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Executive Summary
The war in Tigray, a region in northern Ethiopia, 
devastated the education of millions of children. The 
conflict which lasted from November 2020 until the 
November 2022 peace agreement, affected over 
20 million people, closed over 7,000 schools, and 
shut more than 2.3 million children out of school. 
Compounding these challenges, years of drought have 
forced nearly 1.4 million people in need of emergency 
food assistance in Tigray today. 

The Luminos Fund is an international education 
nonprofit that provides transformative education 
programs to thousands of out-of-school children, 
helping them to catch up to grade level, reintegrate 
into government schools, and prepare for lifelong 
learning. In just ten months, Luminos students learn 
to read, write, and do math — to learn how to learn — through a joyful, activity-based curriculum that builds the 
foundational skills necessary to succeed. In contexts like Tigray, Ethiopia, where food insecurity creates significant 
barriers to learning, Luminos also provides free midday meals to students.

During the 2023-24 school year, Luminos commissioned an independent study to evaluate the impact of its 
accelerated learning program on children’s learning and social-emotional outcomes in the post-conflict region 
of Tigray. The study, led by Dr. Belay Hagos from the Institute for Education, Health, and Development (InEHD) 
in collaboration with the Addis Abba University, surveyed 600 previously out-of-school children enrolled in the 
Luminos program in 24 government schools across four districts in Tigray. The evaluation findings confirm the 
program’s impact on children’s learning, social-emotional skill development, and overall well-being.

Luminos students Fiyori, Shewit, and Teumay walk past a dried-out well on their way home from school in 
Tigray. Their district, Atsbi, has been heavily impacted by drought. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-situation-report-20-mar-2023
https://www.unocha.org/publications/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-situation-report-10-jan-2024#:~:text=Currently%2C%20nearly%201.4%20million%2A%2A%20people%2A%2A%20in%20Tigray%20need,IDPs%20for%20whom%20humanitarian%20response%20is%20a%20lifeline.
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Key findings from the study include: 

1.	 94% of Luminos students successfully 
transitioned into Grade 4 after catching up on over 
three years of missed education in one school year. 

2.	 While hunger remains a significant issue, the severity 
declined – the number of children who thought 
they would die from hunger declined by 48%.

3.	 Symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) in children decreased by 53%, according to 
survey results from teachers and parents.  

4.	Children demonstrated substantial improvements 
in behavioral difficulties: teacher and parent ratings 
of children’s conduct problems (such as fighting, 
bullying, or temper outbursts), hyperactivity 
problems, emotional problems, and peer 
relationship problems decreased by an average of 
50% at the end of the program.

5.	According to qualitative analysis from student, 
teacher, and parent interviews, children enrolled 
in the program showed positive improvements 
in social and emotional skills, including self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness 
and communication, relationship-building, and 
decision-making at the end of the program. 

At the end of the 2023-24 school year, teachers 
and parents noted dramatic improvements in 
communication, conflict resolution, and collaboration 
among students, as well as an increase in students’ 
self-confidence. The Luminos program’s emphasis 
on children’s social and emotional development, 
combined with its joyful, activity-based pedagogy, 
provides a strong foundation for lifelong learning. 
Importantly, amidst years of conflict, displacement, 
and compounding socio-economic challenges in 
Tigray, Luminos classrooms provide a haven for 
students — spaces where healing begins.

“The Luminos program supports children to become resilient and 
confident learners. Their holistic approach goes beyond learning 
outcomes — it supports children’s overall well-being and happiness.” 

Dr. Belay Hagos Hailu, Associate Professor of Education and Director of the Institute of Educational 
Research, Addis Ababa University 

Key Findings

1. 94%
of Luminos students 
successfully 
transitioned into 
Grade 4

4.
Teachers and parents reported 
an average

50%
decrease in children’s overall 
behavioral difficulties

Behavioral difficulties decreased

5.
Children enrolled in the 
program showed 
positive 
improvements 
in social and 
emotional skills

3. 53%
reduction in post-
traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) 
symptoms in children
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Hunger severity 
declined by

48%
by the end of 
the program
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Context
The war in Tigray has been described as one of 
the deadliest conflicts in recent world history, with 
devastating impacts on the education and futures of 
millions of children in Ethiopia. The conflict caused a 
dire humanitarian catastrophe, leaving an estimated 
2.3 million children out of school, compounding 
the impacts of education lost due to earlier 
school closures from the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
communities attempt to recover from the devastation 
of the recent war, food insecurity is a critical concern.

Since the signing of peace accords in late 2022, 
Luminos has played a pivotal role in supporting 
children’s well-being and return to school. In 2023, 
Luminos commissioned a study revealing the impact 
of the war on children in Tigray. The findings were 
deeply alarming, indicating that children experienced 
significant learning loss and psychological trauma 
– 62% of children believed they would be killed 
during the conflict. In September 2023, Luminos 
re-launched its education program in Tigray, building 
on a long operating history prior to the conflict, 
restoring education access for children in the region 
and delivering transformative foundational learning, 
psychosocial and trauma healing support, and free 
midday meals.

A destroyed military vehicle remains on the side of the road in the Samre district of Tigray, a visual reminder 
of the war’s lingering impact. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

2.3 million
children
were out of school as a result 
of the conflict in Tigray

A newly built classroom wall in the Samre district 
of Tigray. This classroom was partially destroyed 
during the war and only recently rebuilt.
(Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

https://www.ft.com/content/2f385e95-0899-403a-9e3b-ed8c24adf4e7#:~:text=The%20brutal%20civil%20war%20in%20northern
https://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-situation-report-20-mar-2023
https://luminosfund.org/blog/new-summary-report-examining-levels-of-learning-loss-trauma-and-resilience-in-children-parents-and-teachers-in-tigray-ethiopia/
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The Luminos Program in Tigray
The Luminos program is a safe and inclusive environment where students can feel comfortable and enjoy 
learning. Through meaningful and engaging lessons, students gain knowledge and skills through a process 
that empowers and equips them with a love of learning that will continue to benefit them throughout their 
lives. Research has proven that an emphasis on joyful learning supports the development of important social-
emotional learning (SEL) skills. The Luminos program in Tigray includes an emphasis on social-emotional 
learning, comprehensive trauma-healing training for teachers, and a structured pedagogy approach to support 
the quality of teaching and learning. The program also includes midday meals to address the prevalence of food 
insecurity. To date, Luminos has supported over 7,500 children in Tigray with joyful, foundational learning. 

Before the 2023-24 school year began in Tigray, Luminos community teachers participated in 
a two-week trauma-healing training. The training provided teachers the opportunity to share 
their experiences with one another, learn from experts on how trauma manifests in the body, and 
experience counseling techniques and practical activities to support students. The training equipped 
Luminos teachers with the tools to begin processing and healing from their own trauma, as well as 
techniques to bring into their classrooms to better help students.

“The two weeks of intensive training I received focused on psychological healing 
from trauma caused by economic deprivation or war. I was healed through the 
process. It helped me to reconcile with my own thoughts.”

 A Luminos teacher from the Atsbi district

Students engage in joyful learning in Luminos teacher Birhane’s class in the Atsbi district of Tigray, using 
traditional “instruments” they made, singing, and dancing to start the day. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

Trauma Healing Training for Teachers



6

Research Methodology 
A sample of 600 children enrolled in the Luminos 
program, as well as parents and teachers of Luminos 
students, were surveyed. Data was collected using a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative tools. The 
sample included students from 24 classrooms located 
in 24 schools across the Atsbi, Endamekoni, Samre, 
and Seharti districts of Tigray.

To gain a deeper understanding of students’ social-
emotional progress throughout the program, 
researchers collected qualitative research through 
focus group discussions with students and interviews 
with parents and teachers using five prominent 
survey instruments: the War Trauma Questionnaire 
(WTQ), the Children’s Revised Impact of Events Scale 
(CRIES), Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ), the KidCOPE Child Form, and the revised 
Child and Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM-R). The 
assessments were conducted at the start of the 
program, and again at the end of the program and 
were used to determine changes in the severity of 
trauma symptoms among children, pro-social and 
perceived behavioral problems exhibited by children, 
and the various coping strategies used.

The Luminos accelerated learning curriculum is divided into three phases, which cover the core learning 
competencies for Grades 1, 2, and 3 respectively. Students were assessed at the end of each phase with 
summative assessments in Tigrinya, Math, Environmental Science, English (only in phases 2 and 3), and Amharic 
(only in phase 3). At the end of the program, students took a placement exam developed and administered by the 
district education offices to determine which grade level they are eligible to transition into in government schools 
(Grade 4 or lower). 

Key Findings
Student Transition 
Across all four districts, 94% of students qualified to 
transition to Grade 4 – a remarkable result. In just one 
school year, students caught up on more than three 
years of missed education, rejoining their peers. Of the 
remaining 6%, 4% of enrolled students were absent 
on the day of the government placement exam, and 
2% received results that qualified them to transition 
to Grade 3. The placement exam results show no statistically significant variations by age or gender. Therefore, 
there is no relation between age or gender and whether students transitioned to Grade 3 or Grade 4. Additionally, 
the results of the end-of-phase summative assessments show incremental positive increases in students 
learning outcomes in phases 1, 2, and 3 throughout the course of the program. 

Study Parameters

600
CHILDREN

4
DISTRICTS

24
SCHOOLS

94%
of students 

transitioned 
into Grade 4

2%
of students 

transitioned 
into Grade 3

4%
of students were absent for the exam

Study Survey Instruments

War Trauma Questionnaire (WTQ)

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ)

Children’s Revised Impact of Events Scale 
(CRIES)

KidCOPE Child Form

Child and Youth Resilience Measure 
(CYRM-R)
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Physical Well-Being and Hunger 
Results of the War Trauma Questionnaire 
(WTQ) indicate that since the start of 
the Luminos program, conditions in the 
districts were more stable compared to 
the period prior and immediately after 
the ceasefire in Tigray was announced 
in 2022 (see Luminos-commissioned 
study on the impact of the war in Tigray). 
Less than 2% of children reported 
experiencing significantly traumatic 
experiences, including having their 
parents separated, and witnessing 
someone being killed, tortured, or 
abused over the course of the 10-month 
program. Additionally, none of the 
students reported being displaced or 
experiencing armed violence. 

To help address the significant food insecurity in Tigray and improve student attendance, Luminos provides a 
free midday meal to students. While hunger remains a key issue for many children in the program, survey results 
indicate that the severity of hunger has declined. Of the students surveyed at the start of the program, 75% 
reported feeling so hungry they thought that they might die of hunger. At the end of the program, this number 
decreased to 27%. On a scale of “never,” “rarely,” “sometimes,” and “often,” the number of children reporting that 
they often feel hungry decreased from 29% at the start of the program to only 4% by the end of the program. 
The number of children reporting that they never feel hungry increased from 8% to 32%. Still, more than half 
of students (51%) reported feeling hungry “sometimes” at the end of the program. Teachers in the program 
observed that beyond addressing food insecurity, providing a midday meal had the additional effect of increasing 
attendance as parents were more willing to send their children to school.    

Hunger Severity Declined by the End of the Program

Students enjoying a hot lunch in Luminos classrooms in the 
Atsbi district of Tigray. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

61%

97%+36%

Start of the 
program

End of the 
program

Children who received more than 
one meal a day

Children who often felt hungry

Start of the 
program

End of the 
program

-25%

4%

29%

“Due to the 
positive 

changes 
parents 
observe in 
their children, 
they are 
more willing 
to send their 
children to 
school.”

A Luminos teacher 
from the Atsbi 
district of Tigray

https://luminosfund.org/blog/new-summary-report-examining-levels-of-learning-loss-trauma-and-resilience-in-children-parents-and-teachers-in-tigray-ethiopia/
https://luminosfund.org/blog/new-summary-report-examining-levels-of-learning-loss-trauma-and-resilience-in-children-parents-and-teachers-in-tigray-ethiopia/
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Social-Emotional Development
Results of the Strengths and Difficulty Questionnaire (SDQ), which measures pro-social behavior and behavioral 
difficulties in children, revealed an average 50% decrease in children’s total difficulties scores by the end of the 
program, as rated by teachers and parents. Alongside this reduction, there was a notable increase in ratings for 
pro-social behaviors, such as empathy, sharing, or volunteering to help others. A total difficulties score is derived 
from combining ratings of conduct problems (such as 
fighting, bullying, or temper outbursts), hyperactivity 
problems, emotional problems, and peer relationship 
problems in children. Total difficulties scores range 
from 0-40, with higher scores indicating the severity 
and content of psychosocial problems. 

Qualitative data from focus group discussions with 
students, as well as interviews with parents and 
teachers, indicate positive growth in the social and 
emotional skills of Luminos students, including self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness and 
communication, relationship-building, and decision-
making. Additionally, there was a noticeable increase 
in children’s enthusiasm for learning and attending 
school. Luminos students described their experiences 
in the program as very positive and, for some, life 
changing. A key insight from the children is that they 
believe the program, particularly its focus on social-
emotional skills, enabled them to be more confident 
and expressive. This, in turn, served as a catalyst for 
their academic and overall improvement.

“Because of the activities they 
are taught at school, they have 
become more self-aware and can 
better control their emotions. 
Now, they go to school on time, 
respect the rules and regulations 
of the school, respect others, 
and more than anything, they can 
better regulate their emotions. 
This is a change I have seen in 
all the students of the Luminos 
program, and specifically in my 
own daughter.”

A Luminos parent from the				 
Atsbi district of Tigray
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*A total difficulties score is calculated by adding the scores of the first four subscales of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention problems, emotional problems, and peer relationship problems) and can range from 0-40. 
Bandings are used to predict children and young people who are likely to develop significant psychosocial problems based on their scores, 
with higher scores indicating higher risk.

From Baseline to Endline: Parent and Teacher Ratings Reflect Behavioral Improvement in Children
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Trauma and Resilience 
Results of the Children’s Revised Impact of Events Scale indicate a 53% decrease (from 19.98 at baseline to 9.44 
at endline) in two key indicators of post-traumatic stress disorder in children — intrusive thoughts and avoidance 
behavior — as rated by teachers and parents. The study also evaluated the coping strategies used by children 
to manage their trauma. A majority of students reported an increased use of positive coping strategies, such as 
problem-solving or talking with others at the end of the program, compared to the start of the program, as well as 
a decreased reliance on negative coping strategies, like self-criticism and anger. 

Remarkably, despite the many hardships children in Tigray have experienced in recent years, more than 85% 
of students demonstrated moderate to high resilience scores, as measured by the revised Child and Youth 
Resilience Measure tool. Nonetheless, further support is needed for children who still struggle with trauma or 
challenging circumstances.

“In the beginning of the year, when my 
teacher asked a question, I hesitated 
to raise my hand even if I knew the 
answer. I was very much frightened. 
I used to keep quiet, not even able 
to look at our teacher in the face. By 
continuously practicing these [SEL] 
activities, now I have developed 
confidence.”

A Luminos student from the Samre district of Tigray
Every day, students indicate their feelings when 
they enter their classroom in the Atsbi district 
of Tigray. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

“In previous years, our children were 
exposed to different traumatic 
experiences. Because of their 
participation in the Luminos 
program, they are healed. The 
methodology used is play-based, 
which helped them develop a love 
for learning. What I would like to 
recommend is that this kind of 
program should be expanded so 
that other children could get such an 
opportunity.”

A Luminos parent from the 				 
Samre district of Tigray 

Luminos students Fiyori (left) and Shewit (right) 
walk home from school on cracked, dry earth in the 
drought-stricken Atsbi district of Tigray. Shewit 
lost a brother during the war and has been able to 
process some of her grief through the Luminos 
program. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)
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Key Recommendations
Based on the comprehensive findings of this study, several key recommendations emerge: 

1.	Expand training on trauma healing and activity-
based teaching methodologies to primary school 
teachers within the government school system. 

2.	Scale the delivery of the accelerated learning 
program and social-emotional learning 
approaches to more schools in the Tigray region 
and beyond, particularly in areas where conflict 
has negatively impacted education and children’s 
well-being.

3.	Develop and implement a case management 
support system to provide more tailored 
assistance to children experiencing severe trauma 
or those children with special educational needs.

4.	Prioritize collaboration between relevant 
stakeholders at the local, national, regional, and 
international levels to collectively address the 
challenges facing education systems, with a focus 
on improved learning outcomes for children and 
the development of social-emotional skills.

“The children of Tigray have 
experienced significant learning 
loss and psychological trauma 
due to years of war. The Luminos 
program, and particularly its 
emphasis on social-emotional 
learning, provides a space for 
children to not only catch up 
on their education but to thrive 
socially and emotionally, and build 
the necessary foundations for 
lifelong learning.”
Dr. Belay Hagos Hailu, Associate Professor of 
Education and Director of the Institute of Educational 
Research, Addis Ababa University

In the Samre district of Tigray, Luminos student 
Rishan raises her hand to answer a math problem in 
class. (Photo: Mara Chan/Luminos Fund)

(Photo: Mekbib Tadesse for the 
Luminos Fund)
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