
Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background

Education is a basic human right, affirmed by various declarations and conventions. 
International consensus on this issue was confirmed by the 1990 Jomtien World 
Conference on Education for All and the 2000 Dakar World Education Forum. The 
right to education persists even in situations of armed conflict. By extension it is 
regarded as being in force in all but the very earliest phases of emergencies.

Having sufficient numbers of trained and competent teachers is essential in 
guaranteeing the right to education. This study, commissioned by the Commonwealth 
Secretariat to explore issues affecting refugee teachers in selected Commonwealth 
countries, presents the results of documentary and field research that the authors 
conducted in the first half of 2012 in Kenya, South Africa and Uganda.

This research initiative follows in the wake of the Sixth Commonwealth Research 
Symposium on Teacher Mobility, Recruitment and Migration in Addis Ababa in June 
2011. The symposium examined the implementation of the Commonwealth Teacher 
Recruitment Protocol and the relevance of its principles to education in emergencies. 
In particular, it aimed to determine how refugee teachers could best be managed 
so that their rights were protected; their impact on the destination country was 
beneficial; they were enabled to improve educational quality and access for refugee 
children (and, at times, host country children); and finally to better themselves. The 
impact of returnees on their home country also arose as an issue to be explored. The 
symposium looked into systemic and structural issues, as well as good practice, and 
identified future research directions.

This research pursues some of the issues from the symposium by looking at three 
receiving countries – Kenya, South Africa and Uganda.

However, the findings are relevant to any country hosting refugee teachers. The 
overall aim of the present investigation was to answer two research questions:

1. What are the issues affecting refugee teachers?

2. What policies are necessary to ensure the welfare of refugee teachers and to create 
an enabling environment for them to teach?

The specific objectives were:

1. To identify the issues affecting refugee teachers and the existing policies 
influencing their role and status, and to determine the connections between these 
issues and policies and refugees’ ability to contribute towards education in and 
after emergencies.

 1



2. To formulate recommendations for policy-makers that will protect the professional 
role and status of teachers forced to migrate and enhance their ability to operate 
constructively in emergency conditions.

This study responds to the increasing urgency of providing policy guidance on 
education in emergencies, as armed conflict and natural disasters represent serious 
obstacles to achieving the education Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and 
the Education for All (EFA) goals by 2015 through the loss of teaching talent. This 
loss is poorly documented in the literature.

Among the concerns of the Commonwealth Secretariat is to identify obstacles 
and opportunities to using the talents of refugee teachers in host countries. The 
Commonwealth Secretariat, which inter alia seeks to encourage co-operation on 
education issues among its member states, requested the authors to conduct a study on 
refugee teachers in order to provide guidance on strengthening policies on educational 
co-operation, particularly those policies encouraged in the Commonwealth Teacher 
Recruitment Protocol. Consequently, the authors have identified the international 
legal protections afforded refugees in general (none of these address teachers 
specifically), as well as national policies on refugees in the three Commonwealth host 
countries: Kenya, South Africa and Uganda. The research findings also include data 
on South Sudan and the status of teachers returning there from exile in countries, 
including Kenya and Uganda.

The issues surrounding refugee teachers are little documented, as they are mostly 
incidental in the literature on education in emergencies, which focuses largely on 
students. The teachers themselves, of course, have generally a clear view of their 
situation and much of this report is based on that.

The major findings of the literature review and interviews in Kenya, South Africa, 
South Sudan and Uganda show that the international migration of teachers is a 
complex phenomenon. Not least among the factors is whether a teacher is part of a 
mass exodus or moved individually (with some control over timing for example).

A teacher’s decision to leave home is typically motivated by a combination of ‘push’ 
factors – such as political threats and armed conflict, or simply poor pay and a lack of 
professional opportunities – and ‘pull’ factors, such as better pay and living conditions 
in a host country.

Internal migration in the home country has also to be taken into account. There are 
often few qualified teachers in refugee camps. This is because teachers, just as other 
salaried people, may, in a crisis, migrate within their home countries to preserve their 
salary, employment and benefits.

In this study, three types of refugee teachers are described: a) qualified teachers who 
succeed in finding teaching jobs in the host country; b) qualified teachers who are 
forced to find non-teaching employment in the host country; and c) individuals who 
have taken up teaching or training to work in the host country, but are not qualified.

Despite international protections that guarantee the right to work of refugees in host 
countries, a number of obstacles intervene to make it difficult for refugee teachers to find 
teaching jobs in host countries. These obstacles include factors such as the following:
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•	 The absence of co-ordination between ministries of education and ministries in 
charge of registering and managing asylum-seekers and refugees.

•	 The inability of many teachers to obtain recognition of their credentials in the 
host country, which forces many to seek work outside of teaching. Some go into 
business for themselves, often trading or opening small shops, cybercafés and 
information and communications technology (ICT) services.

•	 Refugee teachers rarely have support in obtaining teaching credentials in the host 
countries.

•	 The temporary or uncertain nature of refugee status, which works against economic 
security, tenure, contractual protections, promotion prospects and professional 
development, and obtaining long-term teaching jobs.

•	 The over-supply of trained teachers without jobs in many host countries despite 
there being unfilled teaching jobs, a constraint caused by a lack of money for 
education budgets. Parents sometimes employ teachers, and refugees occasionally 
get temporary employment in this way.

•	 Xenophobia towards foreigners in general and the wariness of national teachers’ 
unions towards refugee teachers.

•	 Language differences: refugee teachers from non-English-speaking countries have 
great difficulty in finding teaching (or other work) in Anglophone Commonwealth 
countries.

Interestingly, gender was not found to be a major issue. It was frequently noted that 
the lack of female teachers in camps was because qualified women found it easy to get 
less stressful jobs in other NGOs.

The study identified other issues, as well:

•	 Some practices of the UNHCR and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
that supervise schools in refugee camps were reported to be unattractive to 
qualified refugee teachers. These practices included there being no legally binding 
contract, and that much is demanded in terms of a full day’s work or adherence 
to a code of conduct, yet remuneration may consist only of a small allowance or 
in-kind support, such as housing in tents. Career development is virtually non-
existent. The various forms of informal training that may be given do not add up 
to a usable qualification.

•	 Indeed, relatively few qualified teachers are to be found in camps. Those who leave 
their home countries often find work in non-teaching positions with NGOs that 
supervise camps. This applies particularly to female teachers. Teachers serving in 
camps are mostly refugees with some education who become para-professionals 
after varying types of training provided by NGOs. There is no common framework 
for training these teachers, and their training may not be recognised by either 
home- or host-country governments. This means that their skills may be lost after 
they leave the camps simply because they cannot get a job in teaching.

•	 The literature further suggested that encampment itself can be an issue, as refugee 
teachers’ teaching qualifications can be undermined in refugee camps by the 
employment of less qualified or unqualified teachers in alternative basic education 
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centres or child-friendly spaces by NGOs, who tend to prefer these modalities 
(Penson and Tomlinson 2009).

The research revealed that refugee teachers are surprisingly resilient. When unable to 
find suitable teaching jobs, many use their skills to become independent entrepreneurs, 
opening services such as cybercafés in their host countries after taking, initially, low-
paying jobs – for example, as maids or car park attendants.

The research found few women refugee teachers in the three host countries studied. 
The age of the refugee did not seem to be significant, though most refugee teachers are 
young, reflecting the recurring idea that teaching is not thought of as a career.

When qualified women do flee, they often have more chances to leave teaching for 
other jobs, sometimes helping to fulfil other organisations’ gender quotas. Gender 
balance among teachers is generally believed to be beneficial, though thorough studies 
are few, especially in developing countries (Kelleher 2011). However, women as role 
models for young girls and examples to young boys are valuable. In some countries of 
Southern Africa, notably Botswana, women do have senior and strong roles in society. 
In Zimbabwe, a woman was the Minister of Education for some time. In Northern 
Uganda the Acholi headmistresses are well-known for the good schools they run and 
the training they give.

Some educated refugees end up becoming teachers in host countries, either in refugee 
settlements or in secondary or higher education. In some cases their language (for 
example, French) enables them to teach that language in a host Commonwealth 
country. In Uganda, long-term refugees from Sudan have obtained teaching credentials 
and returned to newly independent South Sudan, but there, as noted later in the 
document, they often take more remunerative jobs.

The authors have drafted a number of recommendations to remedy the problems 
revealed in the research. Among the recommendations is a suggestion that mechanisms 
should be created to validate teacher training and credentials. The study emphasises 
the importance of better co-ordination between ministries of education and ministries 
in charge of refugee affairs in Commonwealth countries. The need for providing refugee 
teachers with better information on regulations and opportunities in Commonwealth 
host countries is also cited.

1.2 Summary of recommendations

The stakeholders concerned in implementing these recommendations are 
governments, especially of Commonwealth countries, UNHCR and its NGO partners, 
other organisations working with refugees, ‘think-tanks’ such as particular university 
departments and ‘communities’ such as the Inter-Agency Network for Education in 
Emergencies (INEE), and the Commonwealth Secretariat itself.

1.3 The role of the Commonwealth

While it is recognised that the Commonwealth Teacher Recruitment Protocol 
(CTRP) is not a legally binding framework, it is evident that the protocol constitutes a 
useful tool for guiding inter-country co-operation in the area of teacher management.
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To this end, work to develop the CTRP further will need to contain explicit language 
about the rights of refugees, as well as guidelines for hiring and deploying refugee 
teachers in host countries in camp settings and in resettlement contexts.

In addition to the recommendations above, it is clear that the Commonwealth 
Secretariat could have, especially in the context of the CTRP, a substantive role in:

•	 working with governments to build their capacity at the national level to manage 
refugee teachers more effectively;

•	 working with governments, regional organisations (including the African Union) 
and specialised agencies (including the International Labour Organization (ILO), 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and UNESCO-IICBA, to 
help build regional mechanisms for managing international teacher migration;

•	 publicising the rights that teachers have, especially to work in host countries;

•	 providing guidelines for teacher service commissions and ministries of education 
in order to inform them about the rights of refugee teachers;

•	 providing training for ministries of education and authorities handling refugees to 
assist them in co-ordinating their responses;

•	 encouraging the creation of an initiative involving partnerships with teachers’ 
unions, the press and broadcast media in order to overcome negative perceptions 
of refugee teachers;

•	 lobbying for organisations such as the Global Partnership for Education or the 
Gates Foundation to fund initiatives to use refugee teacher talent in accelerating 
progress toward the MDGs and EFA goals in host and home countries;

•	 developing tools and providing technical assistance to help governments collect 
data on teacher migration, including forced migration;

•	 developing tools and providing technical assistance for the development of teacher 
qualification comparability frameworks, with partners such as the Commonwealth 
of Learning, the African Union and UNESCO-IICBA; and

•	 using its position as a member of the Inter-Agency Network for Education in 
Emergencies Working Group on Education in Fragility to provide access for 
Commonwealth government officials to global policy forums, in order to ensure 
refugee management policy reflects their needs and experience.
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