
 

 

FIGURE 1: YOUNG ACTORS PERFORMING TO THEIR COMMUNITY [CREDIT: UNICEF  DRC] 
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This case study looks into participatory theatres as an innovative approach in conflict resolution in schools, 

which contributes to increased individual capacities, and is particularly valuable as it empowers communities 

and children themselves. This case study looks at the Equateur province in particular, where an approximate 

90% of targeted schools organize participatory theatres. Evaluation of this has shown that the respondents 

recognize the relationships of the organization, the actors, and the themes addressed in relation to conflicts. 

The slogan « among us, peace first » is well known and used in all of the schools that were subjects in the 

survey. 

Conflict Analysis 

The situation in the DRC is evolving rapidly from a situation of chronic conflict to an environment of cautious 

optimism in which once again, prospects for peace are in the offing. With the recent (October 2013) squash 

of the M23 rebellion by the government’s own armed forces (FARDC), including the capture and/or exit into 

neighbouring countries of the rebel leaders, the DRC has initiated major steps towards internal peace and 

reconciliation. In September and October 2013, a national dialogue was held in all eleven provinces of the 

country, followed by a decision by the Head of State to dissolve cabinet in order to form a new government 

of national unity.  

The Equateur Province is located in the North-West of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). It had an 

estimated population of 7.98 million inhabitants in 2013 (10.56% of the country's total population) but a low 

population density (20 people /km²) compared to the national average (32 people /km²).  

At the present time there is neither rebellion nor armed groups in the whole of Equateur Province, but the 

province is still fairly unstable due to the various inter and intra-community conflicts that plague it, 

weakening the peace and hindering development.  
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Neighbourhood disputes dominate the Equateur district and that southern Ubangi is characterized by 

conflicts concerning property, particularly those related to resource access (piscicultural ponds, forests, and 

other areas protected by the National Institute for Nature Conservation).1  

Types of violence and conflicts:  Robbery (56%), fighting (33%), school drop-outs (30.3%), gender-based 

violence (21%), verbal abuse (32%), ethnic intolerance (26%), conflicts related to habits and customs (29%), 

and discrimination and marginalization (28%) are areas of persisting conflict and violence.  

The areas of Mbandaka and Bikoro are dominated by domestic violence (66%), family violence (63.5%), and 

neighborhood disputes (67%) within communities, as well as conflicts marked by physical violence (fights) 

(70.3%), verbal abuse (80%), impolite language (68%), the challenges in the cohabitation among children 

from different ethnicities (57.5%), and corporal punishment by teachers (67%).  

The results of qualitative and quantitative surveys show that ethnic and tribal conflicts are predominant in 

Equateur, mainly in Dongo. After interethnic conflicts in 2009 and 2010, there are still weaknesses and 

difficulties in the community due to inter-tribal interactions which arise as challenges in conflict 

management. During the survey, a resident of Dongo said: “Due to fragility of peaceful coexistence between 

the Lobalas and other tribes, any person attempting to condemn or solve these conflicts is considered as a 

scapegoat and becomes the victim of revenge.” 

In the Dongo site, many respondents mentioned land disputes related to the repatriation of refugees. In 

focus groups, many conflicts were discussed between residents and returnees on contentious plots of land: 

“Conflicts between returnees and residents related to theft and illegal occupation of land by returnees 

should also be noted. Minor incidents related to extortion of returnees’ aid by dishonest people should also 

be noted.” Said an Integration Assistant of CNR Dongo. 

The conflicts more frequently related to children are those linked to tribalism and ethnic rivalry in the school 

system, as well as tensions between principals and parents following the abduction of children by rebel 

groups, or problems involving the occupation of schools by national army. Domestic conflict and conflict 

over land impact education and children as well. In general, the education sector, and consequently the 

children, is often a reflection of societal issues; thus many aspects related to conflicts are “imported” to it. 

Tribalism is present even in schools: discrimination and rejection are noted against some categories of 

students.2 

The root causes identified in the sources leading to conflict are as poverty and weak purchasing power, 

limited access to natural resources, poor governance and lack of transparency in the management of public 

affairs, the absence of mechanisms for accountability, and the absence of social cohesion that leads to 

intolerance. The rising cost of education, the fact that the free schooling policy is not being applied, the bad 

state of infrastructure and the absence of separate bathrooms for girls and boys (22%). Certain directors 

and cadres of the Ministry of Primary, Secondary and Vocational Education (EPSP) also cited cases of 

dispossession of school grounds. 

                                                           
1 Conflict analysis reports conducted in the province by the United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo (MONUSCO) and the NGO Search for Common Ground (SFCG). 
2 Sources for the conflict analysis include desk review of documentation and a report by implementing partner 
Search for Common Ground, based on a survey. (a) A desk review of existing documents including the MONUSCO 
analysis report on the risks and conflicts in Equateur province. (b) Report on education and conflicts in the same 
province on 10 schools by the NGO Search for Common Ground. The reports were completed using information 
collected from a survey carried out in 25 schools in Mbandaka and Bikoro covering the students, teachers, 
headmasters of primary schools, and EPSP cadres and authorities in the Equateur province. 



In general, the education sector is often a reflection of societal issues; thus, many aspects related to conflicts 

are “imported” to it. Thus, tribalism is present even in schools: discrimination and rejection are noted against 

some categories of students. Thus, parents mentioned the existence of unbalance of tribes’ 

representativeness in schools as this situation affects children: Children belonging to the ethnic groups or 

tribes of the schools’ headmaster or principal are kept in schools even if they have not paid the fees. This is 

done at the expense of other ethnic groups which are in the same situation. Several respondents in Dongo 

and Mbandaka, in the focus group and interviews, have also mentioned discrimination against Pygmies. In 

Mbandaka, a school was built by Oxfam in partnership with UNICEF in the Pygmies area to encourage 

cohesion between these minorities and the Bantus of the area around the school. The Bantus refused to 

send their children to the school (Ngonde Primary School), due to the presence of Pygmies who suffer 

rejection and discrimination from the Bantus. 

Partnerships for Peacebuilding  

UNICEF partnered with Search for Common Ground, as well as working closely with the national government 

through the Ministry of Education.  

Theory of Change 

Participatory theatre is a pilot approach that has been chosen because of its concrete results (such as 

reduction in fights, corporal punishment, injuries, sexual and gender-based violence, improvements in 

school attendance, etc.) on the ground as enabling factor acting as bridge between schools and 

communities.  

Participatory theatre contributes to conflict resolution in schools as an activity where local actors carry out 

open-air performances on the conflicts that exist in their communities. The watching public takes part in the 

activity, by intervening at the moment when a conflict risks turning violent. At this point, they assume the 

roles in the play and play out a positive outcome, as they see it.  

Participatory theatre provides an opportunity to illustrate the conflict situations faced by children and its 

impact on the wellbeing and education of children. It also provides a platform for debate on how to address 

the root causes of these conflicts.  

Children are enabled to learn and talk about child soldier recruitment, violence against children, the rape of 

children, and attacks on schools, through the organization of participatory theatre (drama) in the community 

as part of extra-curricular activities such as cultural day with children from different ethnic groups. 

C4D Strategies 

Participatory theatre contributes to increased individual capacities, and is particularly valuable as it 

empowers communities and children themselves in the identification of conflicts, their prevention and 

solutions.  

Participatory theatre is a form of theatre in which actors play with the audience, based on a real problem. 

The public participates in the show to adapt, change or correct a situation, attitude, or behaviour of a 

character in the play. Conflicts and problems presented are thus solved on stage according to the 

propositions made by the public. This form of theatre aims to entertain, explore human behaviour, share 

knowledge and act as an engine of social change3. 

                                                           
3 http://www.sfcg.org/programmes/drcongo/pdf/Participatory-Theatre-Manual-EN.pdf  

http://www.sfcg.org/programmes/drcongo/pdf/Participatory-Theatre-Manual-EN.pdf


Informative sessions on innovative approaches such as the organization of participatory theatre as well as 

the implementation of mediation committees (peace clubs) were undertaken for school officials by the NGO 

“Search for Common Ground” in 30 pilot schools in the provinces of Equator and Katanga during 2012 and 

2013. 

Activities in relation to brainstorming and planning for participatory theatres include artwork by children 

(students) of conflict situations faced by children in the Equator province to help them in the identification 

of the conflict causes, the stakeholders, conflict dynamics, as well as the identification of preventive 

measures and conflict management.  

The focus is on combating violence and abuse in schools by making of schools zones of peace, and using as 

vehicle participatory theatre activities focused on violence, ethnic intolerance, corporal punishment, sexual 

violence between students and teachers as well as among students, and raising awareness on sexually 

transmitted diseases.  

Some of the topics of theatre activities that improve conditions for teachers, school infrastructure, children 

forced to drop out of school due to non-payment of school fees, etc. are directed to political and 

administrative authorities at public meetings and special events (parliamentary sessions, semi-annual and 

annual reviews of the programme of cooperation, planning education activities in the province, etc.). 

EPSP authorities, communities, children, and churches are targeted in the roll-out of participatory theatre 

activities. 

 

Emerging Results & Impact  

M&E Methodology 

Methodology included (i) feedback received from children/parents/teachers/community leaders, as well as 

(ii) direct observation during field monitoring visits and direct observation of activities, (iii)evaluation study. 

The methodology used in answering the research questions of the evaluation study include structured 

interviews, focus groups, desk review, and key informant interviews. 

 
Outputs & Impact 

Participatory theatre is reducing violence in targeted schools (abolition of caning, less fights between 

students, reduction in teacher abusing students, better acceptance of students from different tribes) and 

contributed to the resolution of conflicts in schools and communities. Youth cultural activities have helped 

to increase the acceptance of marginalized and minority children (pygmies, albinos, disabled children etc.). 

A reduction in the outbreak of fights (68.3), corporal punishment (57%) (with the standard set by the 

provincial minister of education for the abolition of whipping in all of Equateur’s schools, thanks to 

participatory theatre activities during a session of parliament in 2013), the improvement of peaceful 

cohabitation among children from different ethnicities (44.5%), the recourse to peaceful means of conflict 

resolution (26.5%), reduction of sexual violence and abuse (36.5%), and improvement in school attendance 

rates (31.5%) were observed. Children cited a significant reduction in cases of verbal abuse as well as a 

reduction in cases of sexual violence committed against girls.  



 

Lessons Learned 

Key Facilitating Factors 

 It is important to adapt and develop effective strategies to mitigate / address the most-recurring 
conflicts in schools like fights, insults, ethnic intolerance, sexual violence, gender-based violence, 
corporal punishment, and the difficulty in cohabitation between children from different ethnic 
groups. The topics covered by the participatory theatre will move in this direction; 

 It is recommended to formalize the approach of participatory theatre through the development of 
training tools as well as educational materials for students and community members. 

 It is recommended to ensure that actors in targeted schools have the capacity to organize 
participatory theatre in relation to the education and peacebuilding programme, and make full use 
of tools and supporting materials available. 

 It is recommended to establish a follow up mechanism by PBEA coordination of the province under 
the lead of the provincial Ministry of Education to ensure that teachers representing schools during 
training follow up and share what they learn with their peers. 

 
Key Challenges 

 It is necessary to work toward the scaling up of pilot approaches through the appropriation of EPSP 
cadres as well as the availing of tools on the organization of the participatory theatre in linkage with 
after school activities.  

 In certain schools, especially those in Bikoro, a weak capacity to promote a culture of peace in 
schools, on the part of the teachers and directors of the participatory theatre organization, was 
observed.  

 Also, the participation of students in their final years of schooling only acts as hindrance to the active 
participation of students at other school class levels.  

 A diverse range of options in terms of participatory theatre such as comedy sketches, theatre forum, 
Community Theatre, Theatre of the Oppressed, etc. are available. 

 Based on this experience of using participatory theatre it is now recommended that there is a firm 
focus on adjustment strategies in light of the types of conflicts revealed by the survey results and 
other reports on the conflict analysis undertaken in this part of the country, the weaknesses of the 
programme in terms of the participatory theatre approach, the causes for the persistence of certain 
conflicts despite the implementation of activities. 

 
 
Conclusions 

The transformation of societies towards a culture of peace in a conflict or post-conflict context requires 

innovative approaches that build bridges between different stakeholders, rival communities and their 

systems, so that they are able to have the same understanding of the root causes of conflict and for 

communities develop a common vision for living together. Participatory theatre is one of such strategies 

able to create this bridge. The active participation of communities in the activity is an indication of its 

effectiveness.



 


