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While many of the world’s small island developing
states (SIDS) have achieved access to basic
education, ensuring the quality and continuity of
education in the face of climate change presents

a unique challenge. Internal displacement and
international migration stress urban infrastructure
and threaten already vulnerable populations in SIDS
and their access to education.

Recommendations:

*  Build and maintain multiple facilities that can
serve as evacuation centres so schools can
continue as learning facilities in the aftermath of
extreme weather events.

e Continue to develop teaching materials and
pedagogies within SIDS’ education systems to
be employed during times of disruption, while
ensuring learners’ socialisation needs are met in
the case of online or distance learning.

® Create parallel curricular competencies between
SIDS and destination countries, and advocate for
access to education and training in any bilateral
or multilateral arrangements for mobility and
migration.

Developing States

Access to education and training is frequently disrupted
within populations displaced by climate change or migrating
from areas impacted by it. This type of disruption can

take the form of school closures due to flooding or storm
damage, people being forced to move into an area where
existing school systems lack the capacity to absorb learners
from climate-displaced populations, as well as closure of
schools in depopulated areas. In some cases, physical,
language, and administrative barriers pose additional
challenges to accessing education for climate displaced
communities. While the 2019 Global Education Monitoring
Report has emphasised the need to accommodate
displaced people — including those displaced due to
climate change — in national education systems, how this is
to be achieved is highly contextualised.

This policy brief addresses issues of education rights in the
context of climate change and potential climate change
displacement for SIDS residents. Challenges to adapting
learning systems in the context of climate change are
common to many SIDS and other countries, but SIDS also
face unique challenges due to their geography, culture, and
economic activities.
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In contrast with the common media discourse, at present
most SIDS are contending with issues of rapid urbanisation
and internal migration into cities (Milan 2016; Trundle et al.
2019). While some rural households relocate to urban areas
due to the effects of climate change (such as salt-water
intrusion into aquifers), most internal migrants within SIDS
move into urban areas for the economic opportunities and
travel hubs offered in cities. This influx of internal migrants
has placed pressure on existing urban infrastructure, making
it more vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Schools
in urban areas of many SIDS are now built to be climate
resilient and serve the dual purposes of education and
emergency shelter (Curtain 2019). For example, in Tuvalu

all school infrastructure has recently been upgraded so

that school buildings serve as evacuation centres during
cyclones, flooding, and other emergencies (Neaki 2022).
However, some concerns remain about this approach to
climate resilient infrastructure, as learning continuity may

be disrupted if schools are the only source of shelter. This is
because learners may be displaced during the aftermath of
extreme weather events while the school building serves as a
temporary shelter for people in the surrounding community
who have lost their housing. Therefore, urban disaster risk
reduction (DRR) planning should include separate shelters to
the extent possible given the resources available.

Many SIDS’" education systems must also contend with the
greater existential threat of education being disrupted over
the long term, or indeed permanently, because of climate
change. While the stated aim of most SIDS' governments is
to maintain sovereignty over their land and territorial waters,
some governments are taking a proactive stance on how

to respond to a worst-case scenario under climate change
— an island nation’s land area becoming uninhabitable due

to sea level rise. SIDS are working to maintain sovereignty
over their governmental systems, including their education
systems, in the context of climate change. This involves
building a digital nation whereby administrative functions

of the state could be carried out even if the government
had to move to another location, whether temporarily or
permanently (Mcleod et al 2019; Kofe 2021). How education
would be delivered in such a scenario remains in question.

While the quality and affordability of internet connectivity in
SIDS has drastically improved over the last decade owing to
the use of submarine fibreoptic cable (ITU 2019), affordable
connectivity remains challenging due to the high cost of
submarine maintenance and network expansion. Studies

on online learning in SIDS have found that more countries
are creating online learning content — especially for higher
education (Reddy et al. 2021). But most of the content
developed for primary and secondary education relates

to literacy and numeracy (Neaki 2022). Furthermore, while
online educational content now exists in a number of SIDS,
there has been little evaluation of teaching methods using
this online content. For SIDS, preservation of traditional
knowledge, culture, and language for islanders in a

fully digital learning environment is critical but presents
challenges. The difficulty in transmitting traditional
knowledge in a fully online environment is documented by
Nalau et al. (2018), who note that this type of knowledge is
both cognitive and experiential, and therefore when facts
are divorced from experience, efforts to pass knowledge
from one generation to another are ineffective. Furthermore,
fully online learning modalities are linked to decreased
socialisation among learners, especially for learners from
marginalised communities (Joosten and Cusatis 2020). SIDS
should explore hybrid models that pay particular attention
to training teachers and allowing learners to experience
and value traditional and indigenous knowledge in
contextualised digital environments across generations.

While internally displaced persons face policy and legislative
barriers during climate-related learning disruptions, the
scale and impact is much more significant for international
migrants and those displaced
by climate change from SIDS.
For example, the type of work
visas granted for migrants from
Pacific SIDS to neighbouring
Pacific countries are often
strictly for working adults
only, and in most cases do not
allow access to the destination
country’s educational system.
Even if migration is possible,
learners can face difficulty in adapting to a destination
country’s school or training system if they have not developed
relevant skills and knowledge. Education systems in SIDS can
build resilience in learners by emphasising parallel curricular
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competencies to those found in destination countries should
learners need to migrate. In exploring mobility agreements,
SIDS should prioritise access and connectivity to education
and training opportunities in any visa scheme.

The following actionable steps are recommended to build
the resilience of education systems in SIDS to meet the
needs of people displaced by climate change.

1. Build and maintain multiple evacuation centres
so schools can continue as learning facilities in the
aftermath of extreme weather events.

Maintaining the quality and safety of school buildings in the
face of climate change should remain a top priority for SIDS
and their development partners.

However, having schools alone

serve as evacuation centres during

cyclones, flooding, and other

emergencies is insufficient. Other

public infrastructure should be

retrofitted, built, or maintained to

be used for evacuation and shelter

during and after emergencies,

allowing schools to maintain their

educational function. School

systems play a critical role in helping learners in post-disaster
recovery as well as building resilience for future disruptions
(Bikar et al. 2021; Xu & Lu 2018). However, when schools
serve as evacuation centres for longer periods of time,
teachers are unable to dedicate their efforts to teaching
(Kawasaki et al. 2020). Therefore, SIDS should prioritise
retrofitting existing public infrastructure such as community
centres, government buildings, and office buildings to meet
the design requirements to serve as evacuation centres,
and ensuring that new public infrastructure projects meet
these design standards. Overseas development assistance
should also include these requirements for proposed public
building infrastructure projects.

2. Continue to develop teaching materials and
pedagogies within SIDS' education systems that can be
employed during times of disruption, while ensuring that
learners’ socialisation needs and connections to culture
and language are maintained.

The COVID-19 pandemic has created a need for new learning
modalities, and in many SIDS the education systems have
responded by shifting to online learning. Attention should
now turn to how teaching materials and communication

within educational settings can be adapted to long-term
disruption, focusing on the need of learners to interact with
each other and their instructors outside of online platforms.
These pedagogies must develop learners to be resilient as
well as critical thinkers. This is especially relevant to language,
culture, and traditional knowledge curriculums, much of which
are tied explicitly to the land and seas of respective SIDS.
Contingency plans are needed for delegating these aspects
of education to communities and/or holding classes outside,
which have proven effective and engaging approaches for
learners to connect to their cultures and each other offline
(Selby et al. 2020). Considering the possibility of a permanent
diaspora for some SIDS learners, the experiences of other
communities that have sought to cultivate cultural literacy and
native languages in the face of mass emigration offer useful
insights and best practices for curriculum and pedagogy, such
as the Hmong community within the United States (Lee 2019).

3. Develop curricular competencies in parallel with
destination countries through bilateral or multilateral
arrangements that allow for mobility and migration —
whether temporary or permanent.

By creating parallel curricular competencies with education
and training programmes in destination countries, SIDS'
education systems can build resilience and critical skills that
learners may need in the event of international displacement
due to climate change. Pacific SIDS such as Nauru, Tonga,
and Tuvalu have sought to maintain sovereignty over their
educational systems, but harmonisation with some school
curriculums in Australia and New Zealand has continued when
international migration (temporary or permanent) has become
necessary for some learners (Neaki 2022). Continued bilateral
or multilateral cooperation between SIDS and destination
countries would allow core educational competencies to be
developed in parallel, providing students from SIDS with

the curricular building blocks to adapt to schooling in other
countries when there is no clear legal immigration pathway.
Parallel curricular competencies, along with migration policies
allowing access to education and training programmes, will
minimise learning disruption in cases when international
migration becomes a viable and desired option.
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