








Global Community Engagement and Resilience Fund (GCERF) provides 
grants to community-level initiatives on preventing/countering violent extrem-
ism (P/CVE) that are led and implemented by local partners. This approach’s 
main logic is that P/CVE interventions need to be tailored to the local con-
text. Despite the contextualisation, due to their common focus on P/CVE, 
GCERF-funded programmes share some similarities. Most of  the grants, for 
example, have prevention of  violent extremism through education (PVE-E), 
the component in which the grantees engage directly with the educational sec-
tor (formal and informal).

The primary purpose of  this essay is to provide an overview of  the lessons 
generated on PVE-E of  GCERF-funded completed programs in Bangladesh, 
Nigeria, and Mali (2016-2019) and active grants in Kosovo and Kenya. The 
aim is to consolidate current learnings and suggest ways in which projects on 
the PVE-E can be enhanced by identifying common denominators across the 
country programs. 

The essay starts with a very brief  discussion of  the literature on education, 
violent extremism, and PVE-E. It is followed by methodological considerations 

presented in the next section. Finally, some concluding considerations are dis-



approaches (e.g., comprehensive interventions that deal with schools and its 
policies, teaching, activities, relationship with communities), non-formal edu-
cation and community-based approaches (e.g., arts and sports, awareness-rais-
ing to parents), and intersectoral partnerships (e.g., interventions that work on 
the nexus between an educational institution and community leaders, local 
governments).

The lessons learned presented in the next section are the result of  an in-house 
GCERF project conducted over seven months from May/2019 to Decem-
ber/2019. In this period, the author reviewed documents from both complet-
ed and active grants in Bangladesh, Kosovo, Kenya, Mali, and Nigeria with 
components on education; and led a learning event workshop at HQ level with 
GCERF grantees in December 2019.
The grants surveyed included:

Bangladesh:
southeast of  Bangladesh and Dhaka;
Mali: -
pecially in the central part of  Mali;
Nigeria: -
rian states;
Kosovo: -
ing the capital Pristina; and
Kenya: three active grants (2018- present) in Nairobi, and the north-
east and east of  Kenya.

All those grants had an education component within their programs. Fol-

mainly on: non-formal education and community approaches, and teacher 
training and support; and to some extent on whole-school based approaches 
and intersectoral partnerships.

grants had a PVE-E component that was inserted into a more comprehensive 
-

ence being that its PVE-E component was more heavily focused on vocational 
training and Qur’anic Schools. Both Bangladesh and Kosovo had both types 

The relationship between education level and violent extremism is unclear. 
Some studies indicate that education level has no direct impact on terrorism 

-
tive correlation between secondary and higher educational levels (and a high-
er standard of  living) and the likelihood of  supporting VE groups (Berrebi, 

-

In a more recent study, trying to disentangle the relationship between educa-
tion and violent extremism, researchers examined the expansion of  the educa-
tional sector in primary, secondary, and tertiary levels in 50 African countries 

expansion of  primary and secondary education seemed to reduce terrorism, 

the relationship between education and terrorism levels displayed non-mono-

Thus, the relationship between education level and violent extremism is still 
up for debate, but it seems unlikely that there is a direct relationship between 
education and violent extremism. 

On the other hand, education’s potential contribution to preventing violent ex-
tremism is recognised, primarily through education that promotes civic values 

from formal aspects of  education (years and degrees) towards a focus on ed-
ucational methods, content (curriculum and extra-curriculum activities), and 
educational environment, research, and practice has increasingly shown that 
proper education can assist in building resilience against violent extremism at 
the individual level by enhancing cognitive capacity, values, and personality 
traits (Stephens et al., 2019; Global Counterterrorism Forum, 2019).

If  education can assist in building resilience, what are the possible modalities 
-
-

nerships (e.g., National Plans on PVE with educational components), curric-
ulum-based approaches (e.g., through traditional subjects or cross-curricular 
projects), teacher training and support (e.g., training on PVE), whole-school 



After this coding, the author collated a separate document all the excerpts 

PVE-E but were essential to provide meaningful context to the PVE-E con-
tent paragraphs were also included. After this process, the author summarised 

learnings on PVE-E across the grants at a global level. After three rounds of  
categorisation and adjustment, six categories were developed:

Research (needs assessments and baselines)
Access and trust
Engaging critical stakeholders
Curriculum and extra-curriculum activities
Gender
Leveraging PVE-E

The section that follows will provide an overview of  GCERF lessons learned 

learnings are more policy-oriented and based on qualitative and quantitative 

is why the purpose of  this article is to show lessons that seem to be valid across 

The lessons presented in this section are organised across the common six 

general, GCERF programmes have been quite successful in their PVE-E com-

the four completed rounds of  grants (Bangladesh Round 1, Mali Round 2 

were most successful in achieving targets on raising awareness of  students and 
teachers on VE and PVE. 

of  projects: PVE-E embedded in broader PVE interventions, and programs 
entirely focused on education: university students in the case of  Bangladesh, 
and high school students in the case of  Kosovo.

from the grantees:

programme reports submitted by GCERF grantees every quarter, in 
which they report the activities implemented in the last quarter as well 
its learnings and challenges;
reports that result from third-party monitoring or end-of-grant eval-
uation exercises conducted by external and independent consultants 
contracted by GCERF. The third-party monitoring and evaluation 
follow OECD-DAC criteria and standards, evaluating the programs 

and sustainability;
baselines, mid-line, and end-line surveys conducted by GCERF grant-
ees, usually involving independent consultants or external research 
institutions and primary data collection;
end-of-grant completion reports, and results in framework submitted 
by the grantees, in which they report at the completion of  the grant 
how much was achieved compared to the goals and targets set at the 
beginning of  the program, the overall impact of  the program, unin-
tended consequences, and learnings;
stories of  change gathered by GCERF grantees, which are person-

-
portant as examples of  the plausible causal mechanisms linking 
GCERF-funded programs and the impact achieved;
presentations that were done by GCERF grantees during the GCERF 
Forum 2019 (a global learning workshop hosted by GCERF with rep-
resentatives from its grantees).

-
graph was coded regarding its relevance to the object of  the investigation: 
PVE-E. Every paragraph in which educational approaches, educational insti-
tutions, or education-related population groups (students, parents of  students, 
teachers, principals) were mentioned was coded as PVE-E relevant.



schools, universities, madrassas) and individuals (e.g., principals, teachers, stu-
dents, parents).

It is especially the case for religious, educational institutions that may be cau-
tious about engaging with non-religious actors (as observed in Mali) or a per-

events, are actually entertainment and thus not appropriate for a religious in-
stitution (Bangladesh).  

-
vention. Projects that had a short timeframe for implementation and were 
implemented by partners without a robust previous relationship with these 

as was observed with madrassas in Bangladesh.  It seems that in other cases, 
in the same context, in which the projects had a more extended timeframe 
or were implemented by an organisation with previous ties with the religious 
institution, there were fewer problems in securing access and collaboration.
 
Beyond building trust, longer timeframes and long-standing relationships also 
help civil society actors to understand the worldview of  those institutions, its 
teachers, and students, facilitating the design of  an approach that considers 
their particularities.

For example, instead of  focusing directly on the content, working on less con-

and address poverty,  has proved an excellent entry point for working and 
build trust with Qur’anic Schools in Mali,5 where collaboration with external 
non-religious actors  mainly when funded by international organisations, are 
sometimes viewed with skepticism. With trust built, the grantees were then 
able to start discussions on P/CVE.  

In another example, in Bangladesh, the rebranding of  activities as social 

previously reluctant institutions and motivating students in madrassas and pri-
vate universities.6 The ethical challenge here is not to disguise PVE, as trans-
parency is also critical to build trust.

Lesson 1 - Research: Conduct a thorough context analysis before the 
programme starts

Working on PVE-E requires a good quality understanding of  the context, driv-
ers, and characteristics of  the population and educational institutions engaged 
during the programme, especially testing common assumptions. For example, 

-
late to other contexts; thus, the importance of  proper needs assessments and 
baseline studies.

In Pakistan, researchers found that in comparison with secondary school stu-
dents, madrassa students tended to hold more extreme views and that religiosi-
ty was a good predictor of  sympathising or not with the Taliban (Hanif  & Sha-
heen, 2019). However, in the research supported by GCERF in Bangladesh 
with students from madrassas, private and public universities in the greater 

1 a metric developed to measure youth’s resil-
ience against violent extremism, the research found that students from private 
universities had lower resilience to violent extremism than their public univer-
sity or madrassa counterparts. Also, the research commissioned by GCERF 
found that religion and religiosity were a factor of  resilience for those students, 
especially on discrediting violence.2  

Such insights have clear programmatic implications and show that rather than 
assume the context, risks, and factors of  resilience, the practice of  PVE-E 

the projects. In this case, the project developed by the grantee in Bangladesh 

group was more vulnerable than others. 

Lesson 2 - Gain access through trust and tailored approaches

Even if  the PVE-E design is based on the best evidence available, PVE-E 
work’s success relies on securing access and building trust with institutions (e.g., 



Lesson 3 - Engage critical stakeholders – especially teachers, parents, 
and youth

Once access to the institution and individuals is secured, the main challenge 
proved to be engaging the main stakeholders. Teachers and principals are 
still sometimes neglected or do not receive enough support. Successful pro-
grammes established positive relationships with teachers and teacher associa-
tions from the start. 

The GCTF Abu Dhabi Memorandum on Good Practices for Education and Countering 
Violent Extremism points out the need to train teachers on educational methods, 
PVE, and other issues as successful good practices on PVE-E (Global Counter-
terrorism Forum, 2019). GCERF’s own experience is that teachers should be 
supported, and that the projects that were more successful treated teachers and 

In one of  the projects implemented in Nigeria, the GCERF grantee provided 
support for the creation/strengthening of  Peace Clubs in schools. While the 
GCERF partner provided support to convene such clubs, didactic materials, 
and training teachers, the teachers themselves were responsible for mentoring 
youth and leading the clubs. While the general knowledge on violent extremist 

through these school-based peace clubs.   

-
grammes, especially in facilitating the selection of  vulnerable youth and de-es-
calating any tension among the participants.8 On the other hand, in Kosovo, 

and creating sustainability.9 

Parents are also critical for PVE-E activities, especially when there is reluc-
tance from them or their children to engage and participate in PVE activities, 
due to cultural norms and practices. When engaged, parents can become im-
portant PVE ‘change agents’ themselves in the community, creating a multi-

between teachers and parents were a valuable force in engaging both to func-
tion as an early warning system. It also helped reduce parents’ resistance to 
extra-curricular activities.10 

Finally, the most critical stakeholder, but often neglected, when designing 
and implementing PVE-E activities are youth. As happened with parents, the 
GCERF programs that involve youth from the start seemed to have achieved 
the results planned and generated some interesting dynamics in which the 
youth took up the initiative to continue some activities on their own.

One of  the most promising avenues was to rely on the students themselves 
to convene and relay the PVE message to their peers. Following a Training 
of  Trainers (ToT) design, some students in Bangladesh were selected and re-
ceived life-skills and PVE training; then, they convened and relayed such in-
formation to their peers. The results were quite remarkable because not only 

on PVE.

Lesson 4 - Implement curricular and extra-curricular activities, going 
beyond curriculum design

As alluded in the section on consideration of  the project and methodology 

mainstream PVE into the education sector goes beyond traditional approach-
es such as curriculum design and development. It would also need to include 
aspects that would fall on teacher training, non-formal education, and com-
munity approaches as well as whole-school approaches such as:

• Extra-curricular activities for students – within the school;
• Extra-curricular activities for students – outside the school;
• Educational activities that engage youth (and possibly adults);
• Awareness-raising and capacity building for teachers, principals, and 

parents; and
• Technical and vocational training.



-

example, working on curricula demands close collaboration with the national 
and local educational authorities and probably an organisation with national 
reach and policy experience. In contrast, a program focusing on educational 
activities that provides youth with skills to improve livelihoods – such as voca-
tional training – needs to establish a good relationship with training providers 
and local businesses.

-
munity-based nature of  the work of  GCERF grants. An exception was uni-
versities or madrassas, due to their higher capacity and academic freedom, 
where GCERF grantees were able in coordination with the administration of  

of  violent extremism and prevention of  violent extremism.11 

Besides the level of  the intervention, the relatively low capacity of  teachers and 
schools at the grassroots to absorb and implement any changes of  the curricu-

-
eral, to take another approach to implement PVE-E activities. GCERF grantees 
worked with teachers and principals to create and institutionalize quasi-curricu-
lums, enhancing ownership and sustainability. The interventions were tailored 

approach since sometimes the national curriculum is incapable of  addressing 

Extra-curricular activities included arts/drama/theatre/writing activities and 

Sports activities were also useful in building social skills, especially among 
younger students12, in alignment with the recent literature on sports and PVE 

these activities – cultural and sports- youth were highly engaged and partici-
pative. Another successful activity was celebrating certain national and inter-
national days at school with festivities and activities, fostering the sentiment 

 

Students and parents widely requested and appreciated ICT skills (Informa-
tion and Communication Technology), which was another key to sustainabil-
ity and trust. In Kosovo, middle-year school students received training on the 
safe use of  the internet while their high school counterparts were trained to 
use ICT professionally.  In Nigeria, students and teachers assessed the combi-
nation of  ICT and PVE as an exciting experiment in tackling issues like online 
radicalization and recruitment in a manner that was interesting and attractive 
to students due to the transference of  essential skills on ICT.15 Again, going 

One of  the critical elements of  PVE-E is to engage youth on topics such as 
peace, tolerance, and non-violent action. The lessons learned from the grants 
show that discussions on peace and tolerance are suitable for all student age 
groups. Discussions focusing on VE itself  are better introduced at the high 
school level and seem to reach full potential only at the college/university level.

In fact, debates in colleges and universities were a critical tool to fully lever-
age these discussions on VE/PVE and were reported to develop the students’ 
critical thinking and their capacity to express themselves. Debates were also 

-

16  

In contexts in which violence is more prominently, such as Mali, the creation 
and nurturing of  safe spaces were an excellent instrument to initiate conver-

a potent activity to start such conversations with girls, which, due to cultural 
norms, are more reluctant to engage in these discussions openly.

Finally, the work to support vocational training and entrepreneurship or small 
business creation is a resource- and time-intensive. Nevertheless, it can be a 
critical PVE tool, especially if  it is not a stand-alone activity but directly com-
plements other activities and focuses on vulnerable youth. It is a useful en-



recruitment to VE groups. In this case, the selection of  at-risk participants is a 
challenge but also the key to success.

As for the results of  such activities, in qualitative terms, third-party monitoring 
and independent evaluations reported a successful engagement of  students 
and teachers and the wider community. Some anecdotal evidence of  a few 
cases also suggested that recruitment to violent extremist groups was averted 
in both Mali and Bangladesh due to the programs in the schools.  

In Kosovo, participants of  the projects displayed a higher sense of  purpose 
and belonging than non-participants.18 Although for this particular question 
there was no baseline data, in a midline assessment of  a program in Kosovo 

that were participants reported that they did not think violence helped to earn 
19

  
There was also a substantial increase in participation of  students in social 

programme in Kosovo.20 This suggested that the activities implemented by 
GCERF programs were likely contributing to an overall behavioural change 
for these students, increasing their interactions with their peers and the wider 
community. It is particularly important because violent extremist groups tend 
to prey on feelings of  lack of  belonging or inadequacy to recruit youth into 
their ranks.

However, those activities’ success in promoting changes was not only due to 
the variety and due to the comprehensive nature of  activities. Firstly, especial-
ly Bangladesh, there was an intention from the designing of  the projects to 

backgrounds. Rather than being a school-only event, there was often cross-ed-
ucational institution activities, or that involved teachers and parents, which 
likely contributed to the increase in social interaction outside the school.

Another reason was the grantees’ decision, especially in Bangladesh and Ni-
geria, to re-invigorate or establish student clubs inside the educational insti-
tutions and use them as a basis for their activities, which provided a space for 

of  creating or strengthening these clubs became quite evident during the re-
search. In both cases, it also facilitated connections between the students and 
with teachers.

More importantly, the club-centric approach ensured that the intervention 

of  students received support and were followed-up throughout the project and 
were encouraged to use their network in their schools and communities to 
spread what they have learned, leveraging the impact of  the program.21  

Lesson 5 - Address the gender challenge

One of  the biggest challenges that were consistently reported by grantees 
when implementing the activities listed in the previous lesson was the chal-
lenge to incorporate a gender-lens while designing and implementing PVE-E 
programmes.

On the one hand, activities tailored to engage women and girls, such as the 
provision of  certain types of  sports or engaging young women and young men 

the PVE activities.22 For example, in Kosovo, providing soccer lessons for boys, 

While in Mali, forming women-only groups before engaging in the activity per 
se ensured a high rate of  participation and engagement.  

On the other hand, however, such approaches carried the risk of  reinforcing 

the programme in the long-term. It represents a challenge for programming, 
especially in more conservative societies with ingrained gender roles.



Some GCERF grantees have tried to resolve this paradox by phasing in 
mixed-gender activities later in the programme after ensuring that girls and 
women feel encouraged and comfortable to join. However, this was only pos-
sible when the programmes had an extended timeframe, which allowed them 
to create this step-by-step approach.25 Once again, this is a testament to the 

Another successful approach was to plan activities suitable for both men and 

in Bangladesh, due to some cultural norms, radio programmes were quite 

men). They felt more comfortable engaging and expressing themselves through 
the radio in which they could use just their voice, than other forms of  media 
in which they would be seen.26 

Lesson 6 - Leverage PVE-E as a bridge to the broader community and 
policy domain

Finally, PVE-E does not occur in a vacuum. Experience has shown that 
GCERF-funded grants working on PVE-E can be an excellent catalyst for 
engaging with the local government. Community members and grantees en-

PVE and other topics, restoring trust and strengthening community agency. 

In Kenya, the alignment with the government from the start enabled the proj-

funds for youth development, enhancing the impact of  GCERF-funded pro-
grammes.  

Another way to leverage PVE-E is to create synergies. For example, in Ban-
gladesh, the cultural and awareness-raising activities implemented in the com-
munities proved essential to engage parents in PVE-E activities and thereby 
lowered resistance to addressing VE in schools with some parents becoming 
‘change agents’ themselves.2

The relationship between education and levels of  violent extremism is not 
unidirectional, nor monotonic. The valid and pertinent question when un-
derstanding the role of  education on PVE is not precisely how many years of  
education or what level of  education a person achieved, but rather, the meth-
ods, content, and educational environment provided to youth to facilitate their 
learning and personal development.

This paper has presented some of  the lessons learned from GCERF-funded 
PVE-E programs. Applying a bottom-up approach, these programmes focused 
directly at the school level by designing and implementing activities that engaged 
students, teachers directly, and principals, often less institutionalised forms of  
intervention. These activities were introduced as extra-curricular activities.

This contrasts with the usual approach of  focusing directly and solely on the 
curriculum. The logic is that if  the programme changes the national curric-
ulum, it trickles down change to the local level. However, this often does not 

national and local understandings of  certain events and issues.

On the other hand, the GCERF approach does pose a challenge in terms of  
scalability – it is resource-intensive. One promising avenue that some GCERF 
grantees are starting to work on is the relationship between PVE-E and local 
governance.  The projects and examples developed in individual schools could 
be scaled-up, at least at the subnational level, through constructive engage-
ment with local governments and their governance systems in education, using 
the schools supported by the programs as role models. 

The lessons presented here should dramatically increase the chances of  a suc-
cessful PVE-E intervention. They serve as a sound basis for PVE-E projects, 

-
proaches compared to others when undertaking PVE in educational settings.
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