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Waging Peace for Colombia’s Youth: Countering the Attack on Education
By Phil Price
"Education shapes the future. This is even more true in countries up-ended by fighting or disaster, where all sense of
normalcy has been lost. Education is the first step towards restoring security and hope.”
--Asha Rose-Migiro (United Nations Deputy Secretary-General)
After nearly five decades of internal armed conflict, Colombia’s children and education
system remain firmly under siege. Boys and girls as young as thirteen are pulled out of classrooms
and thrown into battlefields. Teachers routinely disappear and/or are subjected to extrajudicial
executions. Guerillas, paramilitaries, and the Colombian army all utilize school buildings as posts for
their combatants. School zones have become littered with landmines. Child displacement and
poverty have reached epidemic levels. In direct contradiction with the Rome Statute and the
Colombian Ministry of Defense Directive 30743, the Colombian government is guilty of war crimes
by employing children as spies and informants (Amnesty International 2008). Despite this
multifaceted attack, however, dedicated individuals and organizations are working tirelessly to
safeguard Colombia’s youth by ensuring access to education and implementing innovative
curriculum that cultivates a vibrant civil society based on the values of peaceful convivencia. 3
This collective effort is creating positive change every day in Colombian schools, and has
managed to garner widespread support and credibility due to program successes and a solid
empirical grounding. Internationally, organizations such as Save the Children, UNICEF, the United
Nations, and the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies all concur that education
plays an essential role in peace-building. It is the stance of all these agencies that the immediate
effects of ensuring the basic human right to education during times of emergency renders children
less vulnerable to being recruited into armed groups. Moreover, in severe cases such as Colombia’s
protracted conflict, education can provide the foundation for post-war reconstruction, foster
tolerance, generate respect for human rights, and break the grinding cycle of poverty.
Within Colombia, this shift away from military intervention as the primary means to
establish peace was evidenced in the meteoric rise of Antanas Mockus during the 2010 presidential
election. Mockus, the former Rector of the Universidad Nacional de Colombia and two-term mayor
of Bogotá, ran a brilliant campaign, nearly gaining the Colombian presidency under the slogan "Con
educacion todo se puede" (“With education, everything is possible”). A political outsider by choice,
Mockus is known throughout Colombia for his probity, fiscal austerity, innovative policies, and
peculiar behaviors (He once mooned an auditorium of students when they became too unruly. He
also famously donned a Spandex suit as “Super Citizen” in order to teach civics). However,
eccentricities aside, Mockus was able to elevate himself above the current milieu of “parapolitics”
and to rally a disenfranchised public by drawing from the concrete and positive changes he achieved
as mayor of Bogotá, as well as from his message of peaceful coexistence.
Under Mockus’ stewardship, Colombia’s capital city became a laboratory for using education
to create a “new sense of urban culture based on mutual respect between citizens” (Montezuma
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Convivencia is a Spanish word with no precise translation into English. It means peaceful interaction and
coexistence among member of a social group (Chaux 2009).
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2005). Mockus characterized this attitude as cultura ciudadana (“civic culture”) and defined it as “the
sum of habits, behaviors, actions and minimum common rules that generate a sense of belonging,
facilitate harmony among citizens, and lead to respect for shared property and heritage and the
recognition of citizens’ rights and duties” (Montezuma 2005). While Mockus may have employed
unorthodox methods in striving for these goals, his results were the envy of politicians nationwide.
For example, during Mockus’ tenure as mayor, Bogotá’s homicide rate fell drastically from 69.69 to
47.08 per 100,000 people (Cala 2010). It is important to note that sole credit for this decline in
hostilities cannot be placed on Mockus’ doorstep; however, his progressive societal framework
aimed at “first changing the mindset, then the infrastructure” did play a significant role in the
reduction of violence (Cala 2010, Negrón 2004).
On a more micro level, Mockus’ ideology can be witnessed in classrooms throughout the
country. Under the Colombian General Education Law, schools are highly decentralized. In
practical terms, this pedagogical approach allows each institution leeway to decide on its own,
without permission from the Ministry of Education, how much emphasis should be given to peace
and democratic education. According to education specialists Enrique Chaux and Ana M.
Velasquez, schools that integrate these subjects have been successful in imparting civic competencies
and a respect for pluralism, and have developed attitudes, beliefs, values, and behaviors that help
prevent violence. Furthermore, they note that the autonomy granted to each school to implement
programs with these progressive aims is beneficial for youth in several ways – three will be briefly
addressed here.
First and foremost, Chaux and Velasquez believe that the fundamental mission of education
is the comprehensive development of the members in society – emphasizing both knowledge and
competencies. In this respect, the independence granted to each school allows for the
implementation of creative programs that move away from rote memorization and teacher driven
lesson planning in favor of a more holistic educational approach. Secondly, according to a public
opinion study conducted by the Institute of Political and International Relations, Colombia’s schools
enjoy a higher level of legitimacy than many other government institutions. Thus, the innovative
programs that schools employ are usually met with a high level of community support. Finally,
Colombia’s pedagogical flexibility allows schools to develop and encourage civic competencies
through active and participatory learning. Chaux and Velasquez posit that the development of
competencies such as critical thinking, conflict resolution, democratic participation, and the capacity
to curb aggression are essential to peacebuilding due to their ability to foster individual and group
change. Two such programs of particular note are Escuela Nueva (New School) and Proyecto
Cuidadano (Project Citizen).
First developed in 1975, Escuela Nueva has transformed under the leadership of Vicky
Colbert (among many others) from a local initiative to accommodate the special needs of rural area
schools to Colombian national policy. Through a variety of creative methods, Escuela Nueva
successfully combines participatory and student centered learning to achieve both short-terms goals,
such as improved academic achievements and self-esteem, and long-term goals like creating a more
democratic and egalitarian society. Praise rightly abounds for this foundation. Along with glowing
reports from numerous individual evaluators highlighting increased academic scores and more
developed peaceful and democratic attitudes among participants, the World Bank named Escuela
Nueva “one of the three most outstanding reforms in the developing countries worldwide that has
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gone to national scale,” and the United Nation's 2000 Human Development Report selected this
ever-expanding program as one of Colombia’s three main achievements (escuelanueva.org).
The second program, Proyecto Cuidadano (PC), is housed under the auspices of the Bogotá
based organization Fundación Presencia – led by executive director Susana Restrepo. This urban
focused program is aimed primarily at secondary school youth and uses a participatory activelearning approach to impart democratic values and teach students how to effectively utilize public
policy to engage with their government in solving community concerns. To highlight some basic
numbers, over the course of the past three years this program has directly affected over 900 teachers
and 37,000 students in numerous cities across Colombia (fundacionpresencia.com 2010).
Furthermore, under Restrepo’s guidance, Proyecto Cuidadano has now spread across the country’s
borders and is formally partnering with sister organizations across South America to implement an
adapted model of PC that employs a human rights framework when identifying and addressing
problems in the community.
As this brief report illustrates, education’s salient role in Colombia’s peacebuilding process
must not be ignored. Programs such as Escuela Nueva and Proyecto Cuidadano along with the actions of
numerous organizations and individuals are creating tangible positive results through peace and
human rights education. Colombia’s youth have been protected from physical harm, violent
behaviors, and attitudes muted, and instead, values essential for peace have been engendered in new
generations of students. Yet in order to construct a future without war, the attack on education in
Colombia must be seriously confronted and ultimately halted. Colombia now sits at a crossroads.
The new administration could choose the well-worn path of violence and retribution, or it could
embark in a new direction in which more peaceful means shape more peaceful ends. As aptly stated
by Robert Blair, “[i]f the armed conflict is ever to end, the new generation must learn to clamor for
peace” (Blair 2008).
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Development Goal number two – universal primary education. This entire report is useful
for teachers and policy-makers alike, due to the fact that examples provided have been
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realization of universal primary education, and actually having a detrimental effect on the
actualization of other MDGs such as gender parity, poverty relief, and the reduction of
child mortality rates. The bulk of the report is spent providing evidence that successfully
supports these claims. Additionally, this document is useful for anyone with a general
interest in the topic, policy makers seeking information to support claims for increased
educational funding, or teachers seeking best practices.
---------. 2007. "UNICEF Humanitarian Action Update: Colombia." (2007), Available Online:
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/files/Colombia_HAU_Sep_2007.pdf.
Annotation: The humanitarian action update describes the current situation on the ground
in Colombia as well as provides information on the work that UNICEF is currently
undertaking for the protection of women and children in this war torn country. The report
is useful for the reader searching for quantitative analysis of the conflict or those interested
in understanding UNICEF’s salient role in preserving a sense of stability in the lives of
marginalized populations caught in Colombia’s protracted internal struggle.
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