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Abstract

Since the Genocide against the Tutsi in 1994, Rwanda has
engaged in devising strategies to reconstruct the country
and to ensure a sustainable peaceful future. Programmes
and models have been developed and implemented to
equip citizens with knowledge, skills and tools to eradi-
cate the traumatic legacy of the recent Rwandan history,
marked by multifaceted violence and its after-effects.
However, the persistence of hatred, divisions and geno-
cide ideology has been identified as still being present in
the country.

Education has been expected to play a prominent role in
promoting a pro-peace mindset among school children,
who would then act as agents of change in both the pres-
ent and future generations. That is the reason why peace
and values education was explicitly included in the Com-
petence-Based Curriculum (CBC) implemented since
2016, and detailed in practical learning competences that
all students should acquire and practice.

This study explores how, during its implementation, the
curriculum peace content has faced challenges linked
with the content itself, its implementers and the environ-
ment in which it has to evolve. The research focuses on
how students take different sources of information and
how they respond to messages contradictory to the curric-
ulum peace content taught at school. The research shows
how messages contradictory to the curriculum peace
content were moulded in families and/or among peers
outside the school. The students and teachers demonstrat-
ed three possible responses: they either accepted the
contradictory messages, rejected them, or in a large
number of the cases, articulated an inability to make a
clear-cut decision between the curriculum content and the
other content contradictory to it. This difficulty to handle
these contradictory messages may constitute a risk to the
achievement of the expected outcomes of the programme.
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Introduction and background

The development of peace and values education was inspired by, among others, the findings of the Rwanda
Reconciliation Barometer- RRB (NURC 2015, 120), which indicates that 25.8% of Rwandans still sow divi-
sions and genocide ideology in others. Regarding this, it was recommended to put a strong emphasis on devel-
oping formal educational programmes for reconciliation with the purpose of instilling reconciliatory values
and principles in a preventive and sustainable way, impacting positively on future generations. This should be
compulsory and could start with children’s formal education from their early school years, to primary, high
school and university levels in both public and private institutions.

Within these peace education endeavours, programmes and models have been developed and implemented
to equip citizens with knowledge, skills and tools to challenge and respond to the legacy of the recent deplor-
able Rwandan history. In addition, youth have been identified as the most sensitive part of the population and
the most effective agents of change. This is part of the motivation for the integration of peace and values
education as a cross-cutting subject in the Competence-Based Curriculum implemented in Rwandan schools
since 2016.

The introduction of a peace-related subject in formal education was celebrated as an achievement, but its
implementation matters more. Moreover, considering the identification of the persistence of hatred, divisions
and genocide ideology in the country, it is important to examine how students behave vis-a-vis their living and
working environment, which may offer information that is in direct contradiction with peace education objec-
tives learnt at school.

This research was conducted with the aim of examining how students and school staff dealt with informa-
tion and messages contradictory to the school curriculum peace content conveyed to students in their living
and working environment, the impact of these messages on the peace education content taught at school, and
the potential to identify effective ways to respond to them. The data were collected in five secondary schools
conveniently and purposively selected in five districts of Rwanda: one school per province and the City of
Kigali. The research participants included Senior 3 students, their teachers and school administrators. Instru-
ments used were the questionnaire filled in by the student respondents and group interviews held with teachers
and school administrators.

It is argued that peace and values education was planned by the Competence-Based Curriculum, with
detailed practical learning competences that all students should acquire and practice, and entrusted to educa-
tion stakeholders for implementation. Midway in its implementation, the curriculum peace content has faced
challenges linked with the content itself, its implementers and the environment in which it has to evolve. The
existence of messages contradictory to the curriculum peace content and the ways in which they are handled
within the school community may affect the achievement of the expected outcomes of the peace education
programme.
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Peace education in a formal school context

With reference to UNICEF’s definition, Fountain (1999, 1) clarifies that peace education is “the process of
promoting the knowledge, skills, attitudes and values needed to bring about behaviour changes that will
enable children, youth and adults to prevent conflict and violence, both overt and structural; to resolve conflict
peacefully; and to create the conditions conducive to peace, whether at an intrapersonal, interpersonal, inter-
group, national or international level.” Sathyaparsad and Gray (1998, 182) also emphasise that peace educa-
tion is “a form of preventive intervention to combat rising rates of crimes, violence and delinquency” and this
is especially done for and among young people. The preventive intervention of peace education is therefore
taken as its primary concern in society.

Generally speaking, peace education aims to empower people through learning, knowledge and skills to
peacefully behave and act. Mishra (2015, 48) supports the idea that peace education is concerned with “build-
ing in learners the skills and capacities that enable them to effect positive social change in their communities
and the world.” The idea implies that an effective way to build communities’ capacities for peace is through
formal and/or informal learning. Fisk and Schellenberg (2000, 181) further specify that people must first learn
peaceful values and attitudes, celebration of diversity, effective communication, conflict resolution, and prob-
lem solving in order to be able to contribute to moving people out of situations of real or imminent violence,
and creating a peace-enabling environment.

Furthermore, Salmon and Piza Lopez (2010, 6) emphasise that peace education is mostly needed in post-con-
flict contexts where communities are still “fragile or vulnerable” because of the legacies and root causes of
violence. Thus, it makes people careful and cautious in order not to return to the previous situation. Cunning-
ham (2017, 1) adds that the post-conflict period is critical for peace educators because it may encounter “a
number of new challenges,” especially those originating from the actors, earlier causes or consequences of the
violence. Peace education remains therefore a delicate enterprise, which is of significant importance in so far
as it has the potential to prevent a return to violence.

In reflecting on the challenges facing peacebuilding in the 21st century, Kotite (2012, 13) points out three
primary aspects of conflict that should be mitigated by peace education. There is the structural aspect where
“societal contradictions” are altered through education, the behavioural aspect where education improves
“relations and interactions,” and the attitudinal aspect where education encourages “changes in attitudes in
ways that can reduce the risk of conflict and help build a sustainable peace.” The formal school system is
potentially one of the most suitable channels for the achievement of that mandate of peace education.

The Rwandan post-conflict context implies the understanding of peace education as peace-oriented endeav-
ours with the goal of personal transformation and empowerment, as well as nurturing the prevention capacity
among people. While looking at the historical background of Rwanda, marked by multifaceted violent
conflicts, wars and the Genocide against the Tutsi (Basabose 2006); an effective peace education programme
undertaken in the country should necessarily consider empowering the beneficiaries and equipping them with
a pro-peace mindset. Harris (2014) and other scholars specify three components, namely, (i) the content, (ii)
teaching-learning methods, and (iii) the environment, which interact with one another for that purpose.
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As far as peace education in the formal school system is concerned, the content to be taught to students is
embodied in the school peace curriculum. Nicolai and Triplehorn (2003, 26) emphasise that the curriculum
should make provision for and encourage “activities and programmes that introduce concepts of tolerance,
human rights and conflict minimisation.” The curriculum learning outcomes should build learners’ capacities
to positively respond to the consequences of the regrettable past and proactively contribute to building a
peaceful Rwandan society. In addition, the teaching-learning methods should give due consideration to
students, since they need “to think for themselves about what is happening around them” (ibid, 26) as main
stakeholders in peace education programme. As for peace education in the immediate learning environment,
it comprises support and guidance from parents, family, friendship and community networks; teachers and
school administrators; a positive emotional educational climate; and the encouraging of role models (ibid, 9).
It is important to note that success or failure of one of these areas affects others.

Research has pointed out challenges to peace education originating from its nature itself, the methodology
used and the environment where the teaching is taking place. Firstly, it is difficult to get immediate results
from peace education content since it involves personal transformation, which takes time. Harris (2004, 28)
underlines that peace education “offers a long term solution to immediate threats.” Indeed, peace education is
a long-term enterprise, which requires continuous efforts during its implementation and patience before
enjoying the results.

Secondly, Falade et al. (2011,5) point out that peace education is sometimes taught by “indoctrination,
memorisation and rote learning.” Learners, most of the time, assimilate the curriculum content for the sole
objective of success in examinations, and their teachers focus exclusively on good class results. Rather, as the
utmost aim of peace education is to develop knowledge, skills and attitudes and consequently to demonstrate
inherent moral values in the content learnt, teaching activities should adopt “co-operative and participatory
learning methods” (ibid).

Thirdly, peace education sometimes takes place in an unfavourable surrounding environment. Instead of
having mutual support from the school and the wider community, research has shown a separation of efforts.
Basing on a case from Kenya, Wainaina (2013, 22) learned that “peace education initiatives through the
school often lack adequate community based interventions to support and reinforce the gains made”. Peace
education initiatives through the school often lack adequate community based interventions to support and
reinforce the gains made. In the case of Rwanda, In the case of Rwanda, the RRB (2015) described the
Rwandan community as not fully healed from the wounds resulting from deep-rooted divisions, violence and
conflicts of different sorts, including the 1994 genocide. Evidence of Rwandans “who still sow divisions and
genocide ideology in others” and people “who still view themselves, and others, through ethnic lenses,” as
confirmed by 25.8% and 27.9% respectively (NURC 2015, 34), testifies to the existence of an environment to
be considered with attention and care vis-a-vis peace education efforts.

Peace education has become a concern for the reconstruction of the Rwandan community, especially during
the challenging post-genocide period. As discussed by the Colloquium on Building Resilience to Genocide
through Peace Education Concepts, Methods, Tools and Impact held in Kigali (Aegis Trust 2017, 58), the
government’s educational objective is to “promote social cohesion, positive values, including pluralism and
personal responsibility, empathy, critical thinking and to build a more peaceful society starting from the
youth”.
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The argument is emphasised by Smith (2010, 2), who reiterates that peace education serves the long-term
purpose “to help successive generations understand the violent conflict that took place within their own
society and potentially contribute towards future peacebuilding.” Therefore, investing in youth, through
formal education, has been regarded as one of the tools to address the issues of violence and conflicts, and for
the reconstruction of the social fabric.

Despite efforts already made to provide students with a framework to equip them with skills and attitudes to
promote peace values, there are still challenges to the Rwandan peace education programme. The report of the
Colloquium on Building Resilience to Genocide through Peace Education Concepts, Methods, Tools and
Impact (Aegis Trust, 2017, 59) pointed out three of them, namely, (i) the existence of some content delivered
to students but which is contradictory to peace, (ii) peace education being a long process which requires a long
time to achieve peace-oriented results and positive attitudes, and (ii1) the lack of appropriate teaching and
learning materials, connected with the absence of teacher training.

According to the above mentioned colloquium (2017, 59), this “contradictory information” includes negative
messages, contradictory to peace values as taught through the school curricula. They may come “from school
and from their family or friends who have genocide ideology [...] or from different sources.” They probably
have an impact on learners, the curriculum content and learners’ attitudes towards the taught curriculum
content. A similar issue was investigated by Buhigiro and Wassermann (2017, 6-8), specifically as regards the
teaching of the history of Rwanda in schools. They expressed concerns over “unofficial histories,” considered
as the most challenging and controversial to peace education endeavours. They found these “unofficial
histories” mostly applicable to the 1994 Genocide against the Tutsi, and based on “vague and limited
knowledge,” that was “freer and not censored by official bodies” and coming directly from the communities.
The authors contrasted them with the “official history,” conceptualised as “a domain that is approved and
produced by the state” (ibid) and consequently the one approved to be delivered to learners via the school
curriculum. It was revealed that, in the face of those unofficial messages raised by learners, the teachers’
dominant reaction was avoidance of such issues in order to, in their view, contain the controversies (ibid, 11).

This avoidance strategy may be taken as superficial peace education, which calls for closer and deeper
analysis of why teachers adopt this position that they themselves criticise as ineffective for their teaching. The
discussion of “official” and “unofficial” content and the simplistic solution to try to hide the “unofficial”
version from the learners should be superseded. This research argues that peace education should be
“substantial,” especially in enabling learners to make sense of and navigate their own way through
contradictory content they encounter from various sources.
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Research methodology

This study is descriptive, analytical and qualitative. Kothari (2004, 2) specifies the purpose of a descriptive
study as “the description of the state of affairs as it exists at present.” The latter is done through an analysis
aiming at a critical evaluation of the information already available (ibid, 3). Therefore, this study sought to
critically examine the status of messages contradictory to the curriculum content of peace education in
Rwandan secondary schools. Though quantitative data is presented to illustrate some overarching trends, the
study mostly draws on a qualitative approach in order to understand the meaning and impact of the
contradictory content and identify the mechanisms adopted to respond to them. Last, some quantitative data
were recorded in order to support important findings.

Although peace education concerns every member of society, particularly all interveners and beneficiaries in
the education sector, the study limited its target population to Senior 3 students, teachers and school
administration staff; the justification for this is discussed below. Both purposive sampling and convenience
sampling were used to select the respondents. Maxwell (1997), quoted by Teddlie and Yu (2007, 77),
described purposive sampling as where “particular settings, persons, or events are deliberately selected for the
important information they can provide that cannot be gotten as well from other choices.”

With the intention to draw information from across the country, the research was carried out in four provinces
and in the City of Kigali. One district was selected from each province and one from the City of Kigali. The
motivation for the selection of the five districts was twofold. First, in its report on Rwanda Reconciliation
Barometer, the National Unity and Reconciliation Commission (2015) ranked these districts as having the
highest score with regard to the prevalence of Rwandans who still sow divisions and genocide ideology. It
suffices to note that the Barometer was referred to as a starting point, despite some of its findings being subject
to objections. For instance, Lotscher (2016, 11) criticised the “top-down approach” used by the government
in reconciliation processes, while Wielanga (2014, 36) has disapproved of the focus on ‘“national”
reconciliation with insufficient emphasis on “interpersonal” reconciliation. Second, at a practical level, each
of the districts was easily accessible by road transport.

In each district, one secondary school was identified to serve as a data collection site. Convenience sampling
was purposively used where “the sample is taken from a group of people easy to contact or to reach”
(Saunders et al. 2012). Thus, accessibility of the site was the criteria for the selection of schools to reach out.
The research worked with a total of 150 Senior 3 students and 57 teachers and school administrators. The
rationale behind the selection of Senior 3 was that the students had entered secondary school in 2016, when
the new Competence-Based Curriculum was introduced. This means that they had been taught the peace
content for three years. Secondly, the learners’ level of maturity enabled them to clearly and responsibly
express their views on such a sensitive topic as peace education. Names of the respondents, schools and
districts have been anonymised in order to prevent any risk of vulnerability.

A mixed research strategy was used, where, according to Tashakkori and Creswell (2007, 4), “the investigator
collects and analyses data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative and
quantitative approaches or methods in a single study or a program of enquiry.” In this respect, the
questionnaire, focus group interviews and documentary approach were used for data collection. The
questionnaire, made up of a dozen closed-ended questions was completed by a total of 150 Senior 3 students.
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The students were both boys and girls randomly selected, and 30 were chosen per each of the selected schools.

As for the group interviews, they were used to collect data from teachers and school administrators.
According to Kitzinger (1995, 299), the focus group method is particularly useful for exploring people’s
knowledge and experiences and can be used to examine not only what people think but how they think and
why they think that way. They were conducted orally during interactive sessions where group participants
were exposed to open-ended questions, and responses were jotted down in a notebook by the researchers
themselves. The number of participants per group varied between 8 and 17 per school.

Data from the questionnaire and group interviews were analysed by means of open coding, which involved
data reduction, data display and drawing conclusions. Thus, data were grouped into the units of analysis;
developed in categories, themes and patterns; and consistently coded and assessed. The themes that emerged
were discussed in the light of evidence and examples to draw down conclusions. Emphasis was put on
evidence of messages contradictory to the school curriculum peace content and the ways in which they are
responded to by the students, together with views from teachers and school administrators.

Presentation of research results

Teaching and learning peace competences

The structure of basic education in Rwanda comprises pre-primary education organised in nursery schools for
a period of three years for children between the ages of 3 and 6, primary education that lasts 6 years, and
secondary education for 6 years, composed of 3 years of ordinary level, known as O-Level, and 3 years of
advanced level, known as A-Level (REB' 2015, 2). The Competence-Based Curriculum (CBC) was
developed in 2015 and implemented since 2016 in these three levels of basic education. The CBC is in line
with the vision of “optimising the potential of all learners and enabling every young Rwandan to make a
valuable contribution to the sustained growth of the nation” (ibid, 3), and therefore contributing to reach the
knowledge-based economy. The curriculum was meant to respond to a number of needs, including “the need
to focus on skills and attitudes as well as knowledge, the need to balance academic goals with obtaining skills
for the world of work, and the need to build competences” (ibid, 1) in different domains.

The mode of delivery of the curriculum content is based on a number of principles, including learner
centeredness, a competence-based approach, inclusion, flexibility, transparency and accountability, and
interconnectedness with cross-cutting issues (ibid, 4-6). The CBC basic competences are based on major
expectations and aspirations such as literacy, numeracy, ICT, citizenship and national identity,
entrepreneurship and business development, science and technology, and languages (ibid, 7). Also, the CBC
has generic competences which develop thinking skills such as critical thinking, creativity and innovation,
research and problem solving, communication, co-operation, interpersonal relations and life skills, and
lifelong learning (ibid, 8). Subjects are built on the competences and they include core subjects and
cross-cutting subjects.

Peace and values education (PVE) is a cross-cutting subject. It aims at developing competences that promote
social cohesion and positive values, including pluralism and personal responsibility, empathy, critical
thinking and action in order to build a more peaceful society (ibid, 5).

I REB stands for Rwanda Education Board

www.genocideresearchhub.org.rw



8

The competences are supposed to be taught across all the remaining core and cross-cutting subjects.
Moreover, two specific core subjects, namely, history and citizenship, and religious education share many of
the same learning outcomes assigned to PVE. The first aims to promote a culture of peace, tolerance,
reconciliation and patriotism among students in order to mould them as good citizens (ibid, 19). As for the
second subject, it expects to contribute to students’ moral and spiritual development by developing values
such as faithfulness, generosity, honesty, goodness, respect, responsibility, self-control, self-esteem and
accountability that will help them to make good decisions and sound judgments about moral and life issues
(ibid, 20).

The research findings showed that peace values and subsequent competences contained in the CBC are taught
with different frequencies. Competences such as fighting dangerous ideologies and beliefs with a focus on
genocide ideology, unity and reconciliation, respect of oneself and others, and conflict transformation were
stated by between 72.7% and 83.3% of the student respondents as the most recurrent peace-related subjects in
their classes. The second category of peace values not often taught includes striving for justice, empathy,
critical thinking and personal responsibility. 36% of the students stated that they rarely had lessons about
pluralism in their classes. This is evidence that students have the chance to be exposed to some values and
therefore develop related competences, while there are others rarely learnt, which is a disadvantage for them.

The study wanted to know whether there may be other syllabus content taught as part of peace and values
education but not indicated in the curriculum. Respondents stated other subjects such as patriotism, unity as
Rwandans, security, fighting against drugs, and fighting against juvenile delinquency, which they consider to
be integral parts of peace and values education. In focus groups, teachers confirmed the students’ statements
and they attributed this to knowledge of the topics and the availability of teaching resources related to these
topics. An example of a subject matter related to unity of Rwandans through the Ndi Umunyarwanda program
was given as a topic taught in classrooms as part of peace values, even though not planned by the CBC,
especially because most of the teachers had had training about it.

The findings regarding the partial understanding of peace values pushed the researchers to inquire about the
respondents’ knowledge of the concept of peace itself. More than 75.3% expressed their understanding of the
concept of peace as “when people have the capacity to non-violently resolve conflict.” It is worth noting that
this is one of the definitions of positive peace. However, the need to enhance the knowledge and
understanding of the concept of peace for both students and teachers was revealed. Participants in group
interviews made up of individuals from the five selected schools interpreted “peace” as freedom, security,
social security and public stability. Compared to the PEV competences, this group of interviewees’
interpretations of peace brings in new content to the detriment of the planned curriculum content about peace.
There is therefore a risk for educators, in their teaching of peace competences, to be left to draw on their own
ideas about the concept of peace, while being insufficiently guided by the curriculum.

The level of integration of peace and values education in core subjects of the CBC was also considered. In
fact, among the student respondents, 92.7% confirmed that they acquired most peace-related competences
through the subject of history and citizenship. Religious education was mentioned by 34.7% of the
respondents as the second subject embedded with peace competences, while languages and literature were
ranked third. Other subjects such as sciences, geography and entrepreneurship together amounted to less than
20% with regard to their being channels for transmitting peace content.
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The remaining subject syllabi such as health sciences, ICT, music, dance and drama, fine arts and crafts, and
home sciences and farming were not mentioned at all by the respondents among subjects that carry peace
competences.

All the participants in the group interviews also confirmed the challenging integration of peace values in ordi-
nary subjects. One teacher cautioned: “How can you teach that peace content while you have not yet covered
all the chapters of a course?”” A fairly simplistic interim alternative suggested by the teachers was “to practice
peace content throughout students’ exercises,” since peace is part of everyday life. However, all group inter-
viewees suggested that, for effective implementation, PVE should be a stand-alone subject in the curriculum.

As discussed above, in the literature, it is noted that methodologies used to teach peace values and competenc-
es may sometimes complicate the achievement of the expected peace learning outcomes. In focus group inter-
views, all the teachers acknowledged that co-operative learning and participatory methods are better than any
other teaching approach for peace and values education. One experienced teacher confirmed that the methods
“develop personal responsibility, help the students to reach collaboration, which is important in peace educa-
tion, and they help learners to keep peace among themselves.” This argument is shared by Falade et al. (2011,
4) in their survey on peace education in Nigeria. For them, the participatory approach helps learners to devel-
op the culture of peace through the acquisition of collaborative interpersonal attitudes and skills, alongside
functional and broad team skills.

Nevertheless, the teachers articulated that the implementation of participatory methods is complicated.
Discussions in all the five schools raised two issues facing teaching methods, such as little time allocated to a
large amount of peace content and the scarcity of teaching aids. On the one hand, teachers who managed to
integrate PVE into their core subjects always started with the core subject and then the few minutes left, if any,
were devoted to the cross-cutting subject, being peace and values education. One teacher wondered how he
could “use 10 minutes” left after finishing his prepared subject content for students’ discussions or group
works. The reaction of fellow teachers was that their preferred approach was the expository method, which
contradicts the participatory methods recommended by the CBC.

On the other hand, teachers from all the selected schools claimed the lack of teaching aids. They expressed
their wish to teach peace content through case studies or field visits to the identified sites, for instance, geno-
cide memorial sites. These are judged as very useful because they corroborate and support the content taught
in class by evidence and hands-on experience. A teacher respondent confirmed that students become
convinced of what they hear from their teacher when they are exposed to outside evidence or a confirmation
from a third party. Nevertheless, opportunities to experience real life contexts and situations are hampered and
blocked by the lack of appropriate resources, such as video and/or audio materials, and transport means.

Environment for the acquisition of peace competences

Teaching always takes place in a specific educational environment, which has implications for its success or
failure. The teaching environment of peace and values education in Rwandan secondary schools is composed
of a synergy of stakeholders, namely, teachers and school administrators, parents and the school regulatory
framework. Teachers’ and school administrators’ conduct vis-a-vis the peace content is therefore a very
important aspect, which may either negatively impact learners, or inspire them to rapidly adopt the peace
content taught in class.
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Students’ responses confirmed that most of the teachers and school administrators are exemplary in terms of
good conduct, and their behaviour conforms to peace values and competences provided for by the CBC and
taught in the classroom. A total of 84.6% of the students stated that their teachers’ practices were good to
imitate, which supports the curriculum peace contents. A very small proportion of the teachers and school
administrators (15%) were seen to discourage the practice of peace values because of their behaviour being
contrary to peace values. Examples included teachers’ corporal and unfair punishments of the students.

The acquisition of peace competences is further supported by the school regulations and instructions estab-
lished by the administration to ensure good conduct among the students. The majority of students (57.3%)
who responded to the questionnaire confirmed that their school regulations and instructions help them to
know more peace values, permanently face them, sustain the values in their minds, and nurture among them
the culture of peace. Students’ statements included those such as “School regulations inform us about peace
values,” “School instructions enhance peace values” and “School regulations and instructions teach us how to
behave peacefully with others.” For 34.6%, the school regulations were considered as “a barrier to individual
freedom.” In this specific case, school administrators and teachers who were interviewed clarified that a
school is a community like others, where “collective interest” should come prior to “individual interests.”
Thus, the school regulations are intended to serve the students’ common good, which should not be taken as
an infringement of individual freedom.

The role played by every main stakeholder in PVE, i.e. students, parents and teachers, is an important factor
for the successful acquisition of peace competences. A synergy of all the actors for peace is crucial. However,
the research pointed out a lack of trust between the stakeholders. In fact, teachers and school administrators at
one school stated that they doubled efforts to repeat peace values to the students especially when they come
back from their homes after the holidays. They regretted that students “are coming back with other ideas,”
referring to information from their parents or other close family members or friends which may be contradic-
tory to the content already imparted to the learners in class. Teachers expressed their sceptical attitude and
uncertainty about the content delivered by parents to students when they are at home.

On the other hand, evidence from the students revealed that some parents did not trust teachers with regard to
their capacity to teach peace competences to their children and the trustworthiness of the content delivered to
them. A student reported his parent’s caution about the information from the teachers. The argument was
formulated as follows: “Those who were instructed are those who planned the genocide.” This is a reference
to the Genocide against the Tutsi that was planned and urged by the former administration, who were in office
when the teaching staff were educated. It expresses parents’ mistrust of instructed people, including the teach-
ers, and suspicion of the messages they may deliver to their children. Such an example risks raising students’
suspicion and scepticism vis-a-vis the peace-related content delivered by teachers. The negative image held
by students’ parents towards teachers and their teaching of peace values may well be influenced by the past
history of the country, where educated people played a significant role in instilling hatred and hate ideology
among ordinary citizens.

Students then criticised their teachers and school administrators for not adequately answering their questions
about some parts of the peace content taught to them in class, especially some sensitive topics like those relat-
ed to the history of Rwanda.
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Student respondents at one school complained that their teacher refused to explain to them in detail the origin
of ethnic groups that inhabited Rwanda and their respective order of arrival in the country. Regarding this
alleged weakness, a teacher of the same school accepted that they sometimes deliberately skip students’ ques-
tions. The stated reason was that they would not like to make their own comments, but rather, they try to keep
to the syllabus content. A similar case is reported by Buhigiro and Wassermann (2017, 15), who, in their anal-
ysis of the controversial issues about the teaching of the Genocide against the Tutsi, found that teachers
preferred to limit their explanations to the official versions contained in official resources.

Lastly, teachers regretted that students do not put the necessary effort into their learning and acquisition of
peace competences. During group interviews, two teachers from different schools complained about the
students’ lack of participation, especially during practical sessions like group discussions. In fact, some
students were not dynamic in expressing their views and concerns in the domain of the promotion of peace
values. Moreover, there were cases of students who did not trust information from their teachers, and evidence
was given by a teacher where “some students laugh when they are hearing from the teacher.” This simply
means that students do not take seriously some of their teachers’ arguments while teaching.

To sum up, on the one hand, the environment in which peace education in Rwanda is occurring has a number
of supportive ingredients, such as school regulations and exemplar peace-related behaviour of teachers and
school administrators; on the other hand, it still suffers from little trust between educational stakeholders,
namely, students, teachers and parents.

Categories, origins and channels of messages contradictory to peace content

According to the Rwanda Education Board (2015a, 5-11), the Competence-Based Curriculum expects
students to have acquired peace-related competences such as an understanding of the history and violent
conflict that took place in the country, fighting against genocide and genocide ideology, promotion of social
cohesion, positive values including pluralism, empathy, tolerance, and critical thinking, and actions for build-
ing a more peaceful society. While in the process of the acquisition of the competences for peace and values
education, students have been encountering other content and messages contradictory to the peace-oriented
content already set by the curriculum. The contradictory content evidently realised in this study is grouped
into four main categories, namely, misinterpretation of the violent conflicts that took place in the history of
Rwanda, genocide denial, divisionism, and hatred and violence in the community.

The interpretation of violent conflicts that have marked the history of Rwanda was sometimes distorted for
political interests and individual gains. Students stated that they came across content related to how the coun-
try was inhabited by different ethnic groups and their cohabitation, governance and socioeconomic organisa-
tion of the country, the liberation war, and ethnic-based violence, including that of 1959 and 1973°. Students
reported instances of messages about how Rwanda was inhabited by different ethnic groups at different times,
which put forward the argument to treat some Rwandans as autochthones and others as foreigners. The focus
was put on the order of arrival of different ethnic groups, namely, Tutsi, Hutu and Twa. Other contradictory
messages were also reported about the kingdom regime that ruled the country before colonisation, where
statements such as “kings were unfair towards people who were not from their ethnicity” or “One ethnicity
dominated the other” were made to students by their parents.

2Ethnic violence of 1959 and the advent of the Republican regime in 1962.
3Violence during the transition from the 1st to the 2nd republic.

www.genocideresearchhub.org.rw



12

The messages are contradictory to the curriculum content, which emphasises good cohabitation between Rwan-
dans before colonisation and effective administrative organisation and governance of the country under the
kings’ regime.

There were further reports of a number of contradictory messages related to the liberation war of 1990.
Some examples recorded by students were as follows: “RPF° Inkotanyi was composed of invaders from outside
the country,” “The purpose of the war was to take the power” and “During the liberation war, there were so
many innocent people killed.” The curriculum content instead, through the history and citizenship syllabus for
ordinary level S1-S3, has provided details about the causes, course, and consequences of the liberation war in
Rwanda (1990-1994) with special emphasis on the great need for the people who prompted the liberation war
to return from exile.

Most of the contradictory messages linked with the violent conflicts that happened in Rwanda were related
to the Genocide against the Tutsi in 1994. Students from all the five sites stated evidence of messages they had
received in that regard. They may be grouped under the umbrella term of “genocide denial” messages. Exam-
ples were: “Genocide was caused by the crash of the former President Habyarimana’s plane,” “There was no
genocide but rather interethnic killings/massacres,” “Former President Habyarimana was also a victim of geno-
cide,” “There was double genocide” or “There were ethnic massacres and not genocide.” Furthermore, since
after the genocide, the government put in place mechanisms and practices for the commemoration of the geno-
cide, there were also messages contradictory to that policy. Examples of messages which disregard the com-
memoration of the Genocide against the Tutsi were: “Those who passed away, passed away; there is no other
time to spend on them” or “We do not have any relationships with those genocide victims.”

The messages in this cluster are contradictory to the content of the curriculum, which gives details about the
preparation and execution of the Genocide against the Tutsi, points out its consequences, explores measures
taken by the government to rebuild Rwandan society, and reviews challenges encountered in rebuilding the
country (REB 2015b, 59). The expected competences to be developed are oriented to the concepts of social
cohesion, personal values, family and self-reliance in reference to nation building.

Other important learning outcomes expected from the PVE as contained within the CBC are the promotion of
social cohesion and positive values, including pluralism, tolerance and personal responsibility, and unity and
reconciliation (REB 2015a, 5). These learning outcomes are very relevant in the context of a country like
Rwanda, which was torn apart by divisions based on ethnicity, regionalism, and faith/religious beliefs. The
curriculum content aims to impart to students the competences such as avoiding all kinds of division and dehu-
manisation, accepting differences in physical appearance and opinions, and maintaining unity in diversity.

Nevertheless, contradictions were evidenced by the student respondents with different frequencies at different
research sites. They include examples such as parents who told their children to judge their mates’ ethnicities
by physical appearance before they make them friends; instructions about not being a friend of a student from
a different ethnic group; discouraging trust in one another when belonging to different ethnicities; discouraging
partnership in business or other joint activities for people of different ethnic groups; being cautious of members
of another home or community; and different ethnic-based, group-based or individual-based stereotypes. This
is evidenced by specific biased adjectives that emerged from data to qualify the opposing group: “These are

99 ¢¢

crooks,” “They are wicked,” “.... are canny,” “He is rancorous,” “...are brutal” and “...are tyrants.”

SRPF :Rwanda Patriotic Front
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The CBC has also made provisions for competences such as pluralism and tolerance. According to Agius and
Ambrosewicz (2003, 12-13), these competences involve, among others, “the willingness to accept the right of
everyone to be different”, recognition of established universal human rights and freedoms, rejection of dog-
matism and absolutism, and appreciation of diversity. Moreover, the curriculum content promoted the acqui-
sition of competences related to encouraging the national policy of unity and reconciliation. According to
Ndangiza and Mugabo (2007, 2), the inter-personal dimension of unity and reconciliation involves the accep-
tance of the reality of the tragic past and the aim of restoration of broken relations. Unfortunately, students
gave examples of contradictory messages conveyed to them purporting that “Good cohabitation of ethnicities,
unity and reconciliation are not possible in Rwanda” or “Unity and reconciliation remain only political
speeches.” They further stated evidence they see in their villages where neighbours do not visit, talk to, or lend
home equipment and materials to one another; people are imprisoned because of violence against one another,
or people do not apologise for their mistakes to their neighbours.

Particular instances of clearly expressed divisions were regretted by students. At least one piece of evidence
from each of the selected schools was given where students regretted that, at their homes, they heard parents,
relatives or neighbours publicly stating ethnicities by the names “Hutu and Tutsi” while at school, they are
taught that they are all Rwandans. The messages are against the policy of the Ndi Umunyarwanda program
which has been promoted in schools from 2014. Furthermore, religious extremism was pointed out as a
contradictory and divisive message. Data revealed that there were people who, inspired by their sects, trans-
mitted to the children contradictions which nurture stereotypes, discrimination and exclusion of others. A
student respondent repeated a contradiction heard from a parent: “I may not hire that man because he is a
member of the [name of the religious organisation] Church,” and another student reported a stereotyped state-
ment heard from a friend that “[Members the religious organisation] worship the devil.” These religious-based
negativities contradict the Religious Education Syllabus for Ordinary Level S1-S3 (REB 2015c), mandated to
develop competences such as to “accept religious differences and aim at moral and spiritual development in
order to build a better society for everyone.”

Empathy is a peace value strongly needed to bring about behaviour changes for the prevention of violence and
peaceful conflict resolution. This research shows that it has been compromised by messages promoting hatred
against individuals and groups, sensitising people to not trust others, nurturing desires for revenge, and toler-
ating injustice and unfairness towards others. Data collected from all the selected schools pointed out cases of
parents who urged their children to hate their neighbours of a different ethnic group, and most of the time, they
associated this hatred with various stereotypes. Messages such as “Please do not like these people, they are so
wicked,” “Those are murderers,” “Don’t trust them,” or “Don’t go to their home, they don’t like you” were
recorded as instances targeting individuals, families and ethnic groups.

Empathy has implications for forgiveness and apologising instead of nurturing desire for revenge. Data from
the questionnaire revealed 37 instances of messages which discouraged children to forgive and to apologise,
but rather, encouraged them to seek revenge. Students reported examples of advice they received from parents
and elder brethren such as “Never forgive anybody who killed their relatives,” “Forgiveness means failure,”
“Not revenging oneself is not logical at all, it is nonsense,” “Justice will never bring back yours [talking about
people killed),” “Request for apology always ends by being imprisoned,” “Only cowards apologise,” and
“Eye for eye, tooth for tooth.”
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Real life experiences of injustice and unfairness were identified as risking the diversion of students from the
curriculum peace-related content. Evidence of corruption and abuse of power were given as instances showing
lack of empathy among people. 21 students argued that “There are some people who are unfairly denied their
rights,” “Some local leaders use their powers to abuse those they are in charge of governing, which is contrary
to what we learnt at school,” or “We have seen examples of people who are not flexible towards their neigh-
bours while we learnt otherwise.” The messages contradict the basic values of justice, respect for others and for
human rights, equity and transparency promoted through the CBC content (REB 2015a, 3).

The research revealed different promoters and channels of contradictory messages. Most of them (56%) were
conveyed from the home setting (parents, brothers and other family members), 24.7% were conveyed by school
friends and 19.4% from other community members without any specified relationship with the student. The
contradictory messages were conveyed through different settings, such as open face-to-face conversation
(44%), private face-to-face conversation (34%) and interpersonal chats through electronic and social media
networks (22%). Commenting on social media in educating for peace, Cumninos (2013, 13) posits it as an
ambivalent factor which can be used in “both transforming a conflict to a more peaceful situation, as well as for
aggravating a conflict.” As an answer to the problem, he proposes enhancing “media literacy,” which should be
“a component of peace education programmes.”

It suffices to note that the curriculum content has at its disposal only a limited number of promoters, namely,
teachers and school administrators, and teaching methods dominated by the expository method. Additional
tools used by some schools for peace education included clubs such as the Anti-violence Club found at only one
school out of the five visited, quarterly special peace addresses with the purpose of making students cautious of
the messages they may receive from different people outside the school and during holidays, and weekly Ifore-
ro forums where students and the school management discuss peace-related issues, amongst others. The latter
two means were practiced by two out of the five selected schools.

Briefly, the above data analysis revealed that contradictory messages work against PEV aims, summarised as
the promotion of social cohesion, positive values, empathy, critical thinking and actions for building a peaceful
society. Interpersonal communications, especially through face-to-face chats, constitute the most recurrent
propagation means of the messages contradictory to the curriculum peace content.

Alternatives and responses to messages contradictory to the curriculum peace content

Having identified and explored the existence of contradictory messages to the curriculum peace content,
this research examines the ways in which they are handled by the students. Three different responses were given
at different times. Indeed, the contradictory messages were either rejected or accepted by the students after
assessment, or the students were unable to assess the validity and authority of the competing claims and ended
up confused.

Once the students had acquired the peace curriculum content from their teachers and were confronted with
other content from outside of school, 48.7% attested to their awareness of the contradictory messages and their
ability to differentiate them from the curriculum values. They were therefore able to contain the contradictions
and to continue their learning of peace competences without any problem. In other words, they rejected what
was contradictory to the curriculum content taught at school. Students’ statements such as “I do not believe in
them,” “I seem not to have heard it” or “There are those [messages] I reject” were recorded as evidence.
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On the other hand, there were 22.6% of the students who stated that they regarded the messages from the
teachers and others from outside the school with the same level of importance. They accepted the messages,
regardless of their origin: either in school or outside of school. For this group of students, responses from
group interviews reiterated that it may be very difficult to resist information that comes from parents because
of the trust children have in them.

The remaining students, representing 28.7%, stay in a frightening situation of total confusion. Apart from
recognising the promoters of the messages, namely, teachers on the one side and parents, friends and relatives
on the other side, the students explained that they did not have any other basis for establishing a clear-cut
distinction between the messages. One student’s statement was “I may not know the truth.” Therefore, they
acquired information from the two diverging sources, and they stayed confused as to which to retain or reject.

This research was interested in investigating the students’ capacity to assess the messages before making a
decision to reject divisive messages. 83.4% of them stated that they referred to the content already taught in
class and compared it to the newly acquired information. Two examples from the students were: “We were
told there is no longer hatred between Rwandans” and “We learnt from school that we are all Rwandans,”
given as a reaction to messages which were encouraging hatred and division. These responses constitute some
evidence of students making reference to the curriculum content.

Teachers and school administrators commented on their responsibilities to help their students to adequately
respond to the messages contradictory to the curriculum content. A group of interviewees at one school raised
the issue that “Some teachers [who] think that learners don’t care about the contradictory messages” and thus
did not do anything to enhance their capacities at least to recognise them. However, teachers from all the
schools stated that their students, aware or not of the difference between the curriculum content and contradic-
tory messages, “are confused and live with internal conflict difficult to resolve.” Faced with the “two narra-
tives” from people they trust, perhaps at different levels, students were characterised as really challenged to
make a choice.

As for helping the students to get out of that confusion, teachers and school administrators from all the select-
ed sites regretted their partial ability to accomplish their role, especially because of their lack of confidence
and resources. Evidence was given by teachers, such as “There are some sensitive topics on which teachers do
not comment enough because of a lack of knowledge about them,” “Sometimes we see that students are not
fully convinced by what we teach them,” or “Don’t be surprised to realise that, with regard to some sensitive
issues, teachers also have the same questions as those asked by their students”, which showed a critical gap in
this domain. The worst situation was when the gap was discovered by the students who were not satisfied with
the answers they received from the teachers. Another statement, that “Teaching the peace education content
at school is done within some boundaries, while the messages conveyed at homes are delivered without
boundaries” made by a teacher highlights how teachers may think that their teaching is either inconsistent or
disadvantaged, compared to the messages from outside the school. A further argument emphasised that teach-
ers hold a defensive position when learners were educated about peace at school, but they “become intoxicat-
ed at home.” This was supported by the following comparison: “It is like a malaria patient who receives medi-
cal treatment at the health centre, recovers, but is infected again when back home because of defective hygiene
conditions.”
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The existing teachers’ situation with regard to the teaching of peace content and responding to contradictory
messages encountered by their students is not far from Buhigiro and Wasserman’s (2017, 5) findings about
teachers’ challenges in teaching controversial topics such as those related to the Genocide against the Tutsi.
They include, amongst others, teachers’ lack of the necessary skills to deal with controversial issues, teaching
in “the narrowest possible manner to avoid engaging their learners in debate” (ibid, 8), and the lack of appro-
priate educational resources (ibid, 12) related to sensitive topics, including peace education in a human society
that experienced a genocide.

The discussions on the issues around the contradictory messages and the existing ways to respond to them
indicated that the students and teachers are living in a challenging context, marked by dilemmas, contradic-
tions and confusion. This paper has expressed concerns about the divergent narratives of the content that
makes up the peace competences of the Competence-Based Curriculum. Both the peace curriculum content
and messages contradictory to it coexist in the same environment and they apply to the same target audience,
which are students. The contradictory aspect of the messages from the two sides that should be working
together for a common purpose, here, peace education, remains a situation to handle with care if the peace
education programme wants to be successful.
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Conclusion

Peace education for the Senior 3 class at Rwandan secondary school and messages contradictory to the curric-
ulum of peace content were examined in order to shed light on how peace-related competences are imparted
to students within an environment full of controversial content. The research indicated the existence of mes-
sages contradictory to the peace content embodied in the CBC, which come from parents, family members,
partners and friends. Their content is susceptible to hindering, in one way or another, the peace foundation
already constructed at school through the curriculum designed and implemented for that purpose.

The challenges raised by the research relate to the curriculum itself, its implementation and the environment
where it is implemented. The study shows that peace values and competences encounter difficulties and are
partially integrated into core subjects, and where integration is done, the use of appropriate teaching method-
ologies, such as participatory methods, are sidelined by a reversion to the expository approach. The existence
and effects of the contradictory messages show that key stakeholders in education, namely, teachers, school
administrators, learners, and parents, as well as the curriculum and the entire teaching/learning environment,
may pull learners in different directions.

Even though the research indicated that some of the participants have ways to handle the messages contradic-
tory to the peace and values education as proposed by the CBC, it showed that many of them still remain
confused. It is necessary to take into consideration the fact that, as long as a peace education programme in
secondary schools does not reach the expected results, the ideal of building a peaceful society for Rwanda
may be compromised.

In conclusion, it is worth noting that there is no single way of educating for peace. Despite this, the research
pointed out a disjuncture between stakeholders in education, especially students, teachers, parents and the
curriculum. Mishra (2015, 52) has advanced an argument for the need for an effective synergy among stake-
holders for peace education to work. This study suggests that this synergy could be developed if parents place
importance on curricular activities at home, teachers give their perception on peace content in non-formal
ways that engage with contradictory messages, and children share with their parents what they have learnt in
school. In doing so, this research supports the idea that peace education requires stakeholders’ involvement,
individually and collectively.
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