
 
 
 
“Trauma-Informed Early Childhood Education after War: Measuring the 
Efficacy of Essence of Learning Kindergartens in Kosovo (2002 - Present)” 
 
Author: Bailey Carraway  
Editors: Shepha Vainstein, Beatrice Rutishauser-Ramm 
Publication: May 18, 2026 
 
 
Introduction  
Trauma-informed education and early childhood education have both recently emerged at the 
forefront of educational research; with increasing understanding of the importance of early 
childhood education, and the frequency of protracted conflict that necessitates not an acute but 
rather prolonged trauma-informed response to education in conflict zones, educational 
professionals, researchers, and community stakeholders are understandably increasingly 
interested in addressing both topics in conflict settings around the world. However, as entities – 
including ministries of education, international nongovernmental organizations, and community 
groups – seek to develop their own unique solutions to this problem, this paper asserts that 
lessons can be learned by examining the emergence of one of the first pedagogical frameworks 
that seeks to address both areas of concern: Essence of Learning.  
 
This paper seeks to examine the context and impact of the implementation of the Essence of 
Learning as an emerging pedagogical framework in post-war Kosovo, from 2002 to the present 
day. The sources of this paper include resources produced by the creator of Essence of 
Learning, Beatrice Ratishauser-Ramm, and reports published by Caritas, a Swiss 
nongovernmental organization which oversaw the implementation of Essence of Learning in 
Kosovo from 2002; key information was also gained from interviews with Ratishauser-Ramm, as 
the developer of this pedagogical framework; Shukrije Lecaj, a trainer for the new curriculum in 
Early Childhood Education with the Ministry of Education and a director at an early childhood 
education center in Kosovo; and the current Caritas education program manager in Kosovo, 
Albert Bakalli. A survey of teachers who were trained in Essence of Learning or Essence of 
Learning-inspired pedagogical frameworks was also a key source for this analysis. This paper 
will explain the efficacy of the program in Kosovo and later offer recommendations for future 
implementation of Essence of Learning in additional contexts.  
 
Essence of Learning emerged in the aftermath of the Kosovo War (1998-1999); despite the 
relative brevity of the war, the conflict spoke to longstanding grievances and left structural 
damage to both the physical and the mental landscape of the newly established state. The war 
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itself left deep wounds: Over the course of the 17-month conflict (from February 1998 to June 
1999), roughly 90% of the Albanian Kosovar population had been displaced; a United States 
Department of State Report (1999) estimated that at least 10,000 Albanian Kosovar citizens 
were killed, with at least 529 known mass graves.1 The BBC reported that, by the end of the 
war, there were an estimated 10,000 unexploded landmines left in Kosovo,2 and in a 
Congressional Research Service report published in 1999, it was stated that Kosovo would 
require $2.3 billion over the next 4 to 5 years (until 2003/2004) to reach its rebuilding goals.3 
However, to fully grasp the situation through which Essence of Learning emerged, it is 
necessary to understand the events that predate the war. 
 
While other papers have examined the implementation of Essence of Learning by looking at 
teacher training efficacy or interaction with community stakeholders/government officials, this 
paper seeks to examine the efficacy of Essence of Learning in improving student outcomes in 
Kosovo through examining the context of its emergence, thereby providing a rationale for future 
implementation in similar contexts.   
 
 
 
Methodology  
Research was conducted with primary and secondary sources to form the basis for analysis. 
Secondary source material included articles and reports on Kosovo, Albanian Kosovar society, 
and the Kosovo War from sources including Human Rights Watch, the Congressional Research 
Services (USA), and academic journals, as well as reports published by Caritas Switzerland on 
Essence of Learning and its education program in Kosovo. Stakeholder interviews, including 
with the current Caritas education program manager in Kosovo, comprised the primary source 
material used for this paper. reGeneration Education also created a survey to measure teacher 
observation of Essence of Learning and associated play-based education efficacy in their 
classrooms; with the help of Shukrije Lecaj, one of the first Essence of Learning teachers and 
later an education program officer with Caritas before her current role within the Ministry of 
Education, we were able to send the survey out to 500 educators who received Essence of 
Learning training or modified Essence of Learning inspired training; we received approximately 
a 10% response rate with teachers who received training from 2004 to 2025. The survey was 
translated into Albanian and reviewed by Shukrije Lecaj before being released; the survey 
remained active from February 26, 2026 until May 8, 2026.  
 

3 Author Redacted, “CRS Report for Congress: Kosovo: Reconstruction and Development Assistance,” 
Congressional Research Service, Library of Congress (US), published June 7, 2001, accessed May 8, 
2026, 
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20010607_RL30453_ccc2676ab17eb33848aca16c3aca910f8204af2
6.pdf  

2 “World: Europe: Kosovo war cost £30bn,” BBC News, BBC, published October 15, 1999, accessed May 
8, 2026, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/476134.stm  

1 “Ethnic Cleansing in Kosovo: An Accounting,” U.S. Department of State Archive, United States 
Department of State, published December 1999, accessed May 8, 2026 
https://1997-2001.state.gov/global/human_rights/kosovoii/homepage.html  

https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20010607_RL30453_ccc2676ab17eb33848aca16c3aca910f8204af26.pdf
https://www.everycrsreport.com/files/20010607_RL30453_ccc2676ab17eb33848aca16c3aca910f8204af26.pdf
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/476134.stm
https://1997-2001.state.gov/global/human_rights/kosovoii/homepage.html
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A key limitation is the lack of available raw data from the early years of Essence of Learning’s 
implementation in Kosovo. Caritas Switzerland has an internal policy of archiving data for ten 
years, after which it is destroyed. This has necessitated a strong reliance on interviews and 
reflections with observers of the early years of the program.  
 
 
 
Ethnic Violence in Pre-War Kosovo 
The history of the Kosovo region is complicated. Historically the center of the Serbian empire, 
the region was conquered by the Ottomans in 1389;4 the entire Balkan region would not become 
independent of foreign rule until the end of the First World War. The drawing of political borders 
in the aftermath saw the First Balkans War begin, which ended with the Kosovo region added to 
Serbia despite over 60% of its residents identifying as ethnically Albanian.5 Following the 
Second World War, Serbia (and therefore Kosovo) were folded into the new Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia under President Tito, which actually saw Kosovo gain relative 
independence from Serbia as it was granted status as an autonomous region within Yugoslavia.  
 
As part of Yugoslavia, Albanian Kosovar society experienced a relative renaissance. The first 
Albanian-language university was established in Pristina in 1971, and Albanian Kosovar officials 
were appointed to key positions in the regional government, which was permitted to establish its 
own educational system and its own police system. However, as Albanian Kosovars gained 
power, the ethnic Serbian minority of Kosovo (now accounting for less than 30% of the 
population) began to lodge protests against what they claimed were abuses by the Albanian 
majority. Following President Tito’s death in 1980, the tensions between the empowered 
Albanian majority and the Serbian minority came to a head as Kosovo was brought more firmly 
under control by the Yugoslav government, based in Belgrade; this tension was exacerbated 
further in the breakup of Yugoslavia, with Kosovo once again designated a region of Serbia, 
despite nearly 75% of the population identifying as ethnically Albanian.6  
 
Education quickly emerged as a contested space. Following the dissolution of Yugoslavia, the 
Serbian government revoked the independence of the Kosovo educational system. The 
government from Belgrade imposed a new curriculum which deemphasized Albanian language 
and history instruction while “simultaneously increas[ing] instruction in Serbian history and 
culture.”7 This signaled the end of Albanian language instruction in Kosovo: “[t]hroughout 1990, 
the government closed most of the Albanian-language schools…”; Albanian teachers were 
required to sign a loyalty oath or face dismissal in 1990, but nevertheless, by 1991, “all Albanian 
teachers had been fired.”8  

8 “Background” in Under Orders: War Crimes in Kosovo, Human Rights Watch. 

7 Ervjola Selenica, “Education for whom? Engineering multiculturalism and liberal peace in post-conflict 
Kosovo,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 18, no.1 (2018) pg 7.  

6 “Background” in Under Orders: War Crimes in Kosovo, Human Rights Watch, published October 26, 
2001, accessed May 10, 2026, https://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports/2001/kosovo/undword-01.htm  

5 Ibid.  

4 “Serbia: History: Conquest by the Ottoman Turks,” Britannica, Encyclopedia Britannica, updated May 7, 
2026, accessed May 8, 2026, https://www.britannica.com/place/Serbia/Conquest-by-the-Ottoman-Turks  

https://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports/2001/kosovo/undword-01.htm
https://www.britannica.com/place/Serbia/Conquest-by-the-Ottoman-Turks
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This repression led to the emergence of a “parallel system of private schools” established by the 
Albanian Kosovar population, but it was severely policed by Serbian Kosovar authorities in the 
eight years before the outbreak of the Kosovo War. According to Human Rights Watch, 
“Teachers, students, and administrators in the private schools were routinely harassed, 
detained, and beaten by the police and security forces. Funds collected for educational 
purposes were sometimes confiscated by the police.”9 Controlling the education system was of 
vital political importance in the late 1990s as it was one of the only functioning systems in 
Kosovo in the years leading up to the Kosovar War. 
 
Educational repression existed within an ecosystem that saw the confluence of an emergent 
Albanian Kosovar nationalism and Serbian influences determined to subsume Kosovo more 
securely into the Serbian nation. In the 1990s, the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) launched 
attacks against Serbian security forces and civilians, while Albanian Kosovar civil society under 
Ibrahim Rugova organized nonviolently against Serbian repression; in response to both actions, 
the Serbian-controlled police and security forces brutally repressed Albanian Kosovars by 
breaking into homes, arbitrary arrests, beatings, and forced disappearances, which only 
intensified in 1996 as the KLA attacks proliferated.10 When the Kosovo War began in 1998, 
these crimes only grew in intensity, which eventually inspired nation states within NATO (the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization) to intervene to stop the ethnic violence through coordinated 
airstrikes between March and June 1999 in Operation Allied Force.11 
 
The effects of this complicated history in conjunction with the recently ended conflict left a 
society with deep psychological scars in 2002 and which continues to inform the psychology of 
students in Kosovo. According to a study on post-traumatic stress disorder in Kosovo, “64.9% of 
the population reported traumatic experiences during the war”;12 and the effects of this trauma 
did not stop with those who were directly affected. According to a study published in 2023, 
post-traumatic stress disorder is still highly prevalent in Kosovar society, with approximately 
33% of Albanian Kosovar adults exhibiting systems in a study conducted 8 years after the war 
and still largely prevalent in Albanian Kosovar society two decades later.13 This is particularly 
concerning for Kosovo’s children: children with parents who exhibit post-traumatic stress 
disorder symptoms are “more prone to experiencing PTSD symptoms than those whose parents 
did not” but report less perceived support than adults suffering from similar symptoms.14 
 
 

14 Ibid. 

13 Zamira Hyseni Duraku, Genta Jahiu, and Donjeta Geci, “Intergenerational trauma and war-induced 
PTSD in Kosovo: insights from the Albanian ethnic group,” Frontiers in Psychology 14 (2023). 

12 Naim Fanaj and Erika Melonashi, “Understanding and Describing PTSD in Kosovo: A Systematic 
Evidence-Based Review,” Sage Open 7, no. 1 (2017).  

11 “Kosovo Air Campaign (March-June 1999): Operation Allied Force,” NATO/OTAN, updated October 21, 
2024, accessed May 17, 2026. 
https://www.nato.int/en/what-we-do/operations-and-missions/kosovo-air-campaign-march-june-1999 

10 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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Essence of Learning: A Trauma-Responsive Pedagogical Framework  
Essence of Learning was developed by Beatrice Ratishauser-Ramm beginning in 2002 to 
counteract the current educational situation for children in the recently established state. The 
United Nations’ Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimated that 45% of schools had been destroyed 
during the war, and while UNICEF had brought in 30,000 tents to form as makeshift schools in 
1999, the situation – particularly for children below the age of six – was particularly dire.  
 
An educator by training, Ratishauser-Ramm developed a framework that would later be named 
“Essence of Learning” to meet the halted development of trauma-affected children while also 
acknowledging the need for comprehensive teacher training and the relative lack of educational 
resources. The first group of teachers were not formally trained, but were guided by 
Ratishauser-Ramm to become early childhood education teachers to establish the first Essence 
of Learning kindergarten in Drenas, later spreading to Pristina, Gjakova, Prizen, Rahovec, 
Gjilan, and Malisheva over the next decade. Over the next two decades, 27 municipalities 
across Kosovo would receive Essence of learning resources; its success inspired the Ministry of 
Education to invite Shukrije Lecaj, one of the first Essence of Learning teachers, to contribute to 
the development of an official Early Childhood Education Curriculum for the state of Kosovo, 
with key elements of Essence of Learning integrated into the curriculum. She currently works as 
a trainer in the new early childhood education curriculum for the Ministry of Education in 
Kosovo, while holding a position as the director of an early childhood education center.  
 
The core principle of Essence of Learning, as stated by Ratishauser-Ramm, is “after deeply 
traumatizing events, children need to receive the opportunity to ‘repeat’ previously completed 
developmental steps in a stress-free manner so that they can reacquire their original learning 
abilities.”15 Key hallmarks of trauma-affected children include limited expressive 
language/behavior, forgetting previously learned academic skills, reverting to an earlier stage of 
behavioral, language or mathematics development, and/or an inability to progress to the next 
stage of development. The Essence of Learning framework is designed to support learning in 
conjunction with existing curricula.  
 
The Essence of Learning methodology utilizes specific terminology to describe two key parts of 
its framework: learning pathway and learning flow. The learning pathway refers to the natural 
way that children will learn when experiencing healthy development: how children will naturally 
seek to learn through innate curiosity and will utilize previously developed skills to attain the 
next step. The learning flow is the order in which new academic or socioemotional concepts are 
introduced in a schooling environment; this should complement the learning pathway. The third 
key aspect of Essence of Learning are the weekly topics, which bridge the gap between 
theoretical and tangible for the students: weekly and daily topics are selected to connect 
tangibly to children’s lived experiences, so as to create a bridge between what is learned in the 
class and their everyday lives. Essence of Learning is designed to intervene when traumatic 

15 Beatrice Ratishauser-Ramm, Nicole Stolz, Caritas Switzerland, “Learning support in the context of 
social and humanitarian crisis: Practical Guide,” Caritas Switzerland (Lucerne: 2018): 4.  
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events occur and child development is disrupted, thereby slowing or stagnating child 
development (impacting learning pathway) and causing a disconnect between child 
development and expected performance goals within an existing curriculum (disconnect 
between learning pathway and learning flow). 
 
As Essence of Learning is designed to support existing curricula, the core of this methodology is 
not what is taught but rather, how. Tasks are designed to return to previously attained 
developmental stages to “reteach” a child as preparation to return to normal developmental 
milestones. These developmental tasks are comprise the core components of Essence of 
Learning:  
 
 
Student-Centered Learning 
Essence of Learning is designed to teach state-mandated, established curricula, or used as an 
extracurricular course, but at its core it encourages a student-centered approach. Activities 
should be selected according to the learning pathway stage of development that the student is 
currently experiencing, not according to age-dependent stages (such as the widely used Piaget 
Stages of Cognitive Development, which depends on age as a determiner of cognitive level).16,17 
This approach will necessitate a repeating of what could be considered previously attained 
cognitive developmental stages. Educators will select activities to meet curricular objectives 
based on the current cognitive developmental needs of their students. Activities should also 
encourage student creativity and autonomy.  
 
 
Lessons Activating the Senses 
Activities in Essence of Learning are designed not only to improve academic results, but also 
the socioemotional development of children (which are, as many studies show, connected).18 
The senses as defined through the Essence of Learning methodology include the conventional 
five senses (touch, taste, sight, smell, hearing) and incorporate additional ways of students 
orienting themselves to the world. The activities are designed to strengthen this mind/body 
connection. Due to self-preservation during times of crisis, trauma-affected children might 
experience a “shutdown” of these senses – incorporating the senses is a key component of the 
Essence of Learning methodology.  
 
Routine  
Essence of Learning activities – whether as a special program, utilized in support of existing 
curricula, or an extracurricular activity – should be structured in a particular way that encourages 
the maximal development of the child. The day should follow a routine from initial greeting to 
dismissal, with activity type in a regular rotation that repeats day to day. This process might look 

18 Susanne A. Denham and Chavaughn Brown, “‘Plays Nice with Others’: Social–Emotional Learning and 
Academic Success,” Early Education and Development 21, no. 5 (2010): 652–680. 

17 Ratishauser-Ramm, Stolz, Caritas Switzerland; 54. 

16 Saul McLeod, “Piaget’s Theory and Stages of Cognitive Development,” Simply Psychology, published 
October 22, 2025. https://www.simplypsychology.org/piaget.html  

https://www.simplypsychology.org/piaget.html
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like the following, according to Coombes and Ponta who examined Essence of Learning 
practices in Bangladesh and Romania:  

For example, children may first be given a collection of materials (e.g. wooden blocks) to 
explore (sensorial orientation). Then they start representing an environment (e.g. their 
school), object, or idea with these materials (visualisation). They may replicate the 
educator’s or the other children’s creations (imitation), and start building a story that 
unfolds through those creations (role-play). Children may stay at the sensorial orientation 
stage for some time or progress through these four stages within one session.19  

In addition, “structural elements” (or curricular focuses) should be in a weekly rotation: for 
example, every Monday there will be a focus on language while every Friday there is a focus on 
mathematics. This allows students to be able to anticipate what they will learn and experience 
an increase in feelings of security in the classroom.  
 
Space  
Essence of Learning is flexible as to where a lesson is taught, as long as the classroom space 
is delineated by some clear marker. (In the practical guide, it notes that lessons can be even 
taught outside as long as the space is demarcated by a boundary of twigs or sitting on a rug.) 
Space should be decorated gradually with student work as it is created; any teacher-produced 
displays should be switched out according to seasons or lesson completion to preserve 
relevance. Children should also be required to partake in age-appropriate tasks that keep the 
space clean.20 The logic around guidelines surrounding class space is that the children within it 
should feel that it is a “safety zone”.21 
 
Materials  
Essence of Learning encourages the use of realia or manipulatives in education throughout all 
age groups. The proper proportion of class materials in the kindergarten to ensure quality 
implementation of Essence of Learning methods is 80% multifunctional materials (items 
requiring the child to “work” imaginatively in multiple scenarios with items such as blocks, 
natural and recyclable materials, textiles etc.) to 20% defined materials (cars, puppets and 
animals).  Much of the materials need not be purchased, but rather reused (for example: plastic 
bottle caps, packaging, or natural materials) from the home or created through household 
materials (for example: clay/play dough or paint).22 The purpose of this is twofold: to deepen 
learning through a multisensory approach and to establish coherence by connecting learning to 
multiple environments through the continued presence of “learning” materials.23 There is also an 
economic component: by recycling materials, there is a low start-up cost to furnishing new 
materials to an Essence of Learning classroom.  
 

23 Ibid.  
22 Ibid. 50-53. 
21 Ibid. 45.  
20 Ratishauser-Ramm, Stolz, Caritas Switzerland; 45-46.  

19 Andrea Coombes and Oriana Ponta, “Building community engagement and teacher support in 
education: qualitative findings from process evaluations in two exceptional settings,” Journal of 
Development Effectiveness 15, no. 3 (2002): 306. 
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Essence of Learning was used by Caritas-supported pre-primary education centers in Kosovo 
from 2002 to 2009, after which it was used to inform the methodology of instruction after the first 
early childhood curriculum was officially implemented by the Republic of Kosovo.24 The practical 
and flexible approach that Essence of Learning takes, as outlined above, allowed it to be widely 
applicable and sustainable throughout Kosovo in the two decades of its implementation. 
 
 
Successes of Essence of Learning  
The Essence of Learning framework was extremely successful in Kosovo across multiple 
metrics as Kosovo rebuilt in the aftermath of the Kosovo War. The framework filled an important 
gap in the educational system (namely, early childhood education) and elements of the 
methodology have been integrated into the new Early Childhood Education Curriculum currently 
being piloted by the Kosovo Ministry of Education. In two decades, schools in 27 municipalities 
adopted some part of Essence of Learning in Kosovo, with over 700 teachers in 22 
municipalities trained in these principles through Caritas in 2022.25 Its success can be attributed 
to five factors: academic efficacy, trauma-responsive principles, flexible framework, and bridging 
gap in educational space.  
 
 
Academic Efficacy 
In Kosovo, Essence of Learning was applied in pre-primary (early childhood education) 
programs to prepare children to enter elementary/primary school. Required skills include basic 
literacy and numeracy, as well as fine motor skills and sufficient emotional regulation to enter a 
more formal school environment. Essence of Learning teachers aligned state testing 
requirements with Essence of Learning practices (running records, teacher observation, 
checklists, and portfolios) to assess progress.26 These assessments were aligned with Early 
Learning Development Standards set by the Kosovo Ministry of Education for the age group 
(0-6 years) including: physical development and self-care (including motor skills), language and 
communication development, social and emotional development, cognitive and general 
knowledge development, and access to learning.27, 28   
 
Teachers who implement this pedagogical framework also reported that students showed 
increased interest in learning while using Essence of Learning. In response to the prompt asking 
about children’s initial response to Essence of Learning play-based activities, one respondent 
wrote, “At first they had a little more difficulty, but later they began to adapt very well to the 

28 Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology, “Early Learning Development Standards for Children 
0-6”, Republic of Kosovo, published October 2011. 
https://masht.rks-gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/elds-report-eng-for-web-1.pdf  

27 Email Correspondence with Albert Bakalli October 21, 2025.  
26 Email Correspondence with Albert Bakalli October 21, 2025. 

25 “Setting High-quality Preschool Standards, Reinforcing Education, Science and Economy - SHPRESE 
Project,” Caritas Switzerland, published July 2022.  

24 Email Correspondence with Albert Bakalli October 21, 2025.  

https://masht.rks-gov.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/elds-report-eng-for-web-1.pdf
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activities in the game.”29 A different respondent noted that children responded “[v]ery good [sic] 
and there was a great interest from the children which aroused their curiosity!”30 Another teacher 
added that, with the implementation of this style of pedagogy, “The students changed their 
approach from passive to active as well as their mentality, feeling more confident and 
professional. At first, some students expect instructions and theory, but when involved in 
practical activities and didactic games, they become more participatory and contribute ideas.”31 
This qualitative assessment of children’s attitudes towards this style of learning is invaluable in 
assessing its efficacy.  
 
While there was little quantitative data made available by Caritas for this paper, Albert Bakalli 
(education manager) reported that data showed that students were adequately prepared for 
primary school and were often better prepared than their peers who had participated in other 
early childhood education programs. Teachers surveyed also report that Essence of Learning 
improved academic skills amongst their students, with 66% of respondents marking it as highly 
effective and 22.7% marking it as effective.32 This assertion is supported by the fact that 
Essence of Learning practitioners were asked to collaborate on the newly piloted Early 
Childhood Education Curriculum for Kosovo.33 
 
 
Trauma-Responsive Principles 
Since Essence of Learning’s inception, the field of trauma-informed education and education in 
emergencies has grown and articles have proliferated which outline best theoretical practices to 
meet the needs of trauma-informed children. The exact terminology can differ depending on the 
author – Brunzell, Stokes, and Waters outlines the three key focuses to be repairing disrupted 
attachment, repairing dysregulated stress response, and creating positive psychological 
resources, while Harper and Neubauer use six principles to outline their approach to 
trauma-informed education assessment (“safety; trustworthiness and transparency; peer 
support; collaboration and mutuality; empowerment, voice, and choice; and cultural, historical, 
and gender issues”) – but the core concepts are best outlined by Blaustein and Kinniburgh 
through the ARC (Attachment, Self-Regulation, and Competency) framework.34,35,36  
 

36 Margaret E. Blaustein and Kristine M. Kinniburgh, “Attachment, Self-Regulation, and Competency 
(ARC),” in Evidence-Based Treatments for Trauma Related Disorders in Children and Adolescents, eds. 
Markus A. Landolt, Marylène Cloitre, and Ulrich Schnyder (Springer: Switzerland, 2017) pg. 299 - 319. 

35 Gary W. Harper and Leah C. Neubauer, “Teaching During a Pandemic: A Model for Trauma-Informed 
Education and Administration,” Pedagogy in Health Promotion 7, no.1 (2021): 14-24. 

34 Tom Brunzell, Helen Stokes, and Lea Waters, “Trauma-Informed Positive Education: Using Positive 
Psychology to Strengthen Vulnerable Students,” Contemporary School Psychology 20 (2016): 63-83. 

33 Interview with Shukrije Lecaj and Beatrice Ratishauser-Ramm, July 24, 2025.  

32 Survey Results from “Thelbin e Mësimit Retrospektivë: Reagimet e mësuesit/ Essence of Learning 
Retrospective: Teacher Feedback”; survey released February 26, 2026 and closed May 8, 2026.  

31 Ibid. The free response was written in Albanian and translated into English. 
30 Ibid. The free response was written in Albanian and translated into English. 

29 Survey Results from “Thelbin e Mësimit Retrospektivë: Reagimet e mësuesit/ Essence of Learning 
Retrospective: Teacher Feedback”; survey released February 26, 2026 and closed May 8, 2026. The free 
response was written in Albanian and translated into English. 
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Surveyed teachers rated Essence of Learning as effective for their students in two key areas: 
improving social skills and improving emotional regulation. Over 60% of teachers rated Essence 
of Learning as highly effective for improving social skill, while a further 29.5% rated this 
pedagogical framework as effective in that same category; likewise, in terms of emotional 
regulation, 54.6% of respondents rated Essence of Learning as highly effective in that category 
with a further 36.4% marking it as effective.37  
 
The Essence of Learning methodology adheres to the principles of trauma-informed education. 
Secure attachment is encouraged through collaboration and creating of routine and stable 
relationships; students are able to repair dysregulated responses through Essence of Learning’s 
expansive definition of sensory activities (including sense of self and sense of meaning); and 
activities allow students to build academic and emotional competencies. This flexible framework 
meets the accepted standards of trauma-informed education. 
 
 
Flexible Framework 
This framework is effective and easily replicable because it is inherently flexible enough to be 
adapted to nearly any educational environment. Schools were able to implement the 
accompanying methodology while still adhering to the state curriculum on early childhood 
education, and the framework is flexible enough that it can fit a variety of school schedules and 
academic calendars.  
 
Surveyed teachers supported this assertion through the survey results. When prompted about 
the ease of implementation of this pedagogical framework, 38.6% of respondents rate it as very 
easy to implement, with another 29.6% rating it as easy.38 Very few respondents – 13.6% – 
marked it as somewhat difficult, with no respondents marking it as very difficult.39 This is one of 
the key strengths of Essence of Learning.  
 
Furthermore, the Essence of Learning framework is easily replicable due to its low resource 
requirements. Conceptually, this is meant to bridge home and school as two learning 
environments where Essence of Learning activities can take place; practically, this means that 
adopting this framework is possible for schools with limited funding and other resources to 
provide manipulatives. Teachers and administrators were able in Kosovo to adapt this 
framework to their existing environments without renovations to existing classrooms or large 
purchases of new equipment.  
 
 
Bridging Gap in Contested Educational Space  

39 Ibid.  

38 Survey Results from “Thelbin e Mësimit Retrospektivë: Reagimet e mësuesit/ Essence of Learning 
Retrospective: Teacher Feedback”; survey released February 26, 2026 and closed May 8, 2026.  

37 Survey Results from “Thelbin e Mësimit Retrospektivë: Reagimet e mësuesit/ Essence of Learning 
Retrospective: Teacher Feedback”; survey released February 26, 2026 and closed May 8, 2026.  
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A less quantifiable success metric is the role that Essence of Learning has played in beginning 
to bridge the educational divide between ethnic groups in Kosovo. Since the establishment of 
the Kosovo state, there have been notable gaps in education resources for non-Albanian 
groups, particularly in regards to early childhood education accessibility. The United Nations’ 
Children’s Fund noted in a 2020 report on Early Childhood Education in Kosovo that just 8% of 
children in the Romani, Egyptian, and Ashkali communities attend early childhood education 
centers, and the Serbian and Albanian education systems are still largely divided (both by 
physical space and available funding).  
 
Essence of Learning has acted as a bridge between these groups. Successful trainings have 
occurred for early childhood education teachers serving the Romani, Egyptian, and Ashkali 
communities, and a Serbian-language school requested training; while a small step, this has 
high significance as the Serbian-majority part of Kosovo still routinely claims to be a part of 
Serbia and is still staffed with United Nations peacekeepers. Furthermore, in the teacher survey, 
teachers provided 23 locations throughout Kosovo where Essence of Learning instruction was 
implemented; while a numerically greater number of teachers were located in cities (for 
example, 14 respondents had worked in Pristina), 15 locations were in villages with a population 
of fewer than 30,000 inhabitants.40 While this does not bridge institutional issues that calcify 
ethnic divides or geographic divides through education, the Essence of Learning framework has 
allowed a rapprochement between schools which serve different ethnic communities in Kosovo, 
which has historically been a highly contested space.  
 
 
Conclusion  
Education is widely accepted as being a key component to the post-crisis recovery process and 
peacebuilding in a recent conflict-affected territory. The reestablishment of equitable education 
systems can begin to right historic wrongs against minority groups, and it can provide a stable 
environment for trauma-affected children to inhabit as societies rebuild. Trauma-informed 
educational practices are designed to begin to heal the affected children’s dysregulated sensory 
system, repair broken attachment, and, in the case of manmade crises (including wars and 
genocides), can discourage a population from entering a similar situation in the future.  
 
This paper has shown that Kosovar society experienced prolonged trauma before the advent of 
war through persistent discrimination and suppression of minority rights in Kosovo. Therefore, 
the needs of this population are not informed solely by the war itself but also by generational 
trauma that was often centered around educational spaces (as it confirmed or denied cultural 
legitimacy). In this context, the Essence of Learning framework has proven to be highly 
successful in post-conflict Kosovo. This framework has provided a sustainable, replicable 
pathway to providing trauma-informed education to pre-primary aged children in Kosovo; its 
methodology has been proven to yield highly satisfactory academic results for participants that 
has prepared them for later years of schooling. Essence of Learning has acted as a tool to 

40 Survey Results from “Thelbin e Mësimit Retrospektivë: Reagimet e mësuesit/ Essence of Learning 
Retrospective: Teacher Feedback”; survey released February 26, 2026 and closed May 8, 2026.  
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bridge ethnic and geographic divides through shared goals in pre-primary education through 
mutual aid (training sessions).  
 
The effectiveness of Essence of Learning extends beyond the student experience. Teachers 
also remarked in the survey that receiving this type of training increased their own emotional 
resilience and regulation. One respondent submitted,  

Yes, I have noticed a change in my emotional regulation after using ‘The Essence of 
Learning’. This approach has helped me to be more aware of my emotions and how I 
react to different situations in the classroom. I have learned to be more patient, calmer 
and more reflective before making decisions. This pedagogy has also helped me to 
better understand the emotional needs of students and to create a more supportive and 
positive environment. As an individual, I have felt more confident, more emotionally 
organized and more committed to my work.41 

This remark was echoed in other responses. While this is technically outside of the paper’s 
scope, it is an important insight into the efficacy of Essence of Learning as a trauma-informed 
pedagogical framework.  
 
The Essence of Learning framework has proven success across multiple metrics in Kosovo as a 
post-conflict setting with generational ethnic violence. This assertion provides the rationale for 
future studies of this framework’s efficacy in other post-conflict settings to future examine 
Essence of Learning as a flexible, trauma-informed educational framework. 
 
 

41 Survey Results from “Thelbin e Mësimit Retrospektivë: Reagimet e mësuesit/ Essence of Learning 
Retrospective: Teacher Feedback”; survey released February 26, 2026 and closed May 8, 2026. The free 
response was written in Albanian and translated into English. 


