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To Learn is to Rebuild
By Jacquelyn Pavilon 

often overlooked: the psychological component. Fleeing 
war, oppression, and persecution, refugees—especially 
children—are at high risk for psychological trauma. Amidst 
seemingly endless uncertainty, education can provide 
protection and stability both to children and adults alike.
 “Making a life transition like this, moving 
continents, leaving everything, and coming to a place 
where no one seems to want you would be hard enough 
on anyone, but it is all the more difficult for us after what 
we’ve seen, what we’ve been through. We are already fragile. 
Breaking out into tears is a daily occurrence for months to 
a year upon arrival,” said Amira*, a Syrian refugee living in 
Italy and former aid worker who has faced ISIS four times 
and was abducted once.

Washington, DC, February 2017 – Seven-year-old 
Sami* puts a toy gun to his younger brother’s head. He 
play-shoots his other siblings as they cower to the ground. 
Pulling out a phone, he points to a photo of a soldier: this, 
he says, is who he wants to be when he grows up. Sami* has 
seen nothing but war for most of his life. While his past is 
already written, his future is not. 
 With upwards of 65 million people displaced 
worldwide, trauma is not an exceptional case; it is an 
epidemic. With limited international resources and 
emergencies on the rise, aid for refugees often only 
addresses what is viewed as necessity. Yet in the whirlwind 
of providing food, finding shelter, and filling out documents, 
the most detrimental aspect of the refugee experience is

Syrian primary school children attend catch-up 
classes in  Southern Lebanon 
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 Sadly, the trauma the refugees face is a three-
tier trauma and does not end when they escape. First, 
there is the trauma that arises in conflict; second, the 
trauma of the journey; and finally, the trauma of not 
being accepted into their new community. According to 
Amira, the mental effects of the alienation and rejection 
she experienced in Italy were just as traumatizing, if 
not more so, than what she experienced in Syria. 
 “No one says hello,” she said. “After a year and 
a half of living here, no one has replied to my hello.”
 In fact, even after obtaining legal refugee status, 
she decided, willingly, to return to Syria.
 “I’d rather return and contribute to my home 
community and risk dying, than stay in a community 
where I am idle and cannot do anything or know 
anyone,” she said.
 Worldwide, over half of those who experience 
the trauma of displacement are children. One of 
the greatest consequences of this is that they find 
themselves out of school. Sami is among them. In 
emergency situations, psychosocial support and 
education are often secondary and fall onto the list of 
"long-term goals," with other more urgent forms of aid 
taking priority. 
 The average length of displacement is 17 
years.1 That is, on average a refugee waits 17 years 
before being resettled, repatriating, or integrating into 
their country of arrival. Without education, 17 years 
can devastate an entire generation. Yet the benefits of 
education are not merely long-term, they initiate the 
healing process.

Approximately 4 million Syrian children are out of 
school as a result of the war,2 250,000 of whom are 
in Lebanon.3 While war cannot be undone, its after-
effects can be ameliorated through education and 
support. The Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) educational 
center in Jbeil,4 Lebanon serves nearly 500 Syrian 
refugee children, including providing psychosocial 
support to children through Peace Education classes. 
 All of the children at the center have been 
touched by war, with mortars and bombs a daily risk. 
Some children have experienced violence in the home, 
and most currently live in unsuitable or overcrowded 
homes. 
 “When the children first arrive to our center, 
their ‘bad behavior’ is a direct result of the trauma 
they have experienced,” said Majed Mardini, a Syrian 
teacher at center. Many children could not access 
education in Syria, primarily in the villages, as various 
armed groups occupied the schools. It has been over 
five years since the war started in Syria. Thus, some 
children are out of school for years; others never had 
the opportunity to start. 
 “The most important thing,” he says, “is that 
we start to support the children psychologically.” 
“They need more than a traditional education,” 
Mardini continues. Moral- and conduct-education 
takes precedence. All of the teachers play a double role 
as social worker. “Many of the kids don’t know how to 
be in school. We teach the kids how to behave, how to 
interact with one another, but most importantly, how 
to like one another.”
 Catherine Mora, another teacher at the center 
recalls the change she’s seen in the students: "The 
children used to fight when they played," she recalls. 
"It was all they knew. When they arrive to us, they’re 
basically starting from scratch, but after only six 
months, they no longer do so. Rather, they play with 
each other. Sometimes I see them playing 'English 
class' at recess, where one is imitating the student and 
one is imitating me as the teacher. When I see this, I 
feel their progress.”

“In emergency situations, 
psychosocial support and 

education are often secondary 
and fall onto the list of "long-
term goals” with other, more 

urgent forms of aid taking 

priority.”
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Even now in Lebanon, the children live an uncertain 
and transient life. Children move with their families, 
transition to new schools, start working or even get 
married. “You may see them today, you may not see 
them tomorrow,” says Syrian refugee and English 
teacher at the Jbeil center, Catherine Mora. 
 In the same home as Sami is five-year-old 
Sabeen*. Through the crack in the door, the JRS home 
visits team can see her hiding under a blanket crying. 
“She is sad because she misses her cousins who left 
here to try to reach Germany. We don’t know if or 
when we’ll see them again,” the mother explains.
 In the midst of such a transient life, schools 
create safe spaces and stability for the children who 
left everything behind. Simply having a class can help 
create structure to ground students and provide them 
with the support they need to cope with their past and 
present situations. “The children are happy [at the 
center.] When you tell the children it’s vacation time, 

Creating a community. 

“Schools create safe spaces 
and stability for the children 
who left everything behind.”

they are so sad. They don’t want vacation. School is 
the only place they have fun, the only place they’re at 
peace. They don’t want time at home, because time at 
home may mean time in the street,” Mardini explains.
 According to those in the field, young children 
can recover from trauma relatively quickly. Like their 
youthful bodies, their minds similarly heal faster. 
“Children are resilient,” said Gassian Tenekejian, 
center principal. “They can bounce back even faster 
than adults, but we have to help them do so.”
 Over 50 percent of refugees worldwide 
live in urban areas and thus are not isolated from 
the communities to where they have moved. They 
are moving into existing neighborhoods, existing 
economies, and existing public schools. Thus, the 
stable community structure that schools create helps to 
build bridges to the new community and break down 
barriers and prejudices. Being in school facilitates 
integration, so children do not have to face the extreme 
alienation and xenophobia like Amira did.

2016 © Christina Lorenzo (current 
UIC Biomedical Visualization graduate student)
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Education gives refugees the tools they need 
to rebuild not only themselves but also their 
communities. Despite the fact that the United Nations 
recognizes education as both a basic and enabling 
human right, only 50 percent of refugee children have 
access to primary education, 25 percent to secondary 
education, and less that one percent to tertiary 
education.5 Within the global epidemic of trauma as 
it relates to displacement, the lack of education turns 
these individual psychological problems into a societal 
one. 
 The manner in which refugees deal with 
childhood trauma directly correlates to how they cope 
with and manifest that stress in adulthood. Research 
suggests school interventions can effectively address 
post-traumatic stress symptoms that refugee children 
experience and help them build secondary resilience. 
Teaching local languages to help develop social 

Sustaining services.

AGENCY SPOTLIGHT 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)

Created in December 1949 following the end of WWII, 
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) is the premier agency for refugee support. Head 
quartered in Geneva Switzerland, the UNHCR is a program 
of the United Nations and serves both at the request of local 
governments or the UN itself. According to the United 
Nations General Assembly the sole mandate of the UNHCR 
is to provide, on a non-political and humanitarian basis, 
international protection to refugees and to seek permanent 
solutions for them.  Included here is a listing of UNHCR 
funding sources, regional priorities and unmet needs.

UNHCR Funding Sources 2015

Select UNHCR Unmet Refugee Needs 2015

Regional Fund Allocation 2016

$

networks, facilitating the formation of social groups and 
friendships, and making local information available all 
help alleviate the stress of forced migration.
 As of now, education comprises only 8.6 
percent of aid services provided worldwide.6 The 
process of rebuilding communities and reconciliation 
is a marathon, not a sprint, yet aid money is 
disproportionately applied toward the ‘hot and trendy’ 
crises. What happens when the ‘hype’ surrounding a 
crisis fades?
 Chad is an example of a protracted crisis where 
this is happening. Thirteen years ago, “Save Darfur” 
was ringing in everyone’s ears, but now over a decade 
later, Sudanese refugees still find themselves displaced 
in Chad, with waves of new arrivals coming over the 
past three years. However, in 2013, UN aid to Chad 
was cut by forty percent.
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Since the cuts, schools are stripped to the bare 
minimum. Some classes have a 200:1 student-to-
teacher ratio. Schools can no longer provide food for 
the students and are lacking 
many supplies. Many students 
drop out because they cannot 
stand the school day in the 115oF 
(45oC) temperature without 
food.
 “Since the budget cuts, 
our classrooms are in bad 
shape. We prioritize keeping 
children in school but we’re 
in need of almost everything: 
water buckets, food, scholastic 
materials, bathroom doors, hygiene materials, 
blackboards, desks, floor mats, etc.,” said Adam Khatir 
Ibrahim, Director of the JRS Dorothy school, Goz 
Beida camp, Chad.
 Schools are in dire need, and refugees in 
dire need of education. Yet even where budgets 
are cut, displaced students everywhere affirm their 
commitment to learning. Many say that it gives them 
hope. 
 “The students have not only mastered English 
grammar, but really learned to think critically. We 
watch Ted Talks on various topics each week. It gives 

“If people are educated, 
they'll understand life, how 
to manage themselves, even 
through the most difficult 

situations...”
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them a glimpse of the outside world and allows them 
to think differently. Last week we analyzed a poem. 
All of these activities allow them to think of different 

realities, of a different future, 
possibly outside the camp. 
Their education brings them 
out of the mentality that, 
because they’re refugees, 
they can’t attain anything. It 
gives them hope,” a JRS Adult 
English Teacher in Goz Beida 
camp Chad explains.
 The arch of 
psychological and societal 
trauma is steep and wide, 

but the solutions for healing must start at day one in 
emergencies and continue on for decades, even when 
crises fall off the radar. JRS Arabic teacher and refugee 
from Darfur, Hiba* tells it straight:7

 “If people are educated, they'll understand life, 
how to manage themselves, even through the most 
difficult situations, and how to accept one another. I 
am proud of my education, and I ask everyone to be 
educated for not only themselves, but for the betterment 
of their nation. To say it simply: no education, no life.”

*Names have been changed.


