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INTRODUCTION
As global warming continues towards 1.5C, and potentially 2C, it is projected that climate change effects
on health, food security, water and human security will increase1. The most disadvantaged and vulnerable
populations, particularly some indigenous people, local communities dependent on agricultural or coastal
livelihoods, dryland areas and Small Island Developing States (SIDS), are at a disproportionately higher risk
of the adverse consequences2.
Analysis has shown a dramatic increase in the reported number of extreme weather disasters resulting in
people being displaced in last decade3. The world’s poorest communities who bear little responsibility for
climate breakdown are at the highest risk4. The achievement of SDG 45 hinges on the fulfilment of the
critical principles of leaving no one behind and reaching the furthest first, notably communities and learners
who are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Therefore, there is a growing and urgent need
for all involved in education systems to better understand the systemic effects of climate change, including
their interaction with displacement.
This paper begins to fill the gap in the understanding of the nexus between climate change, displacement,
and education, drawing on a plethora of cross-disciplinary evidence and research, emerging better
practices and lessons learned from education systems across the world, and foresight work on the futures
of education. Beginning with conceptualizing climate-displacement in the context of education, the paper
then articulates the bi-directional relationship between climate change and education before diving into
the nexus between climate change, displacement, and education, including exploring how education
systems can be adapted to be climate-displacement resilient. Finally, as a means of conclusion the concept
of regenerative education is introduced to posit a transformational agenda for education in the context of
climate change and climate-displacement.
This paper does not present any projections of the number of people, and more specifically learners, who
will experience or be affected by climate-displacement. Although climate change poses a real and
significant threat to life and livelihoods, narratives predicting large numbers of “climate refugees” which
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have emerged in the literature and policy sphere risk entrenching climate-displacement as an impending
security threat without a robust empirical basis6. Forced displacement and migration across international
borders has been shown not to be the most plausible type of mobility in response to adverse environmental
conditions7. The consequences of framing and entrenching climate-displacement as an impending security
threat or crisis is a real danger to ensuring the right to education for all and risks furthering the exclusion
of the most marginalized learners.

Conceptualizing climate-displacement
Although a distinction is often drawn between climate-induced migration and displacement, there is an
emerging consensus that the line between forced and voluntary human mobility is blurred and difficult to
define in the context of climate change8. Furthermore, the utility of making a distinction between migration
and displacement in education can also be deemed problematic as the application of the right to education
is universal, not conditional on migration status or reason for moving9.
The underlying mechanisms and drivers of climate-displacement remain poorly understood, with the
relationship between environmental factors and mobility not being deterministic, with environmental
conditions alone rarely being the only driver of human mobility10. However, evidence does demonstrate
that vulnerability, defined by social differentiation in access to resources, is inversely correlated with
mobility, meaning those who are most exposed and vulnerable to the impacts of climate change are the
least capable to migrate voluntarily and the most at risk of displacement11.
Despite the universal application of the term ‘climate-displacement’ in the context of this paper and
education, it is important to recognize the varied temporality of mobility captured by this term. There is a
need when discussing climate-displacement to understand that the term can cover more temporary forms
of displacement, which are typically a reaction to rapid-onset events and change. Extreme weather events
demonstrate the most direct and rapid pathway from climate change to human mobility. Such events are
known to drive displacement however only a proportion of these lead to permanent displacement12. The
term in this context, also captures seasonal displacement and more permanent mobility and resettlement,
which are usually undertaken as a means of adaptation to reduce risk exposure in highly vulnerable
settings13. Five broad expected patterns of climate-displacement have been identified: temporary
displacement; permanent local displacement; permanent internal displacement; permanent regional
displacement; and permanent inter-continental displacement14. Each of these categories have differing
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dynamics and distribute displaced persons and learners across varying policy jurisdictions and
geographies15, which has significant ramifications for how education systems prepare, respond, and adapt.
Although climate change and breakdown make human mobility more probable, vulnerability to
environmental and climatic change is inversely linked to mobility, thus not all communities will have the
ability and resources to move rendering them immobile and trapped16. Immobility has received
comparatively little attention17, yet it presents important policy challenges and concerns for education
systems. However, due to limited available research, evidence, and data, particularly in education, on the
dynamics of trapping this paper focuses solely on climate-displacement. There is a clear need for future
research into immobility and trapped populations, to better understand its impact on education and how
education systems can adapt to such dynamics.

Education and climate change
For many communities across the world climate-related risks, environmental change and intensifying
extreme weather events are not theoretical, they are a reality with catastrophic consequences. Recently
published evidence shows “significant anthropogenic influence” on many high impact events such as
droughts, heatwaves, wildfires, rainfall and flooding18. The landmark Paris Agreement acknowledges the
urgency of work in this area, calling it “a common concern of humankind” and highlighting that climate
action should respect and promote the rights of migrants, children, and people in vulnerable situations.
Yet, little work has been done on the impact on learners and education systems more broadly.
Despite this gap, learners themselves have been some of the most active and strongest advocates for
climate action in the last few years through protest and civil society movements, such as the Fridays for
Futures and the Sunrise Movement. Many of these children and youth have periodically opted out of formal
education, opting instead for strike action, as a means of calling for accelerated and more radical climate
action. Children and learners are now increasingly visible as not only climate victims but as active climate
change actors19.
Education needs are largely invisible in most key discussions on climate change with advocacy for linking
the two issues, beyond climate change education, remaining relatively silent. Even less is known about the
nexus between climate change, displacement, and education. The immediacy of climate change requires
system-wide educational responses that go beyond a single domain of education (e.g. curriculum), with
urgent focus needed on how education systems will address:
▪
▪

Direct impacts on the lives and well-being of students, education staff and school communities,
on educational infrastructure, equipment, and costs.
Indirect impacts on the livelihoods and the environment of school communities, increasing the
likelihood of food insecurity and the spread of vector borne diseases, which consequently
reduces the physical and mental health of learners and can lead to displacement20.

Both direct and indirect impacts increase the exposure and vulnerability of populations to hazards and their
capacities to adapt to them. The way in which climate-displacement interacts, aggravates, and multiplies
existing vulnerabilities and risk in and through education is of particular concern. However, the risk posed
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to learners by climate-displacement alone is highly dependent on policy responses in the education sector
and beyond.

CLIMATE CHANGE - DISPLACEMENT—EDUCATION NEXUS

Figure 1- Visualisation of authors' current thinking and conceptualisation of climate change-displacement-education nexus.

Before outlining the relationship and nexus between climate change, displacement and education, it is
important to reiterate that little research has been conducted into this nexus, thus the understanding of
the particular challenges in education is limited21. It must also be noted that the nexus between climatedisplacement and education exists and acts in complex socio-economic and political contexts, which
require granular understanding, analysis, and action. Within these contexts climate change and
displacement overlap and intersect with existing vulnerabilities and inequalities, notably those based on
gender, disability, race, and migration status. Therefore, without due consideration and analysis of such
intersections there is a significant risk that existing inequalities in education will become further entrenched
and exacerbated, limiting any transformational change offered by education. It is already known that
displaced learners are more likely to encounter discrimination, racism, and social exclusion on basis of their
identity when attending schools in alien environments22.
The exacerbation of existing inequalities due to the climate crisis is likely to affect vulnerable children and
adolescents the most, particularly in the education space23. The 2030 Framework for Action underscores
such issues and concerns, calling for the needs of displaced populations to be addressed in order to
strengthen the inclusion of forcibly displaced people in education24.
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The education sector is particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and displacement25. At
times of hardship, education is often the first casualty, and despite progress, education is often neglected
in the aftermath of mass movements due to conflicts and disasters26. In 2019, education received only 2.6
percent of total humanitarian funding and continues to be overlooked in many crises routinely being the
most underfunded sector in humanitarian appeals27. Forced displacement, whether due to conflict or
disasters which are both intertwined with climate change, has a negative impact on education adding
considerable strain on already struggling education systems28. Furthermore, learners displaced or trapped
by environmental change fall through the cracks of international protection mechanisms focused on the
legal definition of ‘refugees’, leaving them in a state of limbo29. The rights of those internally displaced are
detailed in the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, including principle 23 which reaffirms the right
to education, however these principles are not legally binding30.
These challenges overlap and interact with the more visible and blatant impacts of climate change, notably
intensifying extreme weather events, which deny and inhibit learners’ access to education. In the wake of
climate-related disasters, children and learners may be displaced to locations that are simply too far from
educational facilities to make continuity of learning possible31. For those within reach of schooling
infrastructure, they may find schools destroyed, damaged or being used to provide shelter for stricken and
displaced communities, of which they may be part32. Even when schools remain operational, they are often
faced with teacher shortages, which are a common feature of displacement situations, due in part to
teachers having fled, coupled with a lack of equitable and reliable remuneration needed to ensure their
supply, retention, and motivation33. Currently, these impacts of internal displacement on education
systems tend not to be included in planning processes, meaning education infrastructure in host areas is
unprepared to absorb new students34.
Evidence recently produced by IDMC has begun to reveal the scale of disruption caused to learners by
internal displacement, estimating that more than 4.4 million children of primary and lower secondary
school age between the ages of 5 and 14 in sub-Saharan Africa are at risk of having their education affected
by internal displacement35. However, when considered against the backdrop of 127 million primary and
secondary school school-age children and young people living in crisis-affected countries being out of
school, which accounts for 50% of the global out-of-school population, the estimate for IDPs is likely to be
conservative36. The discrepancy in these data demonstrate the need to better document and understand
displacement and its intersection with education, including the role and influence of climate change.

Climate-displacement as a risk multiplier and aggravator in education
Climate-displacement is likely to see sizeable populations move from high-risk settings to urban areas
where the risks are different yet still high. There is the potential for the emergence of overlapping and
25
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increasingly complex emergencies and protracted crises, involving displacement, unplanned urbanisation
and a lack of quality or any education provision. Additionally, people who are trapped by climate and
environmental change may become more prone to humanitarian emergencies and possibly even further
displacement if their situation worsens, or if extreme events occur37.
Children and youth with disabilities are particularly vulnerable to disasters, and by implication climate
change and displacement, due to the socioeconomic and health factors inherent to disabilities38. To fully
achieve inclusiveness, education systems in the face of climate-displacement and trapping need to consider
the impact of these dynamics on learners with disabilities. Considering climate change is affecting the most
vulnerable first and hardest, there is an urgent need to examine the impacts on and possibilities for learners
with disabilities. This specific angle is drastically under researched and little attention is currently paid to
displaced learners with special educational needs and disabilities, reflecting a broader normative ableism
in education scholarship and systems39.
At least half of all internally displaced persons are women and girls, totalling around 21 million 40.
Displacement has gender-specific implications for both education responses and outcomes, in few cases
mobility creates opportunities to break free of gendered social moulds but more frequently it exacerbates
gender-based vulnerability41. For example, research from Bangladesh shows that due to the poorest being
hit hardest by environmental hazards, they are more likely to have some family members move regularly
or permanently to seek work leaving vulnerable women and children behind42. When women and girls are
displaced by climate change evidence shows the potential for them to fall into a poverty trap is much higher
and their prospect to return and restore their lives, including through education, is lower than their male
counterparts43. Research in Somalia by IDMC also reveals the gendered impacts of displacement on
education, when forced to make a choice between sending their boys or girls to school drought-displaced
families whose resources were not enough for both sent mostly boys44.

ADAPTATION AND BUILDING CLIMATE-DISPLACEMENT RESILIENCE IN EDUCATION SYSTEMS
THROUGH CRISIS-SENSITIVE PLANNING
The lack of data and the difficulty of predicting population movements due to environmental change poses
a range of challenges for education policymakers and planners. The extent to which climate change,
environmental change, and displacement disrupt learners’ access to equitable and quality education and
more broadly determine equal access to education is highly dependent on policy action and planning. To
this end, governments and specifically education ministries must recognize education’s role in adapting to
and mitigating climate change by engaging in and steering concerted climate action. Ultimately, the goal
should be to limit and reduce the release of greenhouse gas emissions, whilst increasing countries’
adaptation to negative climate change effects. Intervention areas for education to actively contribute to
climate change adaptation and mitigation include Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), the use of
vocational and technical education and training and higher education research and development to
37
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facilitate the transition to green economy, retrofitting and construction of green and climate resilient
school infrastructure, and other green purchasing of education supplies as outlined in figure 2.

Figure 2: Education’s contribution to climate change adaptation and mitigation. Source: UNESCO IIEP, forthcoming

Education systems must also adapt to the effects of climate change including displacement by taking action
to prepare for and adjust to both the current effects of climate change and the predicted future impacts45.
Both, mitigation and adaptation strategies require an enabling institutional, policy and financing
framework. To that end, it is crucial to understand how risks resulting from climate change including
displacement impact education service delivery and how education systems can reduce their impact and
occurrence, as defined in UNESCO-IIEP’s crisis-sensitive educational planning approach.
Crisis-sensitive educational planning (CSP) involves identifying and analysing the risks to education posed
by conflict and natural hazards including climate-related hazards.. This means understanding both how
these risks impact education systems, and how education systems can reduce their impact and occurrence.
The aim is to lessen the negative impact of crises on education service delivery, whilst fostering the
development of education policies and programmes that will help prevent future crises arising in the first
place and manage those that cannot be prevented. A key part of CSP is to preserve education even in the
most difficult circumstances whilst overcoming inequity and exclusion in education, which can exacerbate
the risk of grievances and conflict when left unchecked.
Climate change mitigation and adaptation strategies are most effective when they are well planned and
budgeted for, led and supported by national and local policies, coordinated across different governmental
and non-governmental entities, and financed and procured sustainably46. Educational planning that is
sensitive to risks and underlying factors that expose certain populations to disproportional risks has the
potential to address and mitigate those risks, reducing the vulnerability of affected populations.
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Invest in new approaches to data, evidence and research
Despite continued improvements in the availability of data and modelling on the role of environmental and
climate change on human mobility, including an increasing number of context-specific micro-level studies,
disaggregated and detailed data remains unavailable47. Education-specific data and modelling related to
climate-displacement is virtually non-existent. To understand scale, depth, and dynamics of displacement
and its impact on education, including with relation to climate change, a new approach to data, evidence,
and research is needed. Education planners and managers not only require access to predictive models to
assess the likelihood and scale of future displacement linked with climate change, but they also need to be
able to link findings from these predictive models to other non-educational data (such as household
surveys, poverty dynamics, etc.). Furthermore, such data and modelling need to then feedback into
education management information systems (EMIS) to inform crisis prevention and crisis management
strategies for affected areas. This includes specific education strategies for displaced learners and teachers
before, during, and after crises hit.

Safe and climate resilient school infrastructure
In the past decades, many countries have adopted safer school construction guidelines and standards to
ensure the safety of learners and education personnel. However, investment in climate-proof education
infrastructure is slow. As climate change introduces new risks, including extreme heat waves, flooding and
drought, education facilities must adapt. Planning for suitable school construction sites needs to take into
consideration climate change projections to avoid areas which are likely to be affected by rising sea levels,
floods or typhoon risks48. Temporary or mobile education facilities can be an adaptive and cost-effective
solution for climate displaced learners or replace school buildings damaged by extreme weather. Adaptive
solutions remain limited with the result that students affected by the climate crisis and displacement miss
classes and risk dropping out of school.
Ensuring that education infrastructure is climate resilient and adaptive to population movements requires
new approaches in educational planning, specifically the integration of geospatial, climate change, and
displacement data into school mapping and other planning tools. Existing practices that take into
consideration regular movements of populations such as of nomadic families may offer useful insights into
the opportunities and challenges of mobile school infrastructure. Similar, experiences from decades-long
investments in school safety as part of the disaster risk reduction in education agenda will be key in
identifying strategies to ensure both, climate resilient and displacement appropriate school infrastructure.

Mainstream climate change into education sector plans and policies
Integrating climate risk and vulnerability assessments into standard education sector and situation analysis
allows for improved information on vulnerable populations affected by or at risk of displacement, as well
as on segments of the population who remain in place and immobile. Such assessments consequently
inform the preparation of crisis-sensitive education policies and sector plans, supporting governments for
example in tackling the challenge of ensuring the provision of equitable and quality education to vulnerable
populations without locking them into areas of extreme risk which may increasingly become unviable49.
Education policies and sector plans should detail strategies at school, community, and system level to
prevent, prepare for, and mitigate crisis. Depending on the context, this can include strategic provisions for
building new schools in hazard-free areas, potentially introducing a double shift system in areas affected
by climate-displacement, and setting up comprehensive school safety programs including school-level
contingency plans, school staff training in DRR and alternative education modalities. The small island state
of Kiribati for example has issued a ‘migration with dignity policy’, as part of the nation’s long-term
relocation strategy which addresses climate induced sea level rise. Based on potential host countries’
demand for skilled workers such as in health and care, the policy aims to equip the population with relevant
47
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qualifications to access decent work opportunities abroad50. During the process of policy and plan
development, MoEs need to ensure representation of affected communities, ensuring that their voices,
opinions, and perspectives are heard and addressed in policies and plans.
Concrete provisions for climate change actions including for displacement in sector plans allow Ministries
of Education (MoEs) to allocate domestic finances and lobby for external financial resources51. In several
countries in East Asia and the Pacific, funding allocated to MoEs for climate-related disaster response is
mainstreamed into education budgets. However, contingency funds available for education in the case of
climate-related disasters are– like global emergency funding –disproportionally small compared to other
sectors, including agriculture and infrastructure52.
Much remains to be done to understand and monitor the effectiveness of climate adaptation measures in
education to learn, adapt to and test new strategies. This includes education sector plans and policies that
promote research and development and public debate, including at school and community level to evaluate
the effectiveness of strategies taken and to allow local-level decision makers and implementers to diagnose
design mistakes and implementation weaknesses. Such a trial-and-error approach at local level must be
taken seriously by system leaders through institutionalized feedback loops to devise system strengthening
reforms that allow for effective strategies to adapt to climate change and mitigate effects that cannot be
prevented.
Finally, addressing climate change and displacement effectively through preparedness and adaptation
requires a collective and coordinated response across sectors, with relevant government agencies fully
involved, including ministries of environment, national emergency management authorities, ministries of
health and other national and sub-national stakeholders. A key concern for effective leadership remains
governments’ and societies’ “myopic worldview”, underestimating or simply neglecting increasing risks due
to climate change53. This is visible in low investments in preparedness. As investment in preparedness has
far less visible outcomes and can require unpopular decisions such as prioritizing wetlands over
settlements, thus it is often eclipsed by issues considered more politically salient by politicians and voters.
Putting budgets towards disaster preparedness which carries a significant return on investment in saved
time and money during responses54 requires both effective leadership including in education and an
informed public.

CONCLUSION -- BEYOND ADAPTATION, TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE IN EDUCATION:
To conclude, this paper through conceptualizing climate-displacement and exploring its relationship and
multitude of intersections with education has elucidated some of the complexity, nuance, and
interconnectedness of the risks and challenges posed by climate change. The discussion and evidence
presented is by no means exhaustive and is limited by the availability of education-specific research and
evidence. Furthermore, it is essential that there is recognition that despite the urgent need for mitigation
and adaptation detailed in the previous section, moving towards a sustainable future requires a much
broader and radical rethinking of education.
Climate-displacement poses a real challenge to existing knowledge, understanding, and ways of working,
including blurring the lines between the conventional categorizations of human mobility. The impacts of
climate-displacement in, on and through education are likely to be highly unequal, with existing inequalities
involving gender, disability, income and wealth, race, and migration status at risk of being exacerbated and
becoming entrenched. To avoid repeating the discussion above and to provide scope for future research
and thinking in this area, as a means of concluding, this paper offers thoughts, questions, and potential
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directions on how education in the context of climate change and displacement can go beyond adaptation
and towards a sustainable future in education.
UNESCO’s International Commission on the Futures of Education, an independent commission convened
to rethink education in a world of increasing complexity, uncertainty, inequalities, risks, and possibilities,
has recently highlighted the urgency of changing course in education towards the concept of “regenerative
education”55. The commission has observed that it is increasingly becoming obvious that our existing
education systems are inadequately prepared and no longer viable in the context of accelerating climate
change. We are now at a critical juncture in education, demonstrated viscerally by COVID-19, where radical
change is required in the design of education systems, the organization of educational institutions, and
pedagogical approaches56.

The concept of regenerative education has obvious consequences for the organization
of educational institutions, curricula and pedagogical practices. But at present, the
ways we organize education and structure opportunity across the world do not do
enough to ensure peaceful societies, a livable planet, and shared progress that
benefits all.
International Commission on the Futures of Education, 2021

Responding to this in the context of climate-displacement, education systems must seek to go beyond just
adapting to the challenges posed, they must respond to the demands of learners for justice and a
sustainable future, whilst simultaneously addressing the inequalities faced by displaced learners. Although
building resilience in education systems is critical, it must not become a vehicle through which tolerance of
increased precarity and risk is cultivated57.
Furthermore, climate-displacement has the potential to induce widespread psycho-social trauma, cause a
heightened sense of injustice and breakdown social cohesion within and amongst communities and
learners58. For many displaced learners, and their communities, the injustice and inequality goes beyond
displacement and the associated loss of their security and livelihood with the impacts extending to a
severing of their connection to their ancestral land, identity, wellbeing and culture59. In this context
education must be reimagined and reshaped to fulfil its regenerative role. For example, at a granular level
teachers and support staff in areas hosting those climate-displaced learners need to be provided with the
skills and knowledge to open space for the expression of this injustice and allow learners to reestablish
their culture, languages, and identity whilst learning in displacement. This space and practice have the
potential to open new forms of solidarity, pedagogy, learning and provides the opportunity to build
sustainable peace.
The need to address injustice, trauma, and inequality, not sustain and reproduce them, in and through
education has been recognized in the field of peacebuilding and the associated nexus between conflict,
peace, and education60. It has been recognized that education can make a significant contribution to
sustainably addressing inequality as well as political, economic, social, and cultural transformation within

55

UNESCO, ‘International Comission on the Futures of Education: Progress Update’ (Paris, 2021),
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375746.locale=en.
56 UNESCO.
57 Black et al., ‘Migration, Immobility and Displacement Outcomes Following Extreme Events’.
58 Ayeb-Karlsson, Kniveton, and Cannon, ‘Trapped in the Prison of the Mind: Notions of Climate-Induced (Im)Mobility DecisionMaking and Wellbeing from an Urban Informal Settlement in Bangladesh’.
59 Oxfam, ‘Forced from Home: Climate-Fuelled Displacement’.
60 Mario Novelli, Mieke T A Lopes Cardozo, and Alan Smith, ‘The 4Rs Framework: Analyzing Education’s Contribution to
Sustainable Peacebuilding with Social Justice in Conflict-Affected Contexts’, Journal on Education in Emergencies 3, no. 1 (2017):
14–43, http://s3.amazonaws.com/inee-assets/resources/JEiE_V3_N1__4Rs_Framework.pdf.

11
crisis-affected societies61. However, the potentially transformative role of education is deeply connected
to and embedded within processes of social justice and societal transformation62. Such an approach
recognizes that representation of affected communities is a critical first step.
Those most affected by climate change are largely absent from debate around the issue, even within their
own states they often do not impact the political agenda63. This is true in the education space learners,
teachers, and communities are noticeably absent from discussions on climate change and its effects on
education. In this regard, it is vital that those affected by climate change are immediately included in key
decision-making processes regarding education. Moving from analysis to action, it is vital that those
learners, teachers, and communities who are impacted by climate change, including those in host
communities, are given space and genuine power in shaping how education systems respond. Finally, the
need for participatory approaches and representation applies beyond education policy and planning, those
researching and involved in knowledge production around the nexus between climate change,
displacement, and education should also be acutely aware of representation.
The call for representation, recognition and inclusivity of affected and local communities is also echoed in
debates in the humanitarian space, the Network of Empowered Aid Response has led this call in relation to
the Grand Bargain stating, “there needs to be a bold transformative shift in the process to one which is
inclusive, truly global and accountable”64 and observing the lack of meaningful spaces where local actors
can engage65.
To interact and engage in a shift towards the concept of “regenerative education”, defined above,
education responses to displacement should embrace the need to go beyond a push or call to re-establish
or return to pre-displacement ‘normalcy’ which likely upholds existing social inequalities, as previously
outlined, as this would disallow opportunities to radically rethink environmental and social relations
constructed through education66. For education to play a regenerative and reparative role it must be alive
to past and present injustices, creating a space for multiple and at times competing knowledge traditions
and seeking to understand the entangled histories of climate-displaced learners67. Similarly to violence and
conflict, displacement, and its drivers, cannot be separated from the entrenched societal histories in which
they occur or be framed as singular instances of crisis68.
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