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Chapter 1: Introduction
“…wars begin in the minds of men… the foundations of peace must be laid there also.”
—2012 UNHCR Report1
“It is impossible to calculate the immense costs that are incurred by depriving refugees of
education. A refugee who goes without education cannot look forward to a more productive and
prosperous future. A refugee who is unable to attend school or a vocational training course is
more likely to become frustrated and involved in illegitimate or military activities. A refugee who
remains illiterate and inarticulate will be at a serious disadvantage in defending his or her
human rights.”
—Ruud Lubbers2
In March 2011, the first protesters gathered in the Syrian cities of Damascus and Dara’a
to demand the release of political prisoners held by the Syrian government. 3 In the four years
since, the United Nations High Commissioner for refugees has registered almost four million
Syrian refugees in addition to over 6.5 million internally displaced persons.4 Hundreds of
thousands of these refugees have fled into the neighboring country of Jordan, where, at one
point, over one hundred thousand individuals were housed in the single refugee camp of azZa`atarī (Za`atari). In this thesis, I examine the education provided to the children of Za`atari—
specifically, whether teachers operating in Za`atari’s formal schools receive adequate training to
address the academic and psychosocial dynamics in their classrooms and create environments of
positive learning. To this end, I evaluate the preparation and pedagogy of teachers working in
Za`atari camp through the lens of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
1

Learning for a Future: Refugee Education in Developing Countries (UNHCR, 2001), 16.
Ibid., iii.
3
"Syria Profile – Timeline," BBC News, March 24, 2015, sec. Middle East.
4
UNHCR, "Regional Overview: Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal,"
UNHCR, accessed April 6, 2015, and "2015 UNHCR Country Operations Profile - Syrian Arab
Republic,” UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR, accessed April 6, 2015.
2
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My study explores how the systemic issues resulting from the incorporation of Syrian
refugee students into the Jordanian public education system prevent Za`atari teachers from
providing a formal education that enacts Freire’s model. Though informal education programs in
the camp do adopt more participatory, dialogical practices, they are not officially recognized by
the Jordanian Ministry of Education and therefore cannot award students official certification.
Thus, it is necessary for the teachers of Za`atari’s formal sector to adopt best practices from the
informal sector and to be trained for their implementation; the extent to which these practices are
effective, however, will continue to be severely limited so long as Jordan continues to integrate
refugee students into a national curriculum marked by didacticism and inequalities of power.
A. Motivations for the Thesis
“Through education, [you] can promote more peace, or more militarization.”
— Tatiana Garakani5
The education of the children of Za`atari is vital for a number of reasons, not the least of
which is the substantial and immediate danger posed by not educating refugee populations.
Multiple studies have demonstrated the connections between education and social, economic,
and political stability; Figure 1, derived from Jackie Kirk, Karen E. Mundy, and Sarah DrydenPeterson’s book Educating Children in Conflict Zones: Research, Policy, and Practice for
Systemic Change, presents educational systems as one of the three core factors contributing to
stability and fragility within a state. The authors of this book discuss the traditional “two faces”
theory of conflict education, which states that “education could both contribute toward a peaceful
society and reproduce or even worsen violent conflict”; though the authors argue that conflict
education requires a more nuanced analysis, the fact remains that education can have both

5

Tatiana Garakani, Personal Interview. October 22, 2014.
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positive and negative effects upon a populace.7 On the positive side, education can protect
refugee children from a number of conflict-related dangers, including “threats, violence, physical
attack and – in the case of child soldiers – military recruitment.”8 On the other hand, poorly
implemented education can “contribute to conflict if it reinforces inequities and social injustice
by denying access to education for some learners, or if curricula or teaching practices are
biased.”9 These concerns are especially pertinent in any discussion of the Syrian crisis, where
discourses of the “Lost Generation” of Syrian youth evoke images of violence, chaos, and
destitution.10
It is therefore clear that quality education is necessary to build state and individual
6

Jackie Kirk, Karen E. Mundy, and Sarah Dryden-Peterson, Educating Children in Conflict Zones: Research,
Policy, and Practice for Systemic Change: A Tribute to Jackie Kirk (New York: Teachers College Press, 2011), 44.
7
Ibid., 35.
8
Lala Demirdjian, Education, Refugees and Asylum Seekers (New York, NY: Continuum International Pub. Group,
2012), 8.
9
Minimum Standards for Education: Preparedness, Response, Recovery (New York: INEE, 2012), 3.
10
For more on the “Lost Generation,” see No Lost Generation: Protecting the Futures of Children Affected by the
Crisis in Syria: Strategic Overview: UNICEF, 2014.
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stability in any refugee situation. The following questions remain, however: what determines
quality? How can an educational system best serve its society, and how can a society best build
that system? And, when a society has broken down, who is responsible for providing its children
with the education that is their right? To whom should that education be tailored: the giver, or the
receiver? The inspiration for this study of the current educational practices in Za’atari camp is
derived from these questions. Having always harbored a deep interest in the field of education,
my curiosity was further piqued during the three and a half months I spent in Jordan in the spring
of 2014. During that time, I had multiple conversations with local students and educators about
the Jordanian educational system. I also, for the first time, became aware of the existence of
Za’atari camp, a refugee camp and pseudo-city located in the vicinity of al-Mafraq in northern
Jordan, close to the Syrian border.
This study focuses upon the teachers of Za’atari—in particular, upon their training and
pedagogical styles. Humanitarian discourse often highlights the importance of school attendance
and infrastructure.11 I am of the opinion, however, that school attendance, while vital, is a poor
indicator of a program’s success if its leaders and pedagogy encourage a culture of inequality,
oppression, and structural violence. Teachers are, after all, “the most powerful school-related
influence on a child’s academic performance,” and have significant influence over students’
learning processes and attitudes towards learning.12 As Kirk et al. state,
In practice, education programs in conflict and especially post-conflict contexts can place
heavy emphasis on school construction and establishing safe learning environments, both
of which are important. But perhaps the most important element is ensuring that good
teachers, who know the community and cultural context of the children, are regularly in
place and supporting the children’s multiple forms of learning.13

11

UN Education Specialist, Personal Interview, February 3, 2015.
Motoko Akiba, Gerald K. LeTendre, and Jay P. Scribner, "Teacher Quality, Opportunity Gap, and National
Achievement in 46 Countries," Educational Researcher 36, no. 7 (2007), 369.
13
Kirk et al., Educating Children in Conflict Zones, 135-6.
12
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I therefore chose Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed as the framework for my
study, working from the assumption that for such contextualization and ‘multiple forms of
learning’ to be successful, a teacher must approach the student within the full context of that
student’s individual history, capabilities, and struggles. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire
presents the model of ‘problem-posing education,’ wherein the teacher-student relationship is
built on mutual respect and co-learning rather than hierarchical power structures and didacticism.
The teacher is thus able to address the full context of the student’s learning by treating the
student as a partner in the classroom and inviting the student to actively connect his or her own
life experiences with class material. As shall be discussed within the text of this thesis, the
Freirean model is especially necessary when addressing refugee children, who, without a positive
place of learning, run the risk of becoming perpetuators of conflict.14 Empowerment and
emotional investment in learning, both elements of Freire’s work, can “enable people to
understand messages from the powerful—not to be duped or exploited”—a vital skill in a region
marked by vying factions and ideologies.15
B. Research Methods
The contents of this thesis are founded in information gathered in the following ways: (a)
traditional library research; (b) analysis of both international and Jordanian official documents;
and (c) personal interviews with experts and informants, multiple of whom asked to remained
anonymous for the purposes of this study. In this thesis, I draw on some Arabic-language sources
for the purposes of my analysis; unless otherwise noted, any quotes or paraphrasing from these
14

Learning for a Future: Refugee Education in Developing Countries, 7. This UNHCR report provides the
following explanation for the potential of refugee children to perpetuate conflict: “The disruption and insecurity
inherent in refugee situations can harm children’s physical, intellectual, psychological, cultural and social
development. And this disruption can lay the foundations for another generation to engage in revenge, conflict and
displacement.”
15
Lynn Davies and Christopher Talbot, "Learning in Conflict and Postconflict Contexts," Comparative Education
Review 52, no. 4, Special Issue on Education in Conflict and Postconflict Societies (November, 2008), 513.
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sources are by my own translation. I did not conduct fieldwork in Za`atari, and so I rely heavily
on official publications and the testimonies of those contacts working in the camp.
I recognize that by conducting this exploration of teacher preparation in Za’atari without
firsthand accounts and experiences, I run the risk of falling into the cliché of the ‘Western’
academic prescribing policies for a foreign subject. I cannot claim to have the expertise of the
individuals working in the Jordanian Ministry of Education, nor an UNHCR officer’s grasp of
the logistics of Za’atari, nor the life experiences of a teacher or student within the camp itself.
What I do offer, however, is an invitation to reassess our priorities in educating the displaced of
our world. To what end are we, as a global community, educating some of the most vulnerable
children of our time? And in what ways can we provide schooling that culminates not only in a
diploma, but also in the self-possessed ability to move towards a more empowered and peaceful
existence? I do not aim to give a voice to the teachers, students, aid workers, nor any of the
other parties involved in this study; their voices are not mine to give. Rather, the very essence of
my study is that I envision an educational system in which empowered students lift their own
voices.
C. Chapter Outline
This thesis is structured so as to present an in-depth, contextualized understanding of the
educational situation in Za`atari as it relates to the theories of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. In Chapter 2, I therefore define the basic terms of refugee, refugee camp, teacher,
and teacher training, all within the context of Jordan’s Za`atari camp. Chapter 3 then discusses
international processes and standards regarding refugee education, especially in terms of
curriculum choice and psychosocial support within the classroom. These ideas carry into Chapter
4, which discusses Pedagogy of the Oppressed and its relevance to refugee situations. With this

7
contextualized background, Chapter 5 explores the teaching dynamics of Za`atari’s formal and
informal sectors, and finds that that teachers in formal schools generally do not teach with
Freirean methods. In Chapter 6, I provide recommendations to amend the preparation and
pedagogy of these teachers, drawing upon lessons from the informal sector and Freire’s work. I
also conclude, however, that fully effective methods are not possible without systemic change
and reform in the Jordanian educational system.

8

Chapter 2: Contextualizing Teaching in Za`atari: A Discussion of Terms

Any engagement with the topic of refugee education requires a clarification of terms. In
this chapter, I first aim to define the terms ‘refugee’ and ‘refugee camp’ and to contextualize
them within Za`atari camp. I then address the terms ‘teacher’ and ‘teacher training’; though both
of these terms are commonly understood, each takes on a special meaning within this context.
A. The Refugee in Jordan
In everyday speech, the word ‘refugee’ is used to apply to a wide range of individuals
and situations. ‘Refugee’ in common parlance may refer to anything from a political exile to an
individual fleeing environmental disaster. The term brings to mind the stateless, the homeless,
the unfed and unempowered, the traumatized and terrified, huddled masses staring bleakly into a
camera: in short, the dehumanized. With all of these connotations in mind, it is nonetheless
necessary to define the refugee in the particular contexts of the Syrian crisis and Za`atari camp.
Operating in over 125 countries, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) is currently the predominant organization addressing refugee policy and issues in the
world16. The UNHCR’s 1951 Refugee Convention and subsequent 1967 Protocol state,
[A refugee is someone who], owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion,
is outside the country of his nationality and is unable to, or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a
nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of
such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it…”17
Though Jordan is not a signatory of either the 1951 Convention or the 1967 Protocol,18 it granted

16

UNHCR, “About Us: Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees,” United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees, accessed February 22, 2015.
17
United Nations General Assembly. Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967).
18
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. States Parties to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees and the 1967 Protocol (2011).
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the UNHCR the power to manage the country’s refugee processing in 1998.19 The Jordanian
government also shares governance of the Za`atari refugee camp with the UNHCR.20 Thus, it is
the United Nations’ definition which is put into use when admitting new residents into the camp.
This paper, therefore, as a study of those displaced persons taking shelter within Za`atari, also
adopts the UNHCR definition of ‘refugee.’
Whether within or without the confines of UNHCR refugee classification, millions of
individuals have been forced from their homes in Syria since the Syrian crisis broke out in 2011.
From the under 10,000 Syrian refugees registered in the last months of 2011, the UNHCR has
registered over 3.8 million Syrian refugees as of March 26, 2015, with over 11,000 individuals
awaiting official registration.21 These refugees have fled from Syria to a number of neighboring
countries, including Jordan, Turkey, Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt, and various nations in North Africa.
As of February 16, 2015, over 622,000 refugees were living within the Jordanian borders
in both refugee camps and urban settings. Jordan, which was already host to refugees from both
the Palestinian and Iraqi crises, opened its doors to those fleeing Syria, and has attempted to
distribute its limited resources as to meet the needs of all of the refugees within its borders.
Despite its efforts, the Jordanian government is not capable of single-handedly providing all
necessary services and remains highly dependent upon financial support from its allies and the
work of international aid organizations. Even with external aid, however, many refugees in the
nation are not able to access a full range of services and continue to face significant hardships.
One of the sectors of Jordanian society that is most affected by the current Syrian refugee

19

Hashem Ahmadzadeh, Metin Çorabatır, Leen Hashem, Jalal Al Husseini, and Sarah Wahby, Ensuring Quality
Education for Young Refugees from Syria (12–25 Years): A Mapping Exercise (Oxford: University of Oxford
Department of International Development Refugee Studies Centre, 2014), 27.
20
UNHCR, "Zaatari Refugee Camp: Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal,"
UNHCR, accessed February 22, 2015.
21
UNHCR, "Regional Overview: Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal.”
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crisis is that of education. In urban settings, climbing enrollment rates have forced many schools
serving a mix of Jordanian and Syrian students to operate on double shifts. In its refugee camps,
the Jordanian government is working to provide the basic infrastructure for the refugees’
schooling. Even where school buildings are available, however, camp schools are often
overwhelmed with massive class sizes, double- or triple-shifted school schedules, safety
concerns, and the various psychosocial needs of the Syrian refugee students themselves.
B. The Refugee Camp and Za`atari
"Refugee camps are rarely constructed as homes but places of temporary refuge until it is safe to
go home or some alternative option is found."
—Mac McClelland22
Despite the fact that refugee camps are becoming increasingly established components of
the refugee aid structure, camps are not among the UNHCR’s envisioned solutions for refugee
crises. Instead, the UNHCR puts forward three ‘durable solutions’ which are intended to stabilize
displacement crises while minimizing the levels of insecurity faced by both the refugees and the
nations involved.23 The durable solutions are as follows:
1. Repatriation. In cases where conditions in the refugees’ country of origin improve to the
point of promising relative safety, refugees may choose to return to their home country.
2. Local Integration. Refugees may also choose to integrate into the communities of their
host nation, in essence forfeiting their ability to repatriate through the refugee aid system.
Local integration also requires the cooperation of the host government.
3. Resettlement. There are, however, conditions in which refugees are unable to return
home or to integrate into their host communities. Some host nations are simply incapable
of assimilating their refugee populations, or are unwilling to do so. In such situations, the

22
23

Mac McClelland, "How to Build a Perfect Refugee Camp," The New York Times (2014), sec. Magazine.
UNHCR, "Durable Solutions: The Ultimate Goal," UNHCR, accessed February 22, 2015.
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Figure 2:24

Za`atari Camp Is Located in Northern Jordan, Close to the Syrian Border

UNHCR puts forward the option of resettlement, which allows individual refugee cases
to be relocated and resettled in third-party nations.
In no place does the UNHCR list the refugee camp as a part of these long-term solutions. It does,
however, recognize that for many of the individuals and families affected by protracted refugee
crises, “these solutions are nowhere in sight.”25
The refugee camp is therefore intended by the international order to be a temporary
fixture until a 'durable solution' can be reached. The ‘temporary’ nature of the camp comes into
question, however, as many camps evolve into semi-permanent settlements and eventually into
towns in their own right. Millions of Palestinians, for example, are now living in camps that were
established after the founding of Israel in 1948.26 And, as Mac McClelland notes in his New York
Times article, “How to Build a Perfect Refugee Camp,” “Refugees are supposed to be in their
host countries only temporarily. But of the 15.4 million refugees globally, most have been in
camps for at least five years."27 And, as the situation in Syria continues to deteriorate, it is clear
that Za`atari camp is no exception.
24

Rudoren, Jodi, and Lynsey Addario, "Syrian Refugees Struggle at Zaatari Camp." The New York Times, May 9,
2013, sec. Middle East.
25
UNHCR, "Durable Solutions: The Ultimate Goal.”
26
UNRWA, "Where we Work," United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East,
accessed February 22, 2015.
27
McClelland, "How to Build a Perfect Refugee Camp.”
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Figure 3:28
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Za`atari Camp Grows into a Quasi-City

Located in northern Jordan next to the city of Mafraq, Za`atari refugee camp is evolving
into a small city (Figure 3). Za`atari camp opened on July 28, 2012.29 The camp’s population
quickly skyrocketed, spiking at 202,993 on April 25, 2013.30 In that year, Za`atari camp became
the second largest refugee camp in the world, with an area “a tenth the size of Hong Kong
island… [or] 7.8 square kilometers.”31 As of February 16, 2015, the Za`atari population has
fallen back to 83,819 residents, the majority of whom are from Syria’s Dara`a Governate.32 Of

28

Rudoren and Addario, "Syrian Refugees Struggle at Zaatari Camp." Original Image Source: Distribution Astrium
Service/Spot Image, Copyright CNES 2013, DigitalGlobe, Inc.
29
UNHCR, “Zaatari Refugee Camp: Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal.”
30
Ibid. Population statistics are based on active refugee registrations with the UNHCR. The UNHCR notes that the
accuracy of population counts may be affected by unregistered camp departures and other factors.
31
Stuart Lau, "Syrian Refugees in Jordan's Zaatari Camp no Closer to Going Home," South China Morning Post,
October 27, 2013, sec. World.
32
UNHCR, “Zaatari Refugee Camp: Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter-Agency Information Sharing Portal.”
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the refugees registered by UNHCR, 55.8% of Za`atari’s current residents are under the age of 18;
in other words, over half of Za`atari camp’s population is either school age or very soon to be.
A wide variety of services are available to refugees in Za`atari camp, including: food;
nutrition and health services; water, sanitation and hygiene; mental health and psychosocial
services; and education.33 However, residents of Za`atari may face obstacles such as issues of
registration and transport, among others. In addition to basic services, many non-governmental
and aid organizations operating in Za`atari also provide cultural and community programs.
Figure 4 presents a map of some of the events taking place in the camp in December of 2014;
activities range from Taekwondo classes and mosaic workshops to legal services, after-school
programs, and language and literacy courses.
As of March 2015, there are three schools open and running in Za`atari camp. Though
they are part of the Jordanian public school system, each school was donated by a different
nation and is known primarily by the name of its donor—the Bahraini school, the Saudi school,
and the Qatari school.34 As noted by the Education Sector Working Group (ESWG) of Za`atari
camp, each of these schools is currently operating on a double-shift schedule, “with girls
attending in the morning and boys attending in the afternoon.”35 As is evident in Figure 5,
however, school attendance remains low; according to one Za`atari aid worker, this rate has
essentially stabilized over recent years (For more information on Za`atari school attendance,
please see Appendix B). 36 Crowded classrooms are a significant factor in poor attendance, other
reasons including poor nutrition, possible violence in the classroom and the danger of violence

33

Shattered Lives: Challenges and Priorities for Syrian Children and Women in Jordan (Amman, Jordan: UNICEF
Jordan Country Office, 2013).
34
Education Sector Working Group, Access to Education for Syrian Refugee Children in Zaatari Camp, Jordan:
Joint Education Needs Assessment Report (REACH, 2014), 11.
35
Ibid.
36
Za`atri Camp Informal Education Sector Aid Worker, Personal Interview, March 23, 2015.
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Figure 4:37
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Who? UNHCR
Where? All districts
When? Daily, Dec, on-going

What? External Tawjihi
examinations
Who? UNICEF/UNHCR/MOE
Where? Outside Zaatari
When? 27 Dec – 11 Jan

What? Taekwondo classes
for children
Who? KFHI
Where? Korea taekwondo
academy, district 11
When? Sat & Tues (9:0011:00am), Dec, on-going
What? GBV case management, individual and
group counselling support, and youth activities
Who? UNFPA/IRC
Where? Women & girls centre in districts 3, 5, & 8
When? Daily, 09:00-16:00, Dec, on-going

What? NFI winterisation distribution (clothing,
heaters, blankets, soap, sanitary napkins)
Who? NRC/UNHCR
Where? NRC distribution centre
When? Sat-Thurs, December, on-going

What? Remedial education
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Who? Relief International
Where? Districts 3, 5 & 8
When? Sun-Thurs, 08:3017:15, Dec, on-going

What? Reproductive health services
Who? UNFPA/JHAS
Where? Reproductive health centres in
districts 2, 3, 5, & 8
When? Daily, December, on-going

What? Youth friendly spaces and peacebuilding program
Who? LWF
Where? Peace Oasis Centres, Districts 1-5
When? Daily, December, on-going

What? Bread distribution (17.3 MT/day)
Who? WFP/ Save the Children
Where? WFP distribution centres
When? Daily from 06:30. Dec, on-going

What? Catch up classes (informal
education)
Who? NRC
Where? Learning Centre, District 10
When? Daily from 8-3pm, on-going

What? Informal education
(computer literacy, English/
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Where? Districts 4 & 8
When? December, on-going

What? Kitchen gas distribution,
cleaning and maintenance
Who? IRD
Where? Kitchens in all districts
When? December, on-going

What? Child and Family Centres
Who? Save the Children International
Where? All districts
When? Shift 1 (boys): 09:30-11:30.
Shift 2 (girls): 12:20-15:30.

What? Infant and young child feeding, education and counselling
Who? Save the Children Jordan
Where? IYCF caravans, districts 3, 4 & 8
When? Sat-Thurs, 09:00-15:00, December, on-going

What? De-sludging of
wastewater, and WASH
facility maintenance
Who? UNICEF/ Oxfam/JEN/
ACTED
Where? All districts
When? Daily, Dec, on-going

What? Protection and psychological services for adolescents
Who? IMC
Where? Youth friendly spaces in districts 4, 6, 10 & 12
When? 09:00-16:00, December, on-going

What? Water trucking, tank
disinfection and garbage removal
Who? UNICEF/ACTED
Where? All districts
When? Daily, Dec, on-going

What? Primary health care
Who? MdM/JHAS/MoH
Where? Primary healthcare centres in districts 4 & 5
When? Sat-Thurs, 0900-16:00, Dec, on-going

What? Rodent control campaign
Who? NRC/UNHCR
Where? Districts 3, 4, 5, 10
When? On-going

What? Community gatherings
Who? UNHCR
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Who? MSF Holland
Where? MSF compound, district 5
When? December, on-going

What? Youth multi-activity centre (ages 14-25)
Who? Save the Children
Where? Districts 7&10 (boys) and 8&4 (girls)
When? Daily, 9:00-15:00, Dec, on-going

What? Youth group, Arabic literacy, English
lessons, debate program.
Who? IRD
Where? IRD tent, Districts 10
When? Every Weds @ 12:00, Dec, on-going

What? 2nd round of Polio campaign
for children under 5yrs
Who? UNHCR/MoH
Where? All districts
When? 7-12 December

What? Routine immunisation
Who? IOM
Where? Syrian, Saudi and Qatari clinics
When? Sun-Thurs, 09:00-14:00, Dec, on-going
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What? Informal education, and
mentoring, English literature,
mobile phone maintenance, circus.
Who? Questscope/ Finn Church Aid
Where? District 4
When? December, on-going
What? Secondary healthcare: support to people with
disability and the elderly
Who? Handicap International
Where? JHAS clinic in district 3 and HI clinic in district 5
When? Sun-Thurs, 10:00-16:00, Dec, on-going

What? Youth training centre
Who? NRC
Where? Youth Centre, District 10
When? Daily from 8-3pm, on-going

What? English classes
Who? UN Women
Where? Oasis centre, district 3
When? Advanced: everyday @ 10:30,
Beginners: Mon, Weds, Thurs @ 11:45

What? Mental health services
Who? IMC
Where? Clinics in districts 4 & 5
When? Sun-Thurs, 09:00-16:00,
Dec, on-going

What? Religious court
Who? MOJ
Where? Service area
When? Mon-Tue, 0900-1500

What? Tailoring, hair-dressing, mosaic and handicraft workshop
Who? UN Women
Where? Oasis centre, district 3
When? Daily (tailoring and hair-dressing), every Sunday, 12pm
(mosaics) and every Tuesday, 11:30 (handicrafts)

What? GBV awareness through
community outreach
Who? IRC outreach volunteers
Where? All districts
When? Sun-Thurs, 09:00-16:00,
Dec, on-going

What? Legal services
Who? ARDD-Legal Aid
Where? All districts
When? Daily, Dec, on-going

What? IRD Moving Library
Who? IRD
Where? UNICEF school 2,
registration area and Bahrani School
When? Sun-Thurs, Dec, on-going

What? Playgrounds, after-school
programmes, youth centres, and boreholes
Who? Mercy Corps
Where? Districts 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10 & 11
When? Daily, December, on-going
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Figure 5:38

The Locations of Za`atari’s Schools and Attendance Rates (September 2014)
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on the way to school, poor facilities, and uncertainty about the benefits of taking part in formal
schooling.39 Two more schools have been built, but await Ministry of Education staffing and
resource allocation.40
C. The Teacher in Za`atari Camp
Although the basic meaning and role of the teacher are widely understood, it is important
to contextualize the teacher’s position in Za`atari camp and, therefore, in the course of this study.
Within Za`atari camp, the term ‘teacher’ (mu`allim) is reserved for those instructors who have
been officially certified to teach the Jordanian curriculum41—in other words, individuals who
have gone through the Jordanian university and qualification systems themselves.42 At a
minimum, these qualifications must include a bachelor’s degree incorporating a Ministry of
Education-recognized educational training program.
Another central qualification for the teaching profession in Jordan is the possession of
Jordanian citizenship. While the Jordanian government does allow foreign nationals to obtain
work permits, these permits require the permission of the Jordanian Ministry of Labor.43 The
Ministry of Labor, however, has published an unofficial document listing sectors that are to
remain closed to foreign nationals. This list, which includes sixteen sectors ranging from
medicine to haircutting, also lists education; non-Jordanians are legally banned from working as
teachers in any formal educational discipline, with the minor exception of the rare specialties for
which a Jordanian teacher cannot be found.44 It is therefore only Jordanian teachers who are
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licensed to teach in the Jordanian formal education system (at-ta`līm an-niẓāmī) which
incorporates all public schooling, including the official schools of Za`atari camp.
The sheer number of Syrian refugee students and the varied difficulties inherent to their
integration into the Jordanian education system, however, has created a demand for far more
teaching staff than the current Jordanian work force can supply. Former teachers from the Syrian
refugee population have therefore stepped forward in an effort to support the classes taught by
certified Jordanian teachers. These Syrian assistants qualify only for the title of ‘facilitator’
(muyassir).45 Therefore, when discussing the teachers of Za`atari, I will be focusing upon the
Jordanian, formally certified instructors and not the facilitators (more information about both
teachers and facilitators in Chapter 5).
There is also a third type of teaching present in Za`atari camp: the educating of Syrian
children in the informal sector. It is important, here, to distinguish between non-formal education
(at-ta`līm ghayr niẓāmī) and informal education (at-ta`līm ghayr rasmī) in Jordan. The nonformal sector, which has historically served Jordanian students, is recognized by the Ministry of
Education and offers official certification for schooling outside the traditional school system.
Informal education, meanwhile, is available to Syrian refugee children, but is not required to
follow any set curriculum, and leads to no certification from the Jordanian government.46
Informal education programs in Za`atari include some of those listed in Figure 4. In the camp,
organizations working to provide informal education opportunities include: the UN agencies
(UNHCR, UNICEF, UN Women, etc.) Questscope, Finn Church Aid, Relief International, Save
the Children, International Relief and Development Inc., the Norwegian Refugee Council, and
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others.47 Informal sector educators, like Syrian classroom assistants, are also given the title of
‘facilitator.’ While the instructors in the informal sector do not qualify as ‘teachers,’ their
programs play a central role in the educational dynamic of Za`atari; it is therefore important to be
aware of their presence when discussing the experience of a Za`atari camp teacher.
D. Teacher Training
Finally, it is necessary to briefly address just what is meant by the term ‘teacher training.’
As all teachers in the Za`atari camp context must obtain licensure from the Jordanian Ministry of
Education, the training they receive as part of their official certification programs must constitute
their pre-service preparation. In Chapter 3, I outline the general standards of refugee education
and the demands these standards place upon the teachers involved. In Chapter 5, I discuss the
formal certification system of the Jordanian Ministry of Education. In that chapter, I also
examine the socializing and experiential influences of Za`atari camp schools and of the
Jordanian educational system at large, as I consider these influences to be a central component of
the training that teachers in Za`atari camp receive.
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Chapter 3: International Standards of Refugee Education and Teacher
Preparation

As will be discussed in further detail Chapter 5, the current Jordanian model for
education in Za`atari camp, using the Jordanian curriculum, stresses the acquisition of core skills
and leaves the majority of psychosocial services to the realm of informal education. Technically,
this strategy does provide Syrian students in Za`atari with both schooling and psychosocial
support; it is my argument, however, that the failure to thoroughly integrate these two elements,
both institutionally and on the level of the individual teacher, is leading to a disjuncture between
the content of the formal classroom and students’ emotional investment in learning.
In order to provide a background for these dynamics, this chapter reviews some of the
central components of the current standards of refugee education. These standards include: a
discourse of human rights; strategic use of home country, independently developed, or host
country curricula; and the role of psychosocial support in the school environment. I then consider
the implications of these standards upon teacher preparation and performance.
A. Education as a Human Right
“States Parties recognize the right of the child to education… [and] shall promote and
encourage international cooperation in matters relating to education, in particular with a view
to contributing to the elimination of ignorance and illiteracy throughout the world...”
— Article 28, 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child48
The 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which Jordan signed in 1990 and
ratified in 1991,49 is “the most widely ratified human rights document ever.”50 The Convention
affirms all children’s right to an education “supporting the fullest development of their
48
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personalities, talents and mental and physical abilities, and promoting peace and tolerance.”51
Many other international agreements confirm the child’s right to education: an abbreviated list is
provided in Figure 6. While the CRC is only one of many international agreements supporting
education as a fundamental human right, the UNHCR has adopted this particular document as its
framework for the provision of services to refugee children.52 In the 2010 United Nations
General Assembly Resolution on the Right to Education in Emergency, the UN also named the
Minimum Standards for Education handbook developed by the Inter-Agency Network for
Education in Emergencies (INEE) as the official standards of the UN.53 These standards, which
will be discussed in detail later in this chapter, are “derived from human rights and specifically
from the right to education.”54
It is therefore clear that the discourse of universal human rights has become a central
component of the international treatment of refugee education. It is important to recognize,
however, that local political, social, and economic conditions have a direct connection to refugee
education policy in host nations. As stated by Tatiana Garakani, Professor of International Aid at
the National School of Public Administration in Montreal and Expert Member of the Norwegian
Refugee Council-affiliated Assessment Capacities Project, one “can’t look at education policy
independent of political context.”55 In a 2014 interview, Garakani, who supported a UNICEF/
Education Cluster initial rapid assessment of the impact of conflict on the Syrian education
sector in 2012, stressed the importance of recognizing political elements at all levels of
education, from national policy to the personal beliefs and biases of individual teachers. She also
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Figure 6:56

International Agreements on Education as a Human Right
1948 Universal Declaration of
Human Rights
1949 Fourth Geneva Convention
Relative to the Protection of
Civilian Persons During
Times of War
1951 Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees

1966 International Covenant on
Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights

1989 Convention on the Rights
of the Child

2000 Dakar Education for All
Framework57

2010 United Nations General
Assembly Resolution

The Millenium Development
Goals58
56

Article 26: "Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be
free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages."
Article 24: “The Parties to the conflict shall take the necessary
measures to ensure that children under fifteen, who are orphaned or are
separated from their families as a result of the war, are not left to their
own resources, and that ... their education [is] facilitated in all
circumstances.”
Article 22: refugees have a right to "“the same treatment as ... nationals
with respect to elementary education... [and] treatment as favourable as
possible, and, in any event, not less favourable than that accorded to
aliens generally in the same circumstances, with respect to education
other than elementary education..."
Article 13: “The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the
right of everyone to education... primary education shall be compulsory
and available free to all; secondary education in its different forms…
shall be made generally available and accessible to all by every
appropriate means…; higher education shall be made equally
accessible to all, on the basis of capacity, by every appropriate
means…”
Article 28: “States Parties recognize the right of the child to education
and… shall, in particular: (a) make primary education compulsory and
available free to all; (b) encourage the development of different forms
of secondary education…; (c) make higher education accessible to all
on the basis of capacity by every appropriate means.”
Article 31: “States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and
leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the
age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.”
Goal 1: “Expanding and improving comprehensive early childhood
care and education, especially for the most vulnerable and
disadvantaged children.”
Goal 2: “Ensuring that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, children
in difficult circumstances and those belonging to ethnic minorities,
have access to, and complete, free and compulsory primary education
of good quality.”
Goal 6: “Improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring
excellence of all so that recognized and measurable learning outcomes
are achieved by all, especially in literacy, numeracy, and essential life
skills.”
Article 64/290: “Recognizes the establishment of the Education Cluster
by the United Nations Inter-Agency Standing Committee and other
initiatives as measures to address, in a coordinated manner, educational
needs in emergency situations, including through partnerships for the
implementation of the “Minimum standards for education:
preparedness, response, recovery” handbook of the Inter-Agency
Network for Education in Emergencies…”
Target 2.A: “Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls
alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling.”
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noted that international aid agencies, though they may recognize the links between education and
state fragility (see Figure 1), must often focus upon the “mechanics of things.” This often leads
such organizations to overlook the political aspects of their work.
For this reason, the INEE Minimum Standards for Education acknowledges the “tension
between universal standards, based on human rights, and the ability to apply them in practice.”59
Emphasizing the importance of contextualizing the standards put forward in the handbook, the
INEE alludes to the difficulty of applying uniform educational standards across international
borders, especially in cases wherein a country’s national interests are in conflict with elements of
the provision of refugee education. Within the Jordanian context, a study conducted by the
Oxford University Refugee Studies Centre states,
It is important that education is not examined outside the wider political and
socioeconomic contexts. What will chiefly define the future of refugee youth education in
Jordan is the decisions the government makes regarding the mid to longer term status of
the Syrian refugees… If a non-assimilation approach is pursued, what are the
alternatives: contain refugee economic activity in the refugee camps and promote a
strategy of ‘exportation’ of the Syrian refugees towards the labour-demanding economies
of the Arab world and beyond?60
B. Debates on Refugee Curricula: Repatriation v. Assimilation
“[I]t is impossible to deny that the political party running the government must have a
pedagogical position that is consistent with its political options, its ideological characteristics,
and its governmental practices.”
— Paulo Freire61
As mentioned in the previous chapter, formal schools in Za`atari camp are required to
follow Jordanian curricula. When combined with the idea that the refugee camp is intended to be
temporary, however, this requirement raises questions about the dynamics between education in
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Za`atari camp and Jordanian policy towards Syrian refugees. Will Syrian refugees educated in
Jordan be able to reintegrate into the Syrian populace if they are ever able to return? And, if not,
what role will they be permitted to play in the Jordanian workforce? These are the types of
questions faced by host governments as they choose the curricula to teach their refugee
populations; I provide a simplified illustration of the calculations involved in Figure 7.
The first and most major factor contributing to a host government’s choice of curriculum
is its perception of the probable duration of the refugees’ presence in the country. In its
publication Learning for a Future: Refugee Education in Developing Countries, the UNHCR
notes that “[o]pportunities for local settlement and resettlement are limited,” and so “the durable
solution for most refugee populations has to be return to their own country.”62 The report
continues, however, by recognizing the fact that immediate repatriation is a decreasingly viable
option in the short term for most refugee situations. The solution, according to the report, is the
development of “education for repatriation”— in other words, the use of the curriculum of
refugees’ country of origin to facilitate their eventual return. And in fact, many refugee situations
are dealt with in such a way;63 the UNHCR highlights the example of Mozambican refugees in
Malawi and Zimbabwe, who studied “the Mozambican curriculum… [with] textbook supply, inservice teacher training and school examinations… organized in coordination with the
Mozambican Ministry of Education.”64 In addition to easing students’ reintegration into home
school systems, “education for repatriation” also allows refugees to serve as teachers and use
familiar educational materials, giving students a sense of continuity.
However, host governments do not always have any assurance that refugees will be able
to return to their countries of origin in the near future. Professor Tatiana Garakani emphasized
62
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Figure 7:
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the fact that, today, the concept of repatriation usually entails spending at least a generation in
the host country.65 For example, one UN education specialist also noted that aid workers in
Za`atari camp have been told to plan for at least ten more years before refugees will be able to
return in large numbers to Syria.66 In a situation such as the Syrian crisis, political aims may also
prevent the use of home country curricula; if, indeed, the “content and outcomes of formal
education are closely tied to the legitimacy and goals of national sovereignty,” then one must
accept the legitimacy of the state to adopt its formal curriculum.67 In a case such as Syria’s,
where the sovereignty of the state remains in question, the adoption of the Syrian national
curriculum could indicate trust in the ruling government. Such a gesture could be problematic,
especially as the international community has generally condemned the Syrian government’s
65
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actions against the Syrian people and many of the refugees fleeing Syria support rebel forces.
The inability to utilize the curricula of refugees’ country of origin presents a host of
problems, however. One option is for involved parties to develop a curriculum independent of
either the host or home nation. This strategy has the advantage of not being affiliated to any
particular ruling party while remaining relevant to the refugee population involved, and was most
notably used to educated Afghan refugees living in Pakistan.68 Although the Afghan independent
curriculum is still in use and so may be considered a success, it also highlights the significant
amount of time and resources required to develop a new, high-quality curriculum. At one point,
the official curriculum of the Afghan refugee camps in Pakistan included the infamous
“University of Nebraska” textbooks, which contained anti-Russian propaganda originally
intended for the Afghan mujahideen.69 Though their use was discontinued, they are an example
of the possible dangers of developing an independent curriculum; in many cases, the timeconsuming nature of the endeavor also precludes its adoption.
If host nations are to uphold each child’s essential right to education, there is often not
enough time to develop new curricula. And when a lack of time coincides with circumstances
preventing the implementation of home country curricula, the host country must use its own
curriculum to educate the refugee populations within its borders. In such cases, the UNHCR
stipulates that refugee populations be fully integrated into the host nation’s system, mandating
“[h]igh-level advocacy with national Ministries of Education to negotiate equal access for
refugees to national education systems.”70 However, as in the Jordanian context, this option can
force the host government to take on enormous expenditures, put a significant strain on local
educational systems, lower the quality of education for native students, and raise questions about
68
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the future prospects of foreign refugees educated in the host country’s educational system.71
In situations where a refugee population has dispersed to multiple host nations, the use of
host nation curricula runs the danger of stratifying any repatriated population on the basis of their
country of education.72 This danger is especially poignant in the context of the Syrian crisis,
wherein disunity, factionalism, and highly-charged political circumstances within Syria have
largely left the recognition of foreign school certificates up to the discretion of the school to
which the Syrian student returns. One Za`atari aid worker reported accounts of refugee students
who returned to Syria from Za`atari camp only to have their education certificates refused
because of the assumption that Za`atari camp was “anti-regime.”73 Since that time, Za`atari
schools have chosen to remove the Za`atari camp logo from their certification in an attempt to
ease the reintegration process.
Concerns also arise regarding the international recognition of schooling and certification
once the crisis has abated.74 Refugees who either cannot or will not repatriate worry about their
economic futures, which largely depend on the extent to which they are able to assimilate into
the workforce of the country in which they are educated.75 These concerns are especially
poignant for Syrian refugees in Jordan, for many of whom “the initial hope of temporarily
escaping the hell of Syria has vanished, replaced by a dread that the camp may become their
permanent home.”76
Syrian refugees in Jordan have good reason to question their future prospects. Refugees
living in Za`atari camp are legally not allowed to leave the camp (though many still do).77 Even
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beyond the camp’s bounds, however, the Jordanian government’s recent efforts to lower its
domestic unemployment rate has led it to prevent Syrian refugees from entering the formal
workforce.78 Similarly, Syrian students who have completed their basic and secondary education
face considerable difficulties in enrolling in Jordanian universities; some of the obstacles include
the “fees imposed on foreign students” and not having “previous school certificates with them.”79
Syrian refugee students are therefore justified in doubting whether a Jordanian formal education
will benefit them.
The final issue concerning the use of host nation curricula is the inclusion of nationbuilding elements in any national curriculum. The teaching of history, civics, and other
humanities subjects helps to foster a sense of national and cultural identity. In the Jordanian
context, General Objective 6 of the Ministry of Education states that students should learn to
“Adhere to citizenship rights and shoulder the related consequential responsibilities.”80 A UN
education specialist described the situation as especially complicated for younger Syrians, who
are “getting the Jordanian Kool-Aid®” and, therefore, are increasingly finding it difficult to
understand what ‘Syrianness’ is.81 Further complicating this dynamic is the fact that, while host
country curricula may promote a sense of national identity tied to the host nation, the refugee
camp continues to be viewed as “a symbol of steadfastness and the struggle for return to the
homeland.”82 Thus, though the use of host country curricula is necessary at times, it severely
complicates the possibilities of repatriation, outlooks for employment or higher education, and
even the formation of a national identity.
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C. The Role of Psychosocial Support in Refugee Education
In addition to the question of curriculum choice, experts in the field of refugee education
also debate over the extent to which psychosocial support should be a component of the formal
education system. It is commonly accepted that the simple act of going to school can contribute
to a child’s well-being; the INEE Minimum Standards for Education states, “Education
opportunities also mitigate the psychosocial impact of conflict and disasters by providing a sense
of routine, stability, structure and hope for the future.”83 However, varying models of educational
practice differ on the proper ratio of schooling to socially based activities in the refugee
classroom. For example, Rebecca Winthrop writes in her article “Understanding the Diverse
Forms of Learning Valued by Children in Conflict Contexts” that a “caricature of the education
quality debate in conflict contexts would place on one side the reading enthusiasts… and on the
other the well-being enthusiasts.”84 One side, Winthrop states, believes that “the focus should be
on rapid restoration of learning of formal, core subjects (e.g., language, history, and math). The
other side, meanwhile, pushes for “expressive activities and other forms of psychosocial support”
instead of focusing on learning outcomes. I argue, however, that both elements are vital to a
successful educational program. As Winthrop concludes, while actual learning is a necessary
component of the classroom, “any program that takes a narrow view of quality learning, such as
literacy or numeracy only, will be missing an important emphasis on the diverse forms of
learning that students find valuable.”85
It should also be noted here that blanket assumptions of trauma and psychosocial
disruption among refugee populations may be dehumanizing. Statements such as, “Refugee
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populations consist of people who are terrified and are away from familiar surroundings,”86 for
example, remove the refugee from his or her individual circumstances and apply a universal
definition of suffering. As Lisa Malkki writes in her article, “Refugees and Exile: From ‘Refugee
Studies’ to the National Order of Things,” “We cannot assume psychological disorder or mental
illness a priori, as an axiom, nor can we claim to know, from the mere fact of refugeeness, the
actual sources of a person’s suffering.”87 The simple status of refugeehood, therefore, is not
reason enough to assume the presence of severe psychological trauma. In this vein, when asked
about issues of trauma among Syrian refugee students in Jordan, one worker in Za`atari quickly
stated, “The response structure overdoes the concept of trauma.”88 He continued, clarifying that
while many students do need psychosocial care, most cases do not require any trauma
intervention. In making this point, I am not disputing the trauma experienced by many refugees,
nor am I arguing that psychosocial support should not have a place in responses to refugee
situations. Rather, I make this point to emphasize the importance of addressing each student’s
psychosocial needs on the individual level. Social-emotional learning is an important element of
any child’s education (see Chapter 4). In a refugee context, it is even more crucial for students to
develop these competencies in order to cope with their individual situations.
Finally, psychosocial support and social-emotionally focused activities within the school
have the potential to address a wide variety of the problems faced by refugee students. The
UNHCR states that, when combined with the learning of core subjects and skills, such activities
can “contribute to peace-building and to social and economic development,” as well as to the
physical protection of refugee students.89 The building of strong relationships in school may also
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Necessary Components of Education to Foster the Well-Being of the Refugee Student
help children suffering from “poor child-adult interactions in the family,” especially in cases
where parents or other adult figures are struggling with psychological issues themselves.90 I
therefore include psychosocial support and activities as one of the core components of effective
refugee education in Figure 8.
In Za`atari camp, where most psychosocial support is provided to students in the informal
education sector, some students are turning away from formal schooling opportunities and
towards the informal sector. This phenomenon is in part because of overcrowding in the formal
classrooms, but is also due to the fact that the psychosocially focused activities in the informal
sector are “more fun, less threatening,” and address the social and emotional needs of the
students.91 In order to encourage students to take part in the formal education sector, then, it is
vital that teachers be prepared to engage with students on the psychosocial level as well as on the
90
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level of core subject learning.
D. International Standards of Teacher Preparation and Performance
In order to successfully navigate the conditions of refugee education and provide the full
range of curricular and psychosocial support that refugee students require, teachers must possess
a certain set of competencies and characteristics.
Many studies have been done to evaluate these

Figure 9:
General Factors Contributing to
Teacher Quality:
Knowledge of Teaching
and Learning (coursework
in pedagogy, in-service
training, etc.)

characteristics; in her article, “Teacher Quality
and Student Achievement,” Linda DarlingHammond compiles many of these studies to

High-Impact

identify the core variables that affect teacher

Teacher Certification and
Education Level

performance.92 Darling-Hammond finds that

Previous Teaching
Experience

knowledge of teaching and learning, teacher

Subject Matter Knowledge

certification, and teaching experience are among

Low-Impact

General Academic Ability

the most impactful variables, with general
intelligence and subject matter knowledge having limited impact.93 Similarly, in a study of
teacher effectiveness in developing countries, researchers found that teacher education, teacher
experience, subject knowledge, and in-service training were among the best indicators of teacher
and student performance.94
International actors generally recognize such standards of teacher quality. The UNHCR,
for example, states in its 2012-2016 Education Strategy that by 2016, the UNHCR and its
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partners will deliver “teacher training that leads to professional qualifications so that 80% of
teachers [in refugee contexts] are trained.”95 These trainings, which the UNHCR states will take
place over a number of years, will consist of both trainings for new teachers (at a minimum of
three months) and “in-service training, mentoring, and peer group support for already qualified
teachers.”96 The trainings focus upon the following areas: “teaching literacy and numeracy skills;
formative assessment of children’s learning; participatory pedagogy; [and] inclusive education.”
A UNESCO report also points to the necessity for teachers to have a “developed view of
learning”—that is, to recognize that didactic pedagogy is not effective, especially in refugee
classrooms.97
However, as with the international ideal for refugee curricula, international standards for
teacher qualification are often limited by the conditions in specific countries and contexts.
Because national governments are currently “the only agency with the responsibility, if not
always the resources, to institutionalize teacher… training,” international organizations such as
the UNHCR and UNESCO stress their dependence upon local authorities to implement teacher
preparation standards.98 The UNHCR, for instance, states that although it “must ensure quality
education for refugees, UNHCR is not a specialised education agency.”99 For that reason, the
UNHCR aims to work closely with local and national governments to ensure that its standards
can be met via the host Ministries of Education and other educational governing bodies.100
In the Jordanian context, this has meant that the UNHCR has been forced to forego its
goal of using teachers from the refugee population, and instead must accept the Jordanian
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national policy of only allowing Jordanian teachers to work in the formal sector.101 Similarly, the
INEE recognizes that the optimistic ideal of a teacher-student ratio of 1:40 is not always feasible
in refugee situations;102 in Za`atari camp, class sizes of ninety to one hundred students are not
uncommon.103 Also, the pedagogical styles common to the formal Jordanian system often do not
reflect the ‘participatory pedagogy’ recommended by refugee aid organizations (see Chapter 5).
Work is being done to ameliorate these issues; a UN education specialist working in Za`atari
points out, however, that working within a functional, preexisting national system takes time,
especially with regard to changing national teacher training to promote a more student-centered
teaching style.104 The importance of developing student-centered, participatory teaching styles is
undeniable, however, and must be undertaken. In the following chapter, I explain why, if they
are to meet international standards of preparation and effectively educate refugee populations,
teachers must instruct their students by means of dialogue, meaningful relationships, and mutual
empowerment.
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Chapter 4: Pedagogy of the Oppressed: A Guide for Refugee Educators

“They call themselves ignorant and say the ‘professor’ is the one who has knowledge and to
whom they should listen… Almost never do they realize that they, too, ‘know things’ they have
learned in their relations with the world and with other women and men.”
—Paulo Freire105
“Particularly in fragile states, learners want and need to take control of their lives… they are
keenly aware of when they are learning and when they are not learning. They are experts on
their own experience. And while they are influenced by the regime of schooling and by the
divisive politicization of learning and identity, they can equally subvert well-meaning attempts to
make them learn together in ways that do not then fit their identities.”
– Lynn Davies and Christopher Talbot106
In the prior chapter, I briefly touch upon the idea of ‘participatory pedagogy,’ a method
of teaching that enables students to actively participate in their educational experiences while
having some of their psychosocial needs addressed in the process of learning. In his book
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire presents the ideal model of participatory pedagogy—a
method he names ‘problem-posing education.’ In the course of this chapter, I aim to convince
readers that this model of teaching, which necessitates meaningful student-teacher dialogue and
the erosion of teacher authoritarianism in the classroom, is the ideal for educating the students of
Za`atari camp. Because teachers who practice problem-posing education are able to engage their
students on an intrinsically emotional level, they create environments in which students can form
more positive connections with their learning processes socially, neurologically, psychologically,
and emotionally.
105

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed [Pedagogía del oprimido], translated by Ramos, Myra Bergman, 30th
Anniversary ed. (New York: Continuum, 1993), 63.
106
Davies and Talbot, "Learning in Conflict and Postconflict Contexts," 513.

35
A. The Freirean Model: ‘Banking’ vs. ‘Problem-Posing’ Education
Imagine a classroom in the midst of a lesson. Where is the teacher in the classroom?
What is he or she doing? In much of the world, the image that arises will likely be: the teacher
standing in front of the class giving a lecture or a demonstration to rows of students, who
diligently observe or take notes. In his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire labels this
brand of teaching “banking education.” Banking education, he argues, is characterized by a rigid
hierarchy within the classroom and school, consisting of “a narrating Subject (the teacher) and
patient, listening objects (the students).”107 It is the role of the teacher in this context to fill
students’ otherwise ‘empty’ minds with his or her own knowledge, depositing decontextualized
facts and conclusions within the vaults of students’ minds without regard for the their investment
in or understanding of the true meaning of the information (see Figure 10).
According to Freire, banking-style pedagogy strips away the value of learning for
students and leads to their marginalization within society. Banking education, Freire asserts,
assumes “absolute ignorance” on the part of the students, denying “education and knowledge as
a process of inquiry.” 108 The student has no voice in his or her education; rather, he or she is
consigned to “patiently receive, memorize, and repeat” the narrations of the teacher.109 Lesley
Barnett argues that banking education “maintains students’ immersion in a culture of silence and
positions them as objects, outside of history and agency.”110 Such students are dehumanized,
“filed away,” and transformed into receptacles, with the sole marker of the depth of their
learning as the ‘meekness’ with which they allow themselves to be filled with information.111
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Figure 10:112
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problem-posing educator “does not regard cognizable objects as his private property, but as the
objects of reflection by himself and the students.”116 In this case, students become “critical coinvestigators in dialogue with the teacher,”117 enabling teachers themselves to “have a rich
moment of learning in their teaching.”118
The use of dialogue within the classroom is central to the problem-posing model.
Focused upon “critical intervention in reality,” problem-posing education seeks to enable
students to critically examine the world around them as well as their relationships with it.119
Rejecting the assumption of students’ ignorance, then, teachers must reflect and explore
knowledge with their students, mutually coming to understand themselves as “permanent recreators” of reality.120 In other words, it is the teacher’s role to facilitate student’s discovery of
knowledge and exploration the world through the study of problems that are important to them.
Through dialogue, writes Freire,
…the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher cease to exist and a new
term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers. The teacher is no longer merely
the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in
turn while being taught also teach.121
In this way, the dehumanizing “teacher-student contradiction” typical to the banking educator’s
classroom breaks down, allowing students to draw on their own experiences to become
“simultaneously teachers and students.”122
Another essential component of problem-posing education is the drawing upon of realworld experience to inform learning in the classroom. As Freire writes, “World and human
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Figure 11:123

The Mutual Relationships Between Constituent Systems of the Social Order

beings do not exist apart from each other, they exist in constant interaction.”124 This concept is
also illustrated in Figure 11, which is a model translated from a study of the Jordanian
educational system; the diagram represents the educational system’s role in relation to the other
systems in society. As the figure demonstrates, education affects and is affected by all other
systems. It is therefore incumbent upon teachers to be aware of the “social, [political,] cultural,
and economic conditions” in which their students live and to actively discuss those conditions in
the content of their teaching.125 Thus, rather than the rote narration of facts, the task of the
teacher becomes to interact with his or her students on a personal level, enabling their selfdiscovery and self-empowerment.
B. Dualization, Oppression, and Application: Criticisms of Freire’s Model
In the prior section, I present problem-posing education as a theoretical educational
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model. Because I argue for the realization of problem-posing education within Za`atari camp,
however, it is necessary here to acknowledge some of the criticisms that scholars have made of
Freire’s theory of education—especially those criticisms which are relevant to the actual
application of Freire’s model. In this section, I outline three of the major critiques as well their
respective rebuttals. These critiques include: first, an interpretation of Freire’s call for dialogical
practices as a prescription to eliminate the teacher’s position of authority altogether; second, an
assertion that problem-posing education is oppressive in and of itself; and third, a contention that
Freire’s model, grounded as it is in Freire’s own teaching experiences, is not applicable to other
contexts. While these criticisms do contain flaws, it is worth appreciating the concerns they raise
with regard to putting problem-posing education into practice.
B.1. Dialogue and the Status of the Teacher
In his wide-ranging analysis of Freire’s works, Daniel Schugurensky notes that Freire’s
dualistic comparison of banking (authoritarian) and problem-posing (democratic) education in
Pedagogy of the Oppressed has led to the assumption that, while the banking educator possesses
absolute authority in the classroom, the problem-posing teacher must be absolutely equal to the
student.126 Schugurensky develops this idea through the analysis of the lecture as a pedagogical
tool; he states that through his dualistic language, Freire leads the reader to equate “banking
education with lectures and the corollary that lectures have no place in a progressive education
approach.”127 In this interpretation, the teacher is not to engage in instruction, but is rather the
moderator of students’ self-led educational experience.
In later works, however, Freire distinguishes between the authoritative and the
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authoritarian teacher.128 In his book The Politics of Education: Culture, Power, and Liberation,
Freire states,
I have never said that the educator is the same as the pupil. Quite the contrary, I have
always said that whoever says that they are equal is being demagogic and false. The
educator is different from the pupil… The difference becomes antagonistic when the
authority of the educator, different from the freedom of the pupil, is transformed into
authoritarianism.”129
In fact, Freire actively opposes the idea of the non-authoritative teacher. Allowing students to
completely direct their own educations, he argues, “would equate with laissez faire—that is, the
refusal of teachers to accept their responsibility to education.”130 Similarly, he supports the use of
lectures so long as they “challenge students to think more deeply about a particular topic” and
are accompanied by dialogical discussions.131 Freire therefore concedes that the teacher is, at
times, required to play the role of the authority figure in the classroom; he argues, however, that
these instances should be interspersed with dialogue on a more even relational footing.132
B.2. Freire and the Savior Syndrome
In contrast to the first criticism discussed above, some scholars have also accused Freire’s
model as being overly oppressive, colonial, or rooted in assumptions of student ignorance and
incapability. This criticism highlights that Freire’s model necessitates “an enlightened
vanguard… [reaching] out to the unenlightened.”133 Some scholars hold that Freire’s concept of
conscientization (the development of critical consciousness, or the awareness and questioning of
existing social, political, economic, and cultural systems and one’s place within them) is actually
part of a colonizing process. In their critique of Freire’s theories, Gustavo Esteva, Dana L.
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Stuchul and Madhu Suri Prakash argue that Freire’s work is part of a long history of ‘oppressed’
societies being conceptualized and reformed by outsider interests.134 In this way, these authors
(and others)135 place the implementation of problem-posing education in the context of the
‘savior syndrome’ characteristic of many empowerment initiatives.
It is important to recognize the possibly oppressive, albeit well-meaning, implications of
implementing any mode of education. Just as Freire notes that there “are innumerable wellintentioned bank-clerk teachers who do not realize that they are serving only to dehumanize,” so
too is it possible that problem-posing education, if implemented with an attitude of superiority,
may play into the ‘savior syndrome’ mentioned above.136 Saving, after all, requires a savior, and
a victim-savior relationship only reinforces dominating modes of powerlessness and victimhood.
However, the very essence of Pedagogy of the Oppressed is that the teacher recognizes the
knowledge and capability inherent to every student, and to address students on a level of true
respect and love. In other words, Freire does not envision the teacher as a savior, but rather as an
authoritative partner in learning.
Furthermore, I must emphasize here that, in the Za`atari context, teachers are not stepping
as outsiders into an indigenous culture to reform an otherwise ‘backward’ society—the losses
and oppression faced by Syrian refugees in Za`atari camp are real, and children, especially,
require the opportunity to learn in an emotionally supportive environment. In the following
section, I explain why problem-posing education is applicable in a variety of contexts of
inequality and oppression, including that of Za`atari refugee camp.
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B.3. Freire in Context
The final critique of Freire’s problem-posing educational model that I address is that it is
irrelevant in contexts beyond that in which it was formulated. Heavily tied with the previous
criticism, this argument is that “Freirean and other participatory activists have tended to disvalue
traditional and vernacular forms of power… because their understanding of power is largely
derived from European Leftist traditions.”137 Freire, who drew heavily from Marxist theory in his
work, developed the idea of problem-posing education to respond to the need for quality adult
education in his native Brazil.
Some scholars argue that, because it grew from this particular context, Freirean
educational practices are inapplicable in cultural situations significantly different from that of the
Brazilian lower economic classes. In her reflections on working with mental health workers on
the Thai-Cambodian border, for example, Phyllis Robinson found that Cambodian nuns largely
refused to share their knowledge of meditation due to their attitude that “knowledge is a gift
given to some based on merit-making in past lives.”138 Robinson describes how, when she
viewed the nuns’ attitudes from a Freirean perspective, she determined that they were ignorant of
their own capabilities and that they needed to be freed from the “veils of ignorance.” Needless to
say, upon reconsideration, Robinson found that her original conclusions were ethnocentric.139
It is my argument, however, that Robinson’s critique of Freire’s theories is highly flawed.
Failing to engage in true dialogue with the nuns, she participates in a biased discussion based on
her own assumptions about knowledge and social hierarchies. Conversely, one Freirean guide
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written for health workers in humanitarian aid contexts recognizes the difficulties of putting
problem-posing education into practice. The guide warns workers that “the most important thing
is for instructors or group leaders to treat people as equals, respect their ideas, and encourage
them to question and criticize openly” by “asking questions that do not already have the answers
built in.”140 This guidebook provides numerous feasible strategies for implementing problemposing education in humanitarian aid situations; one of them, the use of the open-ended question,
is discussed further in Chapter 6.
In his study of humanitarian health care in a Hmong refugee camp, Dwight Conquergood
also affirms the applicability of Freire’s model. Working closely with the refugee population,
Conquergood and his colleagues “started a refugee performance company that produced skits
and scenarios drawing on Hmong folklore and traditional communicative forms” to educate
residents of the camp about health problems.141 The results of his work were highly positive;
after an extended absence, Conquergood returned to the camp to find that the residents had taken
ownership of the project, with ‘Mother Clean,’ the symbol of the campaign, prevalent throughout
the camp as a model of proper hygiene techniques.142 Conquergood’s results are significant to
my study because of the location of his work in a refugee camp; the efficacy of his program
reflects the relevance of Freire’s theories in a refugee context.
Furthermore, workers on the ground in Jordan have found that Freirean methodologies
are effective in work with Arab and refugee populations. One education sector worker in Za`atari
camp, for example, stated, “Freire works well in contexts of oppression, no matter what they
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look like.”143 He stressed that the colonial, “formally exclusionary” structure of the Jordanian
education system (discussed further in Chapter 5) drastically reduced students’ personal agency.
It is through the development of critical consciousness, he argues, that students can build
resilience and be able to actualize their agency in society. This worker’s assertions are supported
by evidence; the nonprofit organization Questscope, which works in the non-formal and informal
education sectors in Jordan, explicitly bases its pedagogical strategies on Freire’s work. A 2011
report, for example, highlights the importance of “empowerment” and “youth-adult
relationships” in Questscope classrooms.144 In a 2014 review of the organization’s activities, a
UNESCO report also finds that Questscope’s efforts in the non-formal sector were largely
successful in integrating early school leavers back into the formal school system and providing
pathways into vocational education.145
Thus, problem-posing education is applicable in contexts far beyond those of Freire’s
life. In order for Freire’s model to be effective, however, educators must consciously examine
and address biases and remain open to the worldviews of their students. In the following section,
I explain how neuroscience provides evidence for how Freirean pedagogy be effective for
students of any background; this analysis only emphasizes the applicability of problem-posing
education in Za`atari camp.
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C. The Neuroscientific Basis of Problem-Posing Education
“… we study, we learn, we teach, we know with our entire body. We do all of these things with
feeling, with emotion, with wishes, with fear, with doubts, with passion, and also with critical
reasoning. However, we never study, learn, teach, or know with the last only. We must dare so as
never to dichotomize cognition and emotion.”
—Paulo Freire146
The following questions remain at this point: why does problem-posing education
matter? What impact do dialogue and relationships have in the classroom? And what importance
does Freire’s model have for the teachers in Za`atari refugee camp? In his book The Social
Neuroscience of Education, Louis Cozolino explores in depth the links between relationships,
learning, and neurological processes. He notes that the processes of learning and memory, which
tend to be considered conscious acts, are actually neurologically tied to the most primitive parts
of the human brain. This most “primitive survival circuitry,” Cozolino states, is “dedicated to
arousal, stress, and fear,” leading him to conclude that “there is no cognition without emotion,
and it is impossible to separate the internal experience of the learner from the material being
learned.”147
It is especially necessary to consider this neurological basis of learning when educating
refugee populations, who, as mentioned in the previous chapter, are likely to have undergone
traumatizing or psychologically disturbing experiences. The brain processes both threats to the
body and threats to “emotional safety” in the same way—what is commonly known as the ‘fight
or flight’ reflex.148 If children are repeatedly exposed to stressors, then, it follows that their
brains will be “unable to activate neuroplastic processes without emotional scaffolding.”149
Teachers who do not engage with refugee students on an emotional level are therefore setting
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their students up for academic difficulties, continuing psychological issues, and possible
participation in violence and other negative behavior. One study finds, for example, that the use
of “didactic methodologies of teaching, which smothered critical thinking and questioning” in
refugee camps serving Rwandan refugees contributed to a culture of violence.150 For this reason,
“thinking of home, community, and school as separate entities is an arbitrary and false
abstraction.” As Cozolino argues, teachers must recognize that “an early childhood that teaches
the lesson that the world is a dangerous place, that people are untrustworthy, and that there is no
future, will not build a brain open either to teachers or new learning.”151
Teachers who recognize the importance of emotion in education will be far more able to
open ‘closed minds.’ The human brain evolved to learn through social interaction, beginning
with the parent-child relationship and branching out with age.152 Teachers, Cozolino writes, have
the opportunity to build relationships similar to the parent-child bond by creating a “safe haven”
of “emotional security.”153 This is especially important in situations wherein parents’ traumatic
experiences or separation from the student may cause the student severe “emotional distress” or
prevent the student’s psychosocial development through “observational learning.”154 By
building strong relationships, then, teachers can ease the rebuilding of students’ neuroplasticity,
cultivating students’ neural integration and well-being. Dr. Howard C. Stevenson also recognizes
the importance of the student-teacher relationship in his study of interracial and intercultural
dynamics in the classroom. He asserts, “Relationship-building with teachers is perhaps the most
important factor in student achievement as learning is increased because students gain not only
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more time but social capital and framing of the importance of the knowledge.”155 Though
Stevenson does not explicitly incorporate social neuroscience into his argument, he recognizes
the core message of the science’s analysis of education; teaching and learning are social
activities, and must take into account the emotional attachments and processes of the parties
involved. Similarly, a study of refugee students in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Sierra Leone
conducted by Rebecca Winthrop and Jackie Kirk finds that students given the power to choose
elements of their education (topics of discussion, etc.) demonstrate “both pride and agency” in
reflections about their educational experiences.156 Rather than a source of stress or
disempowerment, then, the classes in this case are sites of healing. As Freire argues, it is
therefore necessary to build an environment in which students can safely process through
emotional stressors and become open to learning; teachers, therefore, must be socially and
emotionally capable of coping with their students’ needs.
D. The Connection Between Learner-Centered Teaching and Social-Emotional
Competencies
As teachers practice problem-posing education, they are likely to come face-to-face with
some of the challenges encountered by their students in their daily lives; in the case of refugee
students, these challenges may be particularly disturbing or difficult to manage. In Za`atari camp,
for example, children’s activities often reflect their exposure to violence.157 One eight-year old
girl draws “gunmen shooting at her father in his car and a sniper targeting children going to buy
sweets at a corner shop close to their home,” some children join street gangs, and some carry
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knives to school.158 In class, students engage in ‘unruly behavior,’ “ranging from spitting
sunflower husks on to the floor to throwing stones.” A short documentary series produced by
Yahoo News also exposes these issues; in one episode, children throw stones at camp
management and the UNHCR camp manager discusses the recent theft of an entire makeshift
police station by one group of children.159 It is therefore highly likely that many students in
Za`atari, if they come to school at all, come with fear and anger; as Cozolino explains, these
states are neurologically problematic for learning.
In order to foster psychosocial health in their students, therefore, teachers must
themselves have the resources to cope effectively with the conditions they face in the course of
their work. Freire recognizes the most basic of these capabilities by stressing the indispensable
need in educators for “a profound love for the world and for people.”160 Freire also lists courage,
tolerance, “decisiveness, security, the tension between patience and impatience, and joy of
living” as necessary qualities in an educator.161 While these terms may seem overly vague, Freire
is in essence recognizing the need for advanced social-emotional competencies in teachers. In
simple terms, social-emotional competencies involve skills such as the abilities to “understand
and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish
and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.”162 As is evident in Figure
12, teachers’ social-emotional competencies are foundational to students’ social-emotional wellbeing and academic outcomes; I also argue that such competencies are the foundation of Freire’s
problem-posing model of classroom dynamics.
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Figure 12:163

The Prosocial Classroom: A Model of Teacher Social and Emotional Competence and
Classroom and Child Outcomes
Without strong social-emotional competencies, teachers may resort to drastic measures in
attempting to manage their classrooms, effectively preventing any chances for positive personal
interaction.164 A 2013 UNICEF report confirmed the widespread use of corporal punishment in
Jordanian schools, refugee camp schools included.165 A 2014 report released by Za`atari camp’s
Education Sector Working Group cited student testimonies physical of verbal abuse. Reported
instances of physical abuse in Za`atari classrooms include striking students with fists and
electrical cables, closing doors on students hands, and forcing students to “stand on one food for
long periods.”166 Reported verbal abuse has included both threats and insults. One student in a
focus group of 6-11 year-old boys stated, “the teacher told me if I see you again, I will break your
163

Jennings and Greenberg, "The Prosocial Classroom," 494.
Patricia A. Jennings and Mark T. Greenberg, "The Prosocial Classroom: Teacher Social and Emotional
Competence in Relation to Student and Classroom Outcomes," Review of Educational Research 79, no. 1 (2009),
515.
165
Shattered Lives: Challenges and Priorities for Syrian Children and Women in Jordan, 20.
166
Education Sector Working Group, Access to Education for Syrian Refugee Children in Zaatari Camp, 69-70.
164

50
leg.”167 Furthermore, one girl claims that her teacher told her and her classmates, “you have

ruined your country” and cursed their presence in Jordan.168 While these events may be due to a
number of factors, it is clear that quality trainings to foster development of teachers’ socialemotional competencies would very likely lessen the likelihood of their occurrence.
International organizations focusing on refugee education recognize the need to support
and develop teachers’ social-emotional competencies. The INEE Guidance Notes on Teaching
and Learning states, for instance: “teachers will have both personal and professional needs
during times of crisis and early recovery. These needs should be assessed and addressed
holistically to ensure teachers are able to fulfil their roles as community leaders and instructors
of future generations.”169 The INEE continues, noting the importance of ensuring “teacher wellbeing” in trainings. In that vein, organizations like UNICEF and UNESCO are also providing
trainings for teachers in Za`atari to strengthen their capabilities in teaching students affected by
the Syrian crisis (see Chapter 5).170
E. Meeting the Ideal: Implications for Teacher Training in Za`atari
“A holistic approach [is needed] which offers integrated programmes of social, emotional and
psychological support… A receptivity towards culture… A recognition of the impact of ongoing
events on refugee children’s lives… An orientation towards empowerment through ownership
and participation… An engagement with family and meaningful others… [and an] emphasis on
enhancing refugee children’s own capabilities”
—Charles Watters171
What, then, is the standard by which I evaluate the preparation of teachers in Za`atari
camp? In keeping with Freire’s concept of problem-posing education, I argue that teachers need
high-quality training to foster student-centered, dialogical classroom environments that are not
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limited to the mechanical recitation and memorization of facts. This vision is shared by a UN
education expert working in Za`atari, who additionally highlighted the importance of
“competency-based learning and ‘soft skills.’”172 Furthermore, I argue that teachers must be
prepared and provided the liberty to flexibly adapt and develop their teaching content in order to
meet their students’ needs. Freire notes this necessity in Pedagogy of the Oppressed: “the
program content of the problem-posing method—dialogical par excellence—is constituted and
organized by the students’ view of the world, where their own generative themes are found. The
content thus constantly expands and renews itself.”173 In developing their course content in this
way, teachers should be aware that their aim is to form meaningful relationships with their
students, providing students with the positive, emotionally invested environment they need for
learning. Refugee students have affirmed their appreciation of such relationships; Kirk and
Winthrop’s study of refugee students in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, and Sierra Leone found that
“teachers’ guidance and advice… is seen by students as equally important to the subject lessons
on which teachers also focus.”174 Finally, teacher preparation programs should ensure that
teachers are psychologically and emotionally capable of coping with the conditions in their
classrooms. As stated by Deborah Donahue-Keegan, an expert in social-emotional learning
(SEL), “Pre-service teachers need time and support to develop psychological and emotional
resilience, as well as specific strategies to maintain health and efficacy in the face of an
increasingly demanding profession.”175
It is worth reiterating here that this goal for teacher preparation is in line with
international goals for refugee education. The INEE stresses participatory teaching methods,
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Figure 13:176
1. Learner-Centered
Pedagogy

2. Social-Emotional
Competencies

3. Core Subject
Knowledge

4. Conflict-Relevant
Knowledge

• "including positive
discipline and
classroom
management,
participatory
approaches and
inclusive education"

• "psychosocial
development and
support, including
both learners’ and
teachers’ needs and
the availability of
local services and
referral systems"
• "codes of conduct for
teachers and other
education personnel,
including
condemnation of
gender-based
violence against
learners and
appropriate report and
referral mechanisms"

• "literacy, numeracy
and life skills
appropriate to the
context, including
health education"

• "disaster risk
reduction and conflict
prevention principles"
• "human rights
principles and
perspectives and
humanitarian law, to
understand their
meaning and
intention and their
direct and indirect
connection with
learners’ needs and
the responsibilities of
learners, teachers,
communities and
education authorities"

Components of Teacher Training Recommended by the INEE
including a variety of non-lecture strategies such as “group work, project work, peer education,
role-play, telling stories or describing events, games, videos or stories” (for more on the INEE
and participatory pedagogy, see Chapter 3). 177 Teacher training programs, the INEE asserts,
must therefore include instruction on “methods promoting the active involvement of all learners,
tailored to children’s different learning styles” such as “interaction, debate, and dialogue.”178
Figure 13 summarizes the basic standards of teacher preparation put forward by the INEE.
I must state, however, that I recognize the difficulties of implementing this ideal. As
noted in Chapter 3, there are a host of political circumstances preventing the complete adoption
of the problem-posing model in Za`atari camp. First, in such an emergency situation, it is
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difficult to quickly adapt teaching approaches to meet the needs of refugee students.179 Second,
attempts to implement new, participatory approaches “may be stressful even for experienced
teachers,” and may lack the follow-up and evaluation required to affirm their efficacy.180 These
dynamics may relegate Freirean-style teaching to the informal education sector, as is indeed
happening in Za`atari (see Chapter 5). This phenomenon was actually foreseen by Freire himself,
who made “the distinction between systemic education, which can only be changed by political
power, and educational projects, which should be carried out with the oppressed...”181 Despite
these conditions, however, I argue that the presence of learner-centered pedagogy in the informal
sector is not enough. If the students of Za`atari refugee camp are to gain an effective education,
teachers in the formal education sector must be prepared to carry out pedagogical practices based
upon the problem-posing ideal. After all, we cannot expect the children of Za`atari to someday
contribute to a peaceful and democratic future if classrooms are characterized by dominance,
inequality, and the silencing of students’ voices.182 In Chapter 6, I outline some of the steps that
teachers in Za`atari can take to realize dialogical practices in their classrooms given the obstacles
presented by the formal education context.
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Chapter 5: The Teachers of Za`atari: Between Oppression and
Empowerment

With the full range of conditions, discourses, and models discussed in the previous
chapters in mind, it is now finally possible to examine the training and pedagogy in use by the
actual teachers of Za`atari camp. An analysis of the dynamics of the camp’s formal education
sector reveals a severe lack of Freirean-style teaching—a dearth that, though discouraged in
Jordanian law and Ministry of Education guidelines, is nonetheless implicitly codified in the
social and political realities of the classroom. As shall be discussed, problem-posing educational
practices are more likely to be found in Za`atari’s informal education (IFE) sector. This
divergence in educational practice presents substantial questions regarding the training of
Za`atari’s teachers: First, what does formal qualification truly mean if the formal qualification
system encourages ‘banking’-style pedagogy? Second, is it even possible for teachers to engage
in Freirean-style pedagogy given the physical and practical conditions in Za`atari? Third, what
role should the informal education sector play in Za`atari, and what lessons can be learned from
the ways in which facilitators are trained? And finally, as shall be taken up in Chapter 6, to what
extent is the Jordanian educational system appropriate if the aim is to provide Syrian refugee
children with an education that humanizes and empowers?
A. Formal Classrooms, Formal Qualifications:
The reputation of Jordan’s educational system in humanitarian aid circles is one of
relative educational progressivism.183 The website of the current Jordanian monarch King
Abdullah II, for example, notes that,
183

UN Education Specialist. Personal Interview.

55
Traditionally, education in the Middle East has been based on outdated models that
favoured rote learning and conformity over innovation and adaptability. A key challenge
in preparing the region’s youth for the future is finding ways to nurture the creativity and
skills that will best help them compete in a global economy.184
However, much of the nation’s focus in education reform lies in the integration of technology
into the classroom. The quotation above is actually part of the introduction to an initiative for the
inclusion of technology in pedagogical practices. Furthermore, King Abdullah II has stressed his
vision of developing “education towards knowledge-based economy,” a vision which has been
realized in the Education Reform for a Knowledge Economy (ERfKE) program.185 The
program’s stated aim for education, to “respond to and stimulate sustained economic
development through an educated population and an educated workforce,” emphasizes the
quantitative and state-centered rather than the qualitative, learner-centered effects of
education.186 Measurements of the program’s success are also based upon students’ national
standardized tests, especially the Tawjihi exam (discussed in the Section B).187 Similarly, though
the official general objectives for the Jordanian education system do mention “developing
knowledge, innovation, invention, and the spirit of initiative,” this process is meant to occur
through the investment of students’ “personal potentials and free time.”188 It is in this political
environment that the teachers of Za`atari refugee camp work. As noted in Chapter 2, teaching
positions in the Jordanian formal education sector are reserved for Jordanian nationals who have
completed a Ministry of Education-recognized course of training and licensure; this section aims
to clarify the content of these programs and the laws governing their implementation.
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A.1. The Legal Basis of Jordanian Teacher Preparation
Drawing on Jordanian education legislation from the thirty years previous to its
enactment, Jordan’s 1994 Education Act lists the basic academic requirements to obtain a
teaching license.189 Article 20 of the Education Act stipulates the following:
1. A	
  license to teach kindergarten or in the primary phase of education (the first nine
years of public education)190 may be awarded to an individual with a bachelor’s
degree including a program of teacher preparation.
2. A license to teach in the secondary phase of education may be awarded to an
individual with a bachelor’s degree as well as qualification from an educational
program lasting a period no less than one year after the obtainment of the
baccalaureate.
3. An individual who does not meet the conditions above may be awarded a temporary
teaching license pending the fulfillment of the above standards of qualification, at
which point he or she may be awarded the required teaching license.191
More recently, in 2010, the Jordanian Ministry of Education released its Pre-Service Teacher
Qualification and Licensure Program, which specifies the required content of teacher training
programs within the kingdom to a greater extent than does the 1994 Education Act. Teacher
training programs may be supervised by either the government or private interests, and the preservice teacher is free to choose his or her program of study; all programs, however,
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Figure 14:192
Distribution of Content Areas According to Axes of Training, Activity Type, and the Suggested
Number of Hours

Number
1

2

Training Content
General pedagogical
trends/orientations, subjectspecific knowledge and skills
acquired through direct
contact and self-directed
study
General pedagogical
trends/orientations, subjectspecific knowledge and skills
acquired through fieldwork in
the school and the classroom

Activity Type

Number
of Hours
per Day

Direct Contact

4

Number
of Days

Total
Hours

Percentage
of Total
Training
Hours

280
70*

Self-Directed
Study

2

Fieldwork with
Pedagogical
Support

6

Total

x60
140

46**

280
(4+276)

x40

116

700

x100

* This means 70 workdays and 6 hours of work in the day, with any 4 hours of direct contact and 2 hours of selfdirected study.
** This essentially means 6 hours of fieldwork for a period of 46 days (in addition to 4 free hours), and it is left up
to the implementer of the program to determine activities.

Figure 15: 193
Distribution of Credit Hours for Areas of Class Teacher Programs in Jordanian Public Universities
University

General Courses

Academic Courses

Educational Courses

Total Credit Hours

Al-Albait

36

15

75

126

Al-Husein

27

39

60

126

Hashemite

33*

51

48

132

Jordan

36

51

39

126

Mu’tah

31

39

60

130

Yarmouk

21

72

39

132

Average

30.7

44.5

53.5

128.7

*Original table lists number of General Courses for Hashemite University as 30; the number has been changed here
to ensure that calculations in the remainder of the table are correct.
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are to be evaluated by the Ministry of Education.194 Figure 14 presents the Ministry’s basic
requirements for training programs with respect to the number of hours spent in training. These
requirements, however, are realized in a variety of ways; Figure 15 shows credit hour
distributions for baccalaureate education degrees in Jordan’s public universities in 2009. The
variation within the credit hour requirements reflect the inconsistencies between Jordanian
teacher education programs on a wider scale.
As is evident in Figure 14, fieldwork, or student teaching, is a significant component of
the training model. In accordance with the 2010 Pre-Service Teacher Qualification and Licensure
Program guidelines, pre-service teachers in the fieldwork stage of their training program must
student teach under the guidance of a mentor teacher. In addition to supporting the pre-service
teacher as he or she navigates classroom, school, and district structures, it is also the duty of the
mentor teacher to collaborate with the pre-service teacher in the preparation and implementation
of lesson plans until the pre-service teacher is capable of performing such tasks on his or her
own.195 I highlight this element because student teaching is a central factor of the socialization of
the teacher—a topic which shall be discussed in Section B of this chapter.
The Pre-Service Teacher Qualification and Licensure Program also includes a basic guide
for the characteristics, skills, and competencies pre-service teachers ought to gain in the course
of their studies. Some of the requirements are actually quite Freirean; one section of the
guidelines states that teachers should be capable of effectuating the following modes of teaching
and learning: “active learning, critical thinking, proficiency-based learning, interactive methods,
collaborative work, [and] stimulating students and sparking their motivation for learning.”196 By
the end of their training, teachers are also expected to understand the importance of learning
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communities and the active relationship between the teacher and society. For the full list of
requirements set forth by the Pre-Service Teacher Qualification and Licensure Program, please
see Appendix A.
Graduates of the Ministry of Education’s program are evaluated by the following
professional standards and performance indicators:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Awareness of the foundations of the Jordanian educational system.
Accommodation of curricula specific to the teacher’s field.
Planning for effective teaching.
Implementation of teaching plans with efficacy.
Application of appropriate strategies and assessment methods to different teaching
positions.
6. Use of all available tools, instruments, and resources to be constantly learning, and work
to continually develop himself professionally.
7. Practice of professional ethics and behaviors at all times.197
The guidelines do not list the methods for the evaluation of these competencies, however. It is up
to individual program management to design and implement evaluations with the cooperation of
the Ministry of Education.198 For this reason, individual training programs have a wide range of
discretion in the development and implementation of their curricula.
A.2. Organizations Providing Formal Certification and Training to Teachers in Za`atari
Three of the main organizations providing training to teachers in Za`atari camp (and in
the country of Jordan at large) are the Queen Rania Teacher Academy, UNESCO, and UNICEF.
These organizations in particular have carried out special training programs and initiatives
specifically addressing the Syrian refugee situation. For example, the Queen Rania Teacher
Academy, which was described as Jordan’s “premier institution in terms of innovation and
pedagogy” and “on the verge of taking over teaching training in the country” by one UN
197
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education specialist, was established in partnership with Columbia University’s Teachers
College and frequently partners with UN agencies to carry out its training programs.199 These
programs have included the INEE standards-based 2013-2014 initiative that trained 1,956 new
teachers across Jordan in “pedagogical and mentoring strategies tailored to the specific
educational and psychological needs of refugee and host community students.”200 After the
initial 2013 sessions, trainers conducted support visits to the teachers’ classrooms and provided
refresher courses on teaching “trauma-affected children and larger size classes in a refugee crisis
context” in March 2014.201 USAID and the Canadian government have committed to expand the
materials used in these trainings in order to implement them on a larger scale.202
Meanwhile, the UN agencies have also provided a number of training programs and
sessions for Jordanian teachers working with refugee students. The focus of such programs is
usually upon “coaching strategies, teaching in emergencies and supporting children who have
lived through a crisis”—in other words, developing positive relationships between teachers and
students.203 And in a June 2014 situation update, UNICEF reported that ““Over 150 teachers
from Za`atari and EJC [Emirati Jordanian] camps… completed Code of Conduct Training
delivered by UNICEF, Save the Children (StC) and MoE, complementing previous training on
PSS [psychosocial support] and Teaching/Learning Methods.”204
It should be noted, however, that despite the substantial trainings provided by these
organizations, some Za`atari aid workers remain skeptical of their efficacy. One worker in the
education sector expressed frustration with the lack of follow-up and evaluation he perceived in
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the wake of the trainings.205 This sentiment is understandable in light of the continuing issues
with teaching quality and performance in Za`atari camp (to be discussed in Sections A.3 and B).
It is also possible that many teachers in Za`atari may be unable to benefit from such trainings due
to the many difficulties faced by potential and in-service teachers in Jordan; as discussed in the
following section, legal and financial constraints have significantly hampered efforts to provide
Za`atari teachers with quality training..
A.3. Obstacles to Effective Teacher Training in Za`atari
Given all of these requirements—that teachers must be Jordanian, possess an advanced
academic degree, and completed a certified teacher preparation program—the kingdom of Jordan
has faced significant difficulties in providing qualified teachers for its rapidly increasing school
population. This phenomenon is especially marked in Za`atari, as Jordanian teachers do not live
in the camp.206 Because they commute, Za`atari teachers must be recruited from the surrounding
areas.207 In Chapter 2, I mention the two constructed but as-yet unstaffed schools of Za`atari;
these empty schools are symbols of the teacher shortage facing the nation.
The result of this shortage is that the Ministry of Education has granted temporary
teaching licenses to many of the teachers now working with Syrian refugees. Through a series of
focus group discussions with students, teachers, and parents, the Education Sector Working
Group of Za`atari found that “Teachers were widely perceived as ‘unqualified’, which may be
due to Za’atari camp schools being largely staffed by relief teachers.”208 In Za`atari, teachers
with temporary licenses usually begin teaching after an induction course of only five to ten
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weeks, and many teachers have no follow-up after that induction.209 A UN education specialist
and an IFE worker both stressed the relative unpreparedness of the new teachers of Za`atari,
especially in light of a student body that is massive in size, possesses a different national
background, and presents a host of psychosocial and socio-emotional challenges to the
educator.210
Low levels of financial compensation and incentives for teachers contribute to the
Jordanian teacher shortage. In addition to a lack of adequate funds allocated to teacher
preparation programs, prospective teachers face a career that, in Jordan, is characterized by low
salaries.211 In his evaluation of the Jordanian educational system, Abdullah al-Rashdan notes that
historically low salaries for teachers have led high-performing students to seek careers in other
professions (a trend largely due to the Tawjihi system, to be discussed in Section B).212
Financial issues have also led Za`atari teachers to walk out on their classrooms, engaging
in a strike during the week of March 15, 2015. The strike was called to protest a delay in salary
payments from the month of January—a traditional month off in the Jordanian school system.213
The Ministry of Education, meanwhile, states that the teachers’ demands are unfounded and that
the continuation of the strike may cost the teachers their jobs. It is possible that the teachers are
motivated by the necessity of early arrivals and late departures due to the double-shift system in
Za`atari’s schools, or by the general assumption that Za`atari is a ‘hazard post.’214 Za`atari camp
does not qualify as a hazard post in humanitarian circles, however, so that particular assumption
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is legally unfounded. In any case, the Za`atari teachers’ strike reveals and presents many dangers
to the future of teacher training in Jordan: first, the impression of being inadequately
compensated for teaching may continue to drive many students away from the teaching
profession, exacerbating the teacher shortage and increasing the number of teachers working
with emergency licenses; second, the possibility of their dismissal presents issues of hiring new
teachers and teacher turnover in Za`atari camp; and third, the teachers’ absence from their
classrooms leaves their students without opportunities for schooling and wears down what
relationships teachers have with their students, making it all the more difficult to build an
effective class environment upon return.
Thus, the refugees of the Syrian crisis have been affected by the problematic aspects of
teacher education in Jordan. But in this particular case, if the practical difficulties inherent to a
rapid influx of a refugee population have created obstacles to preparing teachers to educate their
students effectively, then the educational system itself has presented an equal, if not greater,
challenge to that end. I am referring here to the structure of the Jordanian educational system as a
whole—a theme I take up in the following section.
B. The Socialization of Teachers and the Dominant Pedagogy of Jordan
“It’s impossible to study seriously if the reader faces a text as though magnetized by the author’s
word, mesmerized by a magical force; if the reader behaves passively and becomes
domesticated, trying only to memorize the author’s ideas; if the reader lets himself or herself be
invaded by what the author affirms; if the reader is transformed into a vessel filled by extracts
from an internalized text.”
— Paulo Freire215
“The main classroom activities [in Jordan] are copying from the blackboard, and listening to
the teachers and writing notes. Group work, creative projects, and research are rare. The
common stereotype scene is a frontal teaching with a teacher addressing the whole class. The
individual students are not commonly addressed in the classroom and there is little
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consideration of individual differences in the teaching-learning process. Students are taught to
memorize and retain answers to fairly fixed questions. The authoritarian system is just to
memorize the teacher’s words, regurgitate them as their own and avoid asking questions; which
[is] ultimately resulting in encouraging Paulo Freire calls ‘submission, obedience,
subordination and compliance,’ rather than free thinking.”
— Mona Al-Smadi216
The two quotes given above reflect the essential dichotomy between the aims of problemposing education and the current power dynamics in the Jordanian public schooling system. As
discussed above, official Jordanian standards for teacher training and performance do contain
some elements of Freire’s educational model. In this section, however, I explore how the
socialization of teachers within Jordan’s highly hierarchical system of education largely
precludes the Freirean standards’ implementation.
The socialization of teachers, or the assimilation of teachers into the dominant
educational culture of their school, district, etc., has a powerful impact upon teachers’ role in
their classrooms, pedagogical practices, and attitudes towards teaching. In a 2004 study in the
United States, Betty Achinstein, Rodney T. Ogawa, and Anna Speiglman demonstrate that the
environments in which teachers’ initial teaching experiences take place greatly affect their
efficacy as teachers.217 Furthermore, Matthew Ronfeldt and Michelle Reininger find in their
2012 study that pre-service teachers working in schools without substantial mentoring,
pedagogical support, or cultures conducive to continual professional development are likely to
“reproduce the status quo and become more custodial in orientation.”218 Thus, as John Dewey
warns, “experience is not necessarily educative, and can be miseducative.”219 This is especially
true in the case of the Jordanian educational system, which focuses on top-down classroom
216
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dynamics and student performance on standardized tests.
B.1. Public Education in Jordan: the Tawjihi and Banking Education
Secondary education for Jordanian students culminates in a two-week long series of tests
over all high school subjects; this test is the General Secondary School Certificate Examination
(GSSCE), and is commonly known as the Tawjihi. After completing the full set of tests, the
student’s scores on each test are numerically averaged to a single score out of one hundred, and
this average is then placed against the scores of all other students taking the Tawjihi that year. As
Mona Al-Smadi states in her critique of the Jordanian educational system, the Tawjihi “functions
as both a high school exit test and a college entrance exam,” and “acts as the irrefutable verdict
in university admission.”220 Students who score significantly higher than their classmates are
offered places in the nation’s top universities and are afforded the opportunity to study lucrative
professions such as medicine and engineering. As scores get lower, however, students may be
assigned to majors such as computer science, foreign languages, history, literature, or, coming in
at the bottom of the list, education. As Al-Smadi writes, “the majority of students are assigned to
be teachers, which in most cases [is] far from their interests or even their abilities.”221 In Jordan,
therefore, memorization is effectively the student’s ticket to a successful future.
This culture of testing and test performance naturally affects the ways in which teachers
teach. In a system where student achievement is measured by retention of standardized
information, it follows that teachers are largely encouraged to establish a position of
authoritarianism in the classroom in order to ‘fill the minds’ of their students. The ‘best’
classrooms may therefore be characterized by “one-sided rules and regulations,” a strict
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maintenance of order, and “repetitive drills.”222 In the course of these practices, the relationships
between students and teachers also suffer. A professor at one of the top universities in Jordan
states,
In terms of the role of the student in the educational process, it is as a receiver only, and
the professor is (unfortunately) the sole source of knowledge. Anything that he recites is
the truth, and the relationship between [the student and the teacher] usually ends outside
the classroom and rarely reaches friendship.223
These relationships (or lack thereof) therefore prevent teachers from engaging with their students
as respected collaborators in the learning process.
The pressures placed on teachers in these circumstances necessitate resilience and strong
stress management skills. Teachers are often hired as private tutors to help prepare students for
the Tawjihi exam; consequently, in the run-up to the examinations, teachers “may work up to 12
hours daily.”224 Teachers, especially ones working on a temporary license, may also face further
pressure to ensure their students’ performance. A Jordanian professor notes that, for the past two
years, the Jordanian government has followed a policy of testing Ministry of Education hires on
their academic specialty and in “the other areas of life” (other academic fields, comportment in
the classroom, etc.).225 Teachers who pass are permitted to take courses in “education, pedagogy,
dealing with students, and classroom management”; teachers who fail, however, lose their
jobs.226 As discussed in Chapter 4, therefore, it is necessary for teachers to develop and maintain
their social-emotional competencies in order to positively cope with these stressors.
B.2. Syrian Refugee Students and the Tawjihi
Until relatively recently in Za`atari camp, Syrian refugees’ prospects for education were
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very limited. Most significantly, there are high barriers to education for those students who have
been unable to attend school before their arrival in Za`atari: “In Jordan, any child who misses
more than three years of schooling is not eligible to enroll in formal education.”227 Even if
children have attended school, however, the Jordanian formal education system requires
substantial documentation. Jordanian law requires that any student wishing to take the tenth
grade exam must provide all previous examination results.228 Furthermore, students wishing to
enter into the Tawjihi year must provide proof of their completion of eleventh grade.229 Students
who do come to Jordan with their schooling documentation must have their documents certified
by the Jordanian Ministry of Education; a Za`atari education sector worker told me the story of a
Syrian university student who, over the course of four months, had to get forty-seven stamps on
his school certificates to be able to continue his education where he left off.230
Despite these legal requirements, the Jordanian Ministry of Education did allow forty-two
Syrian students in Za`atari to take the Tawjihi exam in the summer of 2014.231 It appears that the
refugee students were approximately as successful as the average Jordanian sample group, with a
success rate of 40%.232 This apparent success, however, may not be as positive of a development
as it seems. As noted in Chapter 3 and illustrated in Figure 16, Syrian refugee students are right
in questioning what they stand to gain from a Jordanian formal education. And, while they are in
the camp, the teaching strategies necessary to ensure success on the Tawjihi may prevent
students from truly benefiting from their formal education experiences.
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Figure 16:

Formal Education
• Didactic teaching
styles, little input in the
learning process

The Tawjihi Exam
• Test of memorization,
reproduction of
established facts

???
• no legal opportunities
to work
• questionable
recognition of
certification

The Formal Education Path for Za`atari Camp Students

B.3. The Teachers of Za`atari Camp
In the autumn of 2014, the Za`atari Education Sector Working Group (ESWG) released
its report on the accessibility and quality of education for students going to school in the camp.
The report did have positive findings; attendance rates had doubled since the 2013 report, and
75% of children aged twelve to seventeen and 74% of parents “rated the overall quality of
education services available as ‘very good’, ‘good’ or felt ‘neutral.’”233 On the negative side,
however, almost 50% of Za`atari school-aged children were not attending formal classes, and
focus groups identified multiple issues with the teaching styles of the formal sector’s teachers.234
“Interestingly,” the report states, “many of the key challenges that do remain are linked to
relationships” within the educational sphere.235
As previously mentioned, one of the primary factors affecting teacher-student
relationships is the sheer number of students in Za`atari classrooms. A UN education specialist
stated that classrooms are largely “in containers,” holding about ninety to one hundred students
at a time.236 Such class sizes, of course, make it practically impossible for the teacher to develop
233
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meaningful relationships with each student. And while there is usually one Syrian assistant per
every two Jordanian teachers, tensions between the two groups may prevent fully effective
collaboration.237 As many Za`atari teachers are new to the profession, some Syrian assistants feel
frustrated that they are not permitted to become teachers in their own right “given they are fully
qualified teachers [in Syria] and may have more experience than the Jordanian teachers.”238
The inability of Za`atari’s teachers to meet the individual needs of the students was one
of the principle sources of dissatisfaction with the formal education sector. Children who are
behind in coursework or are not in the right mental-emotional state to learn may find themselves
lost in a “One Size Fits All” system.239 One young dropout from the formal schools stated, “the
teacher said to me don’t come back here because i [sic] can’t read or write.”240 It is possible to
surmise that, given the number of children in his or her classroom, that teacher was unable to
cope with one child who required significant extra instruction and attention.
In a focus group, one of parents’ major concerns was that “teachers don’t build
relationships with the students.”241 In addition to the many reports of violence and verbal abuse
discussed in Chapter 4, students and parents alike cited instances of distinct unprofessionalism
and a lack of investment in the well-being of students. For example, one student who dropped
out of formal schooling reported, “We go to school and don’t learn anything because the teacher
always plays on his phone.”242 Other reports described teachers “eating, drinking, smoking and
putting on makeup during class.”243 The ESWG document notes that these behaviors are likely
“an effect of the extremely difficult teaching and learning environment as well as a cause of it”;
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it further recognizes, however, that such behaviors contribute to students’ perceptions that formal
education is low-quality and not worth their time.244
To be clear, the ESWG report finds that most teachers, students, and parents believe that
the “overall quality of formal schooling in Za’atari camp has improved in the past year or at least
stayed the same.”245 However, continued improvements are sorely needed, especially in the
preparation of teachers and the methods they use. The ESWG report recommends further
training, materials, and lesson plans for teachers as well as increased monitoring of teachers by
school administrations or committees.246 I contend, however, that the training that Za`atari
teachers require must extend far beyond the occasional training session or increased monitoring
by their superiors. Teachers must be prepared to interact dialogically with their students—a
practice which would go against the dominant culture of the Jordanian formal education system.
I argue that the very attitude of this system must change, and that formal sector Za`atari teachers
can learn crucial lessons from the facilitators of the informal sector.
C. The Facilitators of Za`atari: Teaching in the Informal Sector
A March 2015 UNICEF report states, “While the process of expanding and improving the
quality of the formal education system needs to continue and accelerate, it will not meet the
needs of the currently out-of-school children in the near future.”247 For this reason, the informal
education sector of Za`atari plays a central role in meeting the educational needs of the camp’s
children. The informal education programs available in Za`atari camp are numerous and varied.
Figure 4 in Chapter 2 lists some of these programs (see events marked in yellow); as is evident in
the figure, the programs and activities can “range from recreational activities to literacy/
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Figure 17:248

numeracy, and life skills sessions.”249 In this section, I
discuss student attitudes towards informal education, some

"I love coming because
the teachers tell us, if
you face anything, you
can come back to me
and discuss the
problem."

of the programs offered and the ways in which their
facilitators teach, and efforts to standardize informal
education across Za`atari camp. From this information, I
conclude that problem-posing education has a far greater

"They let us have a
diary to write what
happened to us."

presence in Za`atari’s informal education sector than it has
in the camp’s formal sector.
C.1. Student Reasons for Attending Informal Programs

"I was shy but now I
participate and became
more confident."

In Section A of this chapter, I identified some of the
complaints Za`atari students voiced about their formal
education classes. Many of those complaints gain further

"They teach us how to
participate in our
communities, how to
participate in
everything."

significance when juxtaposed with the reasons for which
students enjoy, and usually prefer, informal programs.
According to a UN education specialist, informal programs
are generally more fun, liked more, and less threatening to

"Teachers are
collaborating with
students, so we like this
centre."

students with a wide range of educational backgrounds and
life experiences.250 Because of these characteristics—and
the rampant overcrowding in formal schools—many

"When you come here,
there is no need to be
afraid or scared from
anything."

students “go to informal programs in lieu of class.”251 The
2014 ESWG study of Za`atari education affirms these
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Figure 18:252
Target Group
Secondary
School-Aged
Boys
Secondary
School-Aged
Girls

Formal Education
Status in Za`atari
Dropped Out

Arabic literacy, barbering, masonry/construction

Never Enrolled

Arabic literacy, religious education, metal work, carpentry

Dropped Out

Tailoring, sewing, cooking, computers, cosmetics/makeup

Never Enrolled

Arabic (especially grammar), English, art, health related, about
life in Jordan, first aid, computers

Interests in Non-Formal/Informal Education

Trainings in Which Za`atari Secondary School Aged Children Expressed Interest

generalizations. In conversations with students who had dropped out of formal classes, ESWG
researchers found that those students preferred informal programs because they felt that their
facilitators were more professional, more relatable (as they can be Syrians as well), and less
physically and verbally violent.253 The statements in Figure 17 were made by students in an
ESWG focus group when they were asked about the informal education programs they attend.
The statements suggest the development of meaningful, positive relationships with the programs’
facilitators, who engage with issues facing the students in their daily lives. Figure 18, also
derived from the ESWG report, demonstrates that students are highly interested in educational
opportunities that have direct relevance to their lives. Organizations providing services that
engage personally with the child, therefore, have much higher chances of attracting students and
providing them with some level of education.
It should also be briefly noted that while informal education does have a significant
presence in Za`atari camp, it in no way compensates for the lack of educational availability in the
camp as a whole. At the time of the publication of the ESWG report, 28.3% of 6-17 year-olds in
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Za`atari camp had “never attended formal or informal education.”254 Attempts by informal
programs to attract more students, while often effective, may also draw some students out of the
camp’s formal classrooms. Teachers and students in the formal sector reported that students
sometimes left school in favor of informal programs; this phenomenon is a testament to the
appeal and positive interactions common to much of the IFE sector.255
C.2. Informal Education and Problem-posing Pedagogy
The evidence presented above strongly suggests that Freirean modes of educating are
more prevalent in Za`atari camp’s informal sector than in its formal one. It is necessary,
however, to examine more closely exactly what those practices mean for facilitators. It is
necessary to note that, as the informal sector is not currently held to any centralized standards or
curricula, it is impossible to make any generalized statements about pedagogy present in all IFE
programs. Instead, I aim to draw from specific examples of informal programs in order to
examine the ways in which Za`atari facilitators are implementing Freirean practices.
The first two programs I discuss here are those held in mosques and those run by the
Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC). Though it is difficult to find direct information regarding
these programs’ facilitators, they both share some of the essential characteristics of the Freirean
model. First, both mosque and NRC-hosted educational programs make efforts to be easily
accessible for as many students as possible, in contrast to the exclusionary policies of the formal
sector. As can be seen in Appendix B, the most popular type of informal education among
Za`atari children is religious education. This may largely be to the fact that there are far more
mosques than schools in Za`atari, so mosques are often far closer to students’ homes than other
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service providers.256 Similarly, the NRC has recently expanded its efforts to reach the students of
District 10 with its catch-up classes.257 These aspects reflect a culture of growth, acceptance, and
grounding in local circumstances—an important socializing factor for facilitators working in the
programs.
Second, both types of informal programs provide a wide range of learning opportunities
to meet the needs and interests of the students. In addition to religious education, mosque-run
programs were reported to also general education subjects such as “history, sport, and Arabic.”258
NRC programs, meanwhile, offer a range of courses such as “tailoring, barbering, beautician
arts, mechanics, electrical wiring, office management” and sports activities as well as a
mandatory set of courses in “Arabic, maths and English.”259 In this way, students can actively
choose which courses they would like to take, asserting their agency and creating an emotional
attachment to their learning. It is the duty of the facilitator to nurture that emotional connection
and to enable the child to discover knowledge in his or her own way.
The third informal program that I address is Questscope. As noted in Chapter 4,
Questscope was explicitly founded upon Freirean theories of pedagogy and learning. According
to Questscope publications, the organization works to educate and empower through three axes
of learning: individual transformation, community involvement, and policy change.260 The
organization describes its teaching methodologies as “highly participatory” and stresses
restorative justice.261 Figure 19, for example, is a still from a short video produced by
Questscope in which the facilitator pictured describes the Freirean breakdown of the teacher-
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Figure 19:262

A Still From “Questscope Education”

student hierarchy. And although it originally developed its services to provide non-formal
education to Jordanian nationals (see Chapter 4), Questscope has reapplied its standards of
teaching and learning to the children of the Syrian crisis.
According to one informal education sector worker in Za`atari, Questscope is remarkable
in that it focuses upon the two pillars of Freire’s theories—dialogue and relationships—in all of
its work.263 This work extends to the training and evaluation of facilitators. Many facilitators, the
worker explained, are at first accustomed to the didactic styles of teaching that were prevalent in
their own educational experiences. For that reason, Questscope requires ninety hours of training
for its facilitators, highlighting such practices as “dialogue, manipulating power structures,
creating roles for people who are marginalized, kids generating learning content… [and setting]
up classes for peer-to-peer learning.” Facilitator performance is then monitored through the
testing of students in core subjects as well as evaluating students’ social-emotional
competencies. The Za`atari IFE worker also stressed that those students and facilitators that score
lower on their evaluations then get further attention and support, rather than simply being ejected
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from school or fired. Questscope, therefore, makes an active effort to ensure that its facilitators
engage in problem-solving teaching.
C.3. Standardization and the Makani Initiative
“I Am Safe, I Learn, I Connect” — Makani Program Motto
Aid agencies in Za`atari camp have recognized the influence of informal education
programs; in 2015, UNICEF announced its “Makani [My Space] Initiative,” an effort to
standardize UN-funded informal education programs across Jordan. This effort aims to ensure
that informal programs provide both educational content and psychosocial support.264 To this
end, UNICEF has stated that it plans to concentrate its efforts in 220 centers throughout the
country, where children can more easily access “comprehensive services.”265 The standards for
the initiative’s educational services reflect a Freirean influence, in keeping with the international
standards for refugee education discussed in Chapter 3. Among the Makani standards for the
ideal classroom are: the presence of at least one facilitator and one volunteer per classroom,
“[l]earning materials used interactively by groups of learners,” “[d]esks in groups and or tables
allowing for student interaction,” and “learner-centered activities” with facilitators moving “from
learner to learner providing individual/group support.”266 The full set of standards for the Makani
Initiative can be viewed in Appendix C.
As this study has discussed in other sections, however, even the most well-informed
standards are difficult to implement within the political, social, economic, logistical, and other
constraints of particular contexts. One Za`atari education worker expressed the concern that the
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standards of the Makani program would only be cumbersome to IFE organizations already doing
good work, and that pedagogical differences would remain despite promises to the contrary.267
Because of these difficulties, I argue that the standardization of informal education in Jordan will
not prove a sufficient long-term solution to the education crisis facing the nation’s Syrian refugee
population. The existence and the success of the informal sector are largely due to the
shortcomings of the formal sector. And as the formal sector is the only route to official
certification and thus to the remote chance of students’ work being recognized outside Za`atari
camp, it is necessary to amend and develop the formal sector to more fully meet students needs.
Teachers in the formal sector must therefore be trained to adopt the more dialogical and agencybuilding practices found in the informal sector.
I would like to point out here that this does not mean that all teachers in all formal
Za`atari classrooms engage in purely didactic, banking styles of education. As a UN education
specialist notes, there are some truly inspiring teachers working in the camp, often paying out of
their own pockets for supplies and activities to enhance their students’ educational
experiences.268 Similarly, not all informal programs are paragons of Freirean education. Rather, I
argue that there are valuable lessons to be learned from the work being done in the informal
education sector which have the potential to substantially improve the quality of the teaching in
Za`atari’s formal sector. In my concluding chapter, I discuss some of these lessons along with
the probability of their implementation.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and Recommendations

Through the course of this study, I have demonstrated the vast benefits of Paulo Freire’s
problem-posing education, especially in refugee contexts. For the future of the children of the
Syrian crisis, it is vital that teachers be trained in pedagogical techniques that are dialogical,
personal, and tied to the lived experiences of their students. However, there is little space for
Freirean modes of teaching in formal classrooms marked by overcrowding, questionable
outcomes for students, and a heavy emphasis on rote learning and test performance. It has
therefore largely fallen to facilitators in Za`atari camp’s informal educational programs to
provide the dialogical, relationship-based environments children need to learn effectively.
In this final chapter, I offer recommendations for concrete practices through which
Za`atari teachers can approximate their teaching towards the problem-posing model. The
efficacy of these methods, however, will remain severely limited so long as the Jordanian formal
educational system is incapable, in both infrastructure and culture, of reaching the full Syrian
refugee student population and of incorporating the pedagogical practices necessary to educate
them well. Good teaching requires good training; Za`atari’s teachers are therefore in need of preservice education that will prepare them for their posts, as well as the necessary institutional
support to implement Freirean pedagogy on a systemic level.
A. The Demonstrated Needs of Za`atari Camp Teachers
One of the primary needs of Za`atari’s teachers is further training and professional
development. As discussed in Chapter 4 (Section E) and Chapter 5 (Section A), both
international and Jordanian teacher preparation standards reflect aspects of Freire’s pedagogical
methods. In practice, however, the difficulties and obstacles particular to Za`atari camp prevent
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those standards from being met. The various and ongoing training initiatives developed by the
Queen Rania Teacher Academy, UNESCO, and UNICEF (see Chapter 5) represent a step in the
right direction. Such trainings need to be available to all teachers working with Syrian refugee
students, however, and must be reinforced through follow-up sessions and teacher observations.
Similarly, because many of the teachers working in Za`atari camp have only temporary or
emergency teaching licenses, the Jordanian Ministry of Education and camp authorities should
ensure that camp teachers are receiving the training and support that they legally require.
Additional teacher training is especially crucial given the challenging conditions in which
Za`atari teachers work. In order to be successful, these trainings should also occur in tandem
with the provision of effective spaces, supplies, and teacher psychosocial support. The Education
Sector Working Group, for example, identifies “concerning incidents of unprofessionalism
and… physical violence by teachers” as unacceptable reactions to the Za`atari working
conditions.269 Violence in schools, however, may be difficult to eradicate though trainings and
workshops while teachers feel that they are under physical threat in their classrooms and are
pressured to maintain their dominance.
Though classroom infrastructure is not the focus of this study, I recognize its central
importance in the establishment of the learning environment. As mentioned in Chapter 5 (Section
B), Za`atari classrooms are commonly “in containers” hosting up to one hundred students—
circumstances one UN education specialist wryly described as “not the ideal arrangement.”270
Poor physical classroom spaces and limited access to water, sanitation and hygiene services at
school are also identified as “potential barriers” to quality education in Za`atari camp.271
Similarly, overcrowding, massive class sizes, and a lack of adequate textbooks and teaching
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supplies are significant barriers to effective, relationship-based teaching.272 The opening of the
new Za`atari schools should alleviate some of these issues; the teacher shortage, however, is
proving a further obstacle to this solution.
It is therefore necessary to incentivize potential teachers to enter the profession and to
work with refugee populations. As noted by al-Rashdan in his study of the Jordanian education
system (see Chapter 5, Section A), teachers in Jordan receive relatively low salaries and
compensation for their work. Combined with the Tawjihi system, which places low-performing
students on the track to become teachers, this phenomenon presents teaching as a non-prestigious
career path. The absence of adequate compensation is compounded in Za`atari camp, where
working conditions place added stress and pressures upon teachers; it is likely that such stress is
a large factor behind the Za`atari teachers’ strike of March 2015 (see Chapter 5, Section A).
When asked about his personal ideal for the development of teaching in Za`atari camp, one UN
education specialist said that he envisioned a “system that focuses on incentives,” with
assessments of indicators such as classroom management and inclusivity as pathways to
promotions.273 He further stated that teachers must feel value from their work. I argue that such
incentives, as well as rewards for completing trainings, may help Za`atari teachers to feel valued
and be more prepared to cope with the strains of the camp environment.
However, it is unlikely that the infrastructure of the Za`atari education sector is likely to
drastically improve in the near future. I make this assertion based upon the minimal funding
received by organizations working to aid Syrian refugees across the Middle East. As of March
24, 2015, aid organizations in the regional had received less than ten percent of the 4.5 billion

272

Education Sector Working Group, Access to Education for Syrian Refugee Children in Zaatari Camp, 78 and
"Syrian Teacher Tells about School Life at Jordan Refugee Camp," Theirworld (”We/Us”), accessed April 11, 2015.
273
UN Education Specialist, Personal Interview.

81
dollars requested to provide services over the course of 2015.274 Regionally, then, aid
organizations are not equipped to provide services they recognize as necessary. This is also true
in Jordan, specifically, where a UNICEF representative stated in March 2015 that his
organization had received “only $32 million of the $179 million it requires to meet the needs of
children in Jordan”; this underfunding played a significant role in the development of the Makani
program, through which UNICEF plans to concentrate its services.275 Much of the financial
burden of improving Za`atari education may therefore fall upon the Jordanian government. In
Section C, I discuss the possibility of systemic reform of the Jordanian educational system; it is
possible that preparing teachers for a Freirean model and socializing them into a culture of
student empowerment from the beginning may alleviate the need for special trainings (or retrainings) later on in their teaching careers, and thus alleviate some of those costs. Because
systemic reform is a significant project, however, this transformation is likely to take an
extended period of time (if adopted at all). Thus, in the following section, I offer some specific,
feasible pedagogical practices that Za`atari teachers may use to build dialogue, positive
relationships, and real-world connections within their classrooms.
B. Applying Best Practices: Freirean Methods for the Formal Classroom
“Many of the successes of IFE service are not easily transferable to schools due to larger
student numbers, yet the wide gap between the quality of IFE and formal education creates the
potential to discourage students from attending school. Addressing fundamental issues, such as
violence at school, would go some way in tackling this. For example, students who have
dropped-out described better bonds with teachers in IFEs as a reason why they perceive it as a
better alternative to formal school. It is recommended that best practices from IFEs are applied
within formal school settings where appropriate e.g. the stronger links and communication with
parents.”
— Education Sector Working Group, Za`atari Camp 276
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In light of these difficult and complex circumstances surrounding education in Za`atari
camp, I here provide a small set of concrete practices for Za`atari teachers to employ in their
classrooms. In keeping with Freire’s problem-posing ideas and drawing upon the principles of
social neuroscience (see Chapter 4), I identify practices that enable teachers to engage with their
students on a personal, meaningful level and that allow students to have agentive learning
experiences. I do recognize that it is unlikely that all of these practices will be applicable to every
formal Za`atari classroom—especially given the pressures of the Tawjihi testing system; I argue,
however, that by adopting some of these methods, Za`atari teachers may help in changing the
educational culture from one of test-focused dictation to one of student-centered exploration.
B.1. Practice 1: Recognizing Each Student’s Presence
As simple as it may seem, the mere act of recognizing the presence of a student in a
classroom can significantly contribute to his or her emotional attachment to the class. In Chapter
4, I discuss how teachers are capable of forming relationships similar to the parent-child bond
with their students; this is impossible, however, if a teacher does not speak to that student nor
know his or her name. In smaller classes, teachers may be able to implement this strategy by
individually commenting on each student’s work; in the large classes of Za`atari camp, student
recognition could also be as simple as greeting each student by name as they enter the classroom.
In this way, the teacher can ensure that each student feels noticed and valued, building a personal
relationship between him- or herself and the student.
B.2. Practice 2: Classroom Arrangement
The second strategy I suggest for Za`atari teachers is the conscious arrangement of the
classroom. Where possible, Za`atari camp teachers can avoid physical arrangements of desks,
seats, or other objects that place the focus upon the teacher. One professional development pack
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concentrating on cultural and religious diversity,

Figure 20:

for example, notes that classrooms in which all
students face the teacher place the teacher at the
center of attention—the symbolic center of
learning processes.277 Classrooms in which
students face each other, meanwhile, encourage
student-centered learning and empowerment. As
an example, Figure 20 depicts a Save the Children

Za`atari Students Attend an Informal
Class Run by Save the Children

informal sector classroom in Za`atari camp; the teacher sits in an equal position to the students,
creating an environment of mutual respect.278 Though the exact arrangement of classrooms
depend greatly on class size, grade level, and disciplinary issues, formal sector teachers in
Za`atari can, when possible, attempt to arrange their classrooms in similar ways. For diagrams of
teacher-centered vs. student-centered classroom arrangements, please see Appendix D.
B.3. Practice 3: Movement Around the Classroom
It is possible, given the large class sizes and physical constraints of Za`atari’s formal
classrooms, that teachers will be unable to arrange their classrooms in student-focused ways. In
this case, it is important that the teacher moves throughout the classroom as he or she teaches. As
discussed in Chapter 5, poor relationships with teachers were one of the main reasons that
students dropped out of formal classes. A teacher who moves throughout the classroom is more
able to engage students who feel more physically and emotionally distant; he or she is also better
able to work the physical space of the classroom into a more cohesive, less hierarchical unit.
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B.4. Practice 4: Setting Classroom Expectations/Norms
In order to preserve discipline and positive behaviors in the classroom, it is necessary to
establish classroom rules and expectations; if the teacher imposes these rules unilaterally,
however, they may contribute to a banking-style power dynamic in which the teacher dictates to
the students. Where possible, therefore, Za`atari camp teachers can involve their students in the
rulemaking process; This practice diminishes the hierarchical dynamic of the traditional
classroom and gives students chance to express what is important to them in their learning
environment.
It is also important, however, that the teacher serves as an example of the behaviors he or
she expects in the classroom. As discussed in Chapter 4, though the Freirean teacher should not
be authoritarian, he or she should be authoritative; the teacher should therefore use his or her
authority to serve as a role model for the character of the classroom. Active listening, for
example, can demonstrate to students that their opinion is valued and encourage them to actively
listen to their peers. Teachers in Za`atari camp are also likely to come across conflict in their
classrooms (see Chapter 4, Section D). Many inexperienced teachers, when faced with such
situations, are tempted to resort to authoritarian measures; responding to conflict calmly,
however, actually improves the teacher’s management of a classroom. For example, in a
discussion of racial conflict in the classroom, Howard Stevenson writes, “faculty who view racial
stress in the classroom as more of a challenge and less of a threat are significantly better at
management of classroom structure and student defiance than clusters of teachers who view
classroom racial stress as threatening.”279 By reacting to conflict as a ‘teachable moment,’
Za`atari teachers can also set the norm of defusing conflict. Thus, formal sector teachers can
interact with their students to form an environment not of competing voices and escalation, but
279
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rather one of respectful conversation.
B.5. Practice 5: Student Collaboration and Group Work
With the norm of respectful classroom interactions in place, Za`atari teachers can then
also encourage their students to share their work, help other students with difficult tasks, and
learn from their classmates. In language, history, or other ‘soft subject’ classes, students may be
able to share their own experiences or understandings of the world; in ‘hard subject’ classes,
where such conversations may not fit into the topic at hand, the teacher can encourage students
to share their problem-solving strategies. The practice of student input into their learning
processes brings personal element into classwork. Even if work is initially done individually,
engaging in collaborative processes fosters a human element and allows students to emotionally
connect both with the work and with each other. This practice is also particularly relevant for
classrooms marked by overcrowding. In such cases, it is likely that the teacher will be unable to
be the focus of relationship-building for every student; if a teacher is unable to connect with a
student, he or she will at least be able to build meaningful learning relationships with his or her
classmates.
B.6. Practice 6: Discussion/Recognition of Relevant Topics
Ideally, the problem-posing model of education provides students with a large amount of
choice regarding curriculum content. Students experience their education through the lenses of
their personal experiences, cultures, and identities. It is therefore impossible to divorce students’
education from what is happening in the world around them; any attempts to do so are more
harmful than helpful. If students feel emotionally threatened or chronically stressed, their
learning will be impeded.280 Discussing the problems and issues that students face, therefore, can
help students to process through these difficulties and build stronger neural connections to
280
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classroom content (see Chapter 4, Section C).

Figure 21:281
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of the conversation. In Chapter 4, Section B.3,
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I mention a Freirean-inspired guidebook for
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health workers in humanitarian situations.282
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This book stresses the importance of openended questions in inviting students (or

The Key Word and Open-Ended Discussion

community members) to freely examine the conditions surrounding their own lives. Werner and
Bower’s method of the “key word or picture” is especially appropriate for the Za`atari
classroom; as demonstrated in Figure 12, a key word or picture that does not “take sides or spell
everything out” can lead to “discussion in many new directions.”283 In keeping with the problemposing model, the teacher cannot dictate the results of such a discussion, but rather “must be
prepared to have the group come up with answers and ideas completely different from what she
had expected.”284 This means that students have an active input into their learning, and can
therefore build much stronger emotional connections to the content in the classroom.
As discussed in Chapter 3, however, the circumstances surrounding Za`atari camp’s
formal classrooms preclude the use of a purely student-generated curriculum. Za`atari teachers
should, however, at least acknowledge the issues and events that are important to their students;
by doing so, they can build stronger relationships with their students while integrating their
281
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classroom more deeply into their students’ lived experiences.
B.7. Practice 7: Communication and Coordination with the Wider Community
The final Freirean practice that I suggest for the teachers of Za`atari camp is to increase
communication and coordination with their students’ families, informal education providers, and
other aid providers. Further communication is recommended by the Education Sector Working
Group, which notes that teacher-parent communication could ameliorate attendance issues, just
as communication between the formal and informal sectors could prevent the scheduling of
informal sector events during formal class times.285 Specifically, the ESWG recommends
“forming a committee of Syrian teachers and community members (two persons from every
street)” to keep track of and follow up on student absences from formal classes. Incorporating
Syrian refugee adults into the educational process can be empowering for both the students and
the adults in question; in a video about the Questscope mentoring program, one Syrian volunteer
states that her work with children in Za`atari “was a big window of hope that opened up and
brightened our lives.”286 The ESWG also suggests greater collaboration with the IFE-providing
mosques (see Chapter 5, Section C).287 The mosques’ programs, the ESWG report argues, may
serve as a model for building school-community relations. Building such relations is especially
important given that, according to one UN education specialist, Za`atari teachers are generally
“too overwhelmed” to keep track of all of the events and programs happening in the camp.288 By
coming together with community leaders, informal sector facilitators, and their fellow teachers,
formal sector teachers can therefore collaborate to create a space of shared information and
discussion of best practices. Within the classroom, teachers can also invite students to work
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together to create a map or calendar of places and events that are important to them.
C. The Need for Systemic Reform
The classroom strategies suggested above are intended for individual teachers in Za`atari
to implement in their classrooms. While these suggested practices may be steppingstones to
change in Za`atari camp’s educational culture, they and the training discussed in Section A will
have far greater impact if integrated into a system that supports Freirean teaching. It is
unfortunately likely, however, that the exclusionary policies and systemic reinforcement of
banking modes of education characteristic to the Jordanian formal education sector will prevent
the recommended practices from having any wide-ranging impact. It is therefore my conclusion
that, though individual teachers in Za`atari may adopt Freirean pedagogical styles, these
individual teaching decisions are effectually overridden by the banking elements of the Jordanian
education system. In order for formal refugee education in Za`atari camp to be truly effective,
therefore, it may be necessary to reform the Jordanian educational system as a whole.
There are multiple factors that make national educational reform in Jordan a viable
possibility. First, many Jordanian educators and aid workers recognize the need for changes in
the educational system. Professor Mona Al-Smadi, for example, recommends extensive
curriculum reform, with students having the ability to collaborate with the teacher and explore
their own interests.289 A UN education specialist also stated that he envisions a shift from a
“system in which teachers [are] focusing on rote learning and teaching to the test to one that is
competency-based.”290 Current collaboration efforts between the Jordanian Ministry of
Education and international education agencies open the door for such changes. The desire of
Jordanian educators for a reformed system is also evident in national codified standards; the Pre-
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Service Teacher Qualification and Licensure Program, for example, includes many Freirean
standards in its teacher preparation agenda.
It is therefore clear that individuals and institutions within Jordan support educational
reform. What remains to be seen, however, is whether it is in the interests of Jordanian state to
amend its educational system, especially for the Syrian refugee population. The majority of
Jordan’s policies towards the Syrian refugees within its borders have indicated that the Jordanian
state does not foresee a prolonged Syrian stay within Jordanian territory. As discussed in Chapter
3, the use of the Jordanian curriculum appears to have resulted from necessity rather than
political vision; the inability of Syrian refugees to integrate into the Jordanian workforce, in
particular, points to the Jordanian government’s attempts to sequester the Syrian population out
of Jordanian society. Even the Za`atari camp ESWG report stresses the likelihood of repatriation.
The report states that Za`atari curricula should be “reviewed to address whether it is sufficiently
challenging and incorporates aspects of the Syrian curriculum which would be of long-term use
to a community which has a strong desire, and belief, in one day returning to Syria.”291 It is also
questionable whether Jordan would be willing to undertake educational reform in a period
marked by extreme expenditures, social, political and economic tensions, and regional
sectarianism. With these conditions in mind, it is possible that Jordan will want to protect its
status as the most stable country of the Levant rather than overhaul the foundation of its social
and economic composition. Efforts such as the Makani program implicitly acknowledge that the
formal education system in Jordan is not likely to change soon, and that the informal sector must
step forward to fill the gaps left for the Syrian refugee students.
On a global level, this study highlights the interplay of teacher qualification, pedagogy,
curricula, educational infrastructure, and national policies in refugee education. The obstacles
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that stand between Za`atari’s teachers and preparation to teach their students in effective,
Freirean styles indicate the difficulties inherent to coordinating a humanitarian response under
the auspices of a national government. As a UN education specialist states, “improving takes
time… we’re dealing with a country with a functional government, so we have to work within
the system.”292 On one hand, this phenomenon can be used as evidence in support of the
education of refugees outside of host countries’ educational systems, as with the Afghan refugee
curriculum discussed in Chapter 3, Section B. On the other hand, as the INEE states, “Crises can
offer an opportunity for national authorities, communities and international stakeholders to work
together for social transformation by creating more equitable educational systems and
structures.”293 And, as the UN education specialist added in reference to the Za`atari situation,
“This can be a unique opportunity to challenge how [we] do teacher training in this country.”294
D. Recommendations for Future Study
The data for this study was collected entirely from second- or third-party sources. I
recommend, in order to better understand the effects of Freirean educational practices on the
students of Za`atari camp, that studies be performed on the ground in Za`atari camp, using data
from Za`atari teachers, facilitators, students, and other members of the community. Furthermore,
it is necessary to study to what extent the practices recommended in this thesis are effective
within Za`atari classrooms, and which trainings best enable Za`atari teachers to promote
problem-posing techniques. Finally, further investigations should be made into the possibility of
Jordanian educational reform, as well as the costs and benefits of such an endeavor for the
Jordanian state.
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While this is an academic thesis, the circumstances described wherein are a lived reality
for tens of thousands. The issues addressed here are pressing and demand a rapid response. As
the Syria crisis continues, the temporary displacement of Syrian populations is becoming
increasingly permanent. The growing city of Za`atari camp therefore requires a functional,
effectual formal schooling system to best serve the needs of its students. In Za`atari camp, access
to quality, humanizing education may pull children away from destructive paths that perpetuate
conflict and inequality and guide them towards paths of peace, cooperation, and empowerment.
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Appendices:
Appendix A: “Units of General Education/Pedagogy,” from the 2010 PreService Teacher Qualification and Licensure Program295
Topic
The
Educational
System

Subtopic

My Career as a
Teacher

Qualities of the
Teacher
The
Educated
Teacher

The Teacher as a
Leader

295

Individual Requirements/Skills
• Professional	
  status,	
  rights,	
  and	
  duties	
  
• The	
  national	
  standards	
  for	
  the	
  teaching	
  profession	
  
• Professional	
  and	
  moral	
  code	
  of	
  conduct	
  for	
  the	
  teacher	
  
• Legislation	
  related	
  to	
  the	
  profession	
  
• The	
  career	
  path	
  of	
  the	
  teacher	
  
Skills:
• Verbal	
  and	
  nonverbal	
  communication;	
  communication	
  with	
  students,	
  
colleagues,	
  and	
  parents	
  
• Arabic	
  language	
  and	
  English	
  language	
  skills	
  in	
  reading,	
  writing,	
  
speaking,	
  and	
  understanding	
  of	
  educational	
  terminology	
  and	
  concepts	
  
Research and Investigation/Inquiry:
• Information	
  and	
  communication	
  technology	
  
• Analysis,	
  synthesis,	
  and	
  critical	
  thinking	
  skills	
  
• Self-‐reflection	
  and	
  the	
  identification	
  of	
  challenges	
  
Knowledge:
• Knowledge	
  of	
  general	
  pedagogy,	
  subject-‐specific	
  pedagogy,	
  and	
  
teaching	
  and	
  evaluation	
  methods	
  
• Knowledge	
  of	
  the	
  learning	
  environment	
  and	
  the	
  effective	
  school	
  
• Knowledge	
  of	
  the	
  characteristics	
  of	
  learners	
  and	
  the	
  challenges	
  they	
  
face	
  
Orientations:
• Positive,	
  constructive	
  attitudes	
  towards	
  change,	
  development,	
  
creativity,	
  talent,	
  and	
  excellence	
  
• Responsibility	
  toward	
  students,	
  their	
  learning,	
  their	
  different	
  
individual	
  needs,	
  and	
  their	
  diversity	
  
• An	
  appreciation	
  of	
  the	
  values	
  of	
  beauty,	
  literature,	
  the	
  fine	
  arts,	
  theatre,	
  
and	
  sport	
  
• The	
  values	
  and	
  beliefs	
  of	
  tolerance,	
  openness,	
  acceptance	
  of	
  others,	
  
moderation,	
  openness	
  to	
  other	
  cultures,	
  and	
  appreciation	
  of	
  diversity	
  
Personal and Professional Qualities
• Self-‐confidence,	
  self-‐respect,	
  and	
  love	
  for	
  the	
  profession	
  
• [Respect	
  for	
  and	
  understanding	
  of]	
  the	
  differences	
  between	
  students	
  
(gender,	
  marital	
  status,	
  the	
  country	
  vs.	
  the	
  city,	
  etc.)296	
  
• The	
  teacher	
  as	
  a	
  role	
  model	
  
• Personal	
  philosophy,	
  attitudes,	
  and	
  lifelong	
  learning	
  
• Honesty	
  and	
  integrity	
  
• Citizenship	
  and	
  belonging	
  
• Mission	
  and	
  vision	
  in	
  educating	
  [new]	
  generations	
  	
  

Ministry of Education, Pre-Service Teacher Qualification and Licensure Program, 8-9.
Note: due to a formatting error, the original table omits the text provided here in brackets, which is here an
approximation of the assumed intent of the writer.
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Planning the
Teaching and
Learning
Process

Teaching
and
Learning

The
Implementation
of Education in
the Classroom
The Assessment
of Learning
Outcomes
Supporting
Activities for
School
Curricula

The School

The
Educational
Environment

The Students of
the Classroom

Utilities
(Infrastructure)

• The	
  diverse	
  sources	
  of	
  learning	
  
• Educational	
  planning	
  	
  
• Modes	
  of	
  lesson	
  planning	
  (at	
  the	
  level	
  of	
  the	
  lesson,	
  the	
  unit,	
  the	
  
semester,	
  the	
  year,	
  etc.)	
  
• Necessary	
  planning	
  authorities	
  
• Classroom	
  management	
  
• Ways	
  and	
  means	
  of	
  effective	
  teaching/learning:	
  active	
  learning,	
  critical	
  
thinking,	
  proficiency-‐based	
  learning,	
  interactive	
  methods,	
  
collaborative	
  work,	
  stimulating	
  students	
  and	
  sparking	
  their	
  motivation	
  
for	
  learning	
  
• Types	
  of	
  assessment	
  
• Building	
  assessment	
  tools	
  
• Mechanisms	
  of	
  assessment	
  implementation	
  
• Analysis	
  of	
  assessment	
  data	
  
• Building	
  remedial	
  plans	
  in	
  the	
  light	
  of	
  assessment	
  results	
  
• The	
  role	
  of	
  activities	
  supplementary	
  to	
  the	
  curriculum	
  in	
  building	
  the	
  
learner’s	
  character	
  (music,	
  theater,	
  drawing,	
  rhetoric,	
  debate,	
  dialogue,	
  
and	
  seminars)	
  
•
•
•
•

Discipline,	
  school	
  violence,	
  and	
  conflict	
  resolution	
  
Leadership	
  
Fellowship	
  and	
  learning	
  communities	
  
The	
  relationship	
  with	
  society	
  (the	
  social	
  role	
  of	
  the	
  teacher,	
  community	
  
service,	
  students	
  [as]	
  the	
  future	
  of	
  society)	
  

Team-‐building	
  
Teamwork	
  and	
  learning	
  networks	
  
Rules	
  of	
  behavior	
  in	
  the	
  classroom	
  
Learning	
  communities	
  
Standards	
  of	
  safety	
  and	
  the	
  safe	
  use	
  of	
  facilities	
  (the	
  laboratory,	
  the	
  
library,	
  the	
  common	
  spaces,	
  etc.)	
  
• Features	
  of	
  the	
  safe	
  school	
  environment	
  
•
•
•
•
•
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Appendix B: Statistics of Education Attendance in Za`atari Camp
1. [Formal Education] Attendance Rates Among Eligible Children, by Age and Sex:297
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2. [Formal Education] Attendance Status Among All Children Aged 6-17:298
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3. Type of Informal Education Attended by Age:299
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Appendix C: Proposed Standards for the Al-Makani Initiative301
Standard
Definition
Number of days
IFE offered per
week/subject
Number of
students in a
class
Number of
facilitators per
IFE subjects per
20-25 students
Learning
Materials

Level 1

Room
arrangement

Technology
Learner records
(intake
assessment,
progress
reports, teacher
observations)

Inclusive
composition of
session

301

Level 3

Level 4

Class meets 1
day/week/subject

Class meets 2
days/week/subject

Class meets 3-4
days/week/subject

Class meets 5-6
days/week/subject

More than 40

30-40

25-30

20-25

One volunteer per
subject

One facilitator per
subject

One facilitator and one volunteer per subject

Learning materials
available but not in
use

Learning materials
only in use by
facilitator

Learning materials
used by learners on
a 1 x 1 basis

Learning materials used
interactively by groups
of learners

Facilitator centered
and not levelled

Facilitator centered
and students are
engaged – answer
questions, on task;
not leveled

Facilitator actively
engages learners in
solving problems
and/or discussion;
activities per mixed
levels in session

Walls unadorned

Walls adorned with
non- education
related materials
Desks in rows

Walls adorned with
education materials

Learner centered
activities – Facilitator
moves from learner to
learner providing
individual/group
support based on
leveled groups
Walls adorned with
learner work AND
education materials
Desks in groups and or
tables allowing for
student interaction

Little or no
technology in use

2 or 3 computers
available for use by
facilitators

Computer lab
available for use by
learners

No learner records
available

Learner records
available and used by
administration – not
by facilitator

Learner records
available in
classroom and used
by teacher for lesson
planning

Session
accommodates only
single nationality,
single gender and no
children with
disabilities

Session
accommodates mixed
nationality only.
Single gender and no
children with
disabilities.

Session
accommodates
mixed nationality
and mix gender
(where appropriate)
and no children with
disabilities.

Delivery of
content

Attractiveness
of learning
space

Level 2

No furniture;
learners on floor

Desks in U-shape

Computer lab, data
show and screens
available and in use to
supplement learning
Learner records
available, used by
teacher for planning and
shared with learners and
parents
Mixed gender (as
appropriate), nationality
and children with
disabilities
accommodated for in
session.

Comprehensive Approach to Meeting Children's Needs: “I Am Safe, I Learn, I Connect,” UNICEF.

97

Appendix D: Physical Classroom Arrangements and Their Effects on
Classroom Dynamics

Teacher’s Desk

Student’s Desk

Teacher-Centered Arrangements

Student-Centered Arrangements

Direction of Student Attention
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