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A panel discussion on Inclusive Education 
for Migrants and Refugees was organized 
by  Arigatou International Geneva, and co-
sponsored by the Geneva Global Hub for 
Education in Emergencies, the International 
Dialogue Centre - KAICIID, and the Republic of 
Cyprus.

The panel was held online on 24 June 2021, as a 
side event to the the 47th session of the Human 
Rights Council, gathering more than 130 people 
from 45 countries.

OBJECTIVES:

• Reflect on the challenges and opportunities 
to support the implementation of 
educational policies and programs that 
foster inclusive education as a central 
response to the impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic

• Identify good practices of how education 
can foster learning to live together in 
societies, in particular, amidst increasing 
distrust, xenophobia and discrimination 
affecting migrants and refugees

• Share successful policies and programs to 
support quality and inclusive education for 
migrants and refugees.

MODERATOR: 

Prof. Mohammed Abu-Nimer, Senior Adviser, 
International Dialogue Centre - KAICIID 

Inclusive education for migrants and refugees 
is an important aspect for both prevention of 
and responding to crisis and conflict. This event 
is organized by Arigatou International Geneva 

with the support and leadership of partner 
organizations that bring extensive experience 
in promoting inclusive education for migrants 
and refugees.

The main objective of the webinar is to explore 
lessons learned and success stories, concrete 
examples from experts, policymakers and 
people from different religions, national and 
ethnic backgrounds. 

OPENING REMARKS: 

Dr. Fadi Yarak, Director General of Education, 
Ministry of Education & Higher Education, 
Lebanon 

The number of school-age migrant and refugee 
children around the world today has grown by 
26% from 2000. This could fill half a million 
classrooms. Our duty as practitioners, scholars, 
governments, NGOs and people who are 
committed to the cause of children is to work to 
give fair access to quality education and ensure 
that every child has a right to education. 

Migrant and refugee children must be provided 
with access not only to formal education but 
also alternative pathways for education that 
are flexible. There is a need to move to flexible 
non-formal education, where every child can 
learn and pursue their future. 

Stability is a very important element for migrant 
and refugee children. As there is a high rate of 
mobility among these children, it is important 
to make sure that they have adequate and 
continuous education, and are provided with 
physical, spiritual and emotional stability to 
continue their learning journey during the years 
of their education. Education should also allow 
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them to preserve and be exposed to their 
cultural identity, for them to understand their 
roots and background. The focus of education 
should go beyond literacy and numeracy to 
include social-emotional, spiritual and ethics 
learning. Education must be comprehensive 
and ensure equity and gender equality. 

Protection is another important element. 
Classrooms, learning centers, and facilities must 
be safe spaces. The pandemic has exacerbated 
negative effects on vulnerable children such as 
migrant and refugee children. Lebanon is in a 
very difficult situation with a multilayered crisis, 
including the Beirut blast and financial and 
economic difficulties, and has a high number of 
refugee children. There is a need to think about 
how to protect children’s rights, how to include 
them in formal education, how to prepare 

teachers to deal with different needs and 
address diversities and hardships of refugees. 
With increasing numbers of migrant and refugee 
children, it is critical to consider how best to 
address their needs with the right resources. 
A few recommendations include collaboration 
with the private sector to increase support 
for inclusive education, capacity building for 
teaching and administrative staff through pre- 
and in-service training to work with children 
through a comprehensive methodology, and 
right financing for refugees in education.

Children’s rights are a commitment for all of us 
and this event provides an important platform 
to remind us of our duty for such a commitment. 
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PANELISTS: 

Ms. Afshan Khan, UNICEF Regional Director 
for Europe and Central Asia and Special 
Coordinator for the Refugee and Migrant 
Response in Europe

What type of support countries need in order 
to ensure inclusive education for migrants and 
refugees in Europe and Central Asia? What 
aspects of education policies and programs 
need to be strengthened to ensure inclusive 
education among migrants, refugees and host 
communities? 

Education is key for economic, social and 
cultural integration for refugees, migrants and 
host communities, and ultimately the most 
important investment for a better life. UNICEF 
is noting with concern how xenophobia, 
discrimination and racism are on the rise in 
Europe and Central Asia and how they are 
threatening social cohesion and preventing 
young girls and boys from learning and thriving. 

In order to ensure inclusive education for migrant 
and refugee children, it is crucial to support 
normative dialogue and advocate for a stronger 
commitment to human rights and humanitarian 
law by the UN Member States. The UN is both 
a marketplace of Member States and a global 
organization of service for humanity, which plays 
an important role in protecting the normative 
framework intended to shield those who are in 
a situation of vulnerability. The work of the HRC 
47 sessions includes looking at governments’ 
performance and upholding commitments to 
the Conventions. UNICEF Executive Director, 
Ms. Henrietta Fore, has called on governments 
to provide refugee children with the same care, 
services, dignity and protection as all other 
children. In line with its mandate to safeguard 

the rights of all children, whoever and wherever 
they are. UNICEF sees key opportunities to 
strengthen resilience by promoting inclusive 
education.

There is also a need for legislation and education 
policies based on a rights perspective, which 
are guided by the principles of gender equality, 
non-discrimination, the best interest of the 
child, as well as a country’s commitment to 
ensuring inclusive education is available to 
refugees and migrants. This inclusive education 
must include the full spectrums of education, 
from early childhood development to tertiary 
education. It is the main vehicle to transition 
from humanitarian to development and for those 
who have been granted asylum to be included 
in society. It requires both system strengthening 
and capacity development. As Member States 
have signed the Global Compact on Refugees, 
it gives us the opportunity to work with them 
to enhance the quality and inclusiveness of 
national education systems for boys and girls 
from both refugee and host communities. 

By way of example, Turkey is hosting 3.6 million 
Syrian refugees - of whom approximately 
40% are in school-age cohorts. UNICEF has 
supported the Turkish Government through 
the journey of the humanitarian-development 
continuum, which has resulted in a process to 
integrate all refugee children into the Turkish 
education system. The Temporary Learning 
Spaces are now being converted into Turkish 
public schools and used as Turkish Language 
Programs to help students transition to regular 
schools.  

Another element of support to countries’ 
needs is adequate resources to implement 
equitable and quality education. There is 
growing consensus that resources for services 
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and capacity development that benefit both 
refugee and host communities bring both 
sustainable results and social cohesion. To 
respond to inclusive education for migrants and 
refugees, countries need more predictable and 
multiyear funding. 

As an example, UNICEF is supporting Uganda 
- which hosts the largest refugee community in 
Africa - to ensure that inclusive education for 
migrants and refugees is part of a sustainable 
and integrated approach and closely aligned 
to the National Education Sector Plan with a 
costed budget.

Ensuring inclusive education for refugees and 
migrants is a collective effort.  In the spirit of 
UN reform, UNICEF, UNHCR and UNESCO 
are working closely together, along with civil 
society organizations, faith-based organizations 

and communities. It also needs a Whole-of-
Government Approach, which includes inter-
sectoral collaboration across ministries of 
education, health, social affairs and migration. 
This comprehensive approach also applies to 
the local context and a Whole-School Approach. 

Innovative and creative solutions to education 
are required when it comes to specific barriers 
to learning, such as language, mental health 
needs, and learning gaps for children migrating 
across countries. New tools such as the Digital 
Learning Passport help re-imagine education, 
and programs like Learning to Live Together 
can help address barriers between refugee and 
host communities in crisis settings. Different 
partners, such as civil society, faith communities, 
as well as children themselves, play an important 
role in bringing about social cohesion.
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Dr. Angeliki Aroni, Head of the Unit 
for Integration and Support in the 
Special Secretariat for the Protection of 
Unaccompanied Minors, Ministry of Migration 
and Asylum, Greece 

What are the successful programs and policies 
that support quality and inclusive education 
for migrants, refugees and host communities 
in your country? What are the key challenges 
in introducing and implementing policies 
to promote inclusive education that fosters 
learning to live together and positive relations 
between children of different religious and 
cultural backgrounds? 

There are specific policies established in Greece 
in the efforts to promote inclusive education 
for migrants and refugees, namely Intercultural 
Schools and Reception Classes in schools 
that belong to educational priority zones. 
Teachers in the former are selected based on 
their knowledge of intercultural education and 
have special qualifications. Educational priority 
zones are designated by geographical zones 
where social and economic barriers prevent 
learning achievements. Reception classes are 
being established in schools where students 
are taught the Greek language as their second 
language and attend other classes with Greek 
classmates.

Since the refugee influx in 2016, there have been 
new facts that differentiate refugee children 
and migrant children. About 30,000 school-
aged migrants are residing in Greece and the 
country has the mandate to integrate them all. 
Children who escaped war or armed conflict 
need additional support for their learning and 
psychosocial aspects. As many children are 
illiterate and have had a long absence from the 

school environment, it is challenging for the 
school system to base and place these children 
accordingly.

Greece has adapted to the increasing needs 
of these children by introducing afternoon 
preparatory classes for refugees residing in 
Refugee Accommodation Centers. The main 
objective is to facilitate and simplify procedures 
to integrate migrant and refugee children into 
the formal system. Greece aims to ensure 
access to quality education which means active 
participation from migrants and refugees to 
achieve their potential.

There are several challenges in providing 
quality inclusive education. Examples include 
funding issues, recruitment of teachers which 
is based on a substitute basis rather than a 
permanent status, inability to make use of 
qualified teachers, lack of an assessment system 
for the age group of 16-18 (non-compulsory 
education), and insufficient teacher training. In 
addition, there are tensions and resistance to 
refugee education from certain schools and/
or local communities, and from the refugees 
themselves who consider Greece as a transient 
country. Refugee students also lack support at 
home, as many parents are illiterate and non-
Greek speakers, there are economic issues 
requiring children to work, and the pandemic 
has added to these challenges. 

Many countries face the same challenges. 
With limited availability of electronic devices, 
internet connection and offline initiatives, the 
closure of schools deprives children of their 
normality, the precious physical space of the 
school and the schoolyard where children enjoy 
an entertaining time playing and socializing with 
their Greek classmates and friends, missing out 
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on cultural events and field trips. At the same 
time, the camps where refugees reside can 
hardly replace physical classrooms or homes as 
appropriate learning environments.

Ms. Schéhérazade Feddal, Education 
Specialist, UNESCO Kenya

What are the challenges and opportunities 
to support education programs and 
policies that foster inclusive education and 
address issues of distrust, xenophobia and 
discrimination among migrants, refugees 
and host communities, particularly with the 
backdrop of the pandemic? What is the role 
of governments to promote learning to live 
together in societies, particularly in Africa? 

The UNESCO Global Education Monitoring 
Report 2019 focuses on immigration and 
displacement, indicating that this has been a 
global challenge hindering the achievement of 
SDG 4. This does not affect only immigrants’ 
attitudes, aspirations, and beliefs, but also 
those of the hosts. Increased diversities in 
classrooms can bring challenges but at the same 
time, it can bring opportunities to learn and 
share from different cultures and experiences. 
Appropriate education can allow children to 
process information and promote cohesion in 
their societies.

Countries are committed to inclusive 
education, but many challenges remain. Many 
governments provide parallel education for 
migrants and refugees but face a number of 
challenges including teachers’ capacity, lack of 
funding, and increased tensions between the 
host community and refugees, which results in 
escalating the conflicts.

The UN works together with partners to address 
the rights of refugees and migrants. Several 
instruments have been developed at the 
country and the regional level. The countries of 
East Africa have acted through some regional 
institutions and implemented the Global 
Compact on Refugees both at the national 
and regional levels. UNESCO is supporting the 
countries to integrate the inclusion of migrants 
and refugees into the national education 
system. 

UNESCO is supporting inclusive education for 
migrants and refugees in Kenya and Uganda. 
Kenya hosts more than 500,000 refugees 
and is working to ensure that they receive 
education and are integrated into the system 
in line with the Global Compact on Refugees. 
Uganda is among the biggest refugee-hosting 
country. UNESCO also supports research work 
to inform strategic policy planning. While 
Covid-19 has exacerbated the challenges, some 
opportunities came out especially regarding 
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ICT in education, that can help teacher training 
and access to education during this time.

Mr. Javed Natiq, Education Sector Lead, 
World Vision Afghanistan 

What are your experiences in promoting 
inclusive education for internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) and returnees in Afghanistan? 
What are the critical aspects of program 
implementation, including teacher training 
and support needed for schools to effectively 
address issues of discrimination through 
education, and promote quality, inclusive and 
safe learning environments that foster social 
cohesion in the country?  

World Vision has been supporting IDPs in 
Afghanistan. The strategy for promoting 
inclusive education for IDPs and returnees in 
Afghanistan includes “do no harm” and better 
integration with the host community. 

It is necessary to engage faith and community 
leaders in all stages of programming and 
to include child rights and child protection 
aspects. Education should be understood as a 
life-saving issue. 

Education programs in Afghanistan have been 
able to protect children from child marriage 
and forced labor during the first few months 
of their displacement. An integrated approach 
including shelter, water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH), and health and basic psychosocial 
support is also essential. The program 
provides child rights and inclusive education 
training to teachers and public-school officials, 
using local sources such as teachers from the 
communities and mixed School Management 

Committee (SMC) members. Key challenges 
include language barriers and differences, child 
marriages, and lack of funding.

Ms. Maria Lucia Uribe, Executive Director, 
Arigatou International Geneva

What kind of education programming and 
policies are needed that can foster solidarity 
and learning to live together among children of 
migrant, refugee and host communities? How 
can this contribute to foster positive relations 
between the communities and enhance 
the education and well-being of children, 
particularly now during the pandemic?

Article 29 of the Convention of the Rights of 
the Child provides a comprehensive overview 
of the type of education that is needed. This 
is an important framework for education 
programming and policy to ensure quality 
education and particularly to ‘prepare the child 
for a responsible life in a free society, in the spirit 
of understanding, peace, tolerance, equality of 
sexes, and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, 
national and religious groups and persons of 
indigenous origin;’ as stated in the Convention. 
Governments should include refugees and 
migrants in national educational systems and 
promote interaction between refugee and 
migrant children and the children from the host 
community. Governments should also ensure 
that teachers are trained to provide inclusive 
learning through a transformative pedagogical 
approach that supports ethics education and 
learning about common values, as well as 
adopting a Whole Community Approach. 

Diverse causes of displacement have the most 
negative impact on the most vulnerable people, 
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including children. Some of the critical needs 
for migrant and refugee children to thrive and 
strengthen their well-being include socio-
emotional and phycological support that can 
allow them to develop their sense of belonging 
and sense of identity. Studies show that many 
refugee children are victims of discrimination 
and diverse forms of bullying in schools in host 
countries, such as teasing, social exclusion, 
physical violence, unfair treatment, racial 
insults and intellectual belittling.  This has been 
exacerbated during the pandemic. Inclusive 
education should address the needs and rights 
of migrants and refugees. 

It is important to ensure that teachers are trained 
to provide inclusive learning environments. 
Teachers may lack understanding of 
pedagogical approaches to work with refugee 
and migrant children. They need professional 
development as they are at the center of 

promoting safe learning environments and 
dialogue. A Whole Community Approach must 
be in place and involve parents, caregivers, the 
community and faith communities, to develop 
opportunities to learn about other cultures 
and other religions. Learning to Live Together 
needs to be strengthened not only for refugees 
and migrants but also for the host community.

Intercultural and interfaith learning through 
ethics education can create spaces for dialogue, 
that challenge stereotypes and prejudices and 
builds trust. A collaborative work on intercultural 
and interreligious dialogue led by the KAICIID 
Network for Dialogue (N4D) brings together 
faith and civil society actors to promote the 
use of dialogue and to develop more effective 
recommendations for social inclusion policies 
for migrants and refugees in Europe. Recently, 
N4D has developed a policy brief to provide 
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effective recommendations on social inclusion 
policies for migrants and refugees in Europe1. 

The policy brief includes seven critical 
recommendations to support teachers in the 
use of intercultural and interreligious dialogue 
in inclusive education for refugees and 
migrants, such as engaging families of refugee 
and migrant students in school activities as 
equal partners, co-educators and beneficiaries, 
integrating values and approaches of inclusive 
education horizontally in all teacher training 
curricula, and creating fast-track qualification 
and an accreditation program for teachers with 
migrant or refugee backgrounds. 

Education is not neutral. It can either promote 
social cohesion and positive transformations 
or exacerbate inequalities, foster negative 
images of the other and create the foundations 
for violence and divisions. It is important to 
prioritize inclusive education as the stakes are 
high. The cost of inaction is high if inclusive 
education is not addressed. 

Mr. Michalis Beys, Chair of the Advisory Board 
on the Integration of Migrants, Ministry of 
Interior, Republic of Cyprus 

Cyprus has put in place specific policies for 
inclusive education for migrants and refugees 
in 2016 and this has been steadily updated. 
An action plan has been developed to include 
not only migrant children, but all children 
with migratory backgrounds, i.e. children with 
migrant parents. 

1  Network for Dialogue.  Supporting teachers in the use of interreligious and intercultural dialogue in inclu-
sive education for refugees and migrants. https://network4dialogue.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/N4D-Policy-
Briefs-01-Education-Final.pdf

Children from migrant and refugee backgrounds 
have free access to education regardless of 
their status from day one when they arrive in 
the country. Training of teachers is constant and 
continuous based on an intercultural approach. 
Migrant and refugee children follow the same 
curriculum as host community children and 
receive language and supporting lessons. They 
also attend after-school activities. 

A final priority is to involve the parents. A 
questionnaire and a guide for parents have 
been developed in their own language.  
Provision of school communication materials in 
different languages is available to encourage 
the involvement of parents in the integration of 
children in the system.

QUESTIONS TO THE PANELISTS: 

Ms. Afshan Khan: How can governments 
finance refugee education as funds are often 
insufficient?

To be able to plan the required financial 
resources, there is a need to look at the costed 
plan on the government’s budget, to know 
how many children are in the country and the 
type of education they need. Countries will 
also need support from development partners 
to mobilize and allocate funds. There must be 
prioritization of needs and inclusion of these 
into the humanitarian plan which is also an 
element of protection, not only of learning.

https://network4dialogue.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/N4D-PolicyBriefs-01-Education-Final.pdf
https://network4dialogue.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/N4D-PolicyBriefs-01-Education-Final.pdf
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Dr. Angeliki Aroni: Are there different policies 
on access to or type of education depending 
on the legal status of the child?

This may depend on the country and its policy. 
Greece does not discriminate children based 
on their status. According to our policies, all 
refugee children should be enrolled in formal 
education within 3 months.

Ms. Schéhérazade Feddal: What is your 
experience and learning about crucial factors 
that affect refugee and migrant children to 
grow in the education system?

Protection is key. There must be a safe 
environment for children to learn. There 
should be support provided to children not 
only on learning but also protection and 
socio-emotional support. Capacity building 
for teachers is important to equip them with 
specific skills to deliver learning to live together 
and learning to become. Resilience building is 
also key. The capacity of a teacher in delivering 
this is important. 

Mr. Javed Natiq: Considering IDPs in 
Afghanistan and the high rate of child 
marriage, abuse, exploitation, child trafficking, 
how INGOs ensure child education programs 
can respond to some of these risks?

Other countries have similar experiences as 
Afghanistan. Coordination is needed among 
INGO communities. It is important to share 
experiences with partners. Many things 
can be considered in collaboration, such as 
psychosocial support and capacity building for 
teachers. 

Ms. Maria Lucia Uribe: How to ensure the 
integration and engagement of the host 
community in this process? 

Education for migrants and refugees should be 
part of the national system to ensure interactions 
between the local children, migrants and 
refugees. A critical aspect to ensure integration 
is teacher training on a transformative 
pedagogy that allows this interaction to 
happen in meaningful ways. A transformative 
pedagogy can help creating safe spaces for 
children to share and learn from one another. 
It also provides a horizontal learning approach, 
allowing children to take initiative and become 
agents of change in society.
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CLOSING REMARKS: 

Dr. Rebecca Telford, Chief of Education, 
UNHCR

It is inspiring to hear a collective aspiration 
towards inclusive education for migrants 
and refugees that has not been guaranteed 
in the past, and a collective commitment to 
living the Global Compact on Refugees to 
provide comprehensive support to displaced 
populations and the governments. 

There is a need to work in partnership, whether 
working as one UN organization, government, 
civil society, faith-based organization and with 
refugees and host communities to match the 
pace and scale of the challenge. Key factors 
in implementing inclusive education for 
migrants and refugees include financing and 
system strengthening, recognizing the cultural 
background of refugees as part of education, 
and including teacher remuneration and 
training costs in the education sector plan and 
budgeting. Refugees are not a burden, but they 
can be an asset - everyone has something to 
contribute. 

Arigatou International Geneva
ethicseducationforchildren.org

geneva@arigatouinternational.org


