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Abstract

Myanmar's protracted conflict, intensified by the 2021 military coup, has severely disrupted
formal education and deepened psychosocial needs among children. Community-led schools,
established across ethnic regions both before and after the coup, have become vital in sustaining
learning, cultural continuity, and psychosocial well-being. This paper reviews how trauma-
informed practices and social-emotional learning (SEL) are integrated into these schools to address
the layered effects of violence, displacement, and chronic instability. The review draws on peer-
reviewed literature, NGO reports, and policy documents published from 2010 to early 2025,
identified through searches of academic databases (Google Scholar, ERIC, PubMed) and websites
of relevant humanitarian and education organizations. Evidence from Myanmar and global
literature shows that predictable routines, culturally responsive pedagogy, and SEL activities help
foster resilience, belonging, and recovery. Teachers play a dual role as educators and emotional
supporters, while communities contribute through engagement and culturally rooted practices. The
review also highlights key challenges, including limited resources, teacher well-being, and weak
referral systems. These insights contribute to broader discussions on how education systems in
conflict-affected and fragile settings can integrate academic and psychosocial support in
sustainable, locally grounded ways.

Keywords: Trauma-informed education, Social-emotional learning, Community-led schools,
Myanmar, Conflict-affected education

1. Introduction

Protracted civil war and the February 2021 military coup have caused Myanmar to
endure one of the world's longest-running humanitarian crises (Human Rights Watch,
2022). In many of the country's contested territories, the collapse of state-administered
services has left entire communities without access to formal schooling (Karen Human
Rights Group, 2024). To fill this gap, ethnic armed organizations, community-based
education departments, and local governance bodies have established thousands of
community-led schools (Lall, 2021). These schools are often staffed by volunteer teachers,
supported by parents, and coordinated under the leadership of monastic institutions, church
networks, or village committees (South, 2016; Save the Children, 2023). The physical
spaces for learning may include temporary structures, repurposed community halls, or
makeshift classrooms in displacement camps (World Education Thailand, 2016).
Alongside core academic subjects, these schools emphasize psychosocial support,
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recognizing that education in conflict zones must address both cognitive and emotional
needs (Arlini et al., 2023). By maintaining daily routines, structured lessons, and a sense of
safety, they help restore a degree of normalcy for children living amid instability
(South, 2016).

The compounded effects of ongoing conflict, forced displacement, and migration
have inflicted deep and multi-layered traumas on affected populations in Myanmar
(Pearson et al., 2025). Population-level surveys following the February 2021 coup revealed
that approximately one third of adults experienced probable mental disorders, including
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), during the so-called "triple
crises" of conflict, pandemic, and economic collapse (Fan et al., 2024). In contexts of
protracted humanitarian crisis and displacement, such as exist for Rohingya refugees living
in Cox's Bazar, exposure to past trauma and ongoing stressors has been strongly associated
with symptoms of depression and PTSD (Ritsema & Armstrong-Hough, 2023). Research
further underscores that in addition to direct violence, chronic uncertainty, disrupted social
support, and family separations intensify psychosocial strain (Pearson et al., 2025; Ritsema
& Armstrong-Hough, 2023). These layered stressors necessitate trauma-informed
responses that integrate educational continuity with mental health and psychosocial
support.

While existing literature documents the operations of Myanmar's ethnic education
systems (South & Lall, 2016; Rinehart, 2024) and evaluates specific remedial programs
(Arlini et al., 2023), no existing review has brought together and analyzed how trauma-
informed practices and SEL are integrated across Myanmar's diverse community-led school
models. NGO reports often focus on program-level outcomes without theoretical framing,
while academic studies tend to examine either psychosocial needs or educational access
separately. This review addresses this gap by bringing together fragmented evidence from
both peer-reviewed and gray literature to examine the intersection of trauma-informed
pedagogy, SEL, and community-led schooling in Myanmar's conflict-affected context.

This review contributes to the literature by synthesizing fragmented research on
trauma-informed practices, SEL, and community-led schooling in conflict-affected
Myanmar. Rather than treating psychosocial support, ethnic education systems, and
educational continuity as separate issues, the paper examines how these intersect within
community-led schools operating under prolonged instability. The review further
highlights how psychosocial support in these contexts is often enacted through culturally
grounded relationships, routines, local languages, and community participation rather than
formal clinical frameworks. In doing so, the paper identifies important gaps in the current
evidence base, particularly regarding teacher well-being, longitudinal research, and the
cultural adaptation of trauma-informed approaches.

This paper examines how trauma-informed practices and social-emotional learning
are integrated into Myanmar's community-led schools, highlighting the roles of teachers
and community engagement in sustaining education and psychosocial support in conflict-
affected contexts. Specifically, this review addresses the following research questions:

1. How are trauma-informed practices and social-emotional learning
integrated into Myanmar's community-led schools?

2. What roles do teachers and community engagement play in sustaining
psychosocial support in these settings?
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3. What are the key challenges and limitations facing trauma-informed
education in Myanmar's conflict-affected community schools?

4. What practical recommendations can strengthen trauma-informed
practices in this context?

2. Methodology

This paper conducts a narrative review of literature on trauma-informed practices,
social-emotional learning (SEL), and community-led schooling in conflict-affected
Myanmar. A narrative review approach was selected because the available literature is
diverse, fragmented, and includes both peer-reviewed and gray literature. Literature
published between 2010 and early 2025 was identified through searches of Google Scholar,
ERIC, PubMed, and the websites of relevant humanitarian and education organizations,
including the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies (INEE), Save the
Children, UNICEF, The Asia Foundation, and Human Rights Watch. Search terms included
combinations of “Myanmar” or “Burma” with terms such as “trauma-informed,” “social
emotional learning,” “SEL,” “psychosocial support,” “community schools,” “ethnic
education,” “conflict-affected,” “children,” and “displacement.” The review included
English-language publications addressing trauma-informed or SEL practices, Myanmar’s
education context, particularly ethnic and community-led schools, or psychosocial support
in conflict-affected settings relevant to Myanmar. Studies focused exclusively on non-
conflict settings, adult mental health without educational components, or Myanmar’s
formal state school system without reference to community-led alternatives were excluded.
Because peer-reviewed research from active conflict zones remains limited, NGO reports,
policy briefs, and humanitarian assessments were also included and considered in relation
to their methodological transparency and organizational credibility. Findings were
organized thematically across four domains: trauma-informed practices, SEL integration,
teacher and community roles, and challenges and recommendations.

2 (13

3. Background and Context

Myanmar's ethnic education systems have developed over decades of protracted
conflict, operating in parallel to state schools in territories controlled by ethnic armed
organizations (South & Lall, 2016; Rinehart, 2024). These systems are typically
administered by ethnic education departments, such as those in Karen, Mon, and Kachin
areas, which oversee curricula, teacher training, and governance in their respective regions
(South & Lall, 2016). In conflict-affected zones, community-led schools often serve as
the only accessible form of education for displaced children (East Asia Forum, 2024;
Rinehart, 2024).

The historical roots of Myanmar's ethnic education networks can be traced back to
ceasefire periods and resistance movements, when schooling was embedded in broader
strategies of community resilience (Gravers, 2015; South, 2018). Over time, ethnic
education departments institutionalized these systems, providing not only access to
learning but also mechanisms for sustaining identity under conditions of conflict and
displacement (South & Lall, 2016; Rinehart, 2024). Community-led schools today play a
critical role in cultural preservation, extending education beyond literacy and numeracy to
safeguard indigenous knowledge systems (South & Lall, 2016; Rinehart, 2024). Instruction
often incorporates local languages, protecting linguistic heritage against erosion caused by
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displacement and external influence (No, 2024; Saito et al., 2024). Lessons may include
traditional stories, songs, and historical narratives that reinforce cultural identity and
strengthen students' sense of belonging (Lall, 2021; Tyrosvoutis et al., 2025). Such
practices align with global evidence on the building of resilience during conflict, where
cultural continuity and intergenerational knowledge transfer support psychosocial well-
being (Kohrt et al., 2014; Bath, 2008).

Curricula are frequently adapted to reflect seasonal agricultural cycles, cultural
festivals, and local governance practices, embedding education within the rhythms of
community life (Anui & Arphattananon, 2021). This integration of cultural elements
supports children's sense of belonging, a cornerstone of resilience in times of instability
(Kohrt et al., 2014; Jordans et al., 2010). The preservation of cultural values also helps
sustain intergenerational knowledge transfer, ensuring that traditions are passed on despite
the disruptions of conflict and displacement. These practices not only foster individual
identity but also reinforce social cohesion within displaced and conflict-affected
populations (Bath, 2008; South & Lall, 2016).

International humanitarian agencies increasingly recognize community-led
schools as providers of both academic instruction and psychosocial support (INEE, 2016).
In Myanmar, local education initiatives established by community actors during conflict
have demonstrated this dual role by combining foundational learning with mechanisms that
support emotional well-being and social stability (No, 2024). These schools often attempt
to provide relatively safe and structured environments where children exposed to violence
and displacement can begin to recover a sense of normalcy (UNICEF, 2022; No, 2024). In
line with trauma-informed pedagogy, community-led initiatives integrate predictable
routines, play-based activities, and emotionally supportive teaching strategies to mitigate
the effects of chronic stress (Cole et al., 2013; Arlini et al., 2023). Social-emotional learning
(SEL) is intentionally woven into lessons, helping students build self-regulation, empathy,
and collaborative problem-solving skills (Jordans et al., 2010; Arlini et al., 2023). Such
approaches align with global evidence showing that educational systems existing in
conditions of protracted crisis are not only academic spaces but also vital platforms for
psychosocial recovery and resilience (Betancourt et al., 2013; Jordans et al., 2010).

4. Trauma-Informed Educational Practices

Trauma-informed education recognizes how trauma can shape children's abilities to
learn and patterns of behavior, and it brings this understanding into a school's culture,
policies, and daily practices (Cole et al., 2013; Avery et al., 2021). In Myanmar's conflict-
affected regions, community-led schools have begun to apply these ideas to respond to the
challenges of displacement and violence (Lall, 2021; No, 2024). Their efforts include
creating structured routines, positive disciplinary practices, and emotionally safe spaces
that help restore a sense of trust and stability for students. Global studies similarly describe
whole-school trauma-aware models, in which an entire school community is guided by an
understanding of trauma, as approaches that seek to provide predictable and supportive
environments, helping students engage both emotionally and academically (Brunzell et al.,
2015; Stokes, 2022).

Teachers are central to this process. In Myanmar, they are encouraged through local
initiatives to recognize signs of distress and to respond in ways that are both culturally
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sensitive and contextually relevant (No, 2024; Arlini et al., 2023). Additional research
investigating larger geographic regions also highlights the importance of training educators
in trauma-informed practices so that lessons can reduce anxiety, build safety, and allow
children to participate more fully (Kohrt et al., 2014; Betancourt et al., 2013). Lessons that
connect with local languages, stories, and traditions further strengthen belonging, which is
vital for children's resilience in unstable environments (Lall, 2021; Saito et al., 2024).
Together, these approaches contribute to both academic progress and psychosocial
recovery in post-conflict contexts.

SEL has become an important part of trauma-informed practice in conflict-affected
schools. SEL helps students build self-awareness, regulate emotions, and strengthen their
relationships with others (Jennings, 2015; Jordans et al., 2010). Research shows that
activities such as role-playing, cooperative problem-solving, and reflective journaling can
give children practical tools for managing stress and emotions in developmentally
appropriate ways (Shonkoff, 2012; Jordans et al., 2010). In Myanmar's community-led
schools, similar activities are often adapted through culturally familiar storytelling,
collective games, and group reflection practices. Group-based activities, including
storytelling and morning circles, provide safe and structured opportunities for expression
(Bath, 2008). Teachers reinforce these efforts by modelling empathy, active listening, and
non-judgmental communication, and this supports trust and connection in the classroom
(Cole et al., 2013; Brunzell et al., 2015).

In Myanmar, community-led schools have adapted similar strategies to meet the
psychosocial needs of children affected by conflict and displacement. Evaluations of
remedial and community-based learning programs highlight how play-based and group
activities have promoted both foundational learning and emotional recovery (Arlini et al.,
2023). These approaches are supported by school-community—family partnerships that
emphasize emotional well-being alongside academic instruction (No, 2024; Lall, 2021).
Together, such practices may support resilience, helping children continue their education
despite living in situations of ongoing instability.

Trauma-informed education also emphasizes that teacher well-being is central to
sustaining effective support for students. Educators working in conflict zones may not only
face their own direct exposure to violence but may also experience secondary stress when
supporting distressed children (Kohrt et al., 2014; Betancourt et al., 2013). Global studies
show that professional supports such as peer mentoring, reflective supervision, and
structured debriefings help teachers process emotional challenges and reduce burnout
(Jennings, 2015; Brunzell et al.,, 2015). Although such supports remain limited in
Myanmar, existing community-led networks suggest potential pathways for locally adapted
teacher support systems. Training and wellness programs that promote mindfulness, self-
care, and resilience further enable teachers to remain emotionally available for their
students (Jennings, 2015; Stokes, 2022). Research has shown that teachers in Myanmar
face similar concerns. Those working in community-led schools often labor with limited
resources under stressful conditions, yet remain central figures in their students' lives as
they try to offer both instructional and psychosocial support (Lall, 2021; No, 2024).
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5. Identification of Emotional and Psychosocial Needs

In conflict-affected areas of Myanmar, community-led schoolsrely on a
combination of teacher observations, community feedback, and locally adapted
assessments to identify students' emotional and psychosocial needs (Lall & South, 2013;
Anui & Arphattananon, 2021). These approaches ensure that subtle signs of distress are not
overlooked and that educational responses remain embedded in community contexts
(South, 2016). Teachers in these schools typically receive basic training in how to
recognize trauma indicators such as social withdrawal, aggression, difficulty concentrating,
and irregular attendance (INEE, 2016). Informal discussions with parents, caregivers, and
village leaders further provide information about a child's living conditions and recent
hardships (Lall, 2021). This integration of school-based and home-based perspectives
strengthens the accuracy of the assessment process (Kohrt et al., 2014). Importantly, these
schools also emphasize culturally familiar indicators of distress, which can capture issues
that might be overlooked by standard psychological tools (Shonkoff, 2012). These
approaches are vital in regions where professional diagnostic services are scarce or
inaccessible due to security risks (Save the Children, 2022). The collaborative nature of
this process fosters trust between families and school personnel, encouraging the early
disclosure of student difficulties (Bath, 2008).

Structured tools are sometimes adapted for local use to systematically identify
students requiring additional support (Jordans et al., 2010). Such tools, including
psychosocial checklists and screening questionnaires, are tailored to the community's
language, culture, and literacy level to ensure validity and acceptability (Kohrt et al., 2011;
Panter-Brick et al., 2011). Where such tools are unavailable, teachers rely on noticeable
behavioral changes, such as reduced participation in group activities or changes in eating
patterns (Shonkoff, 2012). Observations are often cross-checked among teachers and
school staff to confirm that emerging patterns are consistent rather than isolated (Jennings,
2015). Peer relationships are also monitored, as sudden conflicts among friends or
withdrawal from friendships can signal underlying distress (Cole et al., 2013). These
observations are typically recorded informally and shared in staff meetings to guide
appropriate responses (Save the Children, 2015). Even with limited resources, such
practices enable schools to establish internal monitoring systems for student well-being
(Lall, 2021).

Community engagement is a cornerstone of the identification process in these
schools (INEE, 2016). Parent—teacher meetings are regularly organized to discuss student
progress and address emerging psychosocial concerns (Lall, 2021). These meetings also
provide safe spaces where families can share their observations without fear of judgment
or stigmatization (Kohrt et al., 2014). Community leaders, including elders and religious
figures, play active roles in supporting schools and mediating between families and
education providers (Lall & South, 2013; South & Lall, 2016; Gravers, 2015). Such
culturally respectful collaboration is critical for creating stable, supportive relationships
that buffer children against toxic stress and promote resilience (Shonkoff, 2012). By
integrating school-based observations with community insights, these schools develop a
holistic understanding of each child's needs (Save the Children, 2022).
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6. Response Strategies and Interventions

Community-led schools in Myanmar, recognizing students' emotional and
psychosocial needs, respond through locally adapted strategies such as curriculum
adjustments, modified teaching practices, and strong community engagement mechanisms
(Lall & South, 2013; South & Lall, 2016; Jolliffe & Speers Mears, 2016). Evidence from
conflict-affected settings around the world shows that classroom-based and community-
driven interventions can foster resilience and recovery (Jordans et al., 2010; Purgato et al.,
2018). Classroom-based interventions often include structured group activities, such as
cooperative game-playing, role-playing, and storytelling, which help children process
experiences while developing social bonds (Bath, 2008; Tol et al., 2013). These activities
are intentionally designed to be inclusive, ensuring participation from children who might
otherwise remain withdrawn due to trauma (Shonkoff, 2012). Teachers also integrate
mindfulness exercises, deep breathing practices, and guided reflections to help students
manage anxiety in real time (INEE, 2016; Jordans et al., 2016). The emphasis on active
participation allows children to regain a sense of agency, which is often lost in the chaos of
conflict and displacement (Lall, 2021). These approaches are adapted to local cultural
norms so that they resonate with community values and traditions (Save the Children,
2022). By embedding such practices into the daily school routine, children receive
consistent psychosocial support rather than sporadic assistance (Kohrt et al., 2014;
Betancourt et al., 2013).

Teachers use positive reinforcement and relationship-building techniques to create
classrooms that foster trust and mutual respect (Jennings, 2015). Consistent routines help
establish predictability, which is particularly important for children living in unstable
environments (Bath, 2008). Many schools incorporate arts-based activities such as
painting, singing, and acting in dramas to provide safe avenues for emotional expression.
These activities reflect the developmental importance of supportive and stimulating
environments that buffer against toxic stress (Shonkoft, 2012). Creative outlets also serve
as non-verbal pathways to healing and have been shown to improve self-esteem and peer
relationships (No, 2024). Teachers are trained to engage in active listening, allowing
students to share personal stories without fear of judgment (Cole et al., 2013). The aim is
to create an environment where emotional expression is encouraged and validated rather
than suppressed (Lall, 2021). Over time, this safe and accepting atmosphere strengthens
resilience and coping mechanisms among students (Betancourt et al., 2013).

Peer-support programs are another key intervention; in them, older students are
paired with younger ones to provide mentorship and emotional guidance. In
Myanmar's community-led schools, such peer relationships are often encouraged to create
a sense of belonging and stability, especially for children who have lost family members or
been separated from parents (Save the Children, 2022; Lall & South, 2013). Schools also
collaborate with local health workers and NGOs to deliver periodic workshops on coping
with stress, resolving conflicts, and maintaining healthy relationships (Kohrt et al., 2014).
When children's needs exceed what schools can provide, teachers in conflict-affected
settings are encouraged to refer children to specialized services, though such pathways are
often weak or absent due to shortages of trained mental health professionals (Jolliffe &
Speers Mears, 2016; Jordans et al., 2010; Kohrt et al., 2011). These referrals are often
constrained by resource shortages but remain critical in cases of severe trauma (Lall, 2021).
Stable and consistent supportive relationships are essential for buffering children against
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the long-term effects of toxic stress (Shonkoff, 2012). This integrated approach, combining
in-school interventions, peer support, and external referrals, forms a comprehensive safety
net for children affected by conflict in Myanmar (INEE, 2016).

7. Summary of Key Practices and Evidence

Table 1 below provides a visual synthesis of the key practices identified across the
literature, organized by domain, with corresponding evidence sources and identified gaps.

Table 1 : Summary of Key Practices and Evidence by Domain

Evidence Evidence
Domain Key Practices Sources Sources Identified Gaps
(Myanmar) (Global)
Trauma- Predictable Lall (2021); Cole et al. Limited teacher
informed routines, positive | No (2024); (2013); training;
practices discipline, Arlini et al. Brunzell et al. | inconsistent
emotionally safe (2023) (2015); implementation
spaces Stokes (2022)
SEL Role-play, Arlini et al. Jennings Few culturally
integration cooperative (2023); (2015); adapted SEL
problem-solving, | Save the Jordans et al. curricula for
storytelling, Children (2022) | (2010); Myanmar
morning circles Bath (2008)
Identification | Teacher Lall & South Kohrt et al. No validated
of needs observation, (2013); (2014); screening tools for
parent-teacher Anui & INEE (2016) Myanmar context
meetings, Arphattananon
community leader | (2021)
input
Teacher well- | Peer support, self- | Lall (2021); Jennings Limited
being care training No (2024) (2015); documented
(limited Betancourt programs
documented etal. (2013) addressing teacher
practice in secondary trauma
Myanmar)
Community Parent-teacher South & Lall Kohrt et al. Weak referral
engagement | meetings, elder (2016); (2014); systems;
involvement, Jolliffe (2016); Shonkoff sustainability
culturally rooted No (2024) (2012) concerns
activities

8. Challenges Facing Community-Led Schools

Community-led schools in Myanmar face significant obstacles in providing trauma-
informed education because of limited financial and human resources (Lall, 2021). Many
teachers in these schools work as volunteers or receive only modest stipends, a situation
that contributes to high turnover and reduced continuity in student support (Lall & South,
2013; South & Lall, 2016). Without stable funding, schools are unable to offer consistent
training in trauma-informed practices (INEE, 2016). Access to culturally relevant and
trauma-sensitive educational materials is also restricted, particularly in remote and conflict-
affected areas (Save the Children, 2015). Ongoing armed conflict and political instability
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further undermine the ability of NGOs and education departments to deliver support
programs (UNICEF, 2022). Security threats such as military raids and clashes near school
grounds frequently disrupt classes and erode students' sense of safety (Human Rights
Watch, 2022). These conditions create an unpredictable learning environment that makes
it difficult to sustain consistent psychosocial support (Bath, 2008).

Another challenge is the scarcity of trained mental health professionals in conflict-
affected regions (Kohrt et al., 2014). Teachers often serve as the primary sources of
emotional support for students, even if they lack advanced counseling skills (Jennings,
2015). While basic training in psychosocial first aid can help, it does not replace the need
for professional mental health interventions (Jordans et al., 2010). Cultural stigmas
surrounding mental health can also discourage students and families from seeking
specialized support (Betancourt et al., 2013). In some ethnic communities, trauma
symptoms may be interpreted through spiritual or moral frameworks, which may shape the
types of help families pursue (Gravers, 2015). Moreover, referral systems
between schools and healthcare providers are often weak or non-existent, resulting in gaps
in care (Save the Children, 2022). These systemic barriers mean that even when needs are
identified, appropriate responses are not always possible (Lall, 2021).

Logistical and infrastructural issues further complicate the delivery of trauma-
informed education (South & Lall, 2016). Many community-led schools in Myanmar
operate in makeshift or temporary structures, leaving them highly vulnerable to weather
damage and disruption during conflict (Lall & South, 2013; South & Lall, 2016; No, 2024).
Long travel distances, unsafe roads, and requirements for stopping at military checkpoints
also limit regular attendance, reducing the effectiveness of psychosocial programs
(UNICEF, 2022). Electricity shortages and weak internet connectivity restrict access to
digital resources that could otherwise support teacher training and lesson delivery (INEE,
2016). Language diversity in ethnic areas presents additional difficulties, as teachers must
translate and adapt trauma-informed materials into multiple local languages (Lall, 2021).
This process demands stretches of time and levels of expertise that many schools do not
have (Save the Children, 2015). Collectively, these barriers undermine stability and
predictability in schooling, which are core conditions of trauma-informed education, and
highlight the need for coordinated support from local, national, and international
stakeholders (Bath, 2008).

9. Discussion

The findings summarized above and in Table 1 reveal several key patterns across
the literature. However, rather than merely summarizing, this section critically examines
the evidence base, identifying biases, tensions, and methodological gaps that shape
interpretation.

Several limitations and tensions in the literature warrant critical examination. First,
the majority of Myanmar-specific evidence comes from NGO program evaluations (e.g.,
Arlini et al., 2023; Save the Children, 2022) rather than independent academic studies.
These reports often have dual aims of accountability and advocacy, and they may place
greater emphasis on positive outcomes than on implementation challenges. Claims of
"effectiveness" should therefore be interpreted cautiously, recognizing that organizational
interests may influence which findings are emphasized or omitted.
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Second, a significant tension exists between Western-derived trauma models and
local cultural frameworks. Concepts like "PTSD" and "trauma-informed" carry specific
clinical meanings that may not translate directly into Myanmar's ethnic contexts, where
distress may be understood through spiritual, somatic, or relational frameworks (Gravers,
2015). The uncritical application of Western psychosocial terminology risks imposing
external categories that misrepresent local experiences and may lead to interventions that
are culturally inappropriate or ineffective. This tension remains largely unaddressed in the
reviewed literature.

Third, the literature reveals a contradiction between the acknowledged centrality of
teacher well-being and the near-absence of documented interventions addressing it. While
authors consistently note that teachers experience secondary trauma, work as unpaid
volunteers, and face direct exposure to violence (Lall, 2021; No, 2024), few reviewed
sources documented or evaluated structured teacher well-being programs in Myanmar's
community-led schools. This gap suggests that the field has prioritized student-focused
interventions while neglecting the human infrastructure delivering them—a potentially
unsustainable approach.

Fourth, most available evidence comes from Karen and Kachin contexts, with
limited representation of other ethnic groups (Mon, Shan, Rakhine, Chin, Rohingya).
Generalizations across Myanmar's diverse ethnic education systems may obscure important
contextual differences in governance structures, cultural practices, and conflict dynamics.
The Rohingya context, in particular, remains severely underrepresented in education-
focused research due to access restrictions and heightened persecution.

Fifth, the reliance on cross-sectional rather than longitudinal data means we know
little about the sustained effects of trauma-informed practices over time. Most studies
capture immediate post-intervention outcomes or rely on retrospective accounts, leaving
questions about long-term resilience, academic trajectories, and the durability of
psychosocial gains unanswered. Future research should prioritize longitudinal designs
where security permits.

Finally, the gray literature upon which this review necessarily depends varies
considerably in methodological rigor. While inclusion of NGO reports is essential in
conflict settings where peer-reviewed research is scarce, these sources rarely disclose
response rates, sampling methods, or limitations in systematic ways. This lack of
transparency complicates efforts to assess evidence quality and increases the risk of
selection bias in synthesis.

Despite these limitations, the convergent evidence across multiple sources—NGO
evaluations, qualitative studies, and global meta-analyses—supports the conclusion that
predictable routines, SEL activities, and community engagement contribute positively to
student well-being in conflict-affected settings. However, the strength of this conclusion is
tempered by the methodological concerns noted above.

10. Best Practices and Recommendations

One of the most effective practices for trauma-informed education in community-
led schools is the embedding of SEL into the daily curriculum (INEE, 2016). SEL activities,
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such as cooperative problem-solving efforts, emotional literacy exercises, and mindfulness
routines, help students build resilience and coping skills (Jennings, 2015). Teachers can
integrate these activities into core subjects rather than deliver them as separate lessons,
ensuring that supportive practices are reinforced consistently. Schools should also create
predictable daily routines to help children regain a sense of safety and control (Bath, 2008).
Training teachers in child-centered, culturally responsive pedagogy enhances trust and
engagement, especially in ethnically diverse classrooms (Lall, 2021). Aligning classroom
practices with local cultural values makes trauma-informed strategies more relevant and
sustainable (Save the Children, 2022). Finally, collaborations between school staff,
families, and community leaders ensure that interventions are culturally acceptable and
genuinely owned by the community (Kohrt et al., 2014).

Strengthening teacher well-being is another crucial recommendation, as educators
in conflict-affected contexts face high stress and significant risk of burnout (Betancourt et
al., 2013). Schools can strengthen teacher well-being by fostering peer-support groups
where teachers share experiences and coping strategies, a practice shown to mitigate stress
in conflict-affected settings (Betancourt et al., 2015; Jennings, 2015; No, 2024).
Professional development should also include training on self-care, stress management, and
recognizing signs of secondary trauma (Jennings, 2015). Partnering with local NGOs or
health services can give teachers access to counseling or debriefing sessions after critical
incidents (Jordans et al., 2010). Investing in teacher retention through fair compensation
and recognition programs improves the continuity and quality of psychosocial support for
students (South & Lall, 2016). Encouraging teachers to participate in cultural and
community activities can also help sustain morale and strengthen local connections (Lall,
2021). When teacher well-being is prioritized, the overall stability and effectiveness of
trauma-informed education increases significantly (UNICEF, 2022).

Partnerships with external organizations can help bridge gaps in resources and
expertise (Save the Children, 2015). NGOs, international agencies, and local civil society
groups are essential for sustaining education in conflict-affected contexts, often providing
training materials, technical assistance, and financial resources. Evidence from Myanmar
shows that community-led schools depend on such partnerships (Lall & South, 2013;
Jolliffe & Speers Mears, 2016; No, 2024), while studies from Nepal and Uganda highlight
similar patterns of reliance on external actors for teacher training and psychosocial
programming (Jordans et al., 2010; Betancourt et al., 2015). Establishing formal referral
pathways to physical and mental health services ensures that students with severe needs
receive appropriate care (Kohrt et al., 2014). Mobile counseling units or periodic visits from
trained mental health professionals extend support to remote communities where services
are otherwise inaccessible (INEE, 2016). Digital platforms, where feasible, can be used for
teacher training, resource sharing, and connecting with peer networks in other regions (Lall,
2021). Building long-term partnerships fosters sustainability and strengthens community
ownership of educational initiatives (Spreen & Lall, 2016).

11. Limitations of This Review
Several methodological limitations affect the conclusions drawn here. First, this
review relies significantly on gray literature (NGO reports, policy briefs, humanitarian

assessments) due to the scarcity of peer-reviewed research from active conflict zones.
While necessary, these sources vary in methodological rigor and may reflect organizational
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interests. Second, this review did not conduct a systematic quantitative meta-analysis or
formal quality assessment of included studies; the narrative synthesis approach may
introduce author bias in theme selection and emphasis. Third, the review excludes non-
English sources, potentially missing Burmese- or ethnic language publications from local
researchers and organizations that could offer different perspectives. Fourth, without
primary data collection, this review cannot verify claims made in source documents or
capture the perspectives of teachers, students, and community members directly. Fifth, the
rapidly changing conflict dynamics in Myanmar mean that findings may become outdated
quickly; this review represents a snapshot of literature available through early 2025. Sixth,
the review's focus on community-led schools means that findings may not be generalizable
to formal state schools or other conflict-affected contexts outside Myanmar. Future
research should prioritize community-based participatory methods and longitudinal designs
to address these gaps.

12. Conclusion

Overall, this review brings together research on trauma-informed practices and
social-emotional learning to examine their application in Myanmar's community-led
schools. Drawing on evidence from both before and after the 2021 coup, it shows how these
schools function not only as spaces of learning but also as anchors of psychosocial support
and cultural continuity in conflict-affected contexts. The discussion highlights the dual role
of teachers as educators and emotional supporters, while underscoring the importance of
teacher well-being for sustaining these practices. It also emphasizes the role of community
engagement and culturally rooted approaches, such as the use of local languages and
traditions, in shaping responses that strengthen resilience.

The review suggests that trauma-informed and SEL practices in Myanmar's
community-led schools are often enacted through culturally grounded relationships,
routines, and community participation rather than formal clinical frameworks, highlighting
the importance of locally embedded approaches in conflict-affected education. Taken
together, these insights contribute to broader conversations about how education systems
in conflict-affected and fragile settings can integrate academic and psychosocial support in
ways that are both locally grounded and sustainable.
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