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The Educational Nexus to the War on 
Drugs: A Systematic Review

Diana Rodríguez-Gómez and Maria Jose Bermeo



Drug-related violence impacts educational settings. 

● Confrontations between states and 
drug-trafficking organizations.

● Violent competition among criminal 
organizations for control of drug 
market.

● Increase in incarceration rates.
● Forced displacement.
● Killings and disappearances.

Criminalizing and militarized 
drug policies create (and perpetuate): 

● Confrontations between states and 
drug-trafficking organizations.

● Violent competition among criminal 
organizations for control of drug 
market.

● Increase in incarceration rates.
● Forced displacement.
● Killings and disappearances.

Criminalizing and militarized 
drug policies create (and perpetuate): 

● Separations from loved ones.
● An environment of violence and 

insecurity.
● Opportunities for child recruitment by 

criminal networks.
● Extrajudicial killings.
● Denial of essential medicines and 

health services.
● Health risks linked to aerial glyphosate 

fumigation.
● Poor access to schooling and learning.

For children and youth this has 
created:



Research Question
How does education research 
describe the intersection of 
schooling and the war on drugs?  



  Theoretical Framework

Need for 
integrative 
framework

● Changing nature of warfare: break down of temporal, spatial, and military boundaries of 
what we commonly understand as war; implications for education? 

● Education systems: seeing education systems as complex arrangements of interconnecting 
parts that interact, cooperate, and compete to shape educational processes.  

● Assemblage as a theoretical framework able to capture and explain the complex associations 
between distant actors, institutions, and regulatory landscapes across the globe. 

Defining the 
“war on drugs”

● We drew on assemblage to define the war on drugs as “the violent configuration of 
prohibitionist and militarized drug policies that mobilize the illicit and lucrative nature of 
the drug trade” 

The nexus
● We use the term “nexus” to refer to the ways that education systems are integrated into the 

war on drugs assemblage: attention to the interactions among a wide range of actors, 
locations and logics.

        (Limited our focus to schooling - formal education provided by an education system).



 Research methods 

Elusive war, elusive literature
Building the 

Sample
Data analysis



Findings

1. Deceptive abundance
At first: Abundant research But on closer look...

Limited geographical coverage, limited 
comparison.

Uneven distribution of attention across 
education subfields, with silences. 



2. Preoccupation with Student Drug Use

School factors impact 
drug use patterns. 

Drug use can hamper 
educational access. 

Education has a 
potential role to play 
in safeguarding 
student health and 
wellbeing.

How school 
factors impact 
student drug 
use

HOWEVER
a few words of 
caution... 

*Narrow framing

*Risk prevention as 
dominant paradigm

*Ideological closure 

Effects of student 
drug use on 
education 
outcomes

School-base drug 
use prevention 
strategies

School as data 
collection site



3. Fragmented Systems 

● An overrepresentation of 
students meant an 
underrepresentation of other 
education actors. 

● We also found that studies tended to 
fragment the education system by 
treating interdependent education 
stakeholders as if they stood alone. 



3. Fragmented Systems 

● Along with the fragmentation of 
the education system, we also 
found a tendency to fragment 
the drug supply chain.

 



3. Fragmented Systems, Absent War 

Analyses 
WoD

Only 1.9 % of articles directly referenced the 
terms “war,” “war on drugs,” or “drug war.” 

● 1 article examined the educational impact of the WoD.

● 7 articles used the terms “war,” “war on drugs,” or 
“drug war” as context. These papers tended to align 
themselves with the war-on-drugs policy framework: 

“Considering the present societal context in which 
drug use is so widespread (the recent gains of the 
War on Drugs notwithstanding), it should not be 
surprising that academically successful student users 
exist”  (Evans and Skager 1992, 354)

Violence and conflict were predominantly discussed as individual behaviors and 
disassociated from larger political or economic interests.



● Relational, paying attention to how diverse actors and forms of violence 
interconnect.

● Comparative, analyzing processes across multiple sites with historic 
consciousness.

● Multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary, enabling discussion across 
disciplines in order to unsettle conceptual stagnation. 

● Critical, attending to the unequal distribution of effects and consequences 
and actively seeking out the ways given policies, concepts, and strategies 
serve particular interests, and

● Reflexive, considering how research practices can perpetuate inequities 
and violence. 

Implications and future directions



Narrative Constructions of 
Crisis in the War on Drugs

Roozbeh Shirazi
University of Minnesota



What’s In A Word: Uses and Limits of ‘Emergency’ in EiE

The INEE does not define crisis, but defines emergency as “a situation 
where a community has been disrupted and has yet to return to stability.” 
(Minimum Standards Handbook, p. 117)

In EiE, emergency still mostly refers to sudden onset situations or 
shocks--there has been little engagement with long-term or ‘complex 
emergencies.’ (Nicolai & Hine, 2015)



Emergency vs. Crisis: What’s the Difference?

The terms can be (and are) used interchangeably, but they do not mean the 
same thing

Emergencies emphasize the primacy of (re)action--crises entail framing 
appropriate action and demand decisive judgment (Rubenstein, 2015)

War on Drugs, as defined by Rodriguez Gomez and Bermeo (2020) as a 
transnational and interstitial assemblage, cannot be limited to a localized 
event or shock; rather than being an emergency, it fits within the idea of crisis.



Narrative Constructions of Crisis 



Narrative Analysis

Narrative constructions of an emergency situation mobilize responses that EiE 
actors have the capacity to carry out, rather than to address the structural 
arrangements that produce different forms of crisis. 

 



Narrative Constructions of the WoD in Traffic & ‘Sellin D.O.P.E’

Dead prez: The US state and its arms of 
law enforcement are the purveyors of 
violence and instability who benefit from 
the ongoing WoD, and in these conditions, 
dealing becomes a risky response to the 
structural barriers and inaccessibility of 
viable livelihoods for poor Black and 
Brown communities. There narrative 
constructions of crisis align with the 
critiques of law enforcement and mass 
incarceration voiced in anti-carceral and 
abolitionist activism and scholarship.



(Brief) Takeaways for EiE Scholars and Practitioners





Summary











“If you don’t have an education, 
you are no one”

Understanding the School Experiences of Youth Involved in 
Drug-Related Crime in Ciudad Juárez and Medellín

Cirenia Chávez and Elena Butti

November 2020 



Introduction
● How do the school experiences of youth in 

Ciudad Juarez, Mexico and Medellin, 
Colombia shape their entry into the drug 
business?

● Gap identified: dearth of studies in the LAC 
region centering on educational 
experiences of at-risk youth



Methods
Combined two studies: 

○ Mixed methods approach in Ciudad 
Juarez, Mexico

○ Surveys (n=360) and interviews (n=20) 
conducted with young males 

○ Ethnographic fieldwork for 18 months 
in Medellin, Colombia



Two main findings
1. Youth do not ´drop out´ of school, but 

rather are ´pushed out´ by an exclusionary 
school structure

2. Without an education, they are considered 
´no-ones´ - so they try to be someone in 
the world of the street



A vicious cycle
It´s not la falta de dinero that pushes youth out of 
school, but rather a vicious cycle of

● Stigmatization → ´No es bueno para estudiar´
● Separation → Physical and mental 
● Punishment → Corporal punishment
● Exclusion → School expulsion 

… this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy



Going back?
● Not about teachers, but about the school 

structure

● Ambition to go back to school, ´but it seems 
impossible´

● The school does not make a step towards 
them: ´They have already been lost´ 



Being someone
● If having an education means ´Ser alguien 

en la vida´ … What becomes of those who 
do not have it?

● They look for alternative ways of gaining 
social recognition…

● ...in realms where their ´criminal 
intelligence´ is rewarded, and where they 
can ´be someone´



Policy 
recommendations

● Teaching practice and school policy
○ Rethink expulsion and suspension 

from school as methods of 
punishment

○ Track and support at-risk students
○ Scholarship programmes to benefit 

those who are most likely to drop-out
○ Support evaluation of public school 

teachers



Policy 
recommendations

● Social policies
○ Programmes to avoid recidivism
○ CCTs with a view to inequality 

reduction
○ Non-formal education programmes 

to bring those ‘pushed out’ back into 
formal schooling -> accelerated 
learning, catch up classes, etc. 



Thank you

Contact: 

cirechavez@gmail.com

elena.butti1@gmail.com
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Expanding Harm 
Reduction Education 
and Youth 
Participation in the 
Context of the War 
on Drugs







What’s new since 2017?







From incubator...



… to ecosystem

MOOC and 
Webinars

Teacher 
Trainings

Advocacy 
Guides

University 
Guidance

Participation in 
Policy Spaces

Interactive 
Graphic 
Novel

Traveling 
Workshops

Curriculum 
Guides

In-Person 
Incubators

Ministries of 
Education

Academic 
Research
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Questions?



Web: inee.org/evidence/journal
Twitter: @JournalOnEiE
Email: journal@inee.org

Subscribe to the JEiE podcast,
Behind the Pages, on Apple Podcasts, 
Google Podcasts, Spotify, or visit us on 
Soundcloud at bit.ly/jeiepodcast

Watch for our release of the
Spanish translation of the special issue, 
coming later in 2020!

Contact


