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Brief PointsBuilding on research conducted in 
schools hosting Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon and those hosting Somali 
refugees in Kenya, this policy brief 
discusses two dilemmas that are in-
herent to refugee education in many 
contexts. The first dilemma pertains 
to using a nation-state-centric curric-
ulum, aimed at building future citi-
zens, to teach refugees, who are, in 
the majority of host nations, denied 
citizenship opportunities. The second 
dilemma is to reconcile between hav-
ing de jure inclusion in national edu-
cation systems and the de facto reality 
of exclusion that refugees experience 
outside schools. This brief discusses 
the implications of these dilemmas 
for the lives and futures of refugee 
students.
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• What are the implications of teach-
ing a citizen-centered curriculum 
to refugees, who are denied citi-
zenship opportunities?

• If refugees are legally excluded 
from being citizens of nation 
states, what makes refugee stu-
dents feel included as members of 
a larger society?

• Does the UNHCR Education Strat-
egy of 2012, which advocates for 
inclusion of refugees in national 
educational systems, translate into 
a more “inclusive” reality for refu-
gee students?
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Life in Limbo

Refugees are people who have lost the protec-
tion of their state and are thus placed outside 
the sphere of nation states. To remedy the legal 
limbo that refugees live in, the UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR) promotes three durable solu-
tions (local integration, resettlement or return) 
– all including a path to obtain citizenship. Most 
refugees in the Global South live in neighboring 
countries, and in reality, they often do not have 
pathways for citizenship or permanent status 
within these host nations. Therefore, refugees 
are geographically placed inside nation-states, 
but are politically and civically outside.

Living in this citizenship limbo for decades 
becomes specifically challenging when it is 
juxtaposed with the right to education. The di-
lemma arises when refugees are taught school 
curricula designed by the nation states that host 
them to foster a national identity and create fu-
ture citizens.

Policy Shift: Integration into National 
Education Systems

The average length of exile for refugees is 
about 20 years. Given that 85% of refugees live 
in neighboring host countries, and with more 
restrictive migration policies limiting the mo-
bility of refugees especially towards the Global 
North, the majority of refugees are confined to 
live in legal limbo for these extended periods 
of time.

Against this background, and to improve access 
to quality education for refugees, the UNHCR 
introduced a radical global policy shift in 2012. 
The UNHCR education strategy advised a new 
approach for the education of refugees: integra-
tion into national education systems.

This approach to integration is interpreted and 
implemented differently from one country to 
another, and from one location to another. In 
Beirut, for example, Syrian refugee students are 
granted access to government schools; however, 
they are separated from their Lebanese peers in 
a double-shift system, where Lebanese students 
are taught in the morning-shift and Syrian stu-
dents are taught in the same schools and often 
by the same teachers in the afternoon. In the 
Dadaab refugee camps of Kenya, Somali and 
other refugee students are separated geographi-
cally from national students, while in Eastleigh, 

a neighborhood in Nairobi, refugee and national 
students go to the same schools and sit in class 
together.

While educational content, policies and practice 
vary significantly across different countries, it 
can be argued that one element is integral to all 
school curricula across the globe: textbooks cen-
ter on a nation-state narrative and are oriented 
towards the creation of nation-state citizens.

Inclusion of refugee students in national educa-
tion systems can consist of two distinct levels 
of integration: 1) structural integration, which 
concerns access to institutions and services, and 
2) relational integration, which concerns a socio-
political process, related to individual-level de-
velopment of a sense of belonging. Similarly, by 
expanding the discussion beyond legal stipula-
tions, citizenship can be broadly conceptualized 
as 1) rights and responsibilities, 2) participation 
and 3) membership.

First Dilemma: Alienated by Structural 
Integration

When curricula are designed to promote a narra-
tive of nationhood, how does integration impact 
refugees who are placed outside this narrative? 
Our research with refugee students in Lebanon 
and Kenya highlights the alienation refugee 
students can experience in national schools. The 

host-nation-centric content marginalizes the 
perspectives of refugees and offers no space to 
discuss their histories or imagined futures.

In one community school that is run by Syrians 
for Syrians in Lebanon, a Syrian teacher de-
scribes his constant need to navigate the ten-
sions between the themes he – as a civic teacher 
and a Syrian refugee – wants to address with 
students; the pragmatic need to follow the 
Lebanese curriculum to secure students’ suc-
cess in the national exam; and the daily politi-
cal, social and economic realities that limit their 
roles as civic actors. Most of the time, his prag-
matic approach seems to prevail. As he puts it:

“At the end of the day, it is a school 
textbook, and the goal of it is for the 
students to get good grades. Nothing 
else … the history is false. But we have 
to study it to get good grades.”

The need to learn about alternative histories is 
mirrored by Somali parents who express their 
wish for their children to learn more about 
Somali history and culture. Despite the fact that 
they cannot vote and are ultimately expected 
to return to their (parents’) country of origin, 
Somali students learn about the political process 
and structures in Kenya, they celebrate Kenyan 
national holidays, learn the Kenyan anthem, 
and learn to respect the Kenyan flag.

Dadaab classroom. Photo: Hassan Aden / PRIO
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Another potential alienating factor is the 
language of instruction. In Lebanon, Syrian 
students have to study in English which makes 
them feel “weak” and “behind,” eventually 
discouraging their participation in classroom 
discussions. Teachers in the Syrian-led school 
we studied mitigate this alienation by simul-
taneously explaining things in English and in 
Arabic. In this community school, Syrian teach-
ers undertake substantial efforts to “Arabize” the 
curriculum by translating textbooks to make the 
curriculum accessible to Syrian students who do 
not have sufficient levels of English proficiency.

In Kenya, the language of instruction is 
English, where Swahili is taught as a subject. 
Somali language and other local languages 
are not acknowledged. In one of the schools in 
Nairobi, this sentence is written at the entrance: 
“Vernacular languages are NOT allowed.” 
Communication within the premise of the 
school is limited to English or Swahili, as the 
latter is seen as a national language important 
in building national unity and identity. While 
these policies are established to create a sense 
of community amongst the students, they also 
express a normative valuing of the refugee stu-
dents’ mother tongues.

Second Dilemma: Inclusion in Schools 
against a Landscape of Exclusion

Students experience a mismatch between the 
civil rights they learn in the classroom and the 
limits of exercising these rights in reality. While 

students are taught about elections, the right to 
vote, the right to complain to local politicians, 
and the right to work, choose a profession, access 
capital and own property, they have to face a real-
ity where they cannot exercise any of these rights.

Structural inclusion in national education cre-
ates the false impression for refugee students 
that they are equal members of the host society 
and have access to opportunities to participate 
in public life in their host countries. What are 

the implications of educating refugee youth to 
become actively contributing members of soci-
ety when the right to education is often the only 
right they can fully access?

We can learn from our research in two schools 
in the Eastleigh urban neighborhood in Nairobi, 
which are truly integrated, as both Somali 
refugee students and national students go to 
the same school. Despite the fact that refu-
gee students are hardly distinguishable from 
their national counterparts, who are mostly of 
Somali-Kenyan origin, they still face a number 
of challenges due to their education history, le-
gal challenges and current living situation. Not 
having access to citizenship or a resident permit 
complicates life in Nairobi. Outside school, refu-
gees cannot move freely because they risk police 
harassment and arrest. They cannot open a 
bank account, access national scholarships, vote 
or travel outside the country.

Against this landscape of exclusion outside 
the school, students and teachers create spaces 
of membership and participation within the 
schools. Kenyan secondary schools practice 
democratic elections, where refugees have the 
right to vote and to be elected to become stu-
dent leaders (prefects). We also observed that 
refugee students participate in school events, 
such as poetry and music festivals, and in 
after-school clubs. Students also participate in 

Illustration: Victor Ndula for an animated story, ‘An Agent of Change’, produced by PositiveNegatives
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sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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durable futures’ (REBuilD) asks how educa-
tion contributes to building durable futures 
for refugees and their communities. REBuilD 
is a collaboration between PRIO, Harvard 
University, the American University in Beirut 
and the University of Nairobi. The project is 
funded by the Research Council of Norway.
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ways to better enable refugee children to see 
themselves represented in the curriculum of 
national schools.

Refugee students in Lebanon and Kenya appre-
ciate having teachers who share their refugee 
background, are familiar with their language, 
culture, and history and can relate to their ev-
eryday struggles. Policy makers and education 
providers can make efforts to hire educators 
from refugee backgrounds, invest in their na-
tional certification, and renumerate them on 
equal levels with national teachers.  
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global refugee education policies and guide-
lines. Global agencies such as the UNHCR 
and the Inter-agency Network for Education 
in Emergencies (INEE) fail to address the lack 
of relevance of national curricula for refugee 
everyday realities. Nor do they address the 
potential harm induced by national curricula 
centered on a single narrative of nationhood 
and citizenship on refugee students who do 
not have access to either. Integrating modules 
that provide civic education and history lessons 
relevant to refugees would partly address these 
concerns.

In many hosting countries, the right to educa-
tion is granted to refugee students in a context 
of denial of other civil rights, such as the right 
to work and the right to movement. Refugees 
themselves create alternative or additional 
spaces where the pasts and futures of refugees 
are reflected in the curricula. There is a lot to 
learn from these refugee-led initiatives outside 
the national education system. Lessons from 
school and classroom-based practices in these 
contexts can be applied to national schools as 

community voluntary activities such as cleaning 
the neighborhood. These activities make them 
feel members of the school and the community 
they live in, despite their legal status as refugee 
non-citizens.

Similarly, we observed how Syrian teachers in 
the Syrian-led community school in Lebanon 
try to create spaces within the classroom for stu-
dents to reflect on and discuss the mismatches 
between the curriculum and everyday realities. 
When studying Lebanese laws, for example, a 
Syrian teacher explains that “I make it clear that 
this is a law that exists but is unfortunately not 
applied. As simple as that.” Having to navigate 
this mismatch in everyday reality is not that sim-
ple, since both students and teachers constantly 
experience the citizen-refugee binary and the 
many boundaries to their role as civic actors.

Reflections

Notwithstanding structural inclusion of refu-
gees in national education, elements of legal 
and societal exclusion remain unaddressed by 
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