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Abstract: 

The Syrian uprising in the spring of 2011 almost morphed into a full-fledged war in 
the summer of 2013, threatening to draw in the major countries and compelling 
them to choose sides. As the refugees fled Syria in waves into the neighbouring 
countries, majority of them found their way to the camps set up in the border town 
of Mafraq in Jordan. Some, however, came earlier and spread out in the city and the 
focus of this article is on a handful of families and sixty children that sought a 
different life. 

This editorial explores the resilience and fortitude that refugee children develop 
through intentional education. The UNHCR research and report presented by the 
commissioner in Geneva (2001), states that sometimes the refugee families place a 
higher value on education then the humanitarian aide providers. Other studies 
indicate (Mathews, J. 2008) that there is a desire to resume normalcy and the 
children aspire to have a better life as quickly as possible. The data from the UNHCR 
in the June 2014 report on refugees revealed that organisations are looking at 
innovative ways to provide education to the ‘No Lost Generation’ of two million 
Syrian refugee children displaced within and around the neighbouring countries due 
to the Syrian war. Concurrent with this research, a programme was designed and 
developed for 60 Syrian refugee children (aged 3-10), to provide routine and 
consistent intervention, using flexible and open learning material, to engage them 
with media and technology, in a safe learning environment. Although influencing 
and limiting factors like finance, time, space, resources, weather, political upheaval 
and language were definitely barriers, a team of eight volunteers (Jordanian and 
international), met every Saturday to deliver an innovative and contextualized 
curriculum with perseverance and enthusiasm. 

The article is written with a dual purpose; a review of the influence and impact that 
the Syrian war had on my personal flexible learning journey at the University of 
Canterbury and the value and necessity for disruption for the sake of innovation in 
the education of the Syrian refugee children. 
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Crossing my Jordan 

Open and flexible and distance learning takes on a whole new meaning when you 
move geographical locations, make strategies to escape an imminent war and 
observe yourself react to these situations with a strange calmness almost like Alice 
traipsing through the Looking Glass World.  



Education has been in my blood and I have observed it from close quarters in both 
remote and cosmopolitan settings. My heart and passion has always been to provide 
support to institutions that are starting their technological journey in remote places, 
having seen how it changes the lives of children. Currently, the organization I work 
with assists these remote international schools to acquire quality teachers and 
educational professionals. 

Roy and Dora Whitman Academy is one such school, in the heart of Amman, and 
attracts the children of aide workers and volunteers in the country. I was intrigued 
by the history of the school, the pedagogical philosophy of the director and his desire 
to lead the school into the 21st century arena to support the learning for its 
students. This dovetailed beautifully with the exploration of my own course on 
ecologically driven change with technology, at the University of Canterbury, and I 
took up the position of eLearning coordinator at the school to delve further and 
conduct some action research. 

Rogers’ (2003) ‘Diffusion of Innovation’; Hall and associates’ (1987) ‘Concerns Based 
Adoption Model’; Davis’ (1985) Technology Adoption Model (TAM) and the extensions 
made to it by Davis & Venkatesh (2003) and Yi & Hwang (2003) were building block 
to drive the investigation. Key trends and scenarios were examined, tracked and 
explored with the DEANZ case study presented by Davis et al in 2012 and The NMC 
Report. Knowledgeworks Learning in 2025,  also contributed towards painting 
pictures of the trajectory of learning as influenced by the new technologies and open 
source resources; the imagination was captured by weaving these possibilities for 
the future into the dreams and hopes for tomorrow’s learners and educators. Of 
course, I did not factor in war 
into this scenario planning; 
Whitman Academy, although 
impacted by these political 
upheavals, had the ability to 
f a c t o r i n a n e v a c u a t i o n , 
alternative educational plans 
and r epat r ia t i on to home 
countries should the needs arise.  

However, my attention and 
dedication leaned towards a 
group of children who had no 
ab i l i t y t o r e tur n to the i r 
homeland in the near future; the 
Syrian refugee children. For 
them, their education as they 
knew it, had been disrupted and 
I found myself, with like-minded 
volunteers, looking for solutions 
to this challenging situation; 
what could we do to provide 
them with a hope for the future?    
Figure 1:UNICEF Syria Crisis 
Dashboard 

http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/projects/2016-scenario-guide-effective-tertiary-education-new-zealand
http://knowledgeworks.org/learning-in-2025


Innovation in education; flexible and open learning endeavours to support the refugees 
(infographics) Different organisations: No Lost Generation: UNHCR + UNICEF research.  

The advantage of starting with no preconceived educational structure was 
refreshing. The instructional design and curriculum was created by a desire to 
weave in values to replace the fears and traumas created by the displacement from 
their normal life. Although the programme was delivered in Arabic to the children, 
most of the conversations were conducted in English for the adults delivering the 
programme.  Each week built upon the previous one, and even though resources 
were minimum, the relationship building conversations were the valuable part of the 
sessions, which informed the next week’s programme.  

Through the filter of current research on learning models, strategies and eLearning 
planning frameworks for technological integration, the aim was to establish a 
structured curriculum with material created in English and then translated into 
Arabic. Every Saturday, A mixed team of eight Jordanian and International 
volunteers worked in a small apartment with three rooms to engage 60 Syrian 
Refugee Children, in Mafraq, Jordan. The programme was tracked, evaluated and 
monitored for a year, through emails, informal meetings, Edmodo (an open source 
LMS), Facebook, media (Vimeo) and face-to-face meetings. This occurred on a 
Wednesday with a core group of volunteers (attach as appendices- conversations, 
snapshots, emails, reflections, social events etc.). The initial phase was to monitor 
the programme so that it could be tweaked it has now progressed into its second 
year. 

In the presentation by  Harrison, Thomas and Crook (2013), I was excited to 
recognise Bagozzi and his ideas around self-regulation; the attitudes of the theory of 
trying that focus on success, failure and the striving to reach a goal. The goal in this 
case was nothing other than providing comfort, a safe place to explore their learning 
at their own pace and engaging them with some challenging tasks. The structure of 
the programme was consistent; a 
time of meeting to create music, 
sing and watch a video linked to the 
story. YouTube was a trusty source 
for Arabic songs and the local youth 
provided the music on the drums. 
Some questions, some rewards and 
the children split into three 
dif ferent classrooms, roughly 
arranged by abilities and age. 
However, this usually was a 
challenging task as some of the 
younger siblings were afraid to be 
on their own and stayed with the 
older ones. 

Figure 2: Syria crisis: Children in need in 
the region 



What started off as mayhem, constant fights between rival street gangs, chaos and 
confusion, with perseverance and a blinkered and constant approach to show 
compassion, turned into a settled programme for enthusiastic and kids that were 
eager to learn. To them the rumour of war made no difference as they had already 
seen the worst effects of it. On Saturdays, they waited for half an hour at the gate to 
get in with a zest to learn, sing and make paper chains and colour trees that were 
red and blue; a first for some coming from a very structured, ‘colour-within-the-
lines’ experience of education.  

According to UNHCR Syria regional response Plan, the two key responses to the 
education crisis of the Syrian children is to give them access to formal and informal 
opportunities and provide a protective learning environment. The UNESCO’s guide 
on non-formal emergency education further elaborates the need to build self-esteem 
and customize the programme to meet the needs for protection, well-being and 
physiological needs. Education is currently viewed as the ‘fourth pillar’ of refugee 
humanitarian aide in conjunction with nutrition, shelter and health services. 
(Norwegian Refugee Council et.al.,1999: 26; Midttun, 2000: 3-4; ICWAC, 2000: 9). In 
light of this research, (minus the the financial assistance) the volunteering team was 
able to use non-formal methods to provide learning opportunities, in a safe 
environment to these 60 Syrian refugee children. What started out as a response to 
an emergency has become a routine, structured programme, which is entering into 
its second year. 

The number 8 wire attitude: the programme and its challenges, successes and 
vulnerabilities and progression. Introducing a thinking curriculum and its 
impact a year later  

Thoughts, ideas and a collation of reflections online: 

“A tiny one–donkey-town that was quietly minding its own business was suddenly 
inundated with thousands of refugees fleeing the Syrian borders. They came in waves 

and to meet their needs the Zaatari 
camp was set up. The decision to step 
in and do something gave birth to the 
Saturday Children’s Programme.  
A car load of people meet every 
Wednesday The decision to step in 
help was the need of the hour and The 
p r i m a r y w a y i n w h i c h O a s i s 
participates in this ministry program is 
by sending volunteers to help with 
gatherings every Saturday, which 
consist of a worship session, a 
scripture lesson, an arts & crafts 
project, a clip of the J film, and a 

discipleship program for some of the kids who have demonstrated an interest in going 
deeper. We usually have about 50-70 children ages 3-12 come each Saturday, and 
many are involved in other activities held at the church throughout the week”; Randall 
Fowler, Volunteer, Albright Scholar, Baylor University. 



My reflections in Late November 2013 for an article in a magazine: 

“Very quietly and unobtrusively, we continue to go each week and run a routine 
based programme; we sing and dance with about 60 children and share the Word 
with them. They continue to come in spite of the rumours of war and we are 
beginning to see lives transformed as we invest in them week after week. We don’t do 
much; we just show up and love the children. 

Last week, Tariq, one of the children that first 
started attending the programme, came and sat 
through an entire story. When he commenced 
in April, he used to try and beat up at least 5 
kids during the sessions; usually 3 of them 
were his own sisters. Then he left and didn’t 
come for a long time. Now, I am not saying that 
he is totally transformed; he still hangs out with 
a gang of 11 year olds as he tries to support his 
mother and his 5 other siblings, but he is a 
changed boy. He is calmer and he is beginning 
to see that our doors are open on a Saturday for 
him. Always! Very quietly and gently we are 
providing him with a future and a hope. 

Our youngest child is 3 and the oldest is 11. For the last two weeks we saw them 
with calamine lotion as they went through the chickenpox epidemic. They are 
constantly exposed to the dangers of living under extreme weather conditions with a 
bare minimum. However, all we can do is come and met them every Saturday. “ 

A Facebook comment on the follow up visit with a Syrian family: 
 

The programme is in its 
s e c o n d y e a r a n d i s 
continuing to follow the same 
routines and design of the 
curriculum.  

I t is now supported by 
another organisation and has 
shifted into reaching out to 
the needs of the families so 
that there is a wholistic 
approach to the care of the 
children. 



 

An excerpt from the proposed next steps in the plan:  
• Extend the programme to two days and invite other volunteers to experience 

and view the running of the programme; this will also provide the opportunity 
to open it up to new children. 

• Review and reflect on the programme  
• Monitor and evaluate to streamline it 
• Track the learning using Edmodo and Facebook 

Challenges, Implications and possible solutions (opportunity for further 
research) Elaborate 

By the end of 2014, 40% of the Syrian children in Jordan will not be in formal 
schools. The need for informal and innovative learning centres is the need of the 
hour (UNHCR Syria Crisis: Education Interrupted Dec. 2013). Most New Zealand 
and Australian studies (Porter and Haslam 2005; Rutter 2006) indicate that most 
refugee children react differently to trauma then expected by social workers and 
educators. The opportunity becomes to research the current approaches being used, 
with technology as a universal language, to build learning capacity in the refugee 
children affected by the Syrian crisis.  

The Key Learnings 

• Using people (Volunteers) resources to build learning relationships with the 
children 

• Utilising personal devices, some including personal internet connectivity, and 
existing technology to support local educational endeavours 

• Providing consistency and routines to establish a safe learning environment 
• Collaborating with institutions to provide digital resources and learning spaces 



Emerging Trends 

• Volunteers bring their own devices (BYOD) to overcome the language barrier 
• Music, Media and face to face interaction at the Saturday School provides 

interaction to develop social skills 
• Using Facebook to gather basic data for Syrian refugees in Jordan 
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