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Exploring the role of HE teachers as change agents in the
reconstruction of post-conflict Syria
Ahmad Akkad and Emily F. Henderson

Department of Education, University of Warwick, Coventry, UK

ABSTRACT
This article explores Syrian higher education (HE) teachers’
perceptions of their role as change agents in the reconstruction
of post-conflict Syria. It utilises the notions of ‘change agent’ and
‘strategic competence’ (previously developed in relation to
academics by Idahosa and Vincent) for exploring HE teachers’
capacity to contribute to the post-conflict reconstruction of Syria.
This article is based on a small-scale, qualitative study using in-
depth interviews to explore the experiences and perspectives of
HE teachers who have been working at a conflict-affected
university for the duration of the conflict. The study concludes
that HE teachers may be considered change agents in post-
conflict societies, but that the challenges these teachers face
must be taken into account, as must considerations of how the
institution and the HE system can facilitate teachers in their
change-making remit.
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Introduction

Higher education (HE) is considered to make a significant contribution in alleviating
conflict and its impacts on societies (UNESCO 2017). It functions as a platform where
principles and values are imparted to students, teachers and their community, and
which builds and extends bridges of reconciliation, peacebuilding and cohesion (Millican
2018). However, research shows that HE is ‘often an unrecognized casualty of war’
(Milton and Barakat 2016; Arasaratnam-Smith 2017; GCPEA 2020), and that HE tea-
chers can contribute to tackling the problems of society by acting as agents of change
(Milton 2017). This article discusses the role of HE teachers in post-conflict societies,
an area which has not been researched widely (Pacheco 2013; Herath 2015). Because
of their everyday direct contact with students, HE teachers may make fundamental con-
tributions to ‘promoting peace, building social cohesion and promoting nation-building
and national identity’ (Horner et al. 2016, 16). This article focuses on the context of Syria;
the recent and ongoing nature of the conflict in Syria means that there is as yet relatively
little empirical research on the impact of the conflict on HE (Milton and Barakat 2016;
Dillabough et al. 2018b; Milton 2014, 2017, 2018; Parkinson, McDonald, and Quinlan
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2020; Milton 2019; Millican 2020), and this paper presents unique data drawing on inter-
views with HE teachers who have taught in Syrian HE throughout the conflict.

Syria has endured a conflict of almost 10 years (at the time of writing). Due to the
severity of the conflict, it is reputedly the case that ‘three decades of developmental pro-
gress [were] reversed just within the first three years of conflict’ (Milton 2019, 38). Infra-
structure, heritage sites and buildings have been looted, damaged or destroyed.
Approximately, 400,000 civilians were killed and around half of the population displaced
and emigrated (Milton 2017; World Bank 2017), leading to an unprecedented loss of
human capital (Seeberg 2017). The World Bank (2017) shows that the economy has
been significantly affected due to the loss of human capital, infrastructure destruction
and the US and EU sanctions. In 2015, there was an economic recession by 61% resulting
in considerable unemployment (52.9%) (The Syria Report November 10, 2018). In edu-
cation, prior to the conflict, about 97% of children had access to primary education and
almost 67% accessed secondary education (NRC 2018); these figures both dropped to less
than 60% during the conflict, much of which reduction can be attributed directly and
indirectly to the conflict (ESCWA 2016). Men and women had equal access to HE insti-
tutions (HEIs), and approximately 100,000 students registered at university by 2000
(Ward 2014). However, owing to the conflict, almost two million children have lost
access to education (UNICEF 2019). Nearly 7,400 schools were destroyed since many
have been converted into strongholds or arms depots. Moreover, Syrian universities’
rankings decreased; one university dropped to 9673rd in 2019 from 4654th in 2010
(UniRank 2019), and almost 100,000 university students abandoned their studies
owing to their displacement (Al-Fanar Media February 6, 2015).

This paper is based on a small-scale, qualitative study using in-depth interviews to
capture the voices of five Syrian HE teachers who remained in Syria during the
conflict for mixed motivations such as their sense of national duty and commitment
to help students and their families and to improve the status quo, the lack of suitable
opportunities to leave and their hope that the situation would alter and improve. The
paper contributes to existing research on the impact of conflict on HE (Milton and
Barakat 2016; Dillabough et al. 2018a; Milton 2019; Millican 2020; Parkinson, McDonald,
and Quinlan 2020) and on the role of HE in reconstruction efforts in post-conflict
societies (Milton and Barakat 2016; Heleta 2018; Millican 2018). HE teachers play an
important role in contributing to post-conflict reconstruction efforts; this article
focuses on three key questions which contribute to developing a greater understanding
of this role: (i) What has been the impact of conflict on the conditions of HE teaching?
(ii) What do HE teachers perceive to be their role in the post-conflict reconstruction
phase? (iii) Which factors do HE teachers identify as enabling and constraining their con-
tribution to reconstruction? HE teachers are conceptualised as potential change agents:
the article explores what form this takes in post-conflict society. Following a literature
review on key debates and discussions about HE in post-conflict settings and the role
of HE teachers as change agents, the article then explains the methodology and
methods of the study. Findings and discussion are then presented which address the
three questions set out above. Overall, the paper argues that HE teachers may be con-
sidered change agents in post-conflict societies, but that the challenges these teachers
face must be taken into account, as must considerations of how the institution and the
HE system can facilitate teachers in their change-making remit.
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HE and HE teachers: conflict and reconstruction

Due to the prevailing focus of reconstruction efforts on physical redevelopment (e.g.
rebuilding infrastructure), there is relatively limited research on the role of HE in the
reconstruction of conflict-affected societies (Milton and Barakat 2016). Furthermore,
the role of HE teachers in post-war societies has not been widely addressed (Milton
2017). This section explores the impact of conflict on HE and the positioning of HE
within reconstruction projects, and develops a conceptualisation of HE teachers as
change agents.

The impact of conflict on HE and HE teachers

HE experiences devastating effects during conflicts, and teachers are situated at the fore-
front of these effects (O’Malley 2007, 2010; UNESCO 2010; GCPEA 2020). In the conflict
in Afghanistan, for example, the HE system collapsed and institutions were damaged or
destroyed; an important facet of this crisis was that academics and students migrated and
the teaching process ceased (Milton and Barakat 2016). In Iraq, HEIs were looted or
destroyed due to the war; almost 5000 academics were forcibly displaced (Milton and
Barakat 2016). Syria has lost roughly 30% of its academics and HE teachers to migration
and displacement (Al-Fanar Media July 18, 2018), leading universities to recruit post-
graduates with little or no teaching experience as substitutes (Al-Fanar Media February
6, 2015; Milton 2019). Thus, a recognised impact of conflict upon HE teachers is forced
mobility, experienced as brain drain by the country in question.

However, there is less recognition of the working conditions of HE teachers who
remain in situ. Reading between the lines of other accounts of the impact of conflict
upon HE, it is possible to imagine some of the consequences for teachers. For
example, the conflict in Iraq decreased students’ enrolment in HE due to different
factors including ‘restriction of movement, closures of institutions, and mobilisation of
students by armed groups’ (Milton and Barakat 2016, 404). Beside the impact of
conflict upon the logistics of attending and working in HEIs, HE is also a target for
recruitment, at times via radicalisation (Schmid 2013; Warnes 2015; GCPEA 2020). In
Afghanistan, for example, education is known to have ‘suffered manipulation and exploi-
tation for ideological purposes’ (Pherali and Sahar 2018, 244). From this account, it is
imaginable that, in addition to experiencing a loss of colleagues, teachers remaining in
situ would be impacted by a general reduction in student numbers, restrictions prevent-
ing them from holding classes, loss of students to armed groups. There is a need for more
evidence on the impact of conflict not just on HE writ large, but also on the specific
impact of conflict on HE teachers – particularly those who remain in country during
the conflict.

Reconstruction efforts and the place of HE

In post-conflict societies, reconstruction efforts do not tend to prioritise HE. For
instance, almost USD $18 billion was allocated for reconstruction in Iraq, whereas no
funding was considered for the reconstruction of HE (Milton and Barakat 2016). In
fact, in post-war Iraq, beside other post-conflict contexts such as Lebanon, Bosnia and
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Nicaragua, HE is known to have expanded within a weak state ‘leading to a boom in
unaccredited and often low quality institutions outside of state regulatory oversight’
(Milton and Barakat 2016, 404). In Syria, the government and international bodies are
paying attention to the service sector, infrastructure and manufacturing (Daher 2018).
While these are of course crucially important for post-war Syria, the HE sector has
been neglected. This is arguably because the rebuilding of HE, which brings more indir-
ect and diffuse benefits over a longer period of time – sometimes not until the following
generation – does not appear as urgent as rebuilding more practical functions of society.
Mirroring the sites of investment for reconstruction, research on reconstruction also
focuses on reconstruction projects, particularly the economic, industrial, agricultural
and health sectors and trade (Heydemann 2017; Milton 2019), leaving the HE sector a
comparatively neglected terrain.

However, the notion that HE has an important role in nation-building and social
cohesion is not new. Makoni (2016) emphasises that HE contributes to nation-building
through supporting the economy of countries and preparing graduates for employment.
In Palestine, HEIs have contributed to constructing and maintaining a national identity
which may have become damaged by conflict (Taraki 2015). Similarly, Colombian uni-
versities carried out different strategies and activities to contribute to peace and state
building in the 1990s (O’Malley 2017). This happened through concentrating on ‘includ-
ing access to training, pedagogical standards of teaching and learning, academic mobility,
research and publications, [and] services to community’ in an attempt for ‘developing
political autonomy, critical thinking, maintaining links between opposing groups, contri-
buting to peacebuilding and supporting reconstruction via training for state-building and
society capacity building’ (O’Malley 2017, 28). Arguably, the role that HEIs can play for
young people as sites of guidance and citizenship development in times of chaos and
change is extremely valuable as a key part of reconstruction efforts. HE is also believed
to build peace and reconcile colliding groups and societies (Milton 2017). This may be
linked in part to the university students’ age (for the majority 18–25), where attending
university coincides with an important moment for young people to develop their per-
sonalities, hone their skills, and tackle issues and beliefs about violence and intolerance
(Milton 2018). On campus, students can develop their civic skills and values of social
justice and democracy; in the words of Milton and Barakat (2016), ‘campuses offer
unique arenas that can act as incubators of civil society’ (412). HEIs also play more tech-
nical roles as sources of skill development. Teaching and training programmes in HEIs
can equip graduates with important skills for the reconstruction of their countries, as
happened in Lebanon in the 1990s following the civil war (Milton 2016). HEIs developed
programmes and curricula to suit the reconstruction needs at that time. These proved
valuable in the aftermath of 2006 war with the Israeli forces, when highly-skilled and pro-
fessional graduates contributed substantially in reconstruction (Milton 2018).

While the role of HE in the reconstruction of post-conflict states is relatively neg-
lected compared to other areas of reconstruction, previous existing literature shows
that HE plays a range of important roles in reconstruction: rebuilding the economy
and labour market; contributing to nation-building and peacebuilding; acting as a
site of guidance and citizenship development for young people; providing technical
skills. All of these aspects of HE rely on the competence, availability and motivation
of the HE teaching force.
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HE teachers as change agents: conceptual framework

The role of HE teachers in post-conflict societies has not been widely discussed in the
literature (Pacheco 2013; Heijden et al. 2015; Herath 2015). Teachers in HEIs have par-
ticular tasks and roles (UNESCO 2017) to tackle the challenges of a post-conflict society –
and for being agents of transformative change (World Bank 2005). In a conflict-affected
society, HE teachers are assumed to spread the culture of tolerance, respect and under-
standing among students by promoting critical skills of thinking, communication and
collaboration (Milton 2017). However, in a post-conflict setting, the teachers have also
endured conflict and so may not be in a position to contribute to the fullest extent to
reconstruction. It is noteworthy that there are certain factors which can affect teachers
in their mission as change agents (Rasheed et al. 2016). Rubagiza, Umutoni, and
Kaleeba (2016) and Herath (2015) highlight different factors such as the lack of
teacher training to cope with conflict-induced changes, government policies for teachers’
support, income, and the provision of resources, and not incorporating in the curricula
crucially needed themes of peace, social justice, equality, democracy and human rights
(Bennell and Ntagaramba 2008). As discussed in the previous section, HE teachers
who remain in context during and after conflict are in a unique position in their societies.
They are both undoubtedly marked by the conflict and the hardships it causes both on a
personal and professional level. They are also poised to act as agents of change within the
reconstruction process, where HE is tasked with a variety of roles to play within this
process. It is vitally important to explore this nexus of constraint, responsibility and
possibility further in order to understand not just how HE teachers should contribute
to post-conflict reconstruction, but also to what extent they can contribute.

Idahosa and Vincent (2018, 2019a, 2019b) have developed a corpus of work concep-
tualising academics as change agents in post-conflict societies, which we draw on for the
conceptual framework of this article (see Figure 1). Importantly for our purposes,

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Source: Authors, collating concepts from Idahosa and Vincent (2018,
2019a, 2019b).
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Idahosa and Vincent’s conceptualisation is based on the interplay between structure and
agency, meaning that constraints are recognised and built into strategies for change. In
their view of social transformation, it is important to take into consideration ‘the human
agent’s capacity for action and the degree of limitation placed on such capacity for action
by social structures’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2018, 15). It is therefore necessary to recognise
that ‘an individual’s capacity for action… is only possible if the position within which
they find themselves gives them access to power and resources that enable them to act
in such a way that creates change’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2018). The implication of this
conceptualisation is that the ‘ability/willingness/capacity to take action’ (Idahosa and
Vincent 2018, 16) are not conceived as internal characteristics but rather as emerging
from ‘develop[ing] a critically altered consciousness of one’s context and one’s role/pos-
ition in that context in relation to others who inhabit that context’ (Idahosa and Vincent
2018, 17). As such the role of change agent is a relational construct which involves reflex-
ivity on one’s own privilege and disadvantage within social structures, in combination
with ‘a felt responsibility to act’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2018). Idahosa and Vincent
(Idahosa and Vincent 2018) also highlight the importance of empathy within the role
of change agent.

In addition to defining the role of change agent, Idahosa and Vincent (2019b) also
discuss the notion of ‘strategic competence’ which is needed for change agents to
bring about change. Against the backdrop of the university as an ‘institutional context
that consists of differing enabling and limiting conditions’ (Idahosa and Vincent
2019b, 148), strategic competence is defined as the ‘ability to negotiate this terrain of
ongoing conflicts and to engage context-specific strategies to achieve their goals’
(Idahosa and Vincent 2019b). It is an ongoing state of awareness, not just involving
action but also ‘always looking for ways to achieve a specific goal regardless of obstacles
encountered’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2019b, 152). Moreover, strategic competence also
involves the ‘ability to question the taken-for-granted’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2019b),
meaning that change agents query the frame of action as well as planning the actions
they will take. Finally, strategic competence is imbued with an affective dimension, invol-
ving ‘having courage and being able to overcome fear’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2019b). The
notions of change agent and strategic competence provide a useful framework (Figure 1)
for exploring further the capacity of HE teachers who have remained in Syria throughout
the conflict to contribute to post-conflict reconstruction of Syria.

The study

This paper is based on a small-scale, qualitative study which sought to contribute depth
of knowledge rather than generalisability. Because of the challenges of researching
societies which are undergoing or which have recently experienced conflict (Goodhand
2000; Barakat et al. 2002; Idris 2019), the study prioritised safety and accessibility over,
for example, principles of representative sampling. The study is based on HE teachers
(academics on teaching contracts) working at one department in a university in Syria
(the name has been omitted for anonymity purposes) which has been strongly affected
by the conflict. These teachers remained in Syria due to different reasons such as the
lack of opportunities to leave, the impact of their families on their emigration choices,
their feeling of moral and national commitment to stay in Syria and the lack of
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financial resources. The choice of HE teachers as the target group of this study has been
motivated by the aim to explore the specific role that HE teaching (as opposed to e.g.
research outputs) might have in the recovery of Syria while living in conflict. The first
author, who conducted the empirical research, is himself a former HE teacher in Syria
and the participants formed part of his professional networks. Using a purposive and
convenience sampling strategy (Collins 2017), the first author utilised his personal net-
works and managed to recruit five HE teachers for the study. Although the teachers
were all based in the same department, the nature of their subject specialism meant
that they also taught classes in other departments and faculties across a number of dis-
ciplines, meaning that these teachers were able to present a helpful overview of the insti-
tution in addition to their own department. All of the teachers were on teaching contracts
with no research allocation; hence the focus on the role of HE teachers on post-conflict
reconstruction. The participants have all been assigned pseudonyms and details of their
institution, department and discipline have been concealed to protect their identities – a
consideration of utmost importance when researching in a (post-)conflict setting. Ethical
approval for the study was granted through the approvals processes of the University of
Warwick in the UK where the first author conducted this study, having relocated from
Syria (Table 1).

The semi-structured in-depth interview was the method utilised to collect data from
the participants. In-depth interviews are important when the aim is to gain deeper
knowledge and insights about a certain situation from a relatively small number of indi-
viduals (Winwood 2019). The semi-structured interview guide was developed in advance
with specific questions, but these questions and their order was adapted within the inter-
views, according to how the participants brought different topics into focus during their
responses. The first author conducted the interviews with participants using an online
video-conferencing software as he was based in the UK at that time. Although this
mode of interviewing can be challenging in situations where there is limited internet con-
nectivity, the interviews proceeded smoothly, with minor connection interruptions at
times, and allowed the researchers to access data directly from the Syrian context
without engaging in risky travel. Interviews ranged from 90 to 150 min. They were tran-
scribed by the first author.

To analyse the interviews, thematic coding was used to develop codes and themes
(Braun and Clarke 2006) in response to the three main questions posed for this article
(the impact of the conflict on HE teaching; the perceived role of HE teachers in post-
conflict reconstruction; the factors which enable and constrain the contribution of HE
teachers to reconstruction). Both authors independently coded the interviews and then
compared and combined codes into themes. The interviews included both questions
which were directly related to the conflict and teaching within a (post-) conflict

Table 1. Details of study participants.
Participant pseudonym Gender Age Highest qualification Number of years working at the university

Adam Man 29 PhD Five
Angie Woman 33 Master’s Two
Fadi Man 35 PhD Seven
Noura Woman 32 Master’s Nine
Rand Woman 35 Master’s Ten
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setting, and others which were not directly related to conflict. The latter were explored to
see how participants brought up the conflict even when not directly asked about it.
Although there were some questions in the interview guide which directly related to
the three research questions, we coded the whole interviews as participants responded
to the questions of their own accord while responding to other questions. We then
applied the constructs of change agent and strategic competence as outlined above to
the thematically coded data, and our analysis is therefore informed by these constructs.
The themes which were developed from the coding are presented below, in relation to
each of the three key questions.

HE teachers as change agents in the reconstruction of post-conflict Syria

In conceptualising HE teachers as change agents who have the potential to contribute to
the reconstruction of Syria, we are working with the notion that HE teachers who have
remained in Syria throughout the conflict are both poised to contribute to reconstruction
and bearing the negative impacts of conflict on their personal and professional lives. As
such, we argue that it is essential to explore the impact of the conflict on HE teachers and
their work, and the institutional conditions they are working in, as well as the specific role
of HE teachers. This approach works with the nexus of constraint, responsibility and
possibility discussed above, and adds to the question of what teachers should do the ques-
tion of what they can do, given the circumstances. Through our analysis, we explore the
structures which shape HE teachers’ working conditions and their potential to act as
change agents exercising strategic competence. It is important to begin the analysis
with recognition of the bravery and persistence of the participants in this study, who
have endured devastating changes to their lives during the period of conflict, and yet
who have continued to teach classes in a university that has likewise experienced devas-
tating change. From their measured accounts of a situation that, due to its longevity, has
become normality for these teachers, it is possible for the dire effects of conflict to appear
less pervasive than perhaps they are. This formed part of the discussions between the
authors, where the first author also spoke from the position of conflict-as-normality,
with much of the data seeming unremarkable, while the second author as an outsider
queried some of the normalcy constructed between the interviewer and participants.
The below analysis has emerged from these discussions, which we wanted to recognise
as part of writing from and about conflict.

The impact of conflict on the conditions of HE teaching

In exploring the role of HE teachers as change agents, we needed to explore the con-
ditions for change-making. This formed the basis of the first question we were seeking
to answer in this article: ‘What has been the impact of conflict on the conditions of
HE teaching?’. The first thematic coding process, therefore, explored the different
ways that the participants identified in which conflict had impacted upon the conditions
of teaching in HE. It was important to establish this in order to understand the conditions
in which teachers have been operating during the conflict; if HE teachers are constructed
as potential change agents, we need to understand the conditions which shape their
potential contribution. This aligns with the structure/agency discussion in Idahosa and
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Vincent’s (2018, 2019b) work, where inherent to the change agent construct is the rec-
ognition of the limitations on a change agent’s capacity to act. As Idahosa and
Vincent (2018, 2019b) explain, universities are particular institutions which form the
terrain for academics to operate as change agents – as hierarchical institutions with
reified processes, change occurs in universities through strategic actions which are in
keeping with individuals’ access to power and resources. However, the conflict has a
further impact on the power and resources that HE teachers can access. In this
section, then, we explore the conflict-impacted university as the terrain for HE teachers
to act as change agents. The data for this analysis was drawn from specific interview ques-
tions pertaining to the impact of conflict, as well as references to conflict in participants’
responses to other questions. We identified six themes, all of which included at least three
codes with the exception of one theme with just one code (the positive impact of conflict),
which we considered to constitute an important exception rather than an anomaly.

Participants in the study identified ways in which the configuration of institutional
arrangements within their university impeded teaching (theme 1). While they recognised
that institutional conditions were already challenging before the conflict due to under-
funding of the HE sector, they identified ways in which teaching conditions had wor-
sened. These included electricity supply issues and outdated facilities (see also Crossette
2016), worsened budget constraints and inexperienced and/or unsupportive adminis-
tration (due to brain drain and increased pressures on administration). Adam noted:
‘Administration has become more about signing papers and stamp-sealing documents
than providing actual support to teachers’. This also included the curriculum being out-
dated and lacking practical application, due to the deficit of resources for curriculum
reform. There were also issues relating to the size of classes being impacted by the
conflict, with some classes being too large and others being very small, depending on
how the institutional teaching arrangements were configured around lack of teaching
staff and/or students. Implications of the changes were timetabling issues and insuffi-
ciency of preparation time. Participants also identified that classes were often cancelled
because of nearby fighting and missile attacks, meaning they could not teach classes.
Linked to institutional arrangements, participants identified a dearth of resources to
aid teaching which had been exacerbated by conflict conditions (theme 2). This included
a lack of technology, equipment and resources (e.g. for field trips) and a paucity of library
books. For instance, Noura stated, ‘It’s really difficult to carry your own laptop, speakers
and the other stuff and go to the university’.

Aside from institutional conditions, participants identified negative issues relating to
students which shaped their conditions for teaching (theme 3). They found that students
had poor attendance and low motivation, that they were nervous, distracted and afraid,
that they arrived at the university with insufficient knowledge to begin their courses, as
their schooling had also been disrupted by conflict (echoing findings from Leigh 2014).
Rand, for example, stated ‘They [students] missed the sense of encouragement, the
reason and cause to learn and study. I heard it a lot: “Why do I have to study?”’.
Finally, participants were also aware of students losing their lives to the conflict. In an
opposite sense, one participant identified that some students were positively affected
by the conflict (theme 4), as it made them highly motivated to learn in order to make
change in society. Noura stated: ‘We have many students whose enthusiasm increased
after the war happened’.
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Participants identified ways in which the quality of teaching was affected by the
conflict (theme 5). Brain drain of experienced, qualified HE teachers was noted as a
key factor impacting teaching quality overall (see also Warnes 2015; GCPEA 2020),
with the knock-on effects being that students were therefore unable to access these
experienced teachers’ knowledge, that under-qualified teachers were brought in to fill
the gaps and that HE teacher training was impacted (as also found by Rose and
Greeley 2006; Al-Fanar Media February 6, 2015). HE teachers were unable to access pro-
fessional development opportunities such as conferences. Participants also noted that
teacher attendance was affected by the conflict conditions, and that some teachers had
died due to the conflict. In addition to the impact of the conflict on teaching quality,
the study has also identified that HE teachers’ quality of life and security has been
impacted by the conflict. Similarly to Milton’s (2019) findings, financial concerns due
to low and/or irregular salary payments have meant that many HE teachers are
working in more than one job. This leads to low teacher motivation, which is exacerbated
by higher pressure placed on teachers, extra teaching load and extra work necessitated by
needing to change the approach to planning in the altered conditions. Participants felt
unappreciated by the university, and that there was a stagnation of the workforce occur-
ring during the long conflict. The conflict itself meant that teachers’ journey to the uni-
versity was unsafe, the university premises were unsafe, and that they were experiencing
intense psychological stress because of the war. Fadi stated, ‘We had times we had fire
around us here at university. We lived scary moments of death’. They had experienced
a significant change in their quality of life due to the conflict, moving into basic concerns
for survival.

HE teachers’ perceptions of their role in the post-conflict reconstruction phase

Against the backdrop of the structural constraints, we now move on to analyse the
ways in which HE teachers in the study positioned themselves as change agents who
can make a difference during the post-conflict reconstruction phase. HE teachers who
remained in Syria throughout the conflict were clearly negatively affected by the
conflict conditions, and yet are perfectly placed to contribute to social change
through their work. As described above, academic change agents operate with ‘a felt
responsibility to act’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2018, 17), empathy (Idahosa and Vincent
2018), and a relational understanding of their own position in relation to others’
more and less privileged positions in that context. The second thematic coding
process explored the participants’ perceptions of their role as HE teachers in
making change during and after conflict. In order to argue that HE teachers are
change agents in a post-conflict scenario, it is necessary to explore to what extent,
and in which ways, HE teachers position themselves as change agents. Again the
data was drawn both from responses to questions targeting this issue and from
across the data set where applicable. Here we identified eight themes, each of which
included at least three codes.

The participants in the study conveyed high expectations of themselves as change
agents in multiple ways. Despite the challenging context they were living and
working in, they felt that HE teachers should not passively wait for assistance from
the university and country, but should rather exercise strategic competence for
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change making. It was essential in their view to take responsibility for their own pro-
fessional development (theme 1), for example, by updating their teaching method-
ologies and building cooperation between teachers to create communities of
practice. Participants also considered that HE teachers could play an important role
in post-conflict reconstruction (theme 2), by for example, using their subject special-
ism for reconstruction efforts (e.g. architecture), making students aware of their role in
rebuilding the country and therefore have an indirect impact on reconstruction
through the students, shedding light in the wider social context on the impact of
war on students’ lives and rehabilitating students after the conflict. For example,
Adam stated, ‘Rebuilding is easy compared to rehabilitating, which is HE teachers’
responsibility’. Rand noted, ‘They [students] need to have awareness of what respon-
sibility they have for the future of this country, and they should have tolerance as well’.
Beyond the contribution to reconstruction, participants considered that HE teachers
could more broadly prepare the future of the country through their work with stu-
dents, thus forming the new generation and future leaders (theme 3). For instance,
they aspired to raise students’ aspirations from degree completion to social contri-
bution, to change outdated views and perspectives, to shape students’ character
traits for positive change, to encourage students’ future planning to prepare for the
labour market. Fadi considered that ‘Everything [multiple skills] is necessary for
their [students’] struggle to build the new Syria after all what happened’.

Participants in the study showed they were deeply aware of being relationally posi-
tioned with regard to their students, with strong ideas of their role as HE teachers in
forming future citizens within a specific agenda that are echoed in other studies in this
field such as Buckland (2005) and Milton (2018). They saw it as their responsibility to
develop knowledgeable, qualified students (theme 4) equipped with knowledge and
technical skills to the extent that they can compete on an international level. They
also saw it as their responsibility to form global citizens (theme 5), by instilling toler-
ance and respect and responsibility and helpfulness, raising students’ awareness of rel-
evant issues beyond the standard curriculum – and making students aware of the
causes of war (such as intolerance, ignorance) (see also Herath 2015; Milton 2019).
Adam for instance opined, ‘We should prepare professionals ready to rebuild the
country [by] getting students aware of the real causes of the war: ignorance, intoler-
ance and indifference’. As change-makers themselves, they also aspired to make stu-
dents change makers. In addition to shaping the attitudes and specific knowledge
and skills of students, participants considered that HE teachers should develop stu-
dents’ transferable skills (theme 6), for example, debating, technological, problem-
solving, information gathering, interpersonal, communication, self-management,
team-work and cooperation skills. Finally, in relation to the empathy aspect of the aca-
demic change agent role, two themes emerged. Participants viewed that HE teachers
needed to develop closer relationships with students (theme 7), by acting as role
models, sharing experiences with students, paying more attention to students’ needs
and listening to and learning from students. Participants also identified an important
role for HE teachers to act as a source of encouragement for students (theme 8), by
instilling hope and providing comfort and moral support, combating demotivation
and pessimism as well as short-term thinking, teaching students to be strong and
confident.
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Factors enabling and constraining HE teachers’ contribution to reconstruction

From the previous two sections, it is clear that HE teachers in the post-conflict context of
Syria are exhausted and surrounded by structural challenges, and that simultaneously
they are also placing a high degree of pressure on themselves personally and profession-
ally to contribute to post-conflict reconstruction. These competing pressures require high
levels of strategic competence, or the ‘ability to negotiate this terrain of ongoing conflicts
and to engage context-specific strategies to achieve their goals’ (Idahosa and Vincent
2019b, 148). Strategic competence, as explained above, does not just involve action,
but also involves an ongoing state of awareness, where change agents seek opportunities
and strategies to make change, and demonstrate the ‘ability to question the taken-for-
granted’ (Idahosa and Vincent 2019b, 152). The final thematic coding process engaged
with participants’ own analyses of how the conditions for HE teaching would need to
change for them to fulfil their full potential as change agents. This section therefore par-
ticularly focuses on change that would need to happen within HEIs and the HE sector in
Syria in order to accompany and assist HE teachers in bringing about the change that
they see as their role to implement. Again this data is drawn from targeted interview
questions and more general discussions occurring across the dataset. There are eight
themes emerging from this analysis, all of which included at least three codes, with the
exception of one theme including two codes.

In order to fulfil their remit as change agents, participants identified that there would
need to be changes at a sector level in order to enable them to deliver on their aspirations
as laid out in the previous section. They identified a need for an attitude change at insti-
tutional and sector-wide levels (theme 1), with a sense of a shared mission of collabor-
ation for change and greater appreciation of teachers (in part delivered by formalised
pay and promotion processes as well as boosting morale). Participants identified a
need for more strategic planning at the ministry level (theme 2), with a clear plan for
the sector, redeployed budget for the sector and more efficient bureaucratic processes.
They also identified the need for clearer HR (Human Resources) processes at sector
and institutional levels (theme 3), including the need for more highly trained HR man-
agers and the requirement for clearer regulations pertaining to job descriptions and
hiring staff. Angie, for example, noted that ‘Unfortunately, we don’t have ‘job descrip-
tions’. People [teachers] don’t really know what they have to do’. Finally at a sector
level, participants identified two themes relating to curriculum. Given the relatively pre-
scriptive nature of the HE curriculum (which HE teachers nonetheless worked around in
order to bring their own content and pedagogical strategies), teachers wished for a
national-level curriculum review (theme 4) in order to deliver on the knowledge, skills
and personal development they saw as necessary for the future generation. They advo-
cated the revision of curriculum content and resources, including the need for more
international and more employability-related content as well as the use of international
standards to evaluate the curriculum. They also argued for the need for revision of the
permitted modes of delivery (theme 5), hoping for more teacher autonomy regarding
content and more practical learning to be permitted.

At an institutional level, participants stated that improvements in university-level gov-
ernance and communications processes would help them to enact their roles as change
agents (theme 6). For instance, they felt that university regulations and policies
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(including in relation to incentivising publishing and research) (see World University
News August 25, 2017) should be reviewed in the light of the need for the reconstruction
of the Syrian HE sector. They also identified that there would be a more cohesive
approach if there were more communication between universities as well as within
each university. Participants identified that improvements to services and facilities
within the university would help them to develop the skilled students they aspired to
form (theme 7), including improved technological support, classroom improvements,
library improvements. Training was mentioned by most participants (theme 8); partici-
pants identified that personal efforts for self-development would not suffice given the task
at hand. They noted that HE teachers would benefit from subject training and pedagogy
training, but also that HE teachers (and administrators) urgently needed training on
bringing about social change and dealing with post-conflict issues in students’ lives.
Fadi asserted that

We may need some educational courses. Some specialists might come and give them [tea-
chers and administrators] insights about how the war affected the students. They [stu-
dents] were affected personally, psychologically, and even their ideas and attitudes
towards life have changed, so those specialists might help the teachers to deal with
those students affected.

Discussion

It is clear from the study findings that HE teachers who remained in Syria during the
conflict have faced significant challenges in their professional and personal lives. As dis-
cussed in the literature section, these challenges have been previously documented in
the relatively sparse literature in this area, but the everyday working experiences have
been less covered –with a focus on the impact on higher education as opposed to teachers
– and the connection between challenges and the capacity to act is a novel contribution of
this article.Workingwithin anunder-fundedHE system in Syria that has then been further
impacted by conflictmeans thatHE teachers have facedmultiple stresses and barriers, which
constitute structural constraints on enacting change through their professional roles as HE
teachers. These constraints form the backdrop for HE teachers acting as change agents
in post-conflict reconstruction – teachers’ capacity to act and their access to resources,
key aspects of becoming change agents, are deeply impacted by conflict conditions.

Notwithstanding the structural constraints for change-making, it was abundantly clear
that the participants in our study had a clear and well-developed notion of their role as
change agents both in and beyond the conflict phase. As noted in the literature section, this
aspect of our study goes beyond existing literature, as HE teachers rarely feature in accounts
of post-conflict reconstruction. HE teachers in our study set out multiple professional
responsibilities ranging across their own and students’ development, andwider social devel-
opment of the country in the post-conflict phase. The core aspects of the academic change
agent construct were evident in the findings, including: a personal sense of responsibility; rela-
tional responsibility for the students due to their relative seniority; empathy for students. Our
study, therefore, indicates thatHE teacherswereprimed to contribute to post-conflict recon-
struction, but that their potential for action was limited by structural constraints.

The findings show that,whileHE teachers are aware of what they need to do at a personal
level in order to work as academic change agents, they are also very aware of the ways in
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which they could bemore supported in their work, andwhat is needed to facilitate their work.
Far from taking for granted the system in which they are working, they are evidently inter-
rogating the norms and seeking opportunities for the changes they are trying to make to
operate at a more systemic level. As change agents, they are operating with reflexivity and
engaging in strategic competence in order toworkwithin the constraints they face. It is clear
that HE teachers who have remained in post during a conflict are concerningly stretched
and yet desperate to use their in-depth contextual knowledge to bring about change in the
post-conflict period. Currently, these teachers argue that they have tomake personal, indi-
vidualised efforts to enact change; yet they have depleted resources to seize the opportu-
nities for action that they are identifying. Our analysis overall identifies HE teachers as
key actors in the reconstruction process, but as actors who require institutional and govern-
mental support in order to carry out their important work. The initial attributes in the
change agent framework, therefore, loop back to the end-point of the HE institution
(andHE system), in a cycle of enhanced challenge – or, in the opposite and hoped for scen-
ario for the future, a cycle of enhanced opportunity for change.

Conclusion

This article has shed light on an important yet marginally researched (Milton 2019) area,
which is the role of HE teachers in the reconstruction of conflict-affected societies, in this
case in post-war Syria. In conjunctionwith previous research in this area, the article argues
that HE teachers may play an important role in contributing to reconstruction. However,
the article also recognises the devastating effects of conflict on universities and individuals
working within them.We argue that the role of the HE teacher in reconstruction, particu-
larly in terms of developing future citizens who have a social conscience andwho aspire for
a peaceful future, should be further recognised within research on and for post-conflict
reconstruction. This argument is accompanied with caution that HE teachers’ capabilities
to contribute to a reconstruction agenda are both perfectly honed by in-depth contextual
experience and also hampered by the experience of living and working in a conflict-
affected country. While HE teachers expressed a deep-set, felt responsibility to act as aca-
demic change agents, it was clear that they required further support at institutional and
sector-wide levels in order to enact that change that they aspired to make. The study
has presented rare data from HE teachers who, unlike many of their colleagues who emi-
grated, remained in situ during the conflict period. It is important to capture these on-the-
ground experiences in order to feed into debates on the place of HE in reconstruction
efforts. The article has also contributed to furthering the applicability of Idahosa and Vin-
cent’s (2018, 2019a, 2019b) academic change agent construct by consolidating the ideas
into a conceptual framework. This study invites policy makers to support HE teachers
in their changemaking endeavours, and it encourages curriculumdesigners anduniversity
administration to amend the assessments criteria and involve teaching topics and subjects
about peace, social justice, and tolerance to promote social cohesion and educate students
about the causes of war, such as ignorance and intolerance.

Given the paucity of research in this area and the relative neglect of HE teachers as
change agents in post-conflict societies, there is much further work to conduct in this
area. For instance, this study took a snapshot approach with a single in-depth interview
with a small group of participants. Future research could include more universities,
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more participants and could take a longitudinal approach to explore change in attitudes
and practices over time. Moreover, the sizeable population of displaced SyrianHE teachers
could be explored in terms of their potential contribution to reconstruction. This article
has made an initial foray into this research area, arguing for the recognition of HE teachers
as change agents in post-conflict societies – but change agents whose contribution should
be fostered and supported, in order that they can form the next generation of citizens.
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