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1 - The current context in Europe
Citizens and policymakers in the EU are facing a complex range of challenges
that are testing the system and affecting the lives of citizens: the increase of social
inequality, the influx of refugees, threats from terrorism and radicalization,
suspension of civil rights and freedoms, populist and divisive political movements,
growing alienation between politicians and voters, etc. At the same time, many
urban areas still suffer from and struggle with structural inequalities and are
inhabited by highly diverse populations who generally lack perspectives for the
future. In combination with often dysfunctional integration policies, the resulting
tensions have intensified the fear of difference and led to increased polarization and
intolerance. And diversity is likely to increase in the future.
As schools are not islands, our concern is that social problems are entering
classrooms all around Europe, particularly in highly diverse urban communities.
This results in the erosion of trust between teachers and students/families, an
increase in reported cases of bullying, excessive rates of early school-leaving , and
“judicial” approaches to radicalization (Prevent program in the UK, PRODERAI in
Spain).

Strengthening the foundations for a more inclusive society
In the current context, it is crucial to give children and young people the space
to learn how to accept and respect each other, embrace differences and learn to
live with diversity on a daily basis. Schools can be the site of such communitybuilding. They can function as laboratories in which to practice democracy, where
students can learn about the power they have to transform conflict in a nonviolent,
cooperative way. In that way, we can build and strengthen the foundations of a
more harmonious society.
Policymakers, researchers and education professionals agree that schools and
their educational staff play a crucial role in fostering the growth of young people as
critical, democratic citizens. Most recently, the Paris Declaration on promoting
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citizenship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrimination
through education (2015) clearly reaffirmed the crucial role that education plays in
fostering democracy.
However, a recent Council of Europe report indicates that preventive counterviolent extremism and radicalization may limit freedom of speech and the space for
democratic engagement in educational settings, thus undermining the cohesion
they aim to preserve (Ragazzi, 2018).
In addition, teachers not only have the task of imbuing knowledge and
perfecting students’ skills, but also that of transmitting values. Seen from this
perspective, education should prepare students for life and not just for a job.
Teachers also have an important role to play in creating cooperative and
constructive settings for learning, while protecting students’ rights and preventing
violence in their everyday classroom practice. However, it is not clear what
concrete steps should be taken to help make all this a reality.

Lack of training and support for teachers
In report after report (see Van Driel, 2016: 74-78), it is confirmed that we need to
prepare education professionals to engage constructively with these urgent
challenges and needs. It is also widely recognized that teachers are important rolemodels. Faced with a diverse range of students, they are looking for tools,
methods, knowledge and strategies to cope with the increased number of conflicts,
violent incidents and radicalization and to better support young people in their
development.
In the countries we have researched (France, Spain, Sweden, Croatia and Italy),
adequate and systematic measures to offer practical support to educational staff
are lacking. In particular, there is a lack of training for teachers – both pre-service
and in-service – that equips them to work with a diverse body of students, to
address violence and extremism, and to handle conflicts nonviolently, transforming
them into educational opportunities where students learn how conflict can be a
starting-point for transforming relationships of power into relationships of respect
and cooperation.
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The EduCATe partners confirm and recognize the potential of educators to bring
about positive social change, starting with their role in the classroom, school and
community, and both encouraged and supported by networks and collaboration
throughout Europe. At the same time, there is a limit to what individual teachers
can achieve if the school organization, climate and policy fail to support them.
Comprehensive approaches to work with conflict in schools are needed. We
advocate, therefore, that educators receive institutional support to help them in
their crucial social role.

New approach needed for working with conflict
As UNESCO’s worldwide assessment on school violence and bullying indicates
(UNESCO, 2017), the global governing tendency seems to be too focused on
bounded ways or one-off actions to prevent violence rather than on long-term,
comprehensive ways to manage and transform conflict (NVCT, peaceful
coexistence). The data also indicate that too many students still use violence as a
means to solve their conflicts, and that measures to address conflict in school are
insufficient.
We value the fact that the development of conflict management or conflict
resolution

competences/skills

is

mentioned

in

several

international

policy

documents (OECD, 2005: 13; Council of Europe, 2016: 9-11; European
Commission, 2018: 34). However, in most cases conflict is mainly referred to as a
situation to overcome, not as an opportunity to learn, nor an integral part of
learning processes, nor a pedagogical practice in its own right.
The EduCATe partners believe that the ability to transform conflict through
dialogue is crucial for living well together in our increasingly diverse societies,
respecting our differences and still being able to build a world in common. By
acknowledging disagreement or conflict, we enable dialogue and the building of
relationships. Conflict also offers great educational potential.
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2 - How training in NVCT benefits…
… Schools
While anti-bullying and violence prevention measures are needed in schools,
these are a limited way of tackling the issue. In general, anti-bullying and violence
prevention measures are control-oriented measures to stop problematic and violent
behavior, but fail to deal with the conflict itself.
Our aim is to promote democratic values and coexistence through NVCT rather
than relying on such limited anti-violence and anti-bullying measures. Approaches
such as NVCT do not focus on incidents of conflict or on “culprits”, but on the
nature of the conflict itself, on the groups involved and on the potential to deal with
conflict in a positive way. The ability to manage and transform conflict, to find
alternatives (cohesive teams, pupils able to express their feelings and needs,
cooperation, etc) allow schools to promote more comprehensive and positive
measures.
NVCT is holistic rather than reductionist, transformative rather than palliative. It
transcends disciplinary measures. It is flexible, exploratory, open-ended and
creative, and, when integrated right across all school activities and learning, brings
multiple benefits. It encourages teachers and students to collaborate with each
other, to build relationships (a precondition for development), to manage
complexity and develop creativity, to reduce violence (among children, against
women, between social groups, etc), and to discover one’s potential for bringing
about positive social change.

… Teachers and students
Teachers, who have the responsibility to protect, are exposed to conflict and
violence, but lack the competences, knowledge and tools to deal with it effectively.
As tensions rise and conflict multiplies, there is no corresponding increase in the
training of teachers’ competences. There is also widespread burn-out and even
suicides among teachers. A growing body of evidence shows that teachers
experience increased stress at work. Some countries, for example the US and UK,
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are facing challenges in retaining good teachers. Research from those countries
shows that professional development opportunities such as courses on NVCT that
focus on social and interpersonal skills, as well as the wellbeing of teachers, lead
not only to reduction of occupational stress in teachers, but that they also help
teachers improve their classroom practice (see for example Jennings et al, 2017;
Connors-Burrow et al, 2016; Abalbjarnardottir & Selman, 1997).
NVCT training can support teachers to no longer be the victims of conflictual
situations (feeling helpless and confused) but rather active managers, can
strengthen them, and reduce occupational stress, which in turns benefits their
classroom practice and education in general.
It is important that teachers be not merely controlling agents in their schools but
be able to proactively handle conflict by themselves within the classroom, turning
conflict into an educational opportunity, applying concrete methods that allow
disagreement and contestation to be expressed, but at the same time transform
this into inclusive, egalitarian dialogue – in the classroom and beyond.
There is increased evidence that social and emotional skills such as NVCT
contribute to improved teaching and learning (Martinez, 2016; Durlak et al, 2011;
Buchanan et al, 2009; Malm 2009). Not only is conflict an opportunity for learning
(strong emotional involvement makes it particularly interesting for pupils); being
able to deal with it in a constructive way also creates more space for learning.
It is crucial, therefore, that teachers understand the causes and processes of
conflict, and can apply nonviolent strategies. If they are not adequately trained,
conflict will continue to have a negative effect, and even worsen.
By integrating NVCT in a transversal way – organizing daily life at school in line
with the values, criteria and attitudes that foster a culture of peace, and infusing the
curriculum with a peace perspective in all areas – teachers and students can
become agents of transformation. NVCT enables teachers, students and related
staff to create space for sincere, mutually respectful, constructive and cooperative
communication, and students and teachers become more sensitive to the feelings
and needs of others.
Students and teachers also gain immediate experience of how nonviolent
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communication, empathy and NVCT are powerful tools for improving relationships,
i.e. a driving force for positive changes. Therefore, they are able to communicate
“difficult” topics with less fear and more confidence, address potential
disagreements, misunderstanding and conflicts, and successfully settle matters in
such a way that they can satisfy their needs and desires, while also taking into
account and enabling the needs of others to be realized.
NVCT training not only protects and supports teachers, reducing stress; it also
enables them to provide a higher-quality education to their students, is a useful skill
for them to have in their professional career, and helps them to contribute to a
more harmonious society. In turn, students learn to engage in authentic, mutually
respectful, constructive, cooperative communication, and become more sensitive
to the feelings and needs of others. They discover powerful tools for
communicating “difficult” topics and how to settle matters in a harmonious way.
They thus find a new and potentially transformative way to deal with conflict at
school, in the family, among neighbors and various social groups. They thus
become a strong foundation for creating a more harmonious society both now and
into the future.

… Society in general

Conflict and violence have huge social and economic costs. In the United
States, for example, estimates of the costs of interpersonal violence have been put
at up to 3.3% of gross domestic product (GDP). The human cost is immeasurable.
In the current context in Europe, it is particularly important to help people to
learn to accept each other, and to know how to face up to violence and racism.
There is no better place for children to learn how to live together with others and
to learn from each other than school. A good atmosphere in school is beneficial for
learning, but NVCT can also help people to deal with conflict within their families,
with neighbors, among various social groups, and ultimately create a more
cohesive society.
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3 - Key quality criteria for teacher
training in NVTC
NVCT teacher training should:
●

Consider conflict as an opportunity for transformative learning rather than as a
problem

●

Empower the main actors:
o

Equip teachers with the strategies, abilities and resources that allow them to
face conflict nonviolently and transform it so that it becomes an opportunity
for personal and collective growth for all

o
●

Prepare teachers to empower students to solve conflicts by themselves

Use methods that offer participants the opportunity to largely experiment,
interact and role-play:
o

Use dialogue methods based on the recognition of controversy as a basis for
appreciating diversity

o

Promote practical activities to experience the fact that conflict does not need
to involve violence and that win-win solutions are possible

o
●

Use practical examples and exercises based on real issues or incidents

Take a whole-school approach, and extend out in circles, “from me to my
classroom to my school to my community to the world”

●

Educators should be made aware of their position as role models, and of the
importance of personal coherence and acting accordingly.

●

NVCT practice challenges the school system in that conflict management
mechanisms need to be introduced both structurally and sustainably.
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4 - Conditions needed for success in
NVCT teacher training
Given the above, we propose moving from restrictive measures to counter violence
and radicalization to a sustainable and empowering approach that recognizes the
importance of NVCT both in policy and practice.

The EduCATe consortium urgently calls for:
●

A shift in focus from violence prevention and conflict resolution approaches
to the more comprehensive concept and practice of non-violent conflict
transformation and peaceful coexistence

●

The establishment of educational laws confirming NVCT as a key
competence, both for students and for teachers

●

The collection of data on violent conflict and NVCT so that the effect of NVCT
training can be monitored and assessed both at school and state level

●

A strong policy recognizing the role of teachers in creating good,
cooperative and constructive school settings, which includes well-defined
development plans, action plans and follow-up, as well as sustained government
support for NVCT, making it possible to also hold teachers accountable for this
important task and not only for the academic achievements of their students

●

The treatment of students as core stakeholders, in that they are perfectly
able, at whatever age, to handle their own conflicts while being aware that
conflicts are potential motors of personal and social transformation and growth

●

A whole-school approach, with the prioritization of approaches that target as
many stakeholders as possible – not just a selected group of peer-mediators but
all students; not just one staff member but all school staff

●

The creation of opportunities to engage the whole community in the process
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so as to build bridges between the school and the community
●

High-quality pre-service and in-service teacher training courses in NVCT:
o

A compulsory major on NVCT (pre-service) in all universities that offer
education degrees and Master’s degrees (nursery, primary, secondary and
vocational teacher training)

o

The offering of annual in-service teacher training to all teachers

o

Peer-learning among teachers, from local to regional to European level

o

Public dissemination of information about all such courses (syllabi,
number of courses, length, etc), so that it is possible to assess the preservice and in-service policies regarding the promotion of NVCT.

March 2018
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