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ABSTRACT2 

The inclusion of refugees into national education systems has provided critical opportunities for increased 

access to education for refugees. The everyday experiences and processes of inclusion have also raised 

challenges related to the quality of education for refugees and the nationals amidst whom they learn and 

to relational dimensions, including related to belonging and social cohesion. Drawing on original data from 

a 14 country study and three in-depth country case studies, we identify three models of inclusion in 

refugee education: shared space, geographically separate space, and temporally separate space. We 

examine these models through the lenses of “structural integration” – access to institutions and services 

– and “relational integration” – access to inclusive identities and connectedness. We explore possibilities 

for models of inclusion in refugee education to foster both structural and relational integration vis-à-vis 

the concepts of access, quality, and belonging and cohesion and present an agenda that can guide 

research, policy, and practice in this field moving forward. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

By the end of 2016, the number of people who lived as refugees, outside their country of origin and due 

to a well-founded fear of persecution, totaled approximately 22.5 million (UNHCR, 2017f). Almost three 

and a half million of them were newly displaced in 2016 alone, primarily from conflict in Syria, but also 

due to conflicts in Iraq, Mali, Burundi, and South Sudan. This new wave of refugees joined millions of 

others who have been displaced for multiple decades, from protracted conflicts in countries such as 

Afghanistan, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and Somalia. More than half of refugees globally are 

children, under the age of 18 (UNHCR, 2017f). 

The right to education for all children, including refugees, is articulated in international instruments, such 

as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child. The United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is the global organization mandated with protecting 

refugees’ rights, and with delivering assistance such as food, shelter, and water, and enabling necessary 

services, including education.3 UNHCR’s work on education, as on other areas of relief, is coordinated with 

host governments, the nation-states in which refugees reside. The 1951 Convention relating to the Status 

of Refugees specifically asserts refugees’ right to education, but within a framework of existing provision 

in the host country: signatory states “shall accord to refugees the same treatment as is accorded to 

nationals with respect to elementary education… [and] treatment as favourable as possible… with respect 

to education other than elementary education” (UNHCR, 2011). The 2016 New York Declaration for 

Refugees and Migrants reasserts this right to education, for both primary and secondary schooling (United 

Nations General Assembly, 2016, p. 14).  

Ensuring the right to education for refugees is an urgent challenge for the global community. Refugees 

access education at lower rates than other children globally: in 2016, only 61 percent of refugee children 

accessed primary school, compared to 91 percent of all children globally; at the secondary level, 23 

percent of refugee children accessed education, whereas 84 percent of young people did globally (UNHCR, 

2017g). Policy actors working toward achieving equity in learning, and the targets established within the 

Sustainable Development Goals frameworks, recognize the many ways in which the inconsistent 

                                                           

3 We do not include Palestinians in this analysis of inclusion of refugees in national education systems, as education 
of Palestinians is led by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) in separate education systems.   
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realization of the right to education for refugees continues to exacerbate inequities in education access 

and outcomes, eventually undermining the very essence of these goals. This recognition has been central 

to recent policy shifts in refugee education. At the same time, current focus on refugee education also 

importantly illuminates remaining and ongoing challenges in meeting the right to education for the most 

marginalized national children with whom refugees usually live and go to school. 

Prior to 2012, in most settings, refugees were educated in parallel schools, separate from national 

students and often following the curriculum and in the language of instruction of the country of origin 

(Dryden-Peterson, 2016). More recently, the UNHCR Global Education Strategy (GES) 2012-2016 

articulated a new approach to the education of refugees: inclusion in national education systems (UNHCR, 

2012, p. 8). Inclusion, or the process of coming together through refugee learners’ access to government 

schools and/or the curriculum followed by the governments of the host countries, intends to increase 

refugee learners’ access to education. In doing so, it simultaneously addresses several key dimensions of 

contemporary displacement. First, refugee children are likely to spend their entire schooling years in a 

host country, given the protracted nature of displacement; the average length of exile for refugees is 

estimated between ten and twenty-five years, and to be up to three times as long as it was in the early 

1990s (Crawford, Cosgrave, Haysom, & Walicki, 2015; Devictor & Do, 2016; Milner & Loescher, 2011). 

Second, refugee-only schools are impractical given the increasingly urban residence of refugees; by the 

end of 2015, over 60 percent of refugees lived in urban areas (UNHCR, 2016, p. 53). Third, refugee-only 

schools are unsustainable over the longer-term given persistent shortfalls and  unpredictability in funding 

for refugee education; less than two percent of all humanitarian funding is allocated to education (Global 

Education Monitoring Report, 2017a, pp. 7-8).  

In our research, we have documented a swift adoption of this approach of inclusion of refugees to national 

education systems (Dryden-Peterson, 2015, 2016; Dryden-Peterson, Adelman, Bellino, & Chopra, Under 

review). Some nation-states had already moved toward including refugees within their systems of 

education prior to the introduction of the GES. For example, the Kenyan curriculum was used in refugee 

schools in Dadaab camps in Kenya as early as 1997 (Dryden-Peterson, Dahya, & Adelman, 2017), and 

national schools in urban areas of Uganda admitted refugees in ad hoc ways as early as the 1990s (Dryden-
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Peterson & Hovil, 2004).4 In other nation-states, the shift to inclusion was rapid in response to the GES. In 

2010, only 5 of 14 of the largest refugee-hosting nation-states5 used the national curriculum and national 

languages of instruction to teach refugee learners, but by 2014, 11 of these 14 nation-states did (Dryden-

Peterson, 2016). Relationships between national governments, education authorities, and UNHCR also 

developed over this time. Prior to the introduction of the GES, UNHCR did not have a relationship with a 

single government authority in the education sector in any country in which it worked (Dryden-Peterson, 

2011b). By 2016, UNHCR had formal relationships with national authorities in 20 of their 25 priority 

country operations.6 Because of these relationships, UNHCR was able to negotiate inclusion of refugees 

in existing systems of education through either access for refugees to government schools and/or 

curriculum, and established means of coordination with governments (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). The 

December 2017 Djibouti Declaration – signed by Ministers of Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia, South 

Sudan, Sudan, and Uganda – further sets the goal to “integrate education for refugees and returnees into 

National Education Sector Plans by 2020” (IGAD Member States, 2017, p. 3). 

Since the adoption of this approach, the inclusion of refugees into national education systems has 

provided critical opportunities for increased access to education for refugees. The everyday experiences 

and processes of inclusion have also raised challenges related to the quality of education broadly and to 

relational dimensions, including how refugees and nationals develop their own individual senses of 

belonging and well-being as well as broader social cohesion. Importantly, the vast majority of refugees – 

84 percent – live in countries that neighbor their conflict-affected countries of origin (UNHCR, 2017f). 

These host countries are generally characterized by over-stretched education systems and often fragile 

political and economic institutions (Dryden-Peterson, 2015; Hathaway, 2016). In these contexts, national 

                                                           

4 We use the term camp to describe geographic spaces in Kenya where refugees live and access services; we use the 
term settlement to describe these spaces in Uganda and informal settlements to describe these spaces in Lebanon. 
These terms align with the terms in use in these nation-states. 

5 These 14 countries included Bangladesh, Chad, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Kenya, Lebanon, Malaysia, Pakistan, Rwanda, 
South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda, and Yemen. 

6 These 25 priority countries were countries implementing the 2012-2016 Education Strategy. They included: 
Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Chad, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iraq, Iran, Jordan, 
Kenya, Lebanon, Malaysia, Niger, Pakistan, Rwanda, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Tanzania, Turkey, Uganda, Yemen, 
and Zambia (UNHCR, 2015, p. 9). 
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education systems struggle to meet goals of quality for national students, let alone new refugee students. 

Sharing scarce resources within already fragile institutional settings often leads to tensions among 

individuals and groups (e.g., Cederman, Weidmann, & Gleditsch, 2011; Novelli, 2016; Stewart, Brown, & 

Langer, 2008).   

Less well-understood are the ways in which the approach of inclusion of refugees in national education 

systems is enacted at national levels and experienced by teachers and students in schools. These 

processes are the subject of this Background Paper. Below, we outline Key Concepts that guide our 

analysis: “structural integration” and “relational integration” as connected to inclusion; access; quality; 

and belonging and cohesion. Following our methodology, we present a typology of Inclusion Models 

based on our empirical research, identifying three models of inclusion: shared space, geographically 

separate space, and temporally separate space. In the remainder of the paper, we examine these models 

in three nation-state case studies focusing on Uganda, Kenya, and Lebanon, and outline the challenges 

and promising practices that emerge across the cases. We conclude by examining the possibilities for 

inclusion that fosters both structural and relational integration vis-à-vis the concepts of access, quality, 

and belonging and cohesion and present an agenda that can guide research, policy, and practice in this 

field moving forward. 
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2. KEY CONCEPTS 

2a. Inclusion: “Structural Integration” and “Relational Integration” 

We define inclusion, in its broadest sense, as the process of coming together. Our analysis is based in a 

distinction that has emerged in literature on processes of inclusion, between “structural integration” and 

“relational integration” (Korac, 2003; Strang & Ager, 2010). We have chosen to use the term “inclusion” 

in this Background Paper when referring to the policies and practices that aim for refugees to have access 

to national systems of education, while drawing on conceptual ideas of “integration,” both structural and 

relational. In the 2012-2016 GES, UNHCR used the term “integration”, yet has shifted to using the term 

“inclusion” in its education work; the term “inclusion” is what is used in the Comprehensive Refugee 

Response Framework (CRRF) as well.7 We recognize the important political implications for host countries, 

by which the term “integration” can imply long-term legal status or citizenship, which is not intended by 

a policy that opens national schools to refugee students. In this Background Paper, we use the term 

“inclusion” to describe the active and dynamic processes of coming together of refugees and nationals in 

schools, but draw on analytic concepts of “structural integration” and “relational integration” to enable a 

focus on the educational goals of inclusion, including access, quality, and belonging and social cohesion. 

“Structural integration,” often also called functional integration, is defined by the ability to access 

institutions and services, such as education. “Relational integration” is a sociocultural process, related to 

identity development and transformation; it includes both an individual-level sense of belonging, or 

connectedness, as well as group-level social cohesion (e.g., Korac, 2003; Strang & Ager, 2010). The 

relational elements of inclusion have been largely ignored in the development and initial implementation 

of policies and practices that structurally include refugees in national education systems (Dryden-Peterson 

& Hovil, 2004; Rowley, Burnham, & Drabe, 2006). Focus has remained on the structures of inclusive 

services –accessing national exams and certification, using the national curriculum and languages, and 

being taught by national teachers. While these structural elements of inclusion are foundational, we also 

focus in this paper on the relational elements of inclusion. We further elaborate on these ideas of 

                                                           

7 Other terms in use for policies and practices of enabling access to national schools for refugee students include 
“mainstreaming” and “harmonization.” 
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“structural integration” and “relational integration” in connection to inclusion in each of the case studies 

and in Section 7 of this paper. 

  

2b. Access 

We define access as the ability to enroll in formal, accredited education. A global commitment to universal 

access to education began in 1990 with the Education for All Declaration and was incorporated centrally 

in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Since 1990, the number of children without access to 

school has dropped from 108 to 51 million (UNESCO, 2014, p. 5). Barriers to accessing education are of 

two general types: physical and identity-based. Physical barriers encompass resources and capacity, such 

as limitations in the number of school buildings or teachers, and include the unequal distribution of these 

resources geographically. Identity-based barriers encompass differential access to school and 

discrimination as a result of ethnicity, gender, language, religion, sexuality, or status as a non-citizen or 

refugee (e.g., Lewin, 2009; Lloyd, Mete, & Sathar, 2005; Save the Children, 2016). These physical and 

identity barriers often intersect, making some students multiply-marginalized. 

Inclusion of refugees in national education systems could address some of these physical and identity-

based access barriers, thereby increasing access to formal schooling for refugees. For example, within a 

pre-existing education system, refugees could have greater access to education if the infrastructure of 

school buildings and a teaching corps were already in place. On the other hand, access to education for 

refugees could be limited in situations where national education systems are under-resourced, with 

already overcrowded classrooms and limited numbers of teachers. 

  

2c. Quality 

Quality education contributes to children’s whole development, allowing them to learn well, develop, and 

thrive. Quality is a central goal of education development broadly as articulated in the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) and the Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2016; United 

Nations, 2016). It was also clearly articulated in the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework, 

wherein the United Nations General Assembly reaffirmed the commitment of member states to provide 
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quality primary and secondary education in safe learning environments for all refugee children (United 

Nations General Assembly, 2016, p. 14).  

In an extensive review of the literature on educational initiatives to improve learning outcomes in 

developing countries, Ganimian and Murnane (2016) concluded that the general failure to improve 

education quality may stem from the approach of offering “more of the same” to vastly expanded student 

populations (see also, Nicolai, Wild, Wales, Hine, & Engel, 2014, for a discussion of the incentives for 

quality initiatives). We argue that these challenges to quality are also salient in the case of refugee 

education, where student populations are not only vastly expanded within a relatively short period of 

time, but also heterogeneous along dimensions of, for example, educational background, experiences of 

trauma, and language. We focus on the role of teachers and school administration in our analysis of the 

quality of education, as critical mechanisms for shifting from a “more of the same” approach to 

“chang[ing] children’s daily experiences” in schools (Ganimian & Murnane, 2016, p. 744) in ways that hold 

promise for increased learning. 

A national education system could create conditions for quality education for all learners, including 

refugees, through practices related to curriculum, pedagogy, and language, all highly dependent on 

teachers and school administration. Existing curriculum and trained teachers to implement it could assist 

refugee young people in acquiring the skills and knowledge they need to pursue further education and/or 

economic livelihoods (Schweisfurth, 2015). In situations where curriculum poses challenges of relatability 

for students, skilled teachers, with pedagogical training provided within a national system, can adapt 

curriculum to enable relevance (Bajaj & Bartlett, 2017; Bellino & Williams, 2017; Dryden-Peterson & 

Siebörger, 2006; Paulson, 2015). As related to language, teachers with training in language-learning and 

multilingual teaching are better able to meet the diverse linguistic needs of students, refugee and national 

alike (Bartlett & Garcia, 2011; Ruiz, 1984). On the other hand, we also recognize that if the quality of 

education within a national system is low, as related to the content of the curriculum, the pedagogical 

skills of teachers, and the school’s capacity to address the multiplicity of linguistic and ethnic diversities, 

inclusion may not result in quality education for refugee learners. 

Data on learning outcomes for refugees – as for nationals – is often limited, with particular challenges in 

settings of inclusion where national data is not disaggregated by refugee status. Therefore, we include 

reference to learning outcomes only in a few instances. 
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2d. Belonging and Cohesion 

Social cohesion is a central mechanism in the achievement of “inclusive communities” envisioned by the 

SDGs (United Nations, 2016). Inclusive and cohesive communities work toward promoting the well-being 

of all members, tackle exclusion and marginalization, foster belonging, promote trust and offer 

opportunities for upward, social mobility (OECD, 2011).  Fostering cohesion is fundamental to the policies 

that have prompted inclusion of refugees into government schools, echoed in the Comprehensive Refugee 

Response Framework. This framework advocates that “[d]iversity enriches every society and contributes 

to social cohesion,” while countering “racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance 

against refugees and migrants.” Central to the ways in which diversity can play this role is “direct personal 

contact between host communities and refugees and migrants” (United Nations General Assembly, 2016, 

p. 3). Important to note is that schools alone cannot create “inclusive communities,” as they operate 

within larger social and political structures that are enabling or constraining in the messages they send to 

refugee children and their families about the possibilities of belonging (Antonsich, 2010; Banks, 

Forthcoming; Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, Under review; Janmyr, 2016). Greater engagement of refugee 

communities in policymaking and planning as connected to models of inclusion could ensure that these 

dimensions of the broader environment related to belonging and cohesion are addressed (see, for 

example, Barbelet, Hagen-Zanker, & Mansour-Ille, 2018; Plan International, 2017). 

Though belonging is a multifaceted construct, we conceptualize it here to refer to individuals’ sense of 

safety, well-being, and membership as cultivated through productive relationships (Antonsich, 2010; 

Yuval-Davis, 2006). Inclusion of refugees and nationals together in schools could be a critical space for 

direct contact between individuals, creating possibilities for refugees and nationals to cultivate an 

individual sense of belonging, shared membership in a learning community, and to negotiate their 

relationships with each other. Contact alone, however, does not build broader social cohesion (Allport, 

1979 [1954]). School structures, practices, and relationships contain explicit and implicit messaging of 

norms of who belongs and who does not (e.g., Abu El-Haj, 2015; Banks, Forthcoming; Bellino & Williams, 

2017; Reijerse, Van Acker, Vanbeselaere, Phalet, & Duriez, 2013). Inclusion of refugees in national schools 

could support or undermine social cohesion, depending on the curriculum, pedagogy, and, critically, the 

relationships built therein (e.g., Bajaj & Bartlett, 2017; Bar-Tal & Rosen, 2009; Bellino, 2017).  
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Language likely plays a central role in refugee children’s ability to construct a sense of belonging when 

included in national schools. In examining the links between language and belonging and cohesion, we 

deliberately adopt a broad understanding of language. We refer to language not only as shared, verbal 

scripts that facilitate inter-personal communication and understanding, but also the non-verbal, socio-

cultural scripts and practices that enable refugee learners to understand the “rules of the game” in their 

host countries, the unspoken and often invisible social rules and norms that are not explicitly taught. A 

combination of both scripts is essential for refugees’ “relational integration.” In multilingual host 

countries, the many languages present in the communities and schools into which refugees are included 

present both an opportunity and a challenge to refugee students’ access to quality education, mediated 

by connections between language and identity (Benson, 2012; Garcia, 2012; Shin, 2013). Early instruction 

in the home language can support children’s development of a positive self-image as well as their 

academic learning, preparing them to acquire foreign languages in the later years of schooling (Cummins, 

1981, 2000). Refugee students’ sense of belonging when included in national schools may be closely 

connected to their ability to both maintain languages used in the country of origin and learn languages 

used in the host country, allowing them to communicate with national teachers and peers and successfully 

navigate host country structures —skills that are critical for facilitating learning and belonging — while 

also maintaining relationships with family.  

In the empirical case studies presented in this Background Paper, we focus on evidence of ways in which 

schools enable students to cultivate individual senses of belonging, and we return in our synthesis to the 

implications for broader social cohesion. 
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3. METHODS 

Our study is comparative and draws on case methods (George & Bennett, 2005; Gerring, 2004). We 

analyzed an original dataset on inclusion of refugees in national education systems, drawing on several 

larger research projects on this topic, with data collected between 2012 and 2017 (Adelman & Dryden-

Peterson, Under review; Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, Under review; Chopra, 2018; Chopra & Adelman, 

2017; Dryden-Peterson et al., Under review). We draw on analysis from these larger projects to frame 

approaches to refugee education globally. For this Background Paper, we also conducted new desk-based 

analysis of field-based data and existing literature, with a focus on three nation-states in which refugees 

are included in national education systems in various ways: Uganda, Kenya, and Lebanon. The dataset for 

this Background Paper comprised publicly available documents related to policy, strategy, and legal 

frameworks, at global, national, and local levels; original interviews with key stakeholders, governments, 

United Nations agencies, and Non-Governmental Organizations; original interviews with teachers of 

refugees; and original classroom observations in refugee-serving schools. 

A team worked collaboratively to conduct analysis and writing for this paper, under the leadership of 

Sarah Dryden-Peterson. The team included Sagra Alvarado, Katelin Anderson, Ranya Brooks, Sayeda Unsa 

Shah Bukhari, Elizabeth Cao, Ben Gulla, Dahlia Maarouf, Ben Scherrer, Elizabeth Smoake, and Elli Suzuki, 

graduate students enrolled in a for-credit course at the Harvard Graduate School of Education; and 

Elizabeth Adelman, Michelle Bellino, Vidur Chopra, Zuhra Faizi, and Celia Reddick, who were involved in 

field-based data collection and writing. 

We developed a coding system that was informed by our literature review and the Terms of Reference 

for the paper, as well as by the purposes of Background Papers as both technical and advocacy tools, with 

the aim that our work be actionable in the context of the Report and the work of policymakers and 

practitioners in refugee education. We identified six central codes: model of inclusion, access, quality, 

belonging, educational outcomes, and policy. Each of these codes were further refined such that quality, 

for example, included sub-codes of curriculum, language, pedagogy, safety, and teachers. We paid 

particular attention to the experiences of individuals, in line with a cross-cutting issue of the 2019 Global 

Education Monitoring (GEM) Report, “In what ways can the voices of migrants improve our understanding 

of migration and education?” (Global Education Monitoring Report, 2017b, p. 5). 
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We used the Dedoose platform to collaboratively code our data, working in groups, organized by country, 

of three to four researchers and using a model of “collaborative coding,” where researchers reviewed 

each other’s coding to discuss and reach a consensus on the code applied (Smagorinsky, 2008). After 

coding all data, we wrote analytic memos on each sub-code, using matrices to help further organize the 

data and identify connections between ideas within each case and across the three country cases.  
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4. MODELS OF INCLUSION 

Countries have adapted the GES policy of inclusion in various ways. Our study of 14 countries finds that 

the resulting models of refugee education range from full access to government schools with refugees 

and nationals together in the same classrooms, to access to government schools but separation from 

nationals either geographically or temporally, to no access to government schools (i.e., no inclusion). We 

found that the model adopted in each host country reflected the policy environment in the host country 

as well as the conflict dynamics in and between the countries of origin and host countries, particularly the 

perceived duration of the conflict refugees had fled and historical and contemporary relationships 

between refugees and the host country. 

Across these 14 countries, we identified dimensions of “structural integration” such as use of national 

curriculum; instruction by national teachers; use of national language(s) of instruction; and access to 

national certification (Dryden-Peterson et al., Under review). We identified three models of “structural 

integration,” that enable refugee learners’ access to the structures of the government school system 

present in their host countries. These models are: (1) shared space, in which refugees and nationals are 

physically together in the same schools and classrooms; and (2) separate space, which for analytic 

purposes we divide into two sub-models (2a) geographically separate, in which refugees and nationals 

reside in different geographical areas and thus attend different schools; and (2b) temporally separate, in 

which refugees and nationals attend the same schools but at different times, often referred to as a “shift 

system.” Table 1 describes the dimensions of “structural integration”, and in Table 2 we present the 

models of inclusion for our cases of Uganda, Kenya, and Lebanon. While we draw clear definitions of these 

models, in practice, the characteristics of these models are more blurred and nuanced, which we explore 

in the case studies that follow. We also explore possibilities for “relational integration” in conjunction with 

each models of inclusion. 
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Table 1. Elements of “Structural Integration” Present in Policy 

 

 

National 
curriculum 

National 

teachersa 

National language 
of instruction 

National  

certification 

Uganda ✓   ✓+ refugee 
“incentive” teachersb 

✓    ✓    

Kenya ✓  ✓  + refugee 
“incentive” teachers 

✓   ✓  

Lebanon ✓ ✓    ✓    ✓  

a The individuals who teach refugees, while nationals, often do not have the civil service status of teacher vis-à-vis being on long-
term government salary (rather than on a short-term contract) and are therefore not included within multi-year education 
budgets. 

b Refugee “incentive” teachers are refugees who, without the right to work, are compensated with an incentive wage rather than 
a salary. In none of the case study countries are refugee teachers able to work as government-salaried teachers. 
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Table 2. Models of Inclusion, per Policy, and Possibilities for “Relational Integration”  

  Shared Space Separate Space 

    Geographically 
separate 

Temporally  

separate 

Uganda Refugees and nationals have 
access to government schools 
regardless of legal status. 
Refugees and nationals 
attend school together in 
urban areas and at times in 
the periphery of settlements. 

Most refugees live in 
rural settlements, 
where few nationals 
reside, and attend 
government schools 
constructed in the 
settlements or nearby 
government schools.
   

  

Kenya Refugees and nationals have 
access to government 
schools. Refugees and 
nationals attend school 
together at times in the 
periphery of camps and 
predominantly in and around 
Nairobi. 

Most refugees live in 
camp settings and 
attend camp-based 
schools, which are 
government schools 
but established 
primarily for refugees 
and intended to include 
10 percent national 
students. 

  

Lebanon    Lebanese national and Syrian 
refugee students attend the 
same schools, but at different 
times of the day. Lebanese 
national students attend 
school in the morning (first) 
shift, and nearly all Syrian 
refugee students attend 
school in the afternoon 
(second) shift.a  

a According to the Lebanon MEHE, as of November 2017, there were 31,930 non-Lebanese students enrolled in the first shift. 
Data is not available on the nationality or refugee status of these non-Lebanese students, nor on whether there are Lebanese 
nationals in the first shifts at the schools that enroll non-Lebanese students in the first shift or if they are exclusively non-Lebanese 
(Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2017a). By policy, Syrian refugee students attend the second shift (Lebanon 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2016).
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5. CASE STUDIES: UGANDA, KENYA, LEBANON 

 

5a. Uganda 

 

CONTEXT 

Uganda is surrounded by nation-states where national borders, like Uganda’s, were drawn during 

colonialism, and that have subsequently experienced some of the most intense and protracted conflicts 

in recent history (Albaugh, 2014). As a result of persistent fragility and conflict in the region, since 1955 

Uganda has hosted large numbers of refugees from various countries in central and eastern Africa. As of 

this writing, Uganda hosts the largest number of refugees in Africa, with 1.38 million refugees living in the 

country, primarily from South Sudan, Burundi, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) (UNHCR, 

2017d). Refugees arriving from South Sudan are comprised of primarily women and children fleeing 

ongoing armed conflict as well as food insecurity; the vast majority of the current South Sudanese refugee 

population in Uganda have arrived since 2014 (United Nations Security Council, 2017a). Burundian 

refugees continue to flee Burundi for Uganda due to ongoing political violence and human rights 

violations, including extrajudicial killings, torture, and sexual violence (United Nations General Assembly, 

2017), and refugees from DRC have left their country of origin because of decades-long political and ethnic 

violence as well as human rights abuses perpetrated by both the government and armed groups (United 

Nations Security Council, 2017b). 

Uganda became a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention in 1987. However, until recently, the 1960 

Uganda Control of Alien Refugees Act remained in force, limiting the right to freedom of movement and 

the right to own property for refugees (Mulumba, 2018). With the passage of the 2006 Refugee Act and 

the subsequent 2010 Refugee Regulations, refugees have access to a greater range of rights and services 

in Uganda, and Uganda has been cited as an exemplar model for inclusive refugee policy in the region 

(Betts & Collier, 2017; World Bank Group, 2016). Provisions for refugees include the right to work and 

access to basic services like primary education and healthcare (World Bank Group, 2016). In Uganda, 

refugees reside both in urban areas and in a large number of settlements located primarily in the north 

and west of the country.  
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In 2007, Uganda adopted a thematic curriculum for the first three years of primary school, through which 

academic content is organized around themes that are familiar to learners. The curriculum calls for home 

language instruction in the early years of schooling. Students also learn English as a subject, and switch to 

English as the language of instruction in the later years of primary school (National Curriculum 

Development Centre, 2018). Despite these curriculum reform efforts, challenges to educational access 

and quality remain. In 2016, the World Bank reported that 78 percent of primary school children drop out 

of school nationally and 40 percent of secondary school children do so (World Bank, 2017). Data regarding 

learning outcomes in Uganda has not been disaggregated between national and refugee students.  

Under the Refugee Act of 2006, refugee students have access to government schools ("The Refugees Act 

2006," 2006). By policy, refugees are to be treated no differently than nationals, accessing shared-space 

schools in which national and refugee students learn together in the same classrooms. However, in 

practice, most refugee students attend geographically separate schools given their residence in 

settlements where few nationals reside. Refugees in Uganda have varied but low access to education pre-

migration, with reported primary enrollment rates of 50 percent in South Sudan (UNICEF, 2017), 49 

percent in Burundi (World Bank, 2017), and a lack of data on enrollment in the conflict-affected regions 

of DRC from which refugees have fled.  

 

ACCESS  

Despite being legally permitted to access Ugandan schools, refugees enroll at lower rates than do national 

students. While data are limited and rates vary across regions of Uganda, more than 90 percent of 

nationals access primary school, only about one third of refugees do; at secondary levels, 20 percent of 

school-aged nationals are enrolled in school while 16 percent of refugee children are (Dryden-Peterson, 

2015; UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2018). Among the barriers to accessing education for refugees are 

limited resources and capacity. Schools in or near refugee settlements, which serve mainly refugees, are 

often understaffed, leading to overcrowding, with an average student-teacher ratio of 150:1 (Government 

of Uganda, United Nations, & UNHCR, 2017). At the secondary level these challenges are further 

exacerbated for both national and refugee students. Shortages of secondary school teachers and staff are 

common across most districts (Government of Uganda et al., 2017), prompting school officials to hire 

untrained and underqualified teachers to enable access for more children, national and refugee alike, 

even if this negatively affects quality. Furthermore, existing schools have limited availability of classrooms, 
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desks, and school materials. Inadequate funding compounds the problem of access, as schools often lack 

the capital to pay teachers and provide them with training (Government of Uganda et al., 2017). 

 

QUALITY 

In 2010, 12.7 percent of primary school teachers in Ugandan government schools were uncertified 

(UNESCO, 2017). There is little research that documents whether Ugandan national teachers are 

specifically trained to work with refugee students in government schools, although NGOs in Uganda 

regularly provide training to national teachers during emergencies, focusing on early childhood 

development and accelerated learning programs (Government of Uganda et al., 2017; Nicholson, 2006). 

Within overcrowded classrooms, student-centered pedagogical methods are rare (Trudell, 2016). There 

are consequently few opportunities for students, refugee or national, to get individualized attention or to 

regularly participate in classroom discussions (Dryden-Peterson, 2017). Multilingual language of 

instruction policies also present a challenge for education quality, with 68 different languages spoken in 

homes and communities and 21 of these used as languages of instruction in public schools in the early 

years of primary school (Altinyelken, Moorcroft, & van Der Draai, 2014; UNICEF, 2016; Ward, Penny, & 

Read, 2006). In practice, Ugandan national teachers often struggle to implement home language 

instruction because of a lack of sufficient training or materials (Piper & Miksic, 2011; Tembe & Norton, 

2008). For refugee students included in Ugandan government schools, home language instructional 

policies are also likely implemented with variable consistency (UNHCR, 2013). As one refugee student 

from DRC explained, there are not enough “teachers who are capable of expressing themselves in our 

languages, French, and Kiswahili” (Dryden-Peterson, 2006). The frequent use of English rather than home 

language in schools likely affects the quality of the schooling refugees receive, with negative outcomes 

for learning and persistence (Benson, 2012; UNHCR, 2013).  

 

BELONGING AND COHESION 

While Uganda has made strides toward “structural integration,” obstacles to “relational integration” 

remain entrenched. Uganda’s shared space model of inclusion enables “structural integration” for 

refugees living in both rural settlements and urban settings. However, refugee families who have been 

living in Uganda still face xenophobic discrimination and physical, psychological, or sexual abuse even 
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decades into their exile (Dryden-Peterson, 2011a; Dryden-Peterson & Hovil, 2004), presenting challenges 

for “relational integration.”  

In order to promote belonging and social cohesion, Uganda has called for increased funding to provide 

schools and communities with counselors or staff capable of providing more directed psychological and 

emotional support to students (Government of Uganda et al., 2017), but this kind of support and/or 

additional training for teachers on these topics is not yet consistently available. We explore this issue 

further in Section 6 below. Additionally, some initiatives within host communities have created 

opportunities for national and refugee students to interact in less-structured settings, such as sports 

tournaments, enabling individuals and communities to build social connections (Reddick & Dryden-

Peterson, 2018).  

Even when refugees in Uganda complete secondary education, opportunities for continuing their 

education or developing economic livelihoods can be limited. Few refugees in Uganda are enrolled in 

tertiary education (Government of Uganda et al., 2017). The cost of tuition and recognition of credentials 

from countries of origin prevent youth from accessing tertiary education and creating a pathway to 

economic self-reliance. While public universities charge refugees and nationals similar tuition fees, some 

private universities charge refugees international tuition fees. Refugees in Uganda legally have the right 

to work; however, without access to quality education, without language fluency, and with on-going 

discrimination, barriers to enacting that right remain. 

 

 

Box 1. South Sudanese Refugee in Uganda (using data derived from Reddick & Dryden-Peterson, 

2018) 

As a refugee from South Sudan, Edward entered primary school in Uganda in 2001 with no knowledge 

of English. His teachers were primarily Arabic-speaking refugees who had trained or taught in what was 

then Sudan, whereas their teaching manuals were in English. Edward recalls, “Most of our former 

teachers could not speaking [sic] very well, they were just writing things on the blackboard, that gave 

us hard time.” He continues, “All we did was copying, copying, copying, I was frustrated. I had to leave. 

That is why even up to university I had problems with my grammar, the tenses.” 
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Edward spent his upper primary and secondary school in shared space schools in Arua, in northern 

Uganda, with majority national students where language continued to pose a major obstacle to learning 

and belonging. Edward explains that because he and his refugee peers predominantly spoke Arabic and 

little English “[i]t was very hard for us to interact with the Ugandans in the school that we were in.” 

Despite feeling isolated, in secondary school Edward made a Ugandan friend who shared an interest in 

art. Through their interactions, Edward began to learn Lugbara, his friend’s home language and one of 

68 languages spoken in Uganda. In university, where most of the Ugandan students spoke Luganda, 

Edward was faced with learning yet another language. “It was very hard for me to, like, integrate.” He 

started to learn basic greetings in Luganda, though he still doesn’t understand the language. For 

Edward, learning languages of the host country is essential for belonging and social cohesion. He 

explains that in university, “I first saw the need for these local languages to be learnt by refugee 

students” so that nationals and refugees could communicate through a common language. 

 

5b. Kenya 

 

CONTEXT 

In Kenya, refugee services, including education, are guided by policies of encampment that date back to 

the early 1990s. These policies were reinforced in the Refugee Act of 2006 and the government’s directive, 

albeit unevenly enforced, in 2012 to relocate refugees from urban areas to camps. As a result, 86 percent 

of the 492,761 total refugees in Kenya are located in camps, with a much smaller percentage living in 

urban areas (UNHCR, 2017b).8 

There are two main camps in Kenya: Dadaab camp and Kakuma camp, each with populations of over 

100,000 refugees. Dadaab refugee complex was established in 1991 when Somali refugees arrived in 

Kenya fleeing the civil war. Somali refugees continued to arrive in Dadaab over the past several decades, 

                                                           

8 As of February 2017, UNHCR reported that 170,833 refugees reside in Dadaab camp, 164,571 refugees reside in 
Kakuma camp, 90,090 in Alinjugur camp, with 67,267 refugees continuing to reside in urban areas. More recently, 
the government announced the development of a new refugee settlement near Kakuma called Kalobeyei, in 
collaboration with Turkana County, hosting a population of 34,494 refugees. 
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fleeing drought, famine, and ongoing conflict in Somalia. Kakuma camp was established in 1992 when 

Sudanese refugees fled the civil war, and in the same year, Ethiopian refugees fled their country following 

the collapse of the Ethiopian government. In December 2013, a renewed conflict broke out in South 

Sudan, increasing the rate of new refugees entering Kenya. The new influx of refugees over the last decade 

has triggered rising public fears about national security, government directives for urban refugees to 

return to camps, plans for camp closures, and increased harassment of refugees by state security actors 

(Burns, 2010; Campbell, 2006; Government of Kenya, 2014; Pavanello, Elhawary, & Pantuliano, 2010; 

Wilson, 2014). Under the 1951 Refugee Convention, to which Kenya is a signatory, refugees have the 

rights to mobility and work in Kenya, but neither is upheld in practice (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, Under 

review). Given this strict encampment policy, educational inclusion takes place in a geographically 

separate setting. 

 Refugee students follow the Kenyan curriculum, learn in the Kenyan languages of instruction, and have 

access to the same school leaving certification as Kenyan nationals (see Table 1). The key stakeholders 

providing refugee education in Kenya are the Ministry of Education, UNHCR, UNICEF, and implementing 

partners including Lutheran World Federation (LWF), Don Bosco, Xavier Project (XP), Windle International 

Kenya (WIK), Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW) and Care International. The majority of the stakeholders 

working in the education sector for refugees identify UNHCR’s Global Education Strategy as a critical 

coordination tool. As of July 2014, all refugees in Kenya have the right to access government schools, with 

all camp schools falling under the jurisdiction of the local Ministry of Education district sub-county officers 

(Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, 2014). In practice, most refugee students attend camp schools given their 

residence in refugee camps. A few academically exceptional students manage to access government 

schools outside the camps, sponsored by UNHCR and partners.  

While we draw on data from Dadaab camps and Nairobi where possible, most of our analysis derives from 

data collection in Kakuma camps. Kalobeyei, near Kakuma, has been envisioned as a settlement where 

refugees and host community members will be socially and economically integrated. Currently, however, 

plans for the process of inclusion remain uncertain, given threats of camp closures and conflict and 

repatriation dynamics, as thousands of refugees have relocated from Dadaab to Kakuma, settling in 

Kalobeyei.  
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ACCESS   

In urban areas of Kenya, refugees attend government schools with nationals under the shared space 

model. The barriers to accessing education in Kenyan government schools for refugees often mirror those 

faced by marginalized nationals (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, Under review). Barriers to access are related 

to cost, resource, and capacity constraints. Refugee families often do not have the economic resources to 

pay hidden fees associated with government schools, such as for uniforms, textbooks, meals, and extra 

tuition charges. Fees for secondary school substantially limit access for both nationals and refugees, 

especially to high quality schools (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, 2014; Mendenhall et al., 2015).  

In camps, policy also specifies the shared space model, reserving 10 percent of space for Kenyan nationals, 

in an effort to include students from the host community. In practice, however, camp schools almost 

exclusively cater to refugee populations, with host community students instead enrolling in nearby 

government schools. This results in an inclusion model that is predominantly geographically separate (see 

Table 2). Schools serving refugees in Kenya are severely constrained in their physical and human 

resources. In camp settings, classrooms are overcrowded, with often little space for teachers or students 

to move and challenges in hearing instruction (Dryden-Peterson et al., Under review). Teachers of 

refugees also serve multiple duties beyond the classroom and have inconsistent attendance (Bellino & 

Dryden-Peterson, Under review). Consequently, net enrollment in basic education within camps is low 

relative to national enrollment rates. Primary school net enrollment rate for refugees across camp settings 

in Kenya is roughly 70 percent for refugees, compared to 85 percent for Kenyan nationals, while secondary 

school net enrollment rate is 6.1 percent for refugees compared to 47.8 percent for Kenyan nationals 

(UNHCR, 2017e). 

According to national policy, refugee students in Kenya are to be taught by Kenyan teachers. However, in 

camp settings refugee teachers are often employed as “incentive teachers,” compensated through a 

lower wage or stipend rather than a salary, as per Kenyan labor laws, and with less job security than a 

government-salaried teacher. In Kakuma, at the primary level, there are 100 national teachers and 648 

refugee teachers (UNHCR, 2017c). Employing a mixed teaching staff compensates for shortages of 

national teachers in the region, though introduces challenges to quality, further described in the next 

section.   
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QUALITY 

One dimension of student learning is student achievement tests. A learning outcome that is particularly 

important in the context of Kenya is the primary school leaving exam, the Kenya Certificate of Primary 

Education (KCPE), which all Kenyan nationals and refugee students take at the end of primary education. 

Recent results from the KCPE in Kakuma are promising. In 2016, 90 percent of both girls and boys sitting 

for the KCPE passed with scores enabling their transition to secondary school, far greater than the 76 

percent national pass rate (UNHCR, 2017a). Further research is warranted in systematically examining 

these differences and education practices within refugee and government schools that might influence 

these data.  

Teachers are central to the quality of refugee education in Kenya, as connected to issues of curriculum, 

pedagogy, and language. Only 27.4 percent of primary teachers in Kakuma are trained, through a 

combination of national teacher training programs and other short-courses (UNHCR, 2017c). Teachers are 

required to use the national Kenyan curriculum in all schools in Kenya, including in camps. Mastery over 

this curriculum determines success on school leaving exams, however content specific to the context of 

Kenya can be challenging for refugees. For example, teachers of refugees describe uncertainty in teaching 

about cultures, historical periods, scientific concepts, and geographical features that are Kenya-specific 

and unfamiliar to refugees (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, Under review; Mendenhall et al., 2015). In some 

instances, teachers adapt the curriculum by encouraging students to share stories from their parents and 

countries of origin. In this sense, the teacher hopes to go beyond the national scope, connecting learning 

to a student’s lived experiences in order to help students make meaning of the content (Bellino & Dryden-

Peterson, 2014). 

Pedagogy in refugee contexts in Kenya, as in Kenya more broadly and in most developing contexts, is “a 

neglected priority” (Schweisfurth, 2015, p. 259). Mendenhall et al. (2015) found a dominance of teacher-

centered practices, including recitation and lecture. Overcrowded classrooms can hinder teachers from 

implementing effective classroom management techniques. Yet there is variability of pedagogical practice 

across classrooms. Some teachers create charts and hands-on learning tools using locally available 

resources (Mendenhall et al., 2015). There is insufficient evidence to determine how schools are 

addressing the needs of students with learning and physical disabilities or students needing mental health 

counseling. 
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Language can be a barrier to refugee students accessing schools in Kenya. The official Kenyan language 

policy provides home language instruction in lower primary grades and English instruction in upper 

primary and secondary grades. However, in camp settings, refugee children start learning both Kiswahili 

and English upon enrollment. Kiswahili is a significant challenge among South Sudanese and Somali 

children, who arrive at the camps with divergent linguistic backgrounds, while those from Burundi and 

DRC have prior knowledge of Kiswahili, but lower proficiency in English. One teacher describes that “The 

students are… frustrated because they want to be with their age mates,” but they do not have the English 

skills or the formal education to support their entry into a class where they are matched with peers 

(Mendenhall et al., 2015). In the Nairobi shared space schools, teachers had Kenyan certification and 

demonstrated competence in English and Kiswahili. However, teachers at the geographically separate 

camp-based schools were primarily refugees who spoke many languages and taught exclusively in English, 

in which they had varying degrees of competence. Notably, despite the linguistic heterogeneity in their 

classrooms, the teachers interviewed described their lack of training in how to incorporate origin home 

language instruction and support the acquisition of Kenyan languages of instruction (Mendenhall et al., 

2015).  

 

BELONGING AND COHESION 

The “structural integration” of refugees in the Kenyan education system has not translated into “relational 

integration” of refugees. The experience of exclusion among refugees varies by age, role, nationality, and 

learning contexts, yet across the data that we analyzed, the common experience is a yearning for a sense 

of belonging. Refugees expressed challenges to forming meaningful relationships in the presence of 

stigma, discrimination, and physical harassment, and in the absence of formal recognition, protection and 

opportunities for upward mobility.  

In camp settings, refugee children and youth report struggling to foster closer relationships with their 

teachers because of hardships such as malnourishment, long walks to school, limited resources at home, 

and psychosocial stress. Teachers’ attempts to address students’ psychological challenges comes with 

limited professional trainings and structural support. A certain level of mutual understanding between 

refugee and host community youth does however exist (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, Under review). 

Kenyan students who enroll in camp schools in Kakuma are primarily Turkanas, a historically marginalized 

tribe within Kenya who experience similar struggles to refugee students. The shared experience of 
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marginality thinly unites refugee and host community youth. That said, the extent to which this shared 

struggle translates into a sense of belonging for either group is a question that needs further research. 

Refugee students who are able to pursue educational opportunities outside of refugee camps face a 

different kind of exclusion, such as stigma and discrimination. Experiences of stigma often lead to identity-

based discrimination inside and outside the classroom, resulting in name-calling, verbal abuse, and 

physical bullying. Somali students in particular seem to experience targeted discrimination because of 

their religious background and the political climate. Some Somali students cite that they have been called 

“terrorists” or “Al Shabaab” from teachers and Kenyan national students (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, 

Under review). A common strategy for refugees to avoid identity-based discrimination is to hide their 

refugee status.  

The experiences of stigmatization, routine discrimination, and marginalization amongst refugees persist, 

if not worsen, as refugee children leave the Kenyan education system and enter the workforce. The 

experience of belonging differs by decisions refugees make after secondary school. Those who choose to 

return to the camps for employment opportunities experience lack of formal recognition of their previous 

credentials. For example, refugee teachers are forced to subscribe to a power hierarchy within the camp 

schools despite having successfully navigated selective secondary schools.  

 

Box 3: Agency Education Staff in Kenya (using data derived from Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, 2014) 

Louisa, an education officer for an NGO working in Kakuma, is overworked but deeply committed to 

widening access to quality education for refugee children in Kenya. Louisa expresses, “we all care about 

education…We have to make sure that we really create access. We don’t block anyone from joining our 

schools...they are not denied.” Louisa notes the main challenges to quality involve qualified staff, 

available teacher training, and overcrowded classrooms. Hiring a national Head Teacher with 

experience in government-run schools is preferable to hiring a refugee teacher with little to no 

experience. For teacher training, “[Our NGO] offers 5-day induction courses... [and although] the 

challenges they [teachers] face are enormous”, Louisa hopes “... to guide them to do the right thing at 

the right time.” Notably, congested classrooms are a concern. “Teachers feel it is a big challenge; they 

cannot reach out to every learner…”  
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Due to these challenges in camp schools, Louisa believes it is critical for refugee students to access 

government schools. She states “...we encourage them to go [to government-run schools]...we cannot 

accommodate everyone.” In order to enable more students to advance their studies, Louisa sees 

promise in leveraging partnerships to assist students in accessing government-run schools.  

Whether in camp or government-run schools, Louisa emphasizes the importance of schools as safe 

spaces for children. She hopes to create and encourage connections to communities through 

involvement in peace education, clubs, and community dialogues. Connecting with others and 

normalcy for children are important elements of refugee education. At school, “They [the students] are 

good friends...at the end of the day, there is no discrimination…school is a place that makes them be 

one...be it you’re a Congolese, you’re a Somali, you’re a Sudanese, you are all one.” 

 

5c. Lebanon 

 

CONTEXT 

Conflict in Syria, which erupted in early 2011, has had debilitating impacts on Syria and neighboring 

countries hosting Syrian refugees. Conflict has claimed the lives of 470,000 Syrians and forced 10.9 million 

Syrians to flee their homes. 4.8 million have crossed into neighboring countries to seek refuge (Human 

Rights Watch, 2017). Lebanon is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, nor to the 1967 Protocol. 

Displaced populations, including Syrians, are referred to either as “displaced” or “non-Lebanese” in official 

discourse, and therefore Syrians must annually renew their residency permits to access social services 

such as education.  

Further, in May 2015, Lebanon officially closed its borders to Syrian refugees and instructed UNHCR to 

stop registering Syrians, thereby curtailing their access to humanitarian services and rendering access to 

national services more difficult (Janmyr, 2016; Mendenhall, Russell, & Bruckner, 2017). The lack of ability 

to register also makes it challenging to determine the number of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. As of early 

2018, UNHCR reported that Lebanon was host to 1,001,051 Syrian refugees, the second largest number 

of Syrian refugees in the region after Turkey, and the greatest number of refugees per capita worldwide 

(UNHCR, 2017f). Lebanon and Syria have a long history of complex and challenging political, economic and 
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social relations. Syria occupied Lebanon between 1976 and 2005; in 2005, Syrian troops officially withdrew 

from Lebanon, which has since continued to recover from war, including managing a precarious sectarian 

balance between its Sunni, Shia, Christian, and Druze groups (Blanchard, 2012). The Lebanese government 

and its citizens fear that an influx of Syrian refugees, predominantly Sunni, will disturb the country’s 

delicate balance, thereby reigniting conflict dynamics within Lebanon. These tensions have important 

implications for the processes underlying the inclusion of Syrian refugees into Lebanese national systems, 

including public education.9 

In response to the Syrian refugee crisis, in 2014 the Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) 

created the Reaching All Children with Education (RACE) strategy, a three-year strategy aimed to improve 

Syrians’ access to quality education and to strengthen Lebanon’s existing education systems to 

accommodate an influx of Syrian learners (Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2014). 

The following year MEHE set up a Program Management Unit (PMU) to manage educational policy and 

practices and ensure that all activities were streamlined under it, including coordination with multilateral 

and bilateral donors. In practice though, much focus centered not on quality but on increasing access to 

education for Syrians as well as for national students, across sectarian lines. In 2016, MEHE launched RACE 

II, with a revised agenda with an explicit focus on improving the overall quality of public education in 

Lebanon for refugee and national students alike (Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 

2016).  

At present, Lebanon’s education system is multilingual and characterized by a variety of school types. 

Languages of instruction include Arabic, English, and French, depending on the subject, grade-level, and 

geographic location (Vlaardingerbroek & Shehab, 2012). Three types of schooling are available for refugee 

students: formal public education, MEHE directed non-formal education programs (NFE), and private 

schools (Mendenhall et al., 2017). MEHE developed the NFE framework for Syrian refugee students in 

order to provide regulated programing for refugee learners who were unprepared to enter the public 

education system directly. Within this framework, there are a number of programs, the largest of which 

                                                           

9 We acknowledge the long-standing presence of Palestinians in Lebanon and the need to examine their education. 
We do not include education of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon in the context of this analysis since we are focused 
on inclusion of refugees in national education systems and Palestinians attend separate schools managed by UNRWA 
in Lebanon. 
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is the Accelerated Learning Program (ALP).  ALP’s goal is to focus on students whose primary level 

educational attainment is below grade level and to accelerate their mainstreaming into the Lebanese 

public system. Non-formal education programs were initially acceptable in Lebanon and were operated 

by various other actors including national and international non-government organizations, religious 

groups, as well as outside governments and non-state actors involved in the Syrian conflict. However, 

since RACE was created, MEHE has increasingly called for the closure of any school operating outside its 

purview to ensure consistency in the types and quality of education Syrians can access (Buckner, Spencer, 

& Cha, 2017). Nevertheless, a number of these schools continue to operate, some even clandestinely, and 

serve refugee students unable or unwilling to enroll in government schools.  

 

ACCESS 

Refugees can access several types of educational settings in Lebanon: government schools and 

government NFE programs, private and semi-subsidized schools, and refugee-only non-formal schools. 

Given our focus on the inclusion of refugees in national education systems, we focus on government 

schools. Since 2013, MEHE has permitted refugees legal and formal access to government schools at the 

primary level and to secondary school with proof of primary completion in Lebanon or Syria. With the 

onset of a defined strategy like RACE, to accommodate a growing population of Syrian learners, Lebanese 

students studied in the morning and Syrian students were allocated the same physical space to learn in 

the afternoon, often called the “second shift.” The number of government schools providing a second 

shift has increased each year since the start of the program in 2013; as of the 2017/2018 school year, 348 

government schools provided a second shift to refugee students. In these government schools, Syrian 

students follow the Lebanese curriculum, are taught by Lebanese teachers in languages of instruction 

followed in Lebanese government schools, and have access to the same certifications as Lebanese 

nationals (see Table 1). The model of inclusion used in Lebanon is primarily what we call temporally 

separate schools. Nationals and refugees attend the same schools but at different times (see Table 2). 

There are numerous barriers and challenges for refugees in accessing education. Of the 500,000 Syrian 

children registered in Lebanon between the ages of 3 to 17 years, more than half of them are out-of-

school with dropout rates as high 78 percent in some places such as the Bekaa valley (Government of 

Lebanon & United Nations, 2017). The main barriers include the costs associated with accessing education 
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and the limited capacity of the government school system, especially in rural areas with high numbers of 

refugees. While school fees are currently covered by international donors, parents are still required to 

pay for transportation to send their children to school, a cost which many families cannot often cover. 

The vast majority of Syrian families who are unable to procure their legal residency in Lebanon fear arrests 

and harassment at Lebanon’s military checkpoints. For this reason Syrian refugee families, especially in 

rural areas, rely on their children instead to supplement or provide the household income and can 

therefore remain reluctant to enroll their children in school (Government of Lebanon & United Nations, 

2017). It is in these instances that a family unit’s legal status, as established by the Ministry of Interior, 

severely impacts refugee children’s opportunities to access education,  a public good governed by 

Lebanon’s Ministry of Education.  

Lack of access to education for refugees is further exacerbated by resource and capacity constraints of 

the government school system in Lebanon. Prior to the Syrian refugee crisis the government school system 

was already underfunded and accessed only by the most marginalized Lebanese nationals. Seventy 

percent of Lebanese students enroll in private or semi-subsidized schools, as the quality of government 

schools is considered to be inferior and Lebanese nationals with the ability to opt out of the public schools 

do so (CERD, 2016; Chami, 2016).  In 2015-2016, the number of Syrian refugees enrolled in government 

primary and secondary schools (221,622) actually surpassed that of Lebanese children (249,494) (Human 

Rights Watch, 2016; Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2017a). This massive increase 

in demand for government schooling by refugees has led to a shortage of adequate school buildings, 

limited availability of textbooks, and gaps in appropriate levels of staffing, particularly for second shifts. 

Often, second shift teachers also teach during the first shift, which has implications for the sustainability 

of their work and the effectiveness of their teaching (Adelman & Dryden-Peterson, Under review).  

 

QUALITY 

The focus of RACE I was on improving access to primary and secondary school for Syrians in Lebanon. 

RACE II placed greater emphasis on strengthening the national education system to eventually improve 

the quality of education available to both, refugees and nationals. To strengthen Lebanon’s infrastructure 

and teacher capacity, RACE II included provisions to increase educational spaces to alleviate 

overcrowding, provide pedagogical training to teachers to enhance quality of instruction, undertake wide-

scale curricular revisions, and implement an Education Management and Information System (EMIS). 
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While RACE II mandated the construction of additional schools, the second shift policy remains the 

primary strategy to address issues related to overcrowded classrooms. This model presents challenges for 

teachers and thus for quality. In a recent study (2014-2017) focused on the processes of structural and 

relational integration at three Lebanese government schools, teachers, especially those working first and 

second shifts, reported experiencing exhaustion and anxiety, and feeling overworked and under-

regarded. Moreover, delays in teachers’ payments have compounded these anxieties, fostering 

resentment and decreasing motivation amongst teachers, which has prompted greater teacher turnover 

in the second shift and teacher strikes (Adelman & Dryden-Peterson, Under review).  

Teachers working in the second shift not only face pedagogical challenges related to larger classes, but 

must also address the large diversity in students’ complex educational needs. While there is minimal 

literature documenting pedagogical strategies of Lebanese teachers in government schools for either the 

first or second shift (Bahou, 2016; Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2016; Mattar, 

2012), recent research suggests that teachers have yet to significantly adapt their pedagogy to meet the 

varied needs of their refugee students. In both the first and second shift, teachers tend to rely on teacher-

centered strategies (e.g., rote-based learning, lecturing, etc.) with minimal student-teacher engagement, 

and as classroom sizes swell, teachers rely even more heavily on these strategies (Adelman & Dryden-

Peterson, Under review). Research into classroom management is similarly sparse: while there are 

examples of teachers who utilize more positive disciplinary techniques, it appears that the use of physical 

and/or verbal threats is a persistent issue in Lebanese government schools, amongst both refugee and 

national students (Adelman & Dryden-Peterson, Under review). In addition, the multilingual nature of 

Lebanon’s national curriculum makes inclusion in government schools more challenging for Syrian refugee 

children, who were previously taught in Arabic in Syria. Publicly available disaggregated data on refugee 

and Lebanese citizens’ learning outcomes is not yet available. 

Even though teacher training and professional development could help to address several pedagogical 

challenges, it is not widely availabile to teachers (Adelman & Dryden-Peterson, Under review). As of July 

2017, only 365 individuals out of a targeted 20,333 teachers and education personnel had participated in 

any type of official training regarding the inclusion of refugee students in government schools (United 

Nations, 2017). There is early evidence that even without any formal training, some teachers adapt the 

curricula in order to best serve their students. For example, teachers may explain key concepts in Arabic 

when a subject should be taught in English or French or slow their pace of teaching to allow students more 
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time to learn in an unfamiliar language. Teachers may deviate from the official curriculum, summarizing 

general ideas over specific ones, or prioritize certain concepts within the curriculum while deliberately 

overlooking other areas, in an effort to move through the material at an adequate pace. However, these 

decisions are made ad hoc and are not systematic throughout the educational system (Adelman & Dryden-

Peterson, Under review). Though these may create inconsistencies in the quality of education available to 

Syrian learners, these concessions may indirectly facilitate relationship-building between refugee learners 

and their teachers.   

 

BELONGING AND COHESION 

Though in principle, teachers are encouraged to treat Syrian children as they do Lebanese children, an 

approach which may foster relational inclusion, this expectation is rarely achieved in practice given the 

multiple, complex challenges of including Syrian refugee students in government schools (Adelman & 

Dryden-Peterson, Under review). Teachers reported observing violence between Lebanese and Syrian 

students in the schoolyard before and between shift changes; and some teachers recalled how Lebanese 

students would blame Syrian children when their belongings went missing or school desk or chairs were 

damaged. While teachers did their best to manage tensions between Syrian and Lebanese students, staff 

reported feeling unprepared to properly address these relational issues (Adelman & Dryden-Peterson, 

Under review). One study found that Syrian and Lebanese children in mixed first shift classes, the shared 

space model, had more positive perceptions of each other and stronger relationships with each other, 

than did Lebanese and Syrian students attending temporally separate schools (Abla & Al-Masri, 2015). 

Syrian children may also struggle to develop a sense of belonging in Lebanon. Once in Lebanon, Syrian 

refugee children may be physically safe from conflict, but recent research documents that they do not 

experience psychological safety in their communities, or even in their schools. A situation analysis of 

Syrian youth in Lebanon found that 81 percent of Syrian females between 15 and 18 years reported having 

no Lebanese friends and 59 percent of those sampled in this age group did not feel safe in the country 

(UNFPA, UNESCO, UNICEF, UNHCR, & Save the Children, 2014, p. 33). Additionally, Syrian children’s pre-

displacement experiences including their exposure to violence and loss of familial relationships, have 

profound bearings on their psychosocial wellbeing when displaced to neighboring countries, including 

Lebanon (Save the Children, 2017). 
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At present, limited provisions are made to provide psychosocial support to Syrian refugee students in 

Lebanon, constraining the long-term potential to cultivate a sense of belonging through educational 

spaces. MEHE has tried to address the needs of children broadly by employing a psychosocial support 

counselor at each school to provide general support to refugees’ well-being at school, and by piloting the 

inclusion of a psychosocial support component in its accelerated learning program (International Alert, 

2015). While more targeted efforts towards building positive relationships between Syrians and Lebanese 

are needed, psychosocial interventions may serve as one of several mechanisms for aiding refugee 

students’ transition into the Lebanese education system. 

Though the relational experiences of Syrian learners in Lebanon’s schools are mixed, “structural 

integration” of Syrians into government schools can be an important, first step in working toward 

“relational integration.” This “structural integration” at one level of education connects to possible 

“structural integration” and “relational integration” at other educational levels and vis-à-vis livelihoods. 

For instance, in 2017-2018, there were only 3,938 non-Lebanese students enrolled in secondary schools 

(Lebanon Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2017a). For the select few who complete a full cycle 

of school education, access to and experiences of tertiary education are uneven. Furthermore, 

opportunities for formal legal employment for Syrians, even when educated in Lebanon, are limited to 

just three sectors including agriculture, construction, and the environment (Chopra, 2018). These factors 

shed light on the ways unequal structures may circumscribe refugee children’s academic and personal 

goals, eroding senses of belonging and cohesion.  

 

 

Box 2. National Teacher of Refugees in Lebanon (using data derived from Adelman & Dryden-

Peterson, Under review) 

Hiba is proud to serve as principal at one of the many government schools selected to initiate Lebanon’s 

second shift policy. It is an exhausting job—she works 12 hour days through both shifts and though she 

oversees double the number of students and staff than originally trained and equipped to do. However 

Hiba sees no other means to ensuring that all of her students, regardless of their national identity, 

obtain an education. In addition to focusing on the academic progress of her students, Hiba is 
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committed to creating a positive school culture where children feel a sense of belonging. She 

encourages her teachers to show the students care and love. She explains, refugees students “need the 

proper care” as they are currently suffering difficult circumstances. Hiba encourages her teachers to 

“love them as well as your kids… If you don’t love the Syrian students you don’t love anything.”  

Despite her efforts, Hiba knows her school has a long way to go in fostering social cohesion and 

addressing the socio-emotional needs of children who have experienced trauma and displacement. She 

has witnessed the effects the conflict in Syria has had on children in the ways they interact with each 

other. She describes how at recess, refugee children tend to interact violently with each other, as if 

“they are fighting an enemy.” Hiba tries to encourage greater cohesion among Syrian students, 

reminding them that they “are from one home country [and they should] like each other, love each 

other.” She sees promoting cohesion between Syrian and Lebanese students enrolled in her school as 

just as essential, regardless of the social and political tensions brewing outside her school’s walls. In 

particular, she draws a distinction between the citizens of Syria and the state of Syria, recognizing that 

“Lebanon doesn’t like the government of Syria, but what about the kids? What is the relationship 

between the government and the kids?” Hiba shakes her head, “let them learn.”  
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6. CHALLENGES AND PROMISING PRACTICES FOR INCLUSION OF 

REFUGEES IN NATIONAL EDUCATION SYSTEMS 

 

Among the three country case studies, efforts to enhance access, quality, and sense of belonging and 

cohesion in host country education systems for refugee students point to several promising practices. For 

readability and clarity, Table 3 is divided into three categories—access, quality, and belonging; however, 

as stated earlier in this Background Paper, these categories are mutually dependent and interrelated. 

Supporting teachers was identified as essential for implementing the most promising practices and 

improving refugee students’ learning outcomes. Teachers benefit from cultural, curricular, and 

pedagogical bridging strategies that relate to refugee students’ backgrounds within educational systems. 

We also recognize that some of these teacher practices may not be systematized, mandated, or even 

scripted within national policy. Nonetheless teacher practices that are deviations from the norm provide 

an important perspective to examine the experiences of refugee learners within government school 

classrooms. Refugee students fleeing violence often struggle with psychosocial stress created as a 

consequence of conflict; providing these students with psychosocial support is vital to improving their 

learning outcomes and fostering cohesion and a sense of belonging within their new communities. 

Efficient stakeholder collaboration enabled relevant actors to provide comprehensive services.   

 

Table 3. A Selection of Promising Practices that Act on Key Challenges in Inclusion of Refugees in 

National Education Systems 

 

 Priority  Challenge Promising Practice(s) 

 

 

 

Coordination between 

stakeholders  

Established trust between global, national and local actors 

over long history of partnership; regular site-based meetings 

between UNHCR and local stakeholders (Bellino & Dryden-

Peterson, 2014) 
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Access 

  

  

Opportunity cost of 

attending school  

Full or partial subsidies to refugee and host community 

families to attend school (Lebanon Ministry of Education and 

Higher Education, 2017b) 

Access to secondary 

education  

Scholarships to attend government schools (Bellino & 

Dryden-Peterson, 2014; Buckner & Spencer, 2016); second 

shift/ two schools in one (Murwanjama & Mureu, 2017) 

Legal frameworks that 

protect the right to 

education  

Right to movement; right to attend government schools 

(Government of Uganda et al., 2017; Lebanon Ministry of 

Education and Higher Education, 2014, 2016) 

Coordination between 

stakeholders and 

community 

Community mobilizers who do home visits when there are 

extended absences or other family issues (Bellino & Dryden-

Peterson, Under review) 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Teacher training and 

development 

Ongoing pre-service and in-service professional 

development; prepare teachers for the particular challenges 

that refugee students and communities may face (Bellino & 

Dryden-Peterson, 2014; Mendenhall, 2017) 

Language(s) of instruction  Accelerated learning programs (ALP); multilingual 

classrooms (Accelerated Education Working Group, 2017; 

Reddick & Dryden-Peterson, 2018) 

Student-to-teacher ratio Smaller class sizes allow for the implementation of student-

centered pedagogies (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, 2014) 
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Quality 
Classroom resources  Teacher-created free- or low-cost local materials: posters, 

organic materials, reused items (Mendenhall et al., 2015) 

  

 

 

Belonging  

Students social-emotional 

well-being and capacity to 

learn  

Implementation of psycho-social support (e.g., counseling, 

integration of psycho-social/socio-emotional class) 

(Norwegian Refugee Council, 2017; Tubbs & Weiss-Yagoda, 

2017) 

Social cohesion between 

national and refugee 

populations   

Foster environment of empathy through storytelling in 

shared spaces; parent-teacher engagement (e.g., home 

visits, parent involvement in the classroom) (Dryden-

Peterson, 2017; Reddick & Dryden-Peterson, 2018) 

Creating a learning 

experience relevant to 

refugees’ experiences  

Cultural bridging and facilitating belonging whereby teachers 

understand the relationship between curriculum and 

students; building relationships (Bellino & Dryden-Peterson, 

2014) 
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7. SYNTHESIS: INCLUSION OF REFUGEES IN NATIONAL EDUCATION 

SYSTEMS 

  

The Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) advocates for policies that can facilitate the 

inclusion of refugees into national systems in order to create conditions that are productive for both 

refugees and nationals (United Nations General Assembly, 2016). Moreover, SDG 16: Peace, Justice and 

Strong Institutions, calls for the promotion of inclusive societies and institutions (United Nations, 2016), a 

goal that implicitly supports the “relational integration” that represents an individual sense of belonging 

and social cohesion within shared communities. However, the case studies of Uganda, Kenya, and 

Lebanon demonstrate critical gaps between the “structural integration” enabled by policies of inclusion 

and outcomes of “relational integration” within the educational experiences that refugee students have, 

modeled in Figure 1 below. In the Figure, we show that “structural integration,” such as the use of the 

national curriculum, instruction by national teachers in the languages of the host country, and access to 

national examination and certification are prerequisites to possibilities of educational experiences that 

allow for processes of developing a sense of belonging and social cohesion, including productive everyday 

experiences of teaching and learning and relationship-building between refugees and nationals. Yet we 

observe in our empirical cases that “relational integration” does not automatically follow from “structural 

integration” policies but requires concerted, systematic effort focused on educational experiences and 

processes of developing a sense of belonging and social cohesion.  

Within each model of inclusion, we examined the interrelated dimensions of access, quality, and 

belonging and cohesion. It is through these dimensions that the connections between structural and 

relational integration are illuminated. In the cases of Uganda, Kenya, and Lebanon, each country has 

adopted official policies of inclusion that enable “structural integration”; however, different geographic 

and social realities of refugee and national communities have limited the ways in which these policies 

create conditions for “relational integration.” For example, refugee and national families in Uganda and 

Kenya are often geographically separate in where they live, which results in a geographically separate 

model of education, even under policies of inclusion. Further, Lebanese students initially shared 

classrooms with refugees, but when class size and social tensions became untenable, a second shift policy 

was adopted, resulting in a temporally separate model of education. These different models of practice 
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for policies of inclusion circumscribe the kinds of education students have access to, the quality of that 

education, and the nature of relationship-building that can happen between refugees and nationals. 

We also observe that the substance of everyday teaching and learning and relationships have implications 

for possibilities for productive processes to develop a sense of belonging and social cohesion. For example, 

while refugee and national students in Kenya and Uganda at times shared space in the same schools, 

allowing for some degree of relationship-building, national curricular and language policies limited 

individual refugee students’ capacities to feel represented in the classroom. Similarly, in Lebanon 

temporally separate situations limited interactions between Syrian refugee and Lebanese students to 

transitional periods during the school day. While this policy of separate shifts was in part intended to 

mitigate interpersonal conflict between students, it also has limited opportunities for refugee and national 

students to develop relationships with each other, and to cultivate an individual sense of belonging and 

collective social cohesion.   

Policies and associated practices designed to include refugees in national systems of education need to 

be analyzed and measured by the extent to which they enable both “structural integration” and 

“relational integration.” A country that adopts a model of inclusion that focuses on both has the unique 

opportunity to improve the welfare of both nationals and refugee and to build toward strengthening 

national institutions that reflect the goals of social cohesion and inclusive communities embodied in the 

global goals of both the Sustainable Development Goals and the Comprehensive Refugee Response 

Framework. 
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Figure 1: Inclusion: Connecting policies of “structural intregration” to outcomes of “relational integration” 

 

Policies to include refugee students in national education systems can create the conditions for “structural integration.” The nature of educational 

experiences that students have on a daily basis – comprising both the teaching and learning practices and the relationships – are central to the 

processes of developing a sense of belonging and/or social cohesion. Through educational experiences that productively develop a sense of 

belonging and social cohesion, outcomes of “relational integration” can occur. 

 

 

 

PROCESSES of developing 

Sense of Belonging  

individual level for each student 

Social Cohesion  

among nationals and refugees 

 

POLICIES of  

“Structural Integration”  

Access  

shared or separate space models 

Quality  

use of national curriculum, 

national teachers, national 

certification 

OUTCOMES of  

“Relational Integration” 

Presence of deep, productive 
relationships between nationals 

and refugees 

Shared sense of membership 

among nationals and refugees 

within a learning community 

Educational EXPERIENCES 

Everyday teaching and learning 

practices within classrooms 

Everyday relationships among 

refugee and national students 

All students who access school have educational 

EXPERIENCES. The nature of the teaching and learning 

practices and the relationships within these experiences can be 

productive or destructive to the PROCESSES of developing a 

sense of belonging and/or social cohesion. 
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