi from other parts of the coun-
try sought shelter there until armed militias arrived, killing thousands of
residents. Byumba, in the north-east near the Ugandan border, has a
predominantly Hutu population. This region experienced little genoci-
dal violence because the invading RPF forces took control of the area
early on in the war. Kibuye, situated by Lake Kivu in the west, experi-
enced some of the worst violence. The area is now majority Hutu because
most Tutsi residents lost their lives or fled.

In each school, we interviewed the school director, the head of cur-
riculum, and students of different socio-economic statuses with dif-
ferent experiences during the 1994 violence, parents who represent a
stmilar diversity, and teachers whose courses dealt with social values,
including such topics as the Kinyarwanda language and literature; French
or English language and literature; religion; and/or political education.
We asked about the roles the schools currently play in contributing
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to national unity, about the roles the schools should play, about the
successes and challenges faced in fulfilling these roles, and about the
curriculum.

In the second phase of the study, we talked to 272 people in forty-two
focus groups, seven in each of the three towns and an additional seven
in each of three other provinces selected by the Rwandan team as some-
what different in experience and geographic diversity. The focus groups
included five groups for students, one for parents, and one for teach-
ers. The student groups of mixed Hutu and Tutsi ethnicity included
one group each for males, females, and students who had left the coun-
try as refugees during the genocide. A fourth student group consisted
mostly of Tutsi students who had survived the genocide and were recip-
ients of FARG (Fonds d’Assistance pour les Rescapés du Génocide)
scholarships. The fifth student group was for repatriated students who
had left Rwanda immediately after the genocide and its aftermath and
had recently rerurned to Rwanda. These students were recipients of
MINALOC (Ministry of Administration and Local Government) schol-
arships and were mostly Hutu.

One of our earliest findings was how local constituencies, often out
of the public eye, are themselves finding creative solutions for teaching
about tolerance, human rights, and the recent past. In one community in
Rwanda, for example, two schools have collaborated to develop extracur-
ricular human rights clubs in which students study major documents,
write stories and essays, and create artwork celebrating human rights.
The leaders of these clubs have helped nine other secondary schools
establish similar human rights clubs. As this initiative demonstrates, and
in confirmation of what we have suspected, often those most immediately
affected by education are the best positioned to advise educators about
the complexity of educational reform. The views of local people can also
be instructive to governments that wish to develop a reform agenda in an
open, inclusive, and democratic manner.

Rwandan schools and school policies

During the genocide and massacres of 1994, the educational infrastruc-
ture in Rwanda was virtually destroyed. School buildings were demol-
ished, stores of supplies decimated, and most devastating, approximately
75 percent of the teachers were killed during the violence or are in jail
for allegedly participating in the genocide.? Tens of thousands of pupils
were also killed or fled the country. Others witnessed killings, sometimes
of their entire families, and remain too traumatized to study. Still others
are incarcerated alongside adult offenders.’
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Soon after the hostilities ceased, the international community began
to assist in restoring Rwanda’s educational system. A rebuilding cam-
paign, funded primarily by the World Bank, provided schools with many
essential needs, including safe and well-built classrooms. UNICEF and
UNESCO provided basic teaching materials in Emergency Teaching
Kits. By 2000, when we began our study, most of the schools had been
rebuilt, but as our focus group participants described, serious infrastruc-
ture problems remained. Many schools had electricity, but only 20 per-
cent of the primary schools had running water, and others had insufficient
natural lighting and few books. Some schools had only a blackboard.

Today, Rwanda has three categories of schools: government-run pub-
lic schools, private but publicly subsidized schools, and private schools.
Purely government-run public schools are relatively rare. According to
data collected in 1997, public schools serve 15.6 percent of the secondary
school population. Privately subsidized schools (/ibre-subsidé) comprise
the next largest group, with 30 percent of all secondary schools, and
these serve 47.6 percent of the student population. They receive govern-
ment funding to pay teachers, purchase teaching materials, and board
students, but the management and administration of the school is car-
ried out by a mission or a private group, such as a parent organization
or a local non-profit group. Private schools are the largest group in num-
ber (51 percent) and are almost entirely supported by private funds. In
1997, they served 36.8 percent of students.!® Many are owned by the
Catholic Church, which began the national school systemn and has heav-
ily invested in the educational system. While the Rwandan Government
has its Ministry of Education, the Catholic Church also has a department
of education that employs a large staff.

In spite of private and parochial assistance, access to education is far
from universal. According to 1997 statistics, although a relatively high
percentage of the student population begins primary school, approxi-
mately 70 percent drop out by age 12 or 13. In 1997, 47.3 percent of the
population was illiterate.!! No more than 19 percent of those who com-
pleted primary school in 1997 went on to secondary school.'? There are
places in the National University for fewer than 1 percent of secondary
school graduates, although several private universities have been created
since 1994.!3 A prominent goal of the MINEDUC, with assistance from
UNESCO and UNICEEF, is to increase access to schooling for the gen-
eral population through the program “Education for All.” Statistics show
that rates of primary school attendance are increasing, from 65 percent
in 1999 to 75 percent in 2000

Such progress notwithstanding, a severe teaching shortage still plagues
Rwanda’s educational system. By 1997, the percentage of qualified
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primary school teachers had fallen from 57 percent in 1992 to 32.5 per-
cent, and the percentage of qualified secondary school teachers had plum-
meted from 63 percent to 33 percent.!’ To add to the teaching shortage,
in 2000 the government summarily fired many uncertified teachers, who
were later replaced by teachers from surrounding countries.'®

Rwanda’s schools are also seriously overcrowded, largely because stu-
dent enrollment figures have risen significantly, while the number of
qualified teachers has dropped well below acceptable figures since 1994.
By 1997, the student-teacher ratio in primary schools averaged 37:1,
while the ratios in secondary schools, which serve only 15 to 19 percent
of students who finish primary school, were at 22:1.!7 Many teachers
have expressed concerns about the lack of trained teachers, but with few
results. Meanwhile, private and semi-private schools have helped alleviate
some of the problems of overcrowding.

The cost of schooling is also a barrier for many Rwandan families who
live in extreme poverty.'8 In a country where the gross domestic product
(GDP) is US $260, many children are needed at home to tend the fields,
mind the livestock, and generally help support the household. Many fam-
ilies cannot afford school fees and the cost of uniforms. The government
has responded with education support funds; however, some students
expressed concerns about the potential for discriminatory policies in allo-
cating funds. Moreover, since 1994 many orphans have become the head
of their household. Without adults to support them, they face particu-
larly difficult financial obstacles. These problems are exacerbated by the
fact that secondary schools and universities are often located so far from
students’ homes that students have the extra burden of paying room and
board. While the government pays the fees for university studies at the
National University of Rwanda (NUR), this is not the case at the pri-
vate universities. These schools require tuition in addition to room and
board, placing college studies beyond the reach of all but the few who gain
admission to the national university or whose families have discretionary
income.

Conditions in the education sector profoundly affect the progress
that can be made on creating a history curriculum and teaching about
unity and reconciliation. Experts cite lack of funding as a major imped-
iment to developing curriculum. Insufficient funding for teacher educa-
tion slows efforts to train teachers to use existing materials. Although
many Rwandans told us that they understood the importance of teach-
ing for peaceful coexistence, they also emphasized that schools should
be addressing more immediate needs, such as increased assistance for
students unable to pay their school fees and helping students develop
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skills that would lead to more jobs upon graduation. As a result, reforms
aimed at developing a curriculum on Rwandan history and promoting
reconciliation are in jeopardy of being sidelined in favor of programs thar
offer more tangible benefits, including computer equipment and training,
improved physical facilities, and science laboratory equipment.

Teaching for unity and reconciliation

At first glance, the study participants seemed to agree on most issues.
They expressed a desire for national unity and reconciliation where all
Rwandans would feel that they are one people. Regardless of their eth-
nicity, focus group participants who were asked to define unity described
it as mutual understanding and cohabitation, lack of mistrust, sharing
a common Rwandan language and culture, and lack of segregation. No
differences were observed between parents, teachers, and students.

Many participants felt that education, particularly the teaching of his-
tory and ethnicity, was an important means of achieving this goal. A
school director who refused to state his ethnicity said: “The problem of
ethnicity will be solved by a good education — education that doesn’t sep-
arate people, which doesn’t favor one group and disfavor another.” Most
participants said that education should include the teaching of tolerance
and human rights. A focus group participant described the importance
of teaching unity in this way: “Yes, ethnicity should be taught in schools,
because it would help students see themselves as brothers and sisters and
as Rwandans who should live in harmony, with love for one another.”
Many focus group participants suggested that the teaching of ethnicity
should move beyond the commonly discussed categories of Twa, Tutsi,
and Hutu and include older and encompassing categories with which
Rwandans identify, such as clans, of which there are eighteen through-
out Rwanda. Participants frequently mentioned the country’s clan struc-
ture when asked what they thought about the term “ethnicity.” Students
sometimes said they did not know what the term meant, or that they had
learned that it no longer existed. One participant noted:

1 went to solidarity camps. We learned about the origins of the so-called ethnic
groups: Hutu, Twa, Tutsi. We were told that these don't really have a histor-
ical background; they were brought by Europeans (colonists) in order to rule
us. Instead we had the so-called [clan names]: Abasinga, Abanyiginya, Abasi-
gaba . . . which are the real ethnic groups Rwandans have.

Participants also maintained that education for unity and reconcilia-
tion should focus on distributing scarce resources and alleviating poverty.
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“Personally,” a parent said, “I would wish to have the youth discuss . . . the
problems our country is facing, so that they can be able to initiate solving
these problems . . . In order for this to be possible, such people should
have the basic needs of food, shelter, and clothing to enable them to carry
out their work.” These responses indicate an awareness of and a promo-
tion of social justice, and a basic agreement with the philosophy espoused
by the current government.

In addition to this consensus over the importance of teaching about
unity, most participants concurred in their assessment of ways that the
government, schools, and the international community were fulfilling this
goal. They felt that their schools were actively engaged in promoting rec-
onciliation but described two problems: a lack of systematic curricula on
the topic and teachers’ lack of preparedness to teach these subjects, a gap
in teacher education programs. Some individual teachers were covering
a range of subjects, including justice, gacaca, human rights, ethnicity,
democracy, current events, and history. Such topics were also being dis-
cussed in professional seminars, workshops, and conferences.

According to the participants, schools were also promoting reconcilia-
tion in their efforts to help students cope with the effects of the violence-
related trauma, including unpredictable crying, fearfulness, depression,
hallucinations, and insomnia. As one teacher explained: “The scars are
still open, and they are not healed yet.” Schools help students by assigning
teachers to keep children with such problems close to them for counsel-
ing. When this approach fails, they refer students to specialists in trauma
counseling. Some focus group participants worried, however, that the
efforts to deal with trauma were generally ineffective and sometimes even
punitive. Teachers do not possess the knowledge to adequately respond,
leading a student to express concern that so-called inappropriate com-
ments by a troubled student may lead to dismissal rather than assistance.
One student, who was a genocide survivor, explained:

If a child suffers from post-genocide trauma and he seeks some advice from the
teacher, the latter won’t explain to him how to deal with his problem; and then
the student will have to take a disciplinary leave of absence, supposedly because
he made inappropriate comments!

The Rwandan government also supports many efforts to promote
unity and reconciliation outside the schools, including solidarity camps
and other government-organized workshops. Participants reported that
campers are taught about unity, reconciliation, Rwandan history, eco-
nomic development, human rights, and self-defense. Some gave detailed
accounts of the lessons they learned:
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We learned that before colonization, Rwandans lived on good terms. Clichés of
Hutu farmers and of Tutsi stockbreeders did not exist. The man who owned a
lot of cattle, whatever the ethnic group he belonged to, was a Tutsi, and the one
who was poor, even if he had been a Tutsi, became a Hutu.

Other efforts include youth programs and conferences run by the
National Commission for Unity and Reconciliation, as well as programs
organized by national and international NGOs. Although there was some
ambivalence about the role of the international community in rebuilding
the country, most still felt that international governments and NGOs
could assist by providing instructional materials and funding.

A further effort by the MINEDUC to promote reconciliation in the
schools has met with widespread approval. Participants pointed to a per-
ceived improvement in merit-based admissions policies as a positive indi-
cation that admission to secondary schools and the NUR is now fair and
no longer based on political affiliation, ethnic identity, or regional quotas.
Participants were pleased with the transparency of the current admissions
process, and spoke favorably of the national examination council respon-
sible for developing and administering national examinations and making
the results public. A Tutsi student observed that: “I can say that educa-
tion has progressed, because ethnic discrimination no longer exists as it
did long ago when a Tutsi child could not go to secondary school because
Lis spot was given to a Hutu child. But now, this is no longer the casc.”
A Tutsi parent noted:

One of the major changes in schools is the transparency in the running of the
schools, especially in the admission of students. These days your child can be
confident enough, on the basis of the previous performance, to tell a parent to start
buying secondary materials even before the examination results are released. This
implies that if a student is capable of passing national examinations, the admission
into secondary schools is assured. Today, admission in schools is based purely on
merit, unlike in the past, when it was not transparent but based on one’s ethnicity
or which part of the country you originated from.

A Hutu teacher who had participated in scoring the exams said: “It is
done in transparency, and the best students absolutely pass. There is no

partiality.”

Tensions over curricular content: history and ethnicity

Despite general agreement about the importance of promoting unity
and reconciliation, and despite the current efforts in the schools, sev-
eral tensions surrounding the proposed history curriculum emerged in
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our interviews. These tensions suggest that basic understandings of the

means and rationales for promoting unity vary widely among Rwandans.

These tensions also pose a threat to the ultimate success of efforts to

promote unity.

When asked to discuss their views about what should be included in
a new history curriculum, many participants responded with some dis-
comfort. Much of the anxiety stemmed from continuing conflicts over
how to deal with the topic of ethnicity. Despite general agreement about
the importance of promoting unity and reconciliation, ethnicity was still
very much at the forefront of people’s thinking, whether their origin was
Huru or Tutsi. Teaching history and issues of ethnicity are closely linked
in the minds of Rwandans.

Discussions of ethnicity in Rwanda are extraordinarily complex, since
official government policy denies its existence in the country. This policy,
promulgated by a powerful central government, may explain why several
participants refused to acknowledge their ethnicity. It is also possible that
these participants truly believe that ethnicity is an evil concept that must
be dispensed with.!® However, participants in a number of the focus
groups were more inclined to talk about ethnicity than interviewees.2°
Like-minded peers may have enabled that discussion to occur. The com-
ments below from the returnee focus groups gives an example of how
much ethniciry is on everyone’s minds, and how complicated this issue is
for Rwandans:

» “It’s not spoken and not expressed in people’s identity cards, but I
know it is still in their heads, and they express it through sentiments.”
(Female Tutsi student)

* “Ethnic issues cannot be abolished. They will always be there. The
problem is using them in a wrong manner. So the problem would not be
ethnicity, but how these groups live together.” (Female Tutsi student)

* “The issue has changed form,; it is like a volcano that is waiting to erupt
in future, so Rwandans might be living together and after some time
problems might arise.” (Male student who refused to state ethnicity)
When students discussed ethnicity in ethnically homogeneous peer

groups, such as those for repatriated Hutu students on government schol-
arships, they spoke in depth and revealed sentiments that others generally
avoided. These Hutu students were frank about the possibility that ethnic
discrimination still exists in Rwandan society, as a young woman in one
of these groups said:

If you go and visit a family, you will be welcome; but as soon as you leave, people
ﬂ:.m—‘: say, “He is a pathetic Hutu, his family massacred the Tutsi.” Whereas
if it were someone else, they would say, “You know that he is one of ours!”
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Another example is when you are seeking employment. There are places where
you can’t even get in someone’s office, but when someone else shows up, he is
welcome and he is hired. Even if you bribe them a great deal, you cannot be
hired.

The exchange continued when a male student spoke up: “Another exam-
ple is where I live . . . To get a taxi, Tutsi make you pay a fare many times
higher than the fare others have to pay, or they will make fun of you.”
Another young man said: “At the bus station, someone gets off, watches
the people who already took a seat in the taxi and says, ‘I am not taking
this cab. This is a cab for Tutsi’ [if he or she is a Hutu] or “This is a cab
for Hutw’ [if he or she is a Tutsi].”

Although some students who survived the genocide, mostly Tutsi, men-
tioned issues of discrimination, the mostly Hutu in other groups were far
more likely to bring them up. This suggests that the Hutu scholarship stu-
dents were more likely than the Tutsi scholarship students to be aware of
and affected by inconsistencies between official policy, which legislates
equal treatment of all groups, and everyday life for people of different
ethnicities.

No respondent in either interviews or focus groups said that the topic of
ethnicity and its consequences is taught officially in schools. Some noted
that it is discussed in political education classes and in extracurricular
activities such as human rights clubs. As one student put it, “Some do
talk about ethnicity, while others do not. It all depends on the teacher and
the topic under discussion at that time.” In general, however, the people to
whom we talked hoped that if the issue of ethnicity were dealt with in the
schools, it would be handled in a way that would serve to advance the
cause of unity and reconciliation.

Study participants seemed conflicted about whether schools should
recognize that differences in ethnicity exist. While thirty-nine intervie-
wees (48 percent) felt that differences should be recognized, and fifty-
five (67 percent) felt that differences should be ignored, 25 percent of
these respondents expressed both views in the course of their interviews.
Another 7 percent did not voice their views on ethnicity at all.?! These dif-
ferences did not appear to be related to the ethnicity of the respondent.
While most have clear opinions and while a small minority remained
silent, a sizeable percentage seemed to hold internally conflicting views
of ethnicity. For example, one of the teachers we interviewed said: “Eth-
nicity is a good issue, for everyone has his/her origin . . . It is something
that makes a person known, that makes him or her the same as or differ-
ent from others.” But at another point in the interview this same teacher
explained: “While teaching gospel, we tell students that they are all God’s
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children, that all ethnicities are the same.” The teacher has encapsulated
n.sn dilemma of recognizing the need for social identity while at the same
time acknowledging its exclusionary limitations that might lead to social
inequalities or even violence.

Most focus group participants agreed on the importance of teaching
about ethnicity in the school curriculum, but also felt strongly that the
curriculum should examine the origins of ethnicity in Rwanda, how the
concept of ethnicity had been manipulated in the past, the effects of such
manipulation, and how Rwandan youth can avoid the same mistakes.
Some participants felt that recognizing and teaching about ethnicity was
essential. A Tutsi student presented this point of view:

Ithink that we must teach them . . . If Rwandan history is taught and ethnic groups

are not mentioned, something would be missing . . . But if we don’t explain it,

children would always wonder why Hutu killed Tutsi. And also, they would know

whether they are Hutu or Tutsi. Maybe they would think about avenging their

Mvéa Uoﬂwn_n, Ethnic groups should be explained so that we can reveal lies within
e truth.

,H..rowm .iro agreed with this position emphasized the early origins of eth-
nic divisions in Rwanda. Similarly, a female teacher who refused to state
her ethnicity felt that it was important to discuss ethnicity in order to move
Bima unity and reconciliation: “I would propose that each teacher begin
his class by talking first about unity and reconciliation. And he cannot
talk about unity and reconciliation without talking about ethnic groups.”
A Hutu parent put it this way:

The question on ethnicity will be solved if children are taught about it. Children
wroEa stop harboring ethnic tendencies. Parents should tell their children that
..m am a Rwandese; I have no problem with that Tutsi.” A Tutsi should also say,
“I have no problem with that Hutu.” Let us put our efforts together and build
our country.

A Hutu teacher said discussing the origins of ethnicity in Rwanda would
help solve society’s problems:

;n qc.nr 1s, keeping n‘San over an existing problem does not provide a solution
to it. Being a Twa, Tutsi or Hutu is no problem. It’s ok, bur above all [you should]
know that you are a Munyarwanda, a citizen of Rwanda. Let us not be fearful to
talk about our ethnicities.

.Umm_u:m agreement over the central role of ethnic conflicts in past
fo._n.:nmu the interviewees and focus group participants held diverging
opinions on the history of ethnic groups in Rwanda. Viewpoints varied
mans&wﬁ by the ethnicity of the participants, and sometimes also by
the ethnicity of the interviewer. Some participants expressed more than
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one opinion. According to one perspective, the three ethnic groups in
Rwanda exist now and have existed from long ago. Thirty-nine intervie-
wees (approximately 46 percent) gave responses that suggest they hold
this belief. Hutu were more likely to endorse this position when they were
interviewed by a fellow Hutu. The comments of a Hutu teacher reflect
this view: “Ethnic groups have existed. Nobody can say that ethnic groups
have not existed. They have existed, probably as we have learned in his-
tory. Except that, as it is said, to define a certain ethnic group is not
simple.” Another Hutu teacher suggested:

Let us talk about them in a different way. [We should] not say that such an ethnic
group came to rule over the other, but rather [discuss] the origin of these ethnic
groups. I do not even find the importance of erasing someone’s ethnicity from
his or her identity card. Let us talk freely about ethnicity, but not the way it used
1o be talked about in the past.

Although Tutsi were less likely to express this view (39 percent of the
thirty-one Tutsi interviewees), a Tutsi student echoed the general view:
“About ethnicity, we normally know that there exist three ethnicities:
Hutu, Tutsi and Twa. I think all should not have tension between them
but should instead have solidarity without any lying.” When asked if she
thought students should learn about ethnicity in school, another Tutsi
student responded: “It would be good to teach about the different tribes,
but not to emphasize that one is better than the other.” Adherents to
these views often emphasized that when Rwandan history is taught, it
should help people understand their ethnic identities but should not be
used to promote discrimination or disunity.

According to a second perspective, expressed by fifty-five intervie-
wees (approximately 65 percent), ethnic groups in Rwanda do not exist,
because the Hutu, Twa, and Tutsi don’t fulfill all the necessary criteria
of common definitions of ethnicity. All three groups speak the same lan-
guage, Kinyarwanda, and all three share the same culture and live together
in mixed communities throughout the country. Hutu interviewees were
in the majority in this opinion. Most Hutu, 71 percent of all interviewed,
spoke in favor of the official policy on ethnicity more frequently than
they spoke in favor of recognizing differences and teaching about eth-
nicity, regardless of the ethnicity of their interviewer. Tutsi interviewees
were also more likely to support the official policy, with 58 percent of
them speaking in favor of it. Those who expressed this opinion favored
forgetting about the history of ethnic groups and emphasizing a common
Rwandan identity. They also feared that recognizing differences would
encourage future conflicts. When asked if she would support lessons on

ethnicity, a Tutsi student said:
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When we consider physical aspects that distinguish a Hutu from a Tutsi or from
a Twa, we make a kind of segregation between people. In this context, three parts
are made, and Tutsi take their side, Hutu their side, and so do the Twa. That is
why [ethnicity] shouldn’t be taught and should even be removed and replaced by
only the term “Rwandese.”

Although this student proclaims the existence, even salience, of ethnicity,
she argues that it should be ignored in the schools. Among the mostly
Tutsi students supported by FARG scholarships, many expressed fears
about ethnicity and similarly adhered to the position that all traces of
ethnicity should be ignored. “If ethnic groups were taught, unity would
disappear,” said one student. “Students’ ethnicity would be reflected in
all that they own. No, we must not do it.” Hutu students supported by
MINALOC grants voiced this position too, as represented by this student
from Byumba: “I believe that it should not be taught. Because in order
to teach it, you have to give examples and say, for instance, this one is
a Hutu, that one a Turtsi, when this is the very thing that we must avoid
and fight.” B

Framers of a Rwandan history curriculum will have to decide how
to deal with issues of ethnicity and how to present this complex topic
to young people. A Rwandan history necessarily involves confronting
facts abour past ethnic conflicts, perhaps in ways that search for univer-
sal themes in situations of ethnic conflict around the world. Although
ethnicity cannot be ignored, it must be treated carefully, so that lessons
will be learned about the roots of conflict and the importance of equal
treatment for all.

Tensions surrounding teaching methods

Tensions over how best to teach history also threaten to undermine con-
tinued progress toward a history of Rwanda that will promote unity. Our
data revealed conflicting views over which teaching methods are appropri-
mmm for incorporation into the history curriculum. The responses of inter-
viewees .mna focus group participants were quite similar, with a majority
supporting a methodology that encourages open discussion and debate.
Approximately 20 percent (N = 15) of the interview respondents sug-
gested an approach to teaching history that encourages critical analysis
and Qnﬁmmm. People who supported this approach tended to be Hutu.
These interviewees argued that history should be taught in a way that
would allow participants to discuss and sift through the pros and cons of
the facts under study. A Hutu teacher felt that history should be taught:
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We have students whose parents were killed during the genocide; we also have
students whose parents are in prison due to genocide charges, but they must
all meet in class and study together. Indeed, they generally all get along well.
Very often, however, these students have been given a distorted history of the
genocide and of the past from older people that may affect their relationship with
their classmates, since the distortions prevent them from analyzing issues clearly.

A student who refused to state her ethnicity advocated debates about the
history of Rwanda, noting that encouraging “different interpretations of
events” would encourage students to see that history is not a simple, cut-
and-dried topic and would perhaps prompt them to take greater interest
in the subject. Another teacher, a Tutsi, and one of the few Tutsi who
supported this view, pointed out that good teaching should invite students
to think for themselves: “We teach our pupils where justice prevailed and
where it did not in the history of our country so that they are able to judge
for themselves how the history of our country came to be what itis.” The
leader of an extracurricular human rights club reported using a debate
format so that students could discuss and express their opinions. This
teacher felt that the methods used in history class — memorizing facts and
dates — can promote misunderstanding.

In another example of encouraging critical thinking, a teacher of polit-
ical education noted that the syllabus for political education suggests that
teachers use group discussion in class. Students discuss a teacher-selected
theme in small groups, and then present their topics to the class. Dur-
ing the subsequent debates, all students can give suggestions and ask
questions. The teacher intervenes as moderator and facilitator. However,
the syllabus also asks teachers to contact political leaders to obtain official
positions on current issues.

A government education official supported a central role for debates in
the history curriculum, stating that “the problem with our school system
is that it has not encouraged free thought; it has not encouraged com-
munication.” He emphasized that students need to learn how to talk and
listen to each other, and tolerate people with opposing views. In addi-
tion to this role in teaching history, he felt that in-class debates would
be necessary for the development of a solid history curriculum. He also
highlighted the need for consensus reached through open communica-
tion: “What is important to me is that the Rwandan people can come
together . . . sit together, and decide what part of history they should
teach their children.”

Another 38 percent of those we interviewed (thirty-two interviewees
total) felt that encouraging contentious discussion might invite disagree-
ments and new conflicts. Of this group, approximately half were Tutsi
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and half were Hutu. A teacher commented that talking about history
could make some participants feel uncomfortable, bitter, or angry with
an ethnic group, since differing interpretations of events can lead to con-
flict. She also noted that politicians could use controversy to further their
own plans, and expressed skepticism that the government could produce
a history that would solve these problems.

For ten adherents of this perspective (12 percent of all interviewees or
31 percent of this group), the solution is to avoid teaching controversial
topics and provide students with simple facts about Rwanda’s past. Again,
the ethnic breakdown was roughly divided equally (Tutsi - four; Hutu —
five). One Hutu student expressed this viewpoint in the following way:
“History deals with events. When you become a leader, you tell people
the truth of all this.” A Hutu parent expressed similar views:

I think students . . . must be told the truth about the events which occurred,
because there are some of them who do not understand why. There are some
who do not know why such things happened. So, firstly, we must rell the truth
about genocide and how it took place. You have to explain it, how it occurred,
and why it took place here. Truth first!

WP Tutsi student in a focus group did not favor debates because she placed
implicit faith in the views of the government as transmitted by the teach-
ers: “They should teach history practically while elaborating how the
events happened, identifying the culprits (who did it) and their justifica-
tions . . . The teacher . . . will give the reasons, which will have come
from the Ministry of Education.”

Implications for educational policy

Fairness and equal access to educational opportunities are crucial for pro-
moting peace and social unity in Rwanda. The Rwandans to whom we
talked seemed overwhelmingly satisfied that the current system is fairer
than it was before 1994, and that for the elite population that reaches
secondary school, there is good access to education for students from all
ethnic groups. It is important to note that, since we talked only to sec-
ondary students, their teachers, and their parents, our conclusions about
how Rwandans as a whole feel about access to education are limited. We
did not hear from the approximately 80 percent of the population that
never reaches secondary school. Future research is needed to see how
those who do not have access to secondary education feel about issues of
educational access.

Most participants felt that teaching about Rwanda’s past is essential
to ensure a safe and prosperous future for Rwanda. And further, while
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almost everyone linked teaching about history to issues of ethnicity, there
was disagreement about what to teach and how to teach it. It is likely that
this disagreement arises because those in power have used the history
of Rwanda and its ethnic groups to manipulate public opinion and to
bestow privilege by acknowledging certain groups at the expense of oth-
ers. History is tied intimately to one’s social identity, and many Rwandans
see the distant and the more recent past through different lenses. This
applies especially to people from different ethnic groups and to those who
lived in Rwanda during 1994. In spite of their differences, Rwandans are
searching for ways to use their history to move toward a more peaceful
and unified future. They want to understand how different ethnic groups
came to Rwanda, how they contributed to the building of the nation,
and what was positive about past relations between groups. They also
want to interpret the genocide and war of 1994 in ways that will allow
them to build the nation. It remains difficult for many to focus on pos-
itive memories. It is also true that some official versions of the past do
not ring true for all Rwandans.?? All of these issues will need to be con-
fronted as Rwandans make decisions about a history curriculum for the
schools.

On the basis of our observations, we make several suggestions that
reflect three areas to which attention might be directed - curricular con-
tent, classroom instruction, and teacher training. First, we suggest a
national dialogue on history content that involves parents, students, and
teachers and not solely academics or politicians. Parents possess great
potential to make substantive contributions to the development of cur-
ricula. Possibilities for building this capacity should be explored further in
future work on curriculum development. For instance, the role of parent
boards and parent training programs might be expanded to make it pos-
sible for parents to contribute in ways that are helpful to the government
and to the schools.

Second, we suggest that a national curriculum for history should ide-
ally include participatory and democratic teaching methods that invite
discussion and debate, so students can learn to think critically about
competing views of history and ethnicity. An effective curriculum might
invite students to examine available facts and draw informed conclusions
from them. However, in instituting such a curriculum, it will be necessary
to confront the fears surrounding this approach as well as the fears asso-
ciated with teaching history, particularly in handling issues of ethnicity.

Third, a national curriculum for history should not be released with-
out providing extensive preparation for teachers in its use. In-service
and distance learning training to help teachers learn to use the curricu-
lum comfortably should be made available. It will be important to help
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teachers not only with the substance of the curriculum but also with using
participatory and democratic techniques of teaching in the classroom.

Finally, this is an opportunity to encourage and support the creativ-
ity that reachers can bring to unity and reconciliation. Several promis-
ing models for teaching history and ethnicity are currently being used
informally in Rwanda in out-of-school settings. These models might be
studied closely for effective practices that could be incorporated into a
national curriculum. The designers of those models might make impor-
tant contributions to future curriculum development and to the future of
the country.
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