Promoting Ethnic Tolerance AND CULTURAL INCLUSION in Macedonia: The Tetovo Educators Project

by Paula Green and Olivia Stokes Dreier

Our survival depends on a significant portion of the human race accomplishing an expansion in worldview, from one of exclusive patriotic and ethnic loyalties to an inclusive loyalty toward life itself.
—Paula Green 
Overview 

In 2002, the Karuna Center for Peacebuilding initiated a three-year reconciliation program for educators in the divided city of Tetovo, Macedonia, epicenter of the ethnic violence that led the country to the brink of civil war in 2001. After an intensive program of inter-communal dialogues, conflict resolution seminars, and joint projects, educators from fifteen schools are now working cooperatively to build tolerance in their schools and communities and to prevent future outbreaks of violence. The Karuna Center, based in Amherst, Massachusetts, was founded in 1994 in response to the growing global need to develop innovative, sustainable strategies to address ethnic, religious, and sectarian strife. Together with local partners, we develop long-term programs that promote conflict management, dialogue, and reconciliation in troubled and war-torn regions. This three-year project in Macedonia was modeled on a successful six-year program for educators in post-war Bosnia–Herzegovina.

The Republic of Macedonia

A small landlocked country in southeastern Europe, Macedonia became an independent state within its current borders in 1944, was absorbed by Yugoslavia the following year, and regained independence in 1991 during the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Greece, Bulgaria, Albania, Kosovo, and Serbia surround Macedonia, and each of these neighbors has complicated Macedonia’s existence and identity. Greece objected strongly to the country’s name, Bulgaria has laid claim to its territory, and the other borders have been rife with actual or potential conflict. In 1992, as Yugoslavia disintegrated, the UN sent its first preventive force, the UN Preventive Deployment Force (UNPREDEP), to Macedonia, fearing that instability and nationalist movements could tear Macedonia apart and spill over into stable European states such as Greece and beyond. While UNPREDEP had a calming effect, it could hardly take credit as the sole force that prevented violence. Other factors played a critical role.

Lund (2005) in an effort to unravel the “puzzle of Macedonia’s relative stability” (p. 706) posits that traditional predictors of conflict—such as a legacy of authoritarianism, ethnic domination, poverty, arms traffic, and a destabilized neighborhood—all pointed toward a high risk of war in Macedonia. Lund believes that war was averted due to “good institutions, leaders who profited more from peace, and carefully designed multilateral international intervention” (p. 720). With these factors in place, the Republic of Macedonia declared its independence in 1991 without bloodshed. According to Crampton (2002), Macedonia was “the only one of the four republics to leave the Yugoslav federation without a shot being fired in anger” (p. 294).

Macedonia’s difficulties would emerge later as internal conflict rather than external strife. In addition to the challenges of managing newly won independence, Macedonia had to struggle both with a sizable minority population of ethnic Albanian citizens who had experienced decades of marginalization, and with a massive wave of Kosovar Albanian refugees created by the turmoil between Albanians and Serbs in neighboring Kosovo. This period, characterized by post-independence ethnic instability and sporadic rounds of violence, came to a head in 2001 with armed clashes between the Macedonian security forces and the Albanian National Liberation Army (NLA), centered in the largely ethnic Albanian city of Tetovo and in rural regions close to the Kosovo and Albanian borders. The armed clashes ended with the 2001 Ohrid Peace Accord, negotiated successfully with the aid of international leverage and support. It is this conflict and its aftermath that has impelled the need for peacebuilding and tolerance-promoting activities among civil society groups in Macedonia.

According to Brown (2001), the underlying causes of ethnic and internal conflicts can be examined through four clusters of precipitating factors: structural, political, economic/social, and cultural/perceptual. Applying this theory to the Tetovo conflict, we see that Macedonia’s structural issues included a weak state and security concerns, with clusters of potentially perilous features such as discriminatory political institutions and exclusionary nationalistic ideologies. In Macedonia there were overall economic problems and unequal economic distribution systems as well as cultural/perceptual troubles of ethnic separation, social isolation, and cultural discrimination. With so many factors correlated to the underlying causes of ethnic conflict, it is not surprising that Macedonia experienced ethnic violence in the Tetovo region—in fact, the violence could have been much more deadly and widespread.

The “social cubism” model of ethnopolitical conflict posed by Byrne and Carter (2002) also helps comprehension of the difficulties that beset Macedonia. Social cubism looks at the inter-relationship of six historical and social factors within a given polity: history, religion, demographics, political institutions and non-institutional behavior, economics, and psychocultural factors. Rather than seeking isolated causes of conflict, this theory examines interactions between the six features. In Macedonia, the conflicts between ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians have been exacerbated by all the issues within the cube, producing intergroup resentments, tensions, fears, and hostility. No factor alone accounts for the discord and outbreaks of violence. Rather the interplay over time created an untenable situation that only needed the troubles in Kosovo to provide a spark.

The ethnic composition of the citizenship of Macedonia is approximately two-thirds ethnic Macedonians, one-quarter ethnic Albanians, and a small mix of Roma, Turks, and others (Petroska-Beska, 2004). These figures are hotly contested, as higher proportions would obligate more rights to the ethnic Albanians, but no one disputes the actual rise of the Albanian population and the consequent demographic threat to the ethnic Macedonian predominance (Brunnbauer, 2004). With a quarter of its population identified as ethnic Albanians who feel marginalized from full educational, economic, and political opportunities, Macedonia remains subject to ongoing ethnic tensions and potential violence. At the time of our project, the potential independence of Kosovo (demographically dominated by Kosovar Albanians) caused further consternation in Macedonian circles, because of the fear that Albania might try to annex Kosovo along with regions of Macedonia that are predominantly Alabanian. Thus, for reasons of national integrity and regional stability, an engaged and productive ethnic Albanian minority within Macedonia was and remains to Macedonia’s ultimate advantage, and yet an organized and rights-demanding minority also threatens Macedonia’s majority privilege. Managing these issues of rights and representation demands the attention of the Macedonian government and civil society actors involved in protecting the future of Macedonia and all its citizens, who remain far apart in outlook, opportunity, and geography (Joseph, 2005). For the purposes of this chapter, we will refer to these minority and majority populations as Albanians and Macedonians, the names they use themselves, even though all are citizens of Macedonia.

Tetovo, Macedonia

Civic associations and everyday forms of civic engagement, if robust, promote peace; their absence or weakness opens up space for communal violence.
 —Varshney, 2002, p.3

The city of Tetovo in northwestern Macedonia was the epicenter of the 2001 violence. Tetovo is the second largest city in Macedonia after the capital Skopje, and, with its strong Albanian majority, the site of the most organized protests and the visible center of Albanian power. City census figures are disputed but may be approximately 75 percent ethnic Albanian (Seymour, 2001; Sreten Koceski, 2003). Surrounding Tetovo are dozens of satellite villages, largely divided along ethnic lines, with pupils educated in their own villages, languages, and culture. There are no integrated schools in the city, but rather systems of division in which pupils share facilities in separate classes or split shifts, with teachers and youngsters appearing for half days of school and then vacating for the arrival of the other ethnic group. City businesses, cafes, and neighborhoods are also segregated by ethnicity, leaving few natural fraternization opportunities for Albanians and Macedonians to know each other personally enough to counter the prevailing stereotypes. While almost everyone speaks the national Macedonian language, for the most part only the Albanians speak Albanian, a language wholly unrelated to Macedonian, which is of Slavic origin. Media are separated by language and ethnic biases, and Albanians experience exclusion from public sector careers and higher educational opportunities. The police force before the 2001 violence was largely Macedonian, causing the Albanians to feel vulnerable and unprotected. Marriage between Macedonians and Albanians is almost nonexistent (Seymour 2001).

In his book Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life (2002), Ashutosh Varshney explores the kinds of civic ties between different ethnic communities that prevent ethnic violence. Varshney has shown that pre-existing local networks of civic engagement between ethnic groups stand out as the single most important proximate cause of maintaining peace. When such networks of engagement exist, tensions and conflicts are managed and regulated; when these associational relations are missing, communal identities lead to endemic and often extreme violence. In peaceful cities, a solid and time-honored institutional system of business, professional, and social relations establishes and maintains peace in times of threat, instability, and change. In Tetovo, with the absence of Albanian–Macedonian associations and institutions, preventive structures and bi-communal networks were non-existent, thus providing no communication channels or affiliations to check the rising ethnic tensions that indeed erupted in violence.

The armed clashes in Tetovo that lasted from March–August 2001 created a mutually blaming, fearful, and bewildered citizenry. The violence had begun in the villages and quickly spread to include Tetovo, where the Army of the Republic of Macedonia (ARM) fired mortar shells into the city. For several months, clashes continued in both city and countryside between the ARM and the insurgent National Liberation Army, leaving an estimated 150–200 deaths, 137,000 displaced people, and thousands more trapped in their homes (Lund, 2005). A cease-fire and negotiations began in August 2001, preventing what could have been a bloodbath of ethnic cleansing and culminating in the Ohrid Agreement on power sharing, proportional representation, and rights. Since 2001, armed violence has been minimal, but Albanian–Macedonian relations in the Tetovo region have deteriorated, many established Macedonian families have moved to Skopje, and a high level of suspicion and mistrust has prevailed. It was to address this hardened ethnic polarization that the Tetovo Educators Project began.

The Tetovo Educators Project

The challenge for peacemaking in the 21st century is to engage the parties earlier and at a deeper level so that the identities of some can be stretched to tolerate the identities of others.
—Stein 1996, p. 107

The Karuna Center places value on responding to invitations from local partners who seek collaboration for programs within their region. A Macedonian NGO colleague, Marija Todorova, familiar with our successful work with Bosnian Muslim and Bosnian Serb educators in divided post-war Bosnia, asked if we would consider a similar project for Tetovo. After some initial investigation, Karuna Center agreed that an intervention aimed at the Tetovo educational system could have wide benefit for the entire community, given the respect accorded to educators, their connections to community and families, and their powerful influence on the next generation.

Macedonian professors of education Petroska-Beska and Najcevska (2004) are convinced that “the school system is potentially the single most effective mechanism for introducing the kind of social change necessary if the rhetoric of reconciliation employed by political leaders is to be translated into practice” (p. 4). Educators and their pupils are a familiar and frequently accessible target group in post-conflict peacebuilding programs, perhaps because violent inter-communal conflict calls for vigorous education in tolerance, pro-social values, and new approaches to transmitting history. In countries as diverse as Bosnia (Green, 2000), Israel/Palestine (Abu-Nimer, 1999), Northern Ireland (Fitzduff, 2002) and India (Delahaye and Krishnan in Sampson et al., 2003), peacebuilding programs involving teachers and/or youth have succeeded in nurturing more tolerant attitudes and behaviors toward members of other ethnic groups and in advancing new, more culturally inclusive textbooks that present more balanced histories. These authors encourage more efforts worldwide in helping teachers to value and promote tolerance and social inclusion in the next generation in order to ensure a more stable and less violent-prone world future. According to Staub (2001), “When people can gain identity . . . through connection to a variety of groups, they are less likely to give themselves over to a group that turns against others” (p. 178).

In Macedonia, with its segregated school system, there are few opportunities to experience and value “otherness.” On the contrary, “Macedonia’s educational system has long been one of the major contributors to the de-facto segregation between the ethnic Albanian and ethnic Macedonian communities. . . . Children are surrounded by negative stereotypes and prejudices, whose authenticity they cannot challenge” (Petroska-Beska and Najcevska, 2004, p. 3). Karuna Center, believing that the educational system is a powerful vehicle for change, hoped that increasing the understanding and gaining the commitment of educators would contribute to improving inter-communal relations in Tetovo, which, in turn, might prevent further cycles of violence.

With the support of a Tetovo NGO, the Karuna Center met separately with groups of Macedonian and Albanian primary and secondary school educators in Tetovo, as well as with administrators and the local Ministry of Education. There was some hesitation about the prospect of joint workshops, but we assured the educators that we would begin with mono-communal seminars to prepare the ground and that the gatherings would be outside of Tetovo and initially not publicized, so as to avoid the interference of political interests. After some deliberation and discussion, representatives from both ethnic communities formed a planning committee and developed objectives for the program with a Karuna Center staff member. This group sought permission from school principals and then invited 25 educators from each ethnic group, representing both city and village schools at the primary and secondary level, to participate in a series of seminars that aimed to improve inter-communal relations, narrow the vast gulf separating the two communities, and contribute to the prevention of future violence.

After the initial mono-ethnic seminars, Karuna Center Peacebuilding Associates David Blair and Katherine Stoessel, in addition to the authors, who are Karuna Center directors, then led four inter-communal workshops throughout the first year. For the second and third years of the program, Karuna Center trainers selected twenty-four of the original fifty participants, chosen for ethnic, gender, and urban/rural balance, as well as level of participation, engagement, and leadership qualities. Trainers continued with semi-annual seminars designed to equip participants to lead programs with other teachers, students, and community members. Outcomes of this cross-ethnic approach included reduced tensions; deeper understanding of the root causes and historical grievances that led to violent conflict; a dramatically accelerated capacity to communicate openly, value each other, and care about each other’s feelings; and joint projects involving students and teachers from both ethnic groups.

The three-year program was funded by Houghton Mifflin’s Fund for Racial and Religious Understanding, USAID’s Office of Transitional Initiatives, the UK’s Department for International Development, the U.S. Embassy in Macedonia, and unrestricted gifts to Karuna Center.

We have learned from experience that exposure to the identified “other” through carefully structured dialogue and peacebuilding processes is an essential building block on the road to increasing tolerance and decreasing ethnic prejudice. Ervin Staub (2000), an expert in the psycho-social aspects of ethno-political conflict, writes that

Significant contact between previously hostile groups can help overcome hostility. Superficial contact does not do this. But deep engagement can help people see the humanity of the other. Addressing prior hurts, pain and violence that the groups have inflicted on each other, and members of the group assuming responsibility for their group’s actions and showing empathy to each other, can be extremely helpful (p. 297).

We also believe that healing the wounds of inter-communal violence is essential for preventing further rounds of retributive violence. Staub (2001) believes as we do that “when there is some openness, contexts for healing can be created by bringing members of different groups together” (p. 176). Staub has observed that “healing following victimization makes it less likely that a group turns against another and perpetrates violence. Acknowledgement of the group’s suffering by others and the expression of caring and empathy contribute to healing” (p. 171).

Year I: Bridging the Divide

Inclusive caring means the development of caring for people beyond the group. It has to do with the relationship of ‘us’ and ‘them,’ with the development of an identity that makes individuals and groups not draw a line at the boundary of their group that diminishes concern for the welfare of those beyond the group.
—Staub, 2001, p. 179

Our first seminars took place in October 2002, just one year after the cessation of violence and the signing of the Ohrid agreement. Fifty educators, including teachers, guidance counselors, and principals, had been selected from seven high schools and eight primary schools in Tetovo and surrounding villages. While overall gender balance was equal, the Macedonians were predominantly women and the Albanians mostly men, reflecting the current demographics and social customs of the teaching profession in the region. During the planning meetings, the educators reported that, over the previous months, tensions had been managed through increased social distance. The depth of the resulting cleavage was apparent. Each side blamed the other for what had occurred, and while choosing to participate in the program in hopes of a more peaceful future, many were doubtful that productive dialogue would be possible.

Conducting separate initial seminars provided critical space for each side to give full, unimpeded expression to their perceptions and narratives of the events of 2001, as well as to their hurt and anger. This was essential both to increase our awareness of deep-set concerns and emotions and to gain each side’s trust that we understood enough to effectively facilitate. Separate meetings also allowed us to prepare each group for bi-communal dialogue through foundational work on communication skills and guidelines that helped participants avoid defensive responses and further polarization. We worked on forming questions of genuine inquiry as opposed to rhetorical questions with hidden accusations. Early questions from the Albanian side included, “why have you never bothered to learn about our culture or studied our language?” and from the Macedonian side, “why did you allow us, your neighbors, to be attacked?” Both groups worked in teams to re-frame their questions to lead into open dialogue rather than divisive debate. We also introduced the idea of listening for new understanding rather than for the confirmation of old beliefs, and we examined ways that each side’s perception had become colored by experience, giving rise to positions that masked underlying needs and fears. In these initial sessions, each group also presented strikingly different views of the history of ethnic relations in the city. Through a timeline exercise, the Albanians depicted years of oppression and marginalization, relieved by the international attention that came with the crisis of 2001 and the constitutional changes resulting from the Ohrid agreement. By contrast, the Macedonians described a rosy past of peaceful coexistence interrupted by a seemingly inexplicable eruption of violence. The gulf was large.

The two groups approached the first bi-communal meeting one week later with understandable trepidation. Most participants had not met before, and, while cautiously polite, the two sides did not easily mix. Over the course of the first day, shared work with models addressing the difference between cooperative and competitive approaches to conflict set a positive tone. Both groups also discovered common ground in learning that the hopes and fears they had expressed in the mono-communal sessions were almost identical, as were their struggles to develop truly open questions for the other side. A first dialogue exercise exploring childhood experiences of ethnic identity was far enough removed from the recent conflict to offer a safe foray into uncovering differences in each group’s formative experiences. Remarkably, by evening the social climate had warmed to the point that both groups spontaneously joined together in Balkan circle dances. Then news arrived by cell phone that an ethnic Macedonian teenager had been killed in Tetovo in a drive-by shooting. This random murder was in revenge for a police killing of an unarmed ethnic Albanian youth who failed to stop at a checkpoint. Teachers from both sides knew the young men personally. Old prejudices and fears were quickly re-ignited, and many wanted to return to Tetovo immediately and call off the entire three-year program. Both groups interpreted the events as evidence that the other side could not be trusted. In the light of morning, we were able to speak of the incidents as emblematic of the dynamics of revenge that might keep their communities permanently entrapped in a cycle of violence. In our discussion we appealed to that which had motivated the teachers to join these seminars in the first place, referring to the hopes they had expressed in their first meetings and to their potential to work collectively for a different future. After airing some difficult feelings, the teachers accepted the challenge, and, by the end of the weekend, were beginning to brainstorm joint projects. Much as we would have preferred to be spared this first crisis, its resolution played a critical role in allowing the teachers to begin to form a common identity as peacebuilders, and to trust us as facilitators.

Over the first year, we held a total of four bi-communal seminars of three to four days in length, all co-organized by the planning committee and our local partner, the Agency for Peace and Development, a Tetovo-based development NGO directed by Merita Maksuti. All meetings were residential to promote maximum focus and socialization; the location alternated between Albanian and Macedonian towns on the shores of Lake Ohrid, two hours’ drive from Tetovo. Each seminar combined theories and skills of conflict transformation with experiential opportunities for progressively deeper dialogue. 

The conceptual work generated a shared knowledge base, creating a safe structure in which to explore the differences and grievances at the heart of the conflict. In the second seminar, for example, we focused on how prejudice and stereotypes are perpetuated by family, community, social institutions, and most especially by schools. Mixed groups of participants created lively role plays depicting the biases on both sides in news reporting or the teaching of history. The humor of exaggeration then allowed the topic to be broached more seriously. Each side developed and shared lists of the negative stereotypes of their own group that they found most painful, along with the qualities they wanted to be admired for. In small mixed groups, participants also shared their personal experiences of intolerance. One Macedonian woman was distraught to learn that several of her Albanian colleagues had become school teachers after being denied desired careers in medicine due to the quota system at the national university. She was equally distressed to hear numerous accounts of blatantly unfair treatment by the overwhelmingly Macedonian police force and government bureaucracy. Similarly, an Albanian man reported that when a young Macedonian woman recounted her abject terror as she was threatened by violence in 2001, he felt as though it was happening to him. Through such affective exchanges, “inclusive caring,” as described by Staub (2001), gradually emerged, lowering defenses and allowing participants to listen more openly to the pain of the other side.

In the third seminar we introduced a model demonstrating how each round of violence leaves psychological scars that lay the seeds for counter-aggression. We then explored the specific steps that could be taken in the Tetovo context to break this vicious cycle and move toward reconciliation. Such models helped the teachers collectively identify points of intervention where they could use their newly acquired skills in conflict intervention for effective social change—enlarging their primary identity in the program from an ethnic one to that of peacebuilders. By the fourth and final seminar of Year I, nine months after our challenging beginning, the teachers were able to co-create maps illustrating the root causes of the conflict, as well as the needs and fears of each side. Instead of blaming each other, participants together elaborated a complex web of contributing factors, including economic stagnation, political opportunism, the break-up of the former Yugoslavia, and the war in Kosovo. The Macedonian participants no longer held the dominant belief that Albanians wanted to be part of a larger Albania, and the Albanians felt that their long-held experience of discrimination was finally understood. One Albanian teacher was particularly moved to learn that several of his Macedonian colleagues had begun to study the Albanian language, an all too rare occurrence. Most importantly, through our dialogues both groups were able to acknowledge some of the hurts that had been inflicted by their side. As described in the earlier quote from Staub (2001), it is this acknowledgement of the suffering of the other side that generates the healing and empathy that makes further outbreaks of violence less likely.

Over the course of the year, the social distance between the participants visibly shrank. Teachers mixed naturally at coffee breaks and meals and reported chatting on the streets of Tetovo, much to their neighbors’ surprise. Between each session, they gathered for two evening meetings at Albanian and Macedonian restaurants to report to each other on their activities in the schools and to make further plans for collaboration. One such dinner in an Albanian village was held in a restaurant that had never before hosted ethnic Macedonians. The teachers took pride in these public displays of fraternization across the ethnic divide.

As trust built, we actively encouraged the teachers to work together to create projects in their schools that would build contact between Albanian and Macedonian students and break down stereotypes. The economics high school experimented successfully with integrating their computer lab and also their student councils; others created workshops for students on communication skills and promoting tolerance, as well as joint excursions and mixed after-school clubs. These projects became an essential vehicle for moving from talk to action and for making newly formed cooperative relations publicly visible.

Year II: Becoming Peace Leaders

To ensure project sustainability, at the end of the first year 24 of the participants (12 Albanians and 12 Macedonians) were selected for a two-year “training of trainers” program with two residential seminars per year. The seminars were designed to strengthen conflict transformation skills, to deepen mutual understanding through further dialogue, and, most importantly, to develop the necessary facilitation skills to lead tolerance-building programs for students, faculty colleagues, and parents. We began the first seminar by openly discussing our own approach as facilitators over the first year. Together with the teachers, we analyzed the effectiveness of the curriculum we had chosen, our progressive staging of dialogue opportunities, and our methods for addressing the conflicts and setbacks that emerged. This transparency about our techniques allowed for a shift in identity from participant to colleague and encouraged the teachers’ proactive engagement in co-creating the shape of the two-year training and their ownership in the results. Over the course of the two years, we also brought in Albanian and Macedonian guest teachers who were working in other efforts to build tolerance in Macedonian schools. These critical linkages allowed the teachers to identify with a broader movement for educational reform and social change.

The seminars also became a laboratory for the design and delivery of practice workshops. One group developed communication exercises and dialogue questions to bring together village women in a region that had remained very divided since the conflict. Another developed a sample class for primary school students to expose them to each other’s language and culture. Again, teachers worked across ethnic lines, giving each other constructive feedback on content and delivery. For many, one of the more significant aspects of the program was the exposure to experiential, interactive methods of teaching. We frequently heard reports of how our methods had been adopted in their classrooms. Rather than simply lecturing, as was the custom, teachers were placing students in small group for exercises and discussions, urging them to develop their own insights and opinions. This innovation, they noted, resulted in far greater interest and engagement on the part of their students. 

In each seminar we set aside time for group dialogue. At this stage, the teachers trusted the process enough to raise sensitive issues that they had never imagined being able to discuss with someone from the other side without descending into fruitless debate and contention. They continued to share personal experiences of painful discrimination and intimidation, but they also broached broader controversial subjects, including historical grievances, the meaning of being a “Macedonian,” and the place of Albanian language and culture in Macedonian society. The process not only humanized the other side, but also engendered a palpable experience of the kind of civic nationalism that could incorporate both cultural identities. The teachers were also able to brainstorm solutions to particularly contentious cross-ethnic challenges. For example, a participant who was the principal of a school in a predominantly Albanian village that had been held by rebel forces requested the assistance of the group in developing a strategy to address the ongoing refusal of Macedonians to allow their children to return to the school three years after the crisis.

In the third seminar, local dignitaries and the media were invited for a showcase of the teachers’ projects. Pride in this joint presentation and public attention to their work further strengthened ties. In a final mapping exercise, teachers explored ways to create linkages and alliances with the political and social institutions in Tetovo that would support their work. As Lund (2005) writes, shared dissatisfaction with political leaders and corruption has created an unexpected cross-cutting tie in Macedonia, and this was much the case in Tetovo. Importantly, the teachers were now able to think strategically about how to use the media and political interests to further their collective aims as peacebuilders.

School and Community Projects

An overriding goal of the entire program was for teachers, working in bi-communal teams, to create projects that would increase contact, understanding, and tolerance between students, faculty, and parents, thereby breaking down the habitual walls of separation that breed bias and antagonism. As Ryan (1995) has written, contact alone rarely builds peace, but if adversarial groups can come together around a “superordinate goal,” defined as “an urgent goal that could only be achieved by cooperation between the conflicting groups,” stereotypes and hostilities can be reduced (p.137). It was hoped that joint projects would provide teachers and students with such superordinate goals and also create channels for the kind of civic engagement that Varshney (2004) and others have found so critical to peaceful co-existence. 

When we started the program, inter-group contact was rare, even though both groups lived in close proximity and often shared the same school buildings. At each seminar, we brainstormed projects that could be developed with available resources and structures. At first, participants were skeptical that they would be able to have much impact in the schools. However, during the second year, after experiencing success in forming mutually trusting relationships and realizing the negative effects of intolerance and social distance, the teachers worked diligently to create projects that would bridge the ethnic divide. Over the remaining course of the program, the numbers of projects grew substantially, and so did their impact. We believe that these teacher-initiated projects offer good evidence of the success of the program and demonstrate the participants’ newfound commitment to become active peacemakers. The projects were the first of their kind in each of the schools; were implemented on a purely voluntary basis on top of normal workloads; often required considerable persuasion of administrators, colleagues, and students; and had clear impact in the broader community. Several examples follow.

Most common were projects to increase contact and cooperation among students of different ethnicities. At the medical high school, our teachers worked with ethnically mixed teams of students to create a school paper in Macedonian, Albanian, and Turkish languages; an ecology club to clean up the river; and a health club that would bring student-led presentations to Albanian and Macedonian villages on topics such as drug abuse and sexually transmitted diseases. A Macedonian and an Albanian teacher at the agricultural high school decided to use the time between the morning and afternoon shifts (when one ethnic group leaves and another arrives) to bring together a group of Macedonian and Albanian students who otherwise would never mix. The teachers engaged these students with training exercises in communication skills and then initiated a popular monthly discussion group that also led to friendships outside of school. At the textile (vocational) high school, teachers created mixed teams to design, tailor, and model clothing for a major design fair in Skopje. All parents were invited to the awards ceremony, and an article on the project was featured in a local magazine.

The principal of an integrated village school (with parallel tracks in Albanian, Macedonian, and Turkish languages), who had been disturbed by increased distance and fighting among students since the 2001 crisis, observed that “the children acted as though they could still smell the gunpowder.” He instituted mixed sporting events and celebrations, initiated eco-actions to clean up the schoolyard and village, and appointed students from all three ethnic groups to act as co-monitors at recess. The fighting completely stopped.

The principal and two teachers from the economic high school worked especially hard to find creative ways to mix students: integrating the student council, creating mixed sports teams and computer labs, and organizing joint groups to develop business plans for a national competition in which the groups went on to win 16 gold medals. The principal reported that Macedonian parents are now increasingly eager to have their children enroll in this predominately Albanian school in order to participate in these programs. This is just the kind of ripple effect that we hoped these projects would produce.

The most ambitious multi-ethnic program has been the creation of a student parliament with students of both ethnicities from three high schools. Mixed debate teams prepare during the week and then meet at the studio of either the Albanian or Macedonian television station on weekends to discuss controversial topics relevant to young people; drug abuse, abortion, and inter-ethnic marriage have all been addressed. An expert from each ethnic group is invited to each session, and proceedings are conducted in both languages. These broadcasts have generated wide community attention. That for most viewers this was the first time watching the television station of the other group again demonstrates the ripple effect of such projects.

While these programs were specifically for students, they were quite public and demonstrated to the broader community that constructive relationships across ethnic lines are possible. Other projects have been more deliberately targeted towards adults. Several female participants formed mixed women’s groups to share parenting challenges and to explore differing views of gender roles. One group jointly participated in social welfare activities for both communities; another worked with the Tetovo Museum to document and preserve folk traditions of all groups. The principal of the economics high school organized mixed parent meetings to discuss potential areas of conflict. This principal is now part of a team developing a professional certification program for principals throughout Macedonia and has made tolerance building a core element in the training curriculum.

The effort required to launch these projects in a prevailing atmosphere of social distance and suspicion is an indicator of the teachers’ commitment and confidence in their ability to effect social change. That the projects were popular with students and adult participants indicates that the teachers had developed the skills to create an atmosphere of openness and trust. Stein (1996) has written that once ethnic identities intensify during periods of social or political crisis and enemy images of the “other” are created, “stability in enemy images is the default, and change the exception” (p.99). Change occurs incrementally when, over time, each group encounters enough evidence to contradict its projected stereotypes. It is this process that occurred with the teachers through their dialogues and joint endeavors; they, in turn, are now creating similar opportunities for students, colleagues, parents, and the community at large.

Impact and Results of the Program

At the beginning we could not look each other in the eyes, now we are like brothers and sisters. We are building our life together in community, respecting our differences. This is a rare gift of humanity
—Macedonian participant at her exit interview

Evaluation of impact was performed throughout the program and included attitudinal surveys (before and after each workshop for the first year, and after each workshop throughout the two-year training-of-trainers seminar), seminar evaluations, project reports, and periodic interviews and focus groups with participants and a selection of their colleagues, principals, and students. The goals of evaluation were to determine whether the teachers had developed increased tolerance in both attitudes and behaviors, to assess changes in levels of mutual understanding and trust across ethnic lines, and to appraise the impact of teachers’ projects on the schools and communities. Evidence of the latter has been described in the accounts of the projects, and we expect that the influence of these initiatives will continue to grow as they gain more recognition and are replicated in other settings.

Changes in attitudes and behaviors of teachers and higher levels of inter-ethnic trust are also evident. Over the first year, attitudinal surveys completed by the teachers showed increased levels of comfort in making contact with members of the other ethnic group and increased belief that listening to each other’s concerns and experiences builds mutual understanding. Overall optimism that educators could promote reconciliation and that students could build friendships across ethnic lines also grew. Measures of the experience of mutual understanding fluctuated over the years, no doubt due to contentious issues and strong emotions surfacing from time to time as the trust level built. However, in surveys conducted at the completion of the three-year training, all participants indicated that, as a result of the program, their understanding of the feelings, views, values, and aspirations of the other group had deepened, and that they, in turn, felt more understood by the other side. More than 80 percent of respondents rated the increase in understanding at four or five on a scale of one to five.

When asked about specific attitudes or behaviors that had changed, participants from both ethnic groups listed increases in

· fraternization across ethnic lines,

· open communication and trust,

· respectful use of language,

· tolerance of divergent opinions,

· seeing people as individuals rather than as members of a group,

· compassion for each other’s grievances, and

· efforts to seek joint solutions to problems in their schools and communities.

In final interviews and focus groups, we inquired about participant perceptions of deep personal changes and key turning points in their relationships with the other side. Nearly all the teachers expressed surprise at the profound shifts they experienced over the three years in the depth of relationships across the ethnic divide. Members of both groups recalled how initial mistrust, hesitancy to speak openly, and doubt in the other side’s motivation to engage authentically and constructively had given way to genuine, trusting relationships. Many stated that experiencing this shift in themselves gave them confidence in their ability to foster similar changes in their schools and communities. When asked about turning points, they described a more evolutionary, step-by-step process of getting to know and trust each other. They also affirmed that the facilitation and structure of the seminars had fostered honest and “open-hearted” discussion of problems. Participants were also surprised to discover that speaking openly about their grievances could lead to more empathy and understanding rather than the increased tension so many had feared. They spoke of becoming interested in the experience of the other side, of learning to “walk in their shoes,” and of realizing that differences did not necessarily have to lead to problems.

Teachers also commented that the seminars had led to broader changes in themselves, their inter-personal relationships, and their styles of teaching. Some described themselves as less reactive or explosive and as having acquired the discipline of listening without interruption and of tolerating differences of opinion. They found this to be the case with their families, friends, and colleagues, as well as with members of other ethnic groups. Nearly all spoke of major changes in their teaching methods. Traditional didactic methods of lecture and memorization were increasingly replaced by interactive exercises and open discussion. They now use more experiential methods in their science classes, small group discussions for social sciences and the humanities, and team-based approaches for projects. As one teacher described it, “I listen now to my students and try to work with rather than for them.” In fact, the teachers are beginning to build a more democratic society right in the classroom. This was especially evident in the student parliament where students in mixed ethnic teams took full responsibility for all aspects of the project, with teachers acting only as consultants.

Stakeholder Impact

Assessment of stakeholder impact included interviews and focus groups with principals (who were not in the program) and students at the high school level. Interviews with these principals demonstrated enthusiastic support of the program. They saw the projects that teachers were implementing as important examples of new possibilities within existing structures. All agreed that while the right to be educated within one’s own language should be maintained, this right had led to an unhealthy degree of separation. None of them expressed to us any resistance to more cross-ethnic programming. Indeed, the major obstacle seemed to be a shortage of funds for new initiatives. Interestingly, attitudes among the students varied markedly according to the degree of contact with other groups. For example, many students at the Albanian and Macedonian Gymnasiums (the most academically elite schools, currently housed in totally separate buildings) showed little interest in increased contact, and those who did seek contact complained of peer pressure to remain apart. By contrast, students who had participated in mixed programs valued their new relationships with members of the other community and expressed impatience with their schools for offering so few opportunities. Members of the student parliament who had received community recognition for their project were especially enthusiastic. Nearly all the students we spoke with commented that relations in the city had improved in the last few years—but Albanian and Macedonian students remained more distant than they were prior to the 2001 crisis. Clearly, there is still much work to be done.

Lessons for the Field

It is the interpersonal ruins, rather than ruined buildings and institutions that pose the greatest challenge for rebuilding society.
—Halpern and Weinsten, 2004, p.304, in My Neighbor, My Enemy

I felt like a stranger in my own house at the start; now I feel like I belong in my country.

—An Albanian participant at our closing seminar
Halpern and Weinstein (2004) argue that not enough attention has been paid in the field of post-conflict reconstruction to how those who once saw each other as enemies can learn to live together again on a daily basis in shops, schools, and coffeehouses. Contact, they fear, is not enough, as, through extensive interviews throughout the former Yugoslavia, they discovered hatred and bitterness existed just below the surface of apparent peace. Instead, they advocate a process of re-humanization and the development of empathy through individual encounters “that allow for the discussion and/or acknowledgement of past events, however painful, and thus lead to some level of openness and trust” (p. 304).

In reviewing the outcomes of the Tetovo educators project, we believe that it was exactly this process of deep encounter that bridged the ethnic divide and inspired these teachers to become champions of tolerance in their schools and communities. Critical to the success of the program was combining dialogue—to build authentic cross-ethnic relationships—with capacity-building in conflict transformation and facilitation skills, which gave the teachers practical tools for intervening in school and community conflicts, and for leading related workshops. As Petroska-Beska and Najcevska (2004) have written, educators are in a unique position to make efforts toward reconciliation real. How they teach about history and culture does matter. In addition, their attitudes will profoundly affect the perspectives of the next generation, and can influence parents as well.


In evaluating the structure of the program, we believe that working by invitation, with the full cooperation of local partners and a bi-communal planning committee, gave both credibility to and local ownership of the project. Supporting a national agreement, in this case the Ohrid Accord, gave credence and rationale to the program, as did seeking the endorsement of the local ministry of education and the principals of the teachers’ schools. Our “cascade” approach—initially training a sizable group from a number of schools and then more intensively training a smaller number to replicate the work—provided a model for sustainability. However, Karuna Center has not had the resources to continue mentoring the educators, supporting the projects, or expanding the base of socially concerned teachers. Nevertheless, the educators in the Tetovo project successfully transformed mutual suspicion into trusting relations, discovered new and creative solutions to intractable problems, and, in the process, developed a cross-cutting identity as peacebuilders and educational innovators with the capacity to foster social change in their communities.
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