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Abstract 

Syrian refugees in Egypt are using educational centers to support the preservation of their culture 

and way of life. This thesis takes an in-depth look at four educational centers and their cultural 

path through the education system and life in Cairo. Looking at literature on identity, belonging, 

and refugee education, this thesis uses three ideas - right to culture, freedom to belong, and self-

determination - as a theoretical lens which allows the participant’s voices to be a central piece in 

this research. Twelve interviews with Syrian educators, a focus group with ten female educators, 

and dozens of other informal interviews and participant observation periods, engaged 

participants about their opinions on their role and the role of education in Syrian cultural 

survival. The findings from the thesis led to four recommendations: bridging educational 

communities, teachers teaching teachers, adoption of a social studies curriculum, and play areas 

and play time. 

Keywords: culture, cultural survival, cultural preservation, cultural transformation, 

education, educational center, Syrian educators, Egypt 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

Cultural survival for Syrian refugees in Egypt has reached a pivotal moment. Returning 

to Syria is now a distant reality, and Syrian refugees in Cairo are using education to uphold their 

culture until the time of return comes. While religion, traditions, customs, and other facets of 

culture are similar between Syrians and Egyptians, the connection and belonging for Syrians to 

their culture is diminishing. Those who have fled Syria are dislocated from their homes, 

livelihoods, and families, all of which are fundamental in preserving culture. With the possibility 

of protracted conflict and a lost generation, the future of Syrian culture is dependent on those 

who are able and willing to transfer cultural knowledge. While Syrians are excluded from 

international dialogue and decisions regarding their nation’s future (Ahmad, 2016), Syrians in 

Cairo are at the forefront of establishing educational models that play a significant part in 

assisting Syrian people’s histories and cultures to survive. 

  Since the beginning of the Syrian conflict in 2011, six and a half million Syrians have 

been internally displaced, while over five and a half million are seeking refuge in neighboring 

countries and further abroad (UNHCR, 2018a).1 Close to half a million Syrians made their way 

to Egypt to settle semi-permanently in mostly urban areas. As of August 2018, 131,019 Syrian 

refugees were registered by United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), with 

estimates of up to 300,000 unregistered, making them the largest group of refugees in Egypt 

(UNHCR, 2018b). This large number of Syrians in Egypt, is a unique opportunity to re-forge 

culture-sharing groups which support cultural knowledge transfer to a younger generation.   

                                                      
1  The pre-war population of 24.5 million is now estimated at 18 million according to a July 2017 

estimate (Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.). 
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While the number of Syrians arriving in Egypt is less than Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, and 

Jordan, they are still adding to the estimated hundreds of thousands of Sudanese, Eritreans, 

Somalis and over fifty-five other nationalities who are entering Egypt or using it as a transit 

country (UNHCR, 2018c). Egypt, a country with its own ongoing political strife and attendant 

economic difficulties, struggles to provide basic services, not only for Syrian refugees, but for 

Egyptians themselves. As a result, Syrian refugees and displaced peoples have established their 

own educational services. Educational centers are permitted by the Egyptian government and are 

opened by both Syrians and Egyptians for Syrians who are unable to access public education 

services. This research focuses on four Syrian educational centers and their quest for Syrian 

cultural survival: Fard Foundation, Watan, Al Amal, and Al Amal Al Moshrek. 

 

Figure 1. Locations of Syrian Educational Centers 

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this study is to explore and showcase how Syrian refugees living in Cairo 

are aiding in the preservation of Syrian culture through the education of school-age children. 

This thesis uses a definition of culture derived from Anthropology which states that culture is a 
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melody of learned behaviours that are transmitted through human interactions (Royal 

Anthropological Institute, 2018). These behaviours include languages, customs, beliefs, and 

knowledge which are learned by some and not others, making the borders of culture blurred. 

Within these blurred borders, culture moves, grows, changes and is lost; therefore, in this thesis, 

the term cultural survival is used to explore the preservation and transformation of Syrian 

culture. Cultural Survival is a movement that began in 1972 and “respects and honors Indigenous 

People’s inherent rights and dynamic cultures… rooted in self-determination and self-

governance”, a philosophy that this thesis strongly considers (Cultural Survival, 2018). Syrian 

culture is not comprised of stagnant behaviours that are typical amongst all participants; rather, 

that individuals and collective identities are what make up a rich and colourful way of life, and 

this thesis will allow those Syrian voices to define what Syrian culture is and what the future of 

Syrian culture looks like.  

In the field of Anthropology there is a distinction between formal education and informal 

education. Formal education refers to an organized setting such as a classroom or school, while 

informal education refers to a general process of cultural transmission through daily life 

(Seymour, 1972). Throughout this thesis, the term education will be used to discuss formal 

education which most often is in reference to Syrian educational centers and Egyptian public 

schools. It is worth nothing that the results of this thesis show that both formal and informal 

education are inextricably connected and Syrian cultural survival is dependent on both.  

As a primary question, this research asks: How do Syrians use education to preserve 

Syrian culture? When fieldwork began, preliminary data gathered from gatekeepers and potential 

participants led me to reassess the nature and meaning of culture in preservation.2 It became 

                                                      
2  I initially connected with the Syrian community in Cairo through self-initiated charity work, 

bringing toys and clothes to educational centers. When I started to discusses the possibilities and scope of 
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apparent that just as significant as preservation, is the transformation of culture among Syrian 

educators. Therefore, in my interviews and focus group discussion (FGD) I gave equal time to 

both topics using two main questions: What parts of Syrian culture are being preserved through 

education? And, what parts of Syrian culture are being transformed through education? Notions 

of culture, and how it is situated politically, economically, and through transient and traumatic 

experiences of dislocation through the refugee experience were drawn out through participant 

interviews, discussions and my observations over one year of fieldwork. 

 The culturally critical processes and determining factors evident in preservation and 

transformation were elicited through supporting questions: What are the advantages/challenges 

in providing culturally-steered refugee education? Participants were also asked to discuss their 

insights and experiences about positive and negative implications of cultural preservation and 

cultural transformations, to think deeply about their current cultural and identity circumstances, 

and how their well-being and communities are affected.  

Finally, this research design includes scope to identify and explore coping mechanisms, 

successes, and wise practices in Syrian refugee education that are formulated as 

recommendations for future refugee educational communities, host societies, and international 

institutions such as UNHCR. The intent is to provide a toolbox of best practice techniques that 

can be designed and led by resident refugee populations in other countries contributing to 

cultural survival. 

Hypothesis 

                                                      
my research with Syrians, this is when my worldviews were opened up to the nature and meaning of 

culture in preservation. For instance, when asking questions about preserving culture, the conversation 

always gravitated towards how culture is changing or being lost. This is why the decision was made to 

include transformation as a central piece of cultural survival.  
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The guiding hypothesis3 in this study is that cultural survival is a crucial motivating 

factor with respect to Syrian refugee education in Egypt. Whether it is forced exclusion or 

voluntary abstention from public schools, herein lies an opportunity for Syrians to educate their 

own youth, despite the limited resources available to enable their delivery of an appropriate 

curriculum. Syrian educational centers have been opening throughout Cairo since 2011.4 The 

centers provide educational and employment opportunities, yet importantly they serve as a 

platform to preserve the Syrian culture. This research explores how these centers are used in a 

multiplicity of ways by the Syrian community to nurture culture, beyond the transfer of cultural 

knowledge from Syrian teachers to Syrian students.  

The domain of refugee education is dynamic, rapid and constantly changing; therefore, a 

guiding hypothesis is beneficial to use because it is exploratory in nature and does not try to fit 

the findings into predetermined philosophies. Allowing the Syrian refugee participant 

information to guide the direction of the findings strongly impacted the overall discussion, 

conclusions, and recommendations. For instance, as accurate as the hypothesis may be – that 

educational centers and teachers are central in the preservation of culture – the extent and degree 

to which culture transfer happens is found to be considerably widespread and complex. In other 

words, education is only one system through which cultural preservation and transformation 

intricacies are woven. This is why the results in chapter 5 are rich in stories about Syrian 

communities outside of education and why the recommendations in chapter 7 strongly suggest 

                                                      
3  A guided hypothesis allows the participant’s testimonies to direct the findings (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). 
4  To the best of my knowledge, the number of Syrian educational centers in Egypt is between 

twenty-seven, according to a source who requested to not be mentioned by name, and forty, according to 

a source at Watan.  
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the engagement of these individuals in Cairo to become involved with Syrian educational 

centers.     

Personal Introduction 

For almost nine years I have lived in Cairo and taught at an international school.5 One 

thing I do as an early childhood teacher is teach children to read. Reading is more than just 

fluency, it is about understanding what has been read. As a way to build understanding, I ask my 

students questions to reflect on and make connections to the book they read. These questions not 

only help them understand the book but they help them comprehend the world around us. I asked 

myself the same questions, and I invite you to do the same while reading through this thesis.  

1. What connections can I make to this thesis? 

2. What makes this thesis interesting for me? 

3. What would I change after reading this? 

I live in Egypt, like my participants, far away from home, family, and friends. While I 

have many friends in Cairo, I cannot attend weddings, births, and funerals back in Canada. What 

connection can I make to this thesis? I understand the loneliness that comes with being a 

foreigner in another country. While I try not cling to every Canadian custom as if I have 

ownership over it, I somehow cannot shake off certain values that live within me. For this 

reason, I empathize with the struggle to courageously keep part of your culture while respectfully 

taking part in another.6 The connection I make to this thesis is to my participants and their 

journey in preserving their Syrian culture. I will probably never be able to fully understand the 

traumas they have endured, or comprehend the travel restrictions they must face and for this 

                                                      
5  Students learn in both English and Arabic. 
6  This strategy of cultural duality is used by Syrians in Cairo and is referred to in the literature 

review and throughout this thesis as the acculturation process of integration (Berry, 1997).  
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reason I want to make it clear that I do not equate my struggles to theirs. I am, however, 

tremendously thankful for the opportunity to build connections with each other through our 

stories of living abroad.    

What makes this thesis interesting for me? There is one thing that stood out: People are 

resilient. Whether it is through my volunteer work or this research, I am amazed at how strong 

people are in the face of war, oppression, and loss. Syrians have come together to form 

communities and they survive when all the odds are against them. On top of everything, they 

were willing to let me in to their lives and allow me to hear and use their stories. Not only that, I 

was always met with a smile and a positive attitude. That is beyond ‘interesting’ for me and I 

hope that one day they can return to a peaceful Syria. 

This has been an incredible process that put me through many sleepless nights but not 

without triumphs that followed. Many times, I hit a low and I felt like I could never accomplish 

mini-goals I set for myself. I distinctly remember pouring (tears) over notes for my literature 

review wondering how I would ever get it into paragraph form. So, what would I change after 

reading this? I appreciate the magnitude of the research process and I certainly know what I 

would do differently. I realize that as much as this paper is supposed to reflect my research 

purpose, it reflects my growth as a researcher and a person. While I might give myself some time 

before I embark on my next research project, I can honestly say that this learning process only 

left me wanting to ask, learn, and explore as much as I can. 

Organization of Study 

Chapter 2: Refugee Education and Cultural Survival 

International treaties and resolutions as tools of governance and Egypt’s role in signing 

and using these documents is presented first in an effort to give historical information about 
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refugee rights in Egypt. Discussion focuses on four pillars of refugee education: access, quality, 

protection and educational guidelines in the context of narratives of empowerment and notions of 

authority with respect to what is deemed culture and belonging.  

Chapter 3: Literature Review  

This literature review explores the interconnections among concepts and applications of 

belonging, integration and separation, human migration, and refugee education and their 

relevance to Syrian educational centers. The theoretical framework focuses on six main points 

taken from the literature and uses a triple-lens to guide this research: freedom to belong, right to 

culture, and self-determination. 

Chapter 4: Methodology 

A qualitative methodology is explained with twenty-two participants and multiple visits 

to four educational centers over eighteen months. Some 200 hours of research were conducted 

using participant observation, ten guided and open-ended interviews, a FGD, and around twenty 

informal discussions with educational refugee workers. The role of language and translators, and 

how they contributed to this research is explained. I then highlight the data analysis process 

which uses a hands-on mind-mapping technique. The chapter ends with an explanation of my 

role as a researcher and teacher, ethical considerations, and research limitations. 

Chapter 5: Results  

The results are presented in a way which showcases my interview findings separately 

from my FGD findings, and then brings them together during the discussion section. This is done 

in order to highlight the innovative discussion style and the unique findings in the FGD. These 

findings include but are not limited to: acculturation through education, gendered 
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transformations, identity and belonging as a refugee, the role of education in cultural 

preservation, survival, employment, youth and trauma.  

Chapter 6: Discussion  

The chapter brings together the literature review, theoretical framework and results into a 

coherent discussion that links the problems of culture and education for Syrians living in Egypt. 

One significant part of the discussion is the role women, youth, and teachers play as agents of 

change. This chapter deconstructs the one-note story placed on individuals to show that cultural 

survival through education is a complex system with no finite process.   

Chapter 7: Conclusion  

The conclusion presents four recommendations that are specific to Syrian educational 

centers in Egypt which include: bridging educational communities, teachers teaching teachers, 

adoption of a social studies curriculum, and play areas and play time. The chapter ends with a 

summary of the research including; methods, findings, and future research.  

Definitions 

The following terms will be used throughout this paper.  

Culture: Learned behaviours such as; language, religion, beliefs, and knowledge, that are 

transmitted through human interactions.  

Cultural preservation: The act of maintaining culture from the past for future 

generations. 

Cultural transformation: Voluntary or involuntary change in cultural behaviours.  

Cultural survival: The merging processes of cultural preservation and transformation to 

adapt to a changing environment while opposing cultural extinction.  

Education: Formal schooling in an organized setting.  
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Educational center: A non-public school that caters to the refugee and asylum-seeking 

population.  

Syrian educators: This term only refers to the Syrian educators I spoke with in this 

study and is not meant to comprise all Syrian educators into one homogenous group. 

Refugee and asylum-seeker: A refugee is a person fleeing conflict or persecution, while 

an asylum seeker is waiting for refugee status. According to UNHCR, “all Syrians who 

approached UNHCR Egypt after 2011 are registered as asylum seekers and do not undergo 

refugee status determination but are considered as Refugees” (UNHCR, 2018d). 

P#1, P#2, P#3… P#12: Using numbers to identify participants is a rigid and somewhat 

dehumanizing feature in direct opposition of the intentions of this paper. At the same time, it is 

the way I kept participants’ identities confidential throughout all research processes. So, in an 

effort to keep this research consistent and embrace anonymity, I made the decision to refer to 

participants in this way.  
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Chapter 2: Refugee Education and Cultural Survival  

At no other time in modern history has there been such high numbers of displaced 

peoples around the globe. UNHCR’s database on facts and statistics concerning displaced 

persons worldwide are sobering: “44,400 people a day forced to flee their homes because of 

conflict and persecution”, “57% of refugees worldwide came from three countries”, “68.5 

million forcibly displaced people worldwide” (UNHCR, 2018e). Countries, International 

Institutions, Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs), humanitarian groups, and individuals are 

working to alleviate these problems despite a growing displaced population and a significant gap 

in meeting financial requirements. Since Syrians have been settling in Egypt as refugees and 

asylum-seekers since 2011, raising families, and creating communities, the educational needs 

and practice are important to document and understand within the context of host country 

Egypt.7 The following section will outline what are the social and educational situations for 

Syrians in Egypt, and how cultural survival is a part of those.  

Egypt’s Commitment to Refugees 

International conventions and protocols regarding refugees and their rights to education 

are important legal contexts to Syrian education in Egypt; however, to pinpoint their direct 

                                                      
7  The political, religious, and social context for Egyptians and Syrians extends much before 2011 

from the time of the Pharaohs, into Arab expansion, through the Ottoman Empire, to the United Arab 

Republic, and into present day turmoil. While any discussion of Egypt and Syria needs to include the 

history of their relationships, it is far too expansive to detail here and is already attended to in other works 

(Glass, 2016; McHugo, 2015). This paper will acknowledge that these historical connections influence the 

Syrian experience in Cairo and the attitudes of Egyptians towards Syrians. For instance, after 

nationalizing the Suez Canal and relieving it from French and British control, Egyptian president Gamal 

Abdel Nasser became a hero to Arab nationalists, Syrians, and Egyptians who wanted reform (McHugo, 

2015). On February 1, 1958, Egypt and Syria became the United Arab Republic and in fact, “Syria ceased 

to be an independent state and member of the United Nations. Instead, it officially became the Northern 

Region of the United Arab Republic (the UAR)” (McHugo, 2015, p. 139). To this day, both Syrians and 

Egyptians share memories of being united as one country. When I ask Syrians and Egyptians how they 

feel about each other, they use the word brother or sister, which are religiously passionate terms reserved 

for those within the Muslim faith indicating a deep connection between the two groups. 
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impacts is difficult. Not only does Egypt’s internal strife convolute the implementation of these 

articles, religious governance conflicts with certain fundamental principles of these signed 

agreements. For instance, the reservations that Egypt makes when signing these documents 

shows that the successful implementation of these articles are dependent on Egypt’s willingness 

and ability to commit to these practices.  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was conceived in 1948 during the 

aftermath of WWII and set the standards for human rights across the globe. Egypt became a 

signatory in 1948 with reservations to articles 17 and 188 according to the Meeting Minutes 

document (UDHR, 1948). While it is important to acknowledge Egypt’s involvement in signing 

the UDHR, the discussion surrounding the UDHR and Egypt’s reservations does not directly 

impact Syrians in Egypt.9 However, Egypt’s decisions concerning Syrian refugees are unaligned 

with of other articles within the UDHR that Egypt is a full signatory to. For instance, the events 

of 2013 which prompted actions by the Egyptian government to restrict the movement of 

Syrians, a critical move for those fleeing violent conflict,10 violates Article 14(1) stating 

“everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution” 

(Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, p. 74). This argument is weakly linked however, 

                                                      
8  Egypt’s discussion of Article 18 in the original Meeting Minutes document is referred to as 

Article 19 (http://undocs.org/A/PV.183); however, the Article in question is Article 18 according to the 

original UDHR document (http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/). At the time of 

writing, I am unclear as to why there was an error in the Meeting Minutes reporting.   
9  Egypt makes a reservation on Article 17, by discussing that “certain restrictions and limitations 

existed regarding the marriage of Moslem women with persons belonging to another faith” (UDHR, 1948, 

p. 912), which would have no foreseeable impact on Syrian women in Egypt whose religious culture 

observes the same practice. The reservation on Article 18, “freedom to change his religion or belief” 

(Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, p. 74), again falls under the same religious practices of 

Syrian Muslims who also believe apostasy from Islam is a sin.  
10  A crackdown in 2013 on non-governmental organizations (NGOs), meant that many were no 

longer allowed to operate in Egypt, their assets frozen, and workers arrested, which left Syrian refugees 

unable to access these services (Marroushi, 2013). The Syrian embassy also closed during this time 

(BBC, 2013). It has now reopened and the general sense of solidarity with Syrians has strengthened (P#6, 

P#10, FGD). 

http://undocs.org/A/PV.183
http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
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since the UDHR is theoretical in nature and not as applicable as other documents that center 

around refugee rights.  

The 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol are international legal frameworks that 

serve to identify and protect refugees, without discrimination, from persecution. While Egypt 

signed on in 1951 it did so with reservations on five articles (Ayoub & Khallaf, 2014) including 

Article 22.1 concerned with public education, which maintains, “the Contracting States shall 

accord to refugees the same treatment as is accorded to nationals with respect to elementary 

education” (Convention and Protocol, 1951, p. 24). However, in 1992, a decree was signed 

which gave children of registered refugees the right to enroll in public school (Library of 

Congress, 2016). While this decree benefits some Syrians, unregistered Syrians do not qualify 

and “only 53% percent of Syrian children that are eligible to enroll in schools attend, due to the 

lack of sufficient kindergartens and the inability of other schools to absorb more students” 

(Library of Congress, 2016, para. 10). While the difficulties Syrians face accessing Education in 

Egypt will be discussed later in this chapter it is important to acknowledge that despite the 

reservation to the 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol, Egypt took measures of reform. 

Even more significant is that Egypt can take measures of reform in order to commit to refugee 

rights.   

The 1969 Organization of African Unity Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of 

Refugee Problems in Africa (“African Commission”, 2018) was initially created to protect 

African refugees fleeing conflicts due to decolonialization and continues to be “the first 

reference point when addressing refugee problems in Africa itself and has considerably 

influenced the domestic legislation of most countries on the continent” (Okello, 2014, p. 73). 

However, while the OAU is a strong voice for African countries the impact it has for Syrians in 
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Egypt is again dependent on Egypt’s reservations on the document. According to Ayoub and 

Khallaf (2014) Egypt “made reservations with regard to social services and labor market access 

in order to protect nationals that face poor social services and high unemployment”. So, Syrian 

refugees are tightly bound by Egypt’s religious and social laws, and ministry and presidential 

decrees, rather than to OAU agreements or other international documents (Library of Congress, 

2016).  

While Egypt is a signatory to these and other important protection frameworks, its 

capacities cannot meet its commitments. The International Network for Education in 

Emergencies (INEE) (2017) notes that “while the vast majority of countries have ratified 

international treaties that recognise the right to education, it is still denied to millions around the 

world due to lack of resources, capacity, and political will” (para. 10). Egypt does acquiesce to 

international standards which aim to provide refugees with educational opportunities; however, 

the internal strife that has racked the country’s economic, social, and political fabric since 2011 

hinders its ability to do so.11  

Empowering Syrians 

Urban living gives Syrian refugees the opportunity to be self-reliant and sustainable, 

while taking ownership over responding to their own educational needs. Unlike neighboring 

countries in the region, the absence of refugee camps in Egypt leaves Syrians almost no option, 

other than to integrate into cities and communities.12 While urban residence – when refugees live 

                                                      
11  2011 is not the defining moment of Egypt’s internal weaknesses. From the overthrowing of King 

Farouk in 1952, nationalization and Pan-Arabism in the time of Gamal Abdel Nasser, Anwar Sadat’s 

moves to strengthen ties between Israel and the United States of America, and Hosni Mubarak’s almost 

thirty-year rule, Egypt’s lengthy discussion about internal weakness will only be acknowledged in this 

paper as something that needs further exploration. 
12   Syrians living within Egyptian communities is not unusual as 60% of the world’s refugees live in 

urban areas (Hakiza, 2017). 
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within and amongst their host communities – makes it difficult for UNHCR and their 

humanitarian partners to access those in need of protection and assistance, they are more likely 

to be self-reliant while offering sustainable contributions to society, according to UNHCR Policy 

on Alternatives to Camps (UNHCR, 2014). Living in urban areas of Egypt allows freedom to 

access services such as; internet, transportation, hospitals, and schools. According to UNHCR 

(2014), integrating into the host community “avoids the duplication and inefficiencies arising 

from the creation of dedicated, parallel structures to serve refugees, while also hav[ing] greater 

lasting positive impact for host communities” (p. 5). However, when the host country lacks basic 

structures needed to meet the needs of their own people, as in Egypt’s case, integrating into 

schools, for example, can be especially challenging for refugees. 

Despite these socio-economic challenges, self-reliance, or “ownership”, as Dávila-

Ruhaak (2016) frames it, is a critical element for Syrian cultural survival:13  

The ability to have full and effective participation must include the ability to lead 

preservation efforts and thereby exercise ownership in the process. It is this very power to 

make decisions that affects and shapes cultural life and strengthens the normative 

framework of the right to culture. Empowering Syrians in preservation efforts is essential 

to the realization of their right to cultural preservation. (p. 538) 

Education is the medium in which refugee populations can engage in cultural survival efforts, as 

Williams (as cited in Crisp, Talbot & Cipollone, 2001) states: 

For their own self-esteem, refugees need to show to the rest of the world that they are not 

completely hopeless. They may have lost most things in life but knowledge and skills 

                                                      
13  When Dávila-Ruhaak discussed culture, she was referring to the destruction of archaeological 

sites in Syria; however, her sentiments about ownership and preservation are valuable to other aspects of 

culture, such as language and social norms.   
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once acquired can never be taken away. Education is therefore a priceless commodity for 

refugees to cling on to. Indeed, it holds the future of their very existence – for the 

individual and the community as a whole. (p. 115) 

Syrians in Cairo are clinging on to education; however, in order for culture to be transmitted, the 

education system must to be set up for success. The following sections outline the need for 

access to quality education that fosters protection (Dryden-Peterson, 2011). 

Access to Education 

Syrian educational centers give Syrian students, who cannot enroll in Egyptian public 

schools, the opportunity to access education. For public schools to be accessible, Syrian refugees 

need administrative documents and identity papers to register their children in Egyptian public 

schools. First, they must be registered by UNHCR granting them refugee status. Once registered, 

they must be holders of an Egyptian residency visa, to be permitted to enroll in public schools 

(El-Ahl, 2016). The research results in chapter 5 show that these processes are time consuming, 

stressful, and not always possible, even with the proper documents. So, even though UNHCR 

(2018) strongly suggests integration into public school systems, rather than parallel systems, it is 

not always realistic.  

In addition, other chief reasons why Syrian refugees do not, or cannot, attend Egyptian 

public schools, are: overcrowded classrooms, prohibitive cost of uniforms and transportation, 

physical and verbal abuse, lost years of schooling, and the inability to access previous school 

records (3RP, 2015; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015; Rollins, 2015).14 For example, costs, such as 

uniforms and books, are strenuous on Syrian families who are relying on humanitarian 

                                                      
14  These are major problems in Egyptian public schools that affect both Egyptians and Syrians. One 

of my participants told me that the headmaster of a school said she would allow the participant’s children 

to enroll, as per the law, but there are no desks and no space to even stand. It is well known that in 

Egyptian public school classrooms you can find fifty, sixty, and even seventy students in one classroom.  
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assistance, have depleted their savings, and are facing difficulties finding steady employment 

(Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015; Rollins, 2015). At the same time, there are limited employment 

opportunities in education. Sirin and Rogers-Sirin (2015) explain “host countries have generally 

not allowed Syrians to teach, although employing them could help provide instruction in Arabic 

and ease classroom overcrowding” (p. 1). While schools have the potential to offer normalcy and 

stability – especially to those who have endured chaotic and traumatic experiences – Syrian 

students and teachers are at risk of not being able to take advantage of public education 

opportunities. 

UNHCR (2016) recommends that integrating in host country schools is the most efficient 

method to ensuring refugee children are able to access education, but claims refugees are also 

apprehensive of this inclusion strategy from a cultural standpoint:  

Without sufficient information about the advantages of such inclusion, refugee 

communities can at first be reluctant to have their children study foreign curricula when 

this raises the unwelcome prospect of prolonged displacement or seems to weaken ties to 

their native countries, cultures, religions and identities. But following a new curriculum 

does not mean forgetting one’s roots, and refugee communities have shown themselves to 

be adept at maintaining close ties to their own cultures and languages outside the 

classroom. (p. 19) 

Syrian refugees who enroll their children in Syrian educational centers are not entirely 

apprehensive about studying a foreign curriculum since the requirement is that the Egyptian 

curriculum is taught. However, the pull towards educational centers rather than integration in the 

public system is also about a greater opportunity to maintain culture in addition to the points on 
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access mentioned above. The literature review will show that these push-and-pull approaches are  

the acculturation processes of integration and separation (Berry, 1997).  

While parallel systems can create imbalances between refugees and their host 

communities, public school is not always an available option for Syrians. Fard Foundation, an 

Egyptian NGO that hires Syrians to teach Syrian children, was founded on the basis that “20,000 

of the 60,000 school-age children who are registered with the UNHCR were not registered with 

the Education Ministry, which meant they were not getting schooling” (Samir, 2017, para. 18). 

Equipped with donations, data from surveys, and kind-hearts, three Egyptian women established 

Fard Foundation and set out to educate Syrian children in Cairo who are otherwise unable to 

access public education. The other educational centers in this study, Watan, Al Amal, and Al 

Amal Al Moshrek, are founded by Syrians and operate on similar principles and educational 

philosophies which are detailed in chapter 5. All four centers are perpetuating the global trend of 

establishing single-nationality refugee schools in order to avoid faults in the public system, give 

all Syrian children access to schooling, and preserve Syrian culture (Noureldin, 2015; Wachob & 

Williams, 2016).  

Quality in Education 

While educational centers may improve access to education, quality must exist in order to 

garner meaningful cultural experiences and learning for children. The quality of education has a 

direct impact on this upcoming generation of Syrians who will be central contributors to the 

future of Syrian culture. This thesis examines the extent to which Syrian educators in Egypt face 

quality barriers, and in particular, within the context of cultural preservation and survival through 

transferring Syrian language, values, and traditions to children in Syrian educational centers.15 

                                                      
15  Determinants of school quality such as; learning experiences and results, positive classroom 

environment, supportive leadership and administration, and positive external relationships, are mammoth 
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 Curricula are used in education as a plan for the transfer of knowledge to be efficient and 

comprehensive, resulting in a quality education. Educational centers are trying to meet the 

cultural needs of Syrian students and teachers while adhering to the curriculum regulations from 

the Egyptian government. The consensus among Syrians educators is that even though the 

Egyptian curriculum must be taught in Syrian educational centers, at least students are able to 

speak in the Syrian dialect, be around other Syrians, and learn about Syrian culture. While this 

sentiment may be true, there is no efficient and versatile curriculum or plan being implemented 

in addition to the Egyptian curriculum, which ensures and demonstrates the preservation of 

Syrian culture. Implementing a quality social studies curriculum,16 that the school can adapt and 

adopt to their fit needs, is the basis for one of the recommendations in this thesis.  

A curriculum, however, cannot be implemented to its full potential without teachers who 

are well-equipped, trained, and have a passion for education. So, a key determinant of school 

quality is the competence and ability of teachers. The problem with refugee education is teachers 

are often untrained and not able to partake in affordable professional development opportunities 

(UNHCR 2018; Wachob and Williams, 2016). The way Syrian educators access professional 

development is through collaborating with colleagues, searching for tips online, and participating 

in INGO and NGO trainings. One of the recommendations in this thesis is to expand access to 

cost-effective teacher trainings and professional development by linking with other schools and 

educational communities in Cairo. Maker (2018) - a Sudanese refugee and now a teacher for 

                                                      
tasks for educational centers with limited access to resources and funding. UNHCR’s stance on 

integration into public schools is significant here because that education system is already in place; 

however, when the determinants of school quality in Egypt’s public system are also victim to a lack of 

funding and resources, separation in the form of educational centers becomes the viable option.  
16  The social studies American Education Reaches Out (AERO) standards or British Columbia’s 

new social studies curriculum are two examples of curricula that are adaptable to the needs, cultures, and 

contexts of international schools and refugee education.  



CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND EDUCATION AMONG SYRIANS IN CAIRO 31 

refugee students -  says “educating refugees will be the hope of rebuilding their countries 

someday” (12:10), which is why supporting and nurturing Syrian educators’ teaching abilities is 

important to Syrian cultural survival.  

Protection of Culture and the Child 

UNHCR (2011) recommends that “the protection role of education involves the ability of 

schools to provide a safe and secure space that promotes the well-being of learners, teachers, and 

other education personnel” (p. 32). While there are negative relationships between education and 

conflict, such as the use of schools to perpetuate ideas of conflict through curricula and lessons, 

positive relationships can promote well-being and peace (King, 2011). Schools, for example, are 

a place where students can be protected from physical and emotional harm. As Maker (2018) 

asserts “when you’re busy solving mathematical equations and you are memorizing poetry, you 

forget the violence that you witnessed back home. And that is the power of education. It creates 

this place for peace” (14:26). For Syrian refugees – the majority of whom are suffering from 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, and other psycho-social stressors – being in 

a culture-sharing environment where teachers are empathetic and knowledgeable about students’ 

traumatic situations – because they have also experienced this – allows for students to feel 

protected and safe; therefore, learning can happen (Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015).  

Syrian educational centers can also offer cultural protection in addition to emotional and 

physical protection. El-Menofi (2016) says “Syrian refugees in Egypt have established their own 

educational centers in a bid to safeguard their culture and identity” (para. 1). Even with the 

similarities between both cultures, Syrians are determined to protect and celebrate what makes 

them Syrian. Outlined in Table 2 is certainly not a complete list, but an idea of some of the 

cultural differences between Egypt and Syria. Syrian refugees in Cairo came from hostile and 
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violent environments into a living situation that is without family, friends, and familiar faces. 

The markets, mosques, and cafes are different. Employment and housing are limited, and the 

streets can be dangerous for those who are not in tune with the unspoken laws of the street. 

While the transition from Syria to Egypt may have resulted in safety from imminent harm, the 

result is a complete removal from anything familiar. To add, Syrians entered Egypt with few of 

their possessions which creates a weakened feeling of belonging. Syrian educational centers are a 

place where students, teachers, parents and community members, are presented with an 

opportunity to preserve culture, rebuild identity, and strengthen belonging.  

Table 1: Overview of Cultural Differences Between Syria and Egypt 

 

Cultural Activity Syria Egypt Mentioned By 

Weddings Segregated by sex, 

paid for by groom 

Not segregated by 

sex, costs split 

 

P#6, P#9 

Public Spaces Gardens Country clubs and 

malls 

 

P#8, P#12 

Clothing Black, navy blue, 

white, and grey 

 

Colourful P#2, P#3, P#4, P#5, 

P#6, P#12 

Language Syrian accent, Arabic 

important 

Egyptian accent, 

English important 

 

P#1, P#4, P#6 

School Segregated by sex, 

small class sizes, few 

private 

Not segregated by 

sex, large class sizes, 

many private schools 

P#2, P#3, P#12 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

Interconnections among concepts and applications of belonging, identity, and refugee 

education are the main components of the literature review and form the basis for the theoretical 

framework of the thesis. I argue that education plays a pivotal role in cultural survival for 

Syrians in Egypt. This centers around the idea that cultural survival is not only concerned with 

preservation of culture, but transformation and new identities. I begin the literature review by 

mapping out connections among concepts of community, refugees, borders, and gender to 

investigate belonging. Then, I discuss refugee education and the complexities of integration and 

separation as acculturation processes that are relevant to trauma, coexistence, and Syrian 

educational centers in Cairo.  

Cultures of Being and Belonging 

Belonging is to be a part of something. Being a refugee means belonging is threatened. 

The topic of belonging is particularly important in cultural studies linked to refugee education 

because education gives refugees a chance to be a part of something. In the case of Syrian 

educational centers, the chance is to be a part of something familiar in an otherwise unfamiliar 

environment. The intricate cultural threads of a place, group, or community, reveal what 

summons people to belong; however, they are indefinite, ever-changing, and dynamic, because 

cultures of being and belonging do not sit still (Maldonado, 2016; Nealon & Grioux, 2012). For 

Syrian refugees, familiarity is indeed entangled with foreign ways of being.  

Born (2014) suggests that no matter how familiar or foreign a place is, people transcend 

into a state of belonging through feeling:  
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Belonging means to feel that we are in the right place, to be made to feel welcome in a 

place or a group. It is to be cared for and to reciprocate that caring, to know that “I am 

home”. It is a willingness to extend our identity to a people or experience. (p. 56) 

This is significant for refugees because even though their belonging is threatened - in an 

extremely physical and emotional way - a result of these new and genuine shared experiences are 

new cultures of being and belonging. Nevertheless, people are labeled as having one culture, one 

identity, and one belonging. Maldonado (2016) claims “in disaster-related policies and practices, 

culture is often treated as tangible, homogenous, static” and is “something that can be managed 

or protected as a single unit” (p. 52). While this thesis focuses on Syrian culture, Yuval-Davis 

(2010) warns us to avoid reductionism in identity discourses. So, it is the intention of this thesis 

to celebrate diversity within Syrian culture, which honours cultures of being and belonging.  

An Identity  

Yuval-Davis (2010) defines identity “as a specific kind of narrative in which people tell 

themselves and others who they are, who they are not and who/how they would like to/should 

be” (p. 279). In addition to these invaluable personal narratives, the boundaries of individual 

identities can extend to form culture-sharing groups (Born, 2014; Yuval-Davis, 2010). What 

happens when an identity or a culture is mocked, threatened, or forgotten? Colson (2003) argues 

the case of the refugee: “resettlement does not wipe out memory, but rather provides a medium 

through which it is reworked, and the memory of shared experience of uprooting helps to create 

new forms of identity” (p. 9). In other words, through resilience identity is not lost, it is 

transformed. 

“We Are Not Refugees”  
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 If resettlement allows for the transformation of identity, then the next question is: who is 

active in defining new identities? Personal or group narratives are often constructed agendas 

which are imposed on people (Yuval-Davis, 2010), as shown by the vocabulary below:  

Immigrants, migrants, forced migrants, displaced, internally displaced, forcibly displaced, 

stateless, asylum-seekers, refugees, persecuted, outcasts, victims, needy, lazy, swarming, 

invading, criminals, pests,... 

These carefully picked words create a dangerous “dominant narrative” (Ryu & Tuvilla, 

2018), which strips away the individual experience and story. Esses, Hamilton and Gaucher 

(2017) argue that the harm in this dominant narrative is that “the description of a single group of 

refugee claimants can have negative effects on perceptions of refugees in general” (p. 90). 

Politicians, for example, utilize harmful actions executed by one individual, as an effort to keep 

out entire groups of people labeled as economic, social, or cultural threats.17 The media also 

plays a role in either reducing or perpetuating stereotypes of refugees and other migrants (Esses 

et al., 2017; Ryu & Tuvilla, 2018).  Adichie (2009) states “the single story creates stereotypes 

and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They 

make one story become the only story” (13:01). The word ‘refugee’ and the words that are used 

in association with it, can be a liability to those seeking protection and assistance, because of the 

implicit implication that refugees are people who are a burden or a threat to society (Esses et al., 

2017; Mosselson, 2009; Ryu & Tuvilla, 2018). The contrary truth is that refugees and other 

                                                      
17  Eighteen days after the initial 2011 protests in Tahrir square, the Egyptian military ended the 31-

year rule of Hosni Mubarak. One year later, Mohamed Morsi, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, was 

elected to presidency. In his inauguration speech, Morsi sympathized with revolutionaries still fighting 

against the Bashar al-Assad regime in Syria (Ayoub & Khallaf, 2014). When unrest in Egypt failed to 

decline during Morsi’s rule, Egyptian media started to associate and accuse any Syrians living in Egypt as 

Islamist aggressors, who sided with Mohamed Morsi, the Muslim Brotherhood, and any hardline 

fundamentalist groups, such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) (Shahine, 2016; Kingsley, 2016). 
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immigrants have shown themselves to contribute positively to host communities and economies 

(UNHCR, 2014).18   

How scholarship situates the discourse about refugees is critical in influencing policy 

makers and citizens of host countries. There is growing consensus among critical social theorists 

that, as Malkki (1997) argues, “dealing with them as victims, as persons knowable only through 

their need… dehumanizes and dehistoricizes the refugee” (as cited in Colson, 2003, p. 2). 

Refugees, though, are resilient and resourceful and in order for policy makers to hear these 

stories, refugees need to be given the opportunity to share them.19 The concept of Cultural 

Survival (2018), a movement to further indigenous rights, is founded on the principle that 

marginalized individuals and groups need to be in charge of their own identity: 

Cultural Survival believes that vibrant and durable communities rest on the principles of 

self-determination, human rights, informed citizenry and access to information, the 

freedom of expression, and the right to organize and shape the future in a way consistent 

with one’s tradition, language, culture and community. (n.p.)   

This thesis borrows these ideas from Cultural Survival when considering the theoretical 

framework that explores preservation and transformation of Syrian culture in educational centers. 

                                                      
18  Syrians have contributed 800 million USD in new investments to the Egyptian economy (UNDP, 

ILO, WFP, 2017). 
19  Here is a story of resilience and resourcefulness a Syrian man told me about himself during an 

informal interview. He could not find work after fleeing to Lebanon in 2012 from Syria. He also felt 

mistreated and out of place among the thousands of other refugees. So, he fled to Egypt, leaving his 

brother behind in Lebanon and his mother still in Syria. After completing a few years of law in an 

Egyptian university, he was told he would not be able to graduate without going back to Syria to retrieve 

previous school documents. Since returning to Syria is not an option, this young man decided to take the 

dangerous journey across the Mediterranean Sea to Italy. He told his friend to call his mom if he took 

longer than nine days. He landed in Italy after ten days, sometime in 2016. Hitching rides, he found his 

way to Germany to claim asylum. In 2018, he is enrolled once again in law school with a German 

passport. This man has one of millions of refugee stories that are extremely valuable for scholars and 

policy makers to direct their decisions about refugees.  
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There is no group better to shape the future of Syrian culture than Syrians themselves. Therefore, 

this thesis is shaped by the Syrian experience and avoids an imposed dominant narrative.  

A Place 

The sense of place is also a contested construct, particularly in representations of national 

culture as a hegemonic entity. This single story takes the diverse identities and cultures within 

the nation-state and melds them together with common rhetoric about a place (Bahri, 2017; 

Sealy, 2018). Political borders are what define a nation-state and they often cross and exclude 

cultural-sharing groups. Those within the borders are obligated to identify with that nation, and 

take the nationality. Political borders, in this light, define a forced and fraudulent uniqueness. In 

addition, nationality is not as straightforward as drawing up borders nor is it given to all who 

reside within them.20 For instance, some believe nationality is granted by passing tests, living in 

the country and following the laws, while others believe nationalities are only granted at birth 

(Esses et al., 2017). So, in these ways, nationality, and national culture, are “fairly arbitrary 

construct[s]” (Nealon & Giroux, 2012, p. 53). Consequently, in dividing up the world with 

political borders, an “us” versus “them” system is created. (Yuval-Davis, 2009; Yuval-Davis & 

Stoetzler, 2002). This is observable in the differential European response to the hundreds and 

thousands of refugees and displaced peoples from the Middle East and African wars that have 

journeyed to European shores (Kingsley, 2016). The us vs. them identity markers explain to 

some extent the closure of European borders. However, in the same way that cultural groups and 

identities historically transcend the borders of the nation-state, national identity transcends 

fragmented social structures. As Sealy (2018) argues, to completely disregard the validity of a 

national culture is wrong. Nayeri (2017) writes that “sometimes all that’s left of value in [an] 

                                                      
20  Bedouin tribes and peoples in Egypt are not given the same rights as Egyptians even though both 

are born and live in Egypt.   
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exile’s life is his identity” (para 29). For Syrians in Egypt, disregarding the idea of Syrian 

nationality and culture would be to strip away that person’s identity and belonging. While the 

literature shows that political borders and nationality are imposed constructs that can create 

harmful stereotypes and narratives, this thesis acknowledges the Syrian national identity is 

important to Syrians in Egypt. 

Gender  

Gender and gender roles are socially constructed and they are not constant; therefore, 

when they change, they can shake the social structures of which they are a part. The literature on 

gender identity that relates to refugee education and cultural survival provides an inquiry “raising 

critical questions about the social construction of masculinity and femininity, their ascribed 

social functions and forms of resistance, masculine domination, the politics of desire and the 

body, among other concerns” (Nealon & Giroux, 2012, p. 178). Thompson (2006) supports the 

importance of integrating the gendered aspects of identity especially of those from war-torn 

societies by arguing that “if we don’t understand the specific circumstances, experiences, roles, 

vulnerabilities and capacities of men and women in war, we construct homogeneous strategies of 

response that do not address gender-based differences and generally tend to disadvantage 

women” (pp. 342-43). Since men and women both experience migration differently, studies that 

generalize the male experience, make all refugees fall victim to the single-story narrative 

(Nawyn, 2010). For this reason, I consider the gendered dimensions of cultural survival through 

education in the methodology and overall approach to the research. 

It is important to note that women as victims at the front of some migration discourses 

has unintended consequences. While women are more vulnerable and at risk than men during 

migration (Berry, 1997; Nawyn, 2010), this generalization can be linked to homogenizing 
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women as victims, when in reality, women play major roles in their families, society, and in 

being agents of social change (Arostegui, 2013; Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 2018; Yuval-Davis, 

2009). Further, women are also active participants in perpetuating conflict and war, which is why 

labeling women solely as victims and peace makers limits understanding and approaches to 

cultural survival processes. Syrian women in Egypt are acting as agents of social change by 

working and partaking in non-traditional gender roles, so it is critical that this thesis dissects how 

these changes are affecting men, women, and Syrian culture.  

There are fundamental changes in how research is framed that combat the 

homogenization of men’s and women’s experiences. For example, replacing the word “women” 

with the word “gender” in migration literature acknowledges that gender roles are fluid and what 

horrors of war we think happen to women can also happen to men (Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 

2018; Nawyn, 2010). Crenshaw (2016) uses the term “intersectionality” to talk about the 

overlapping of different forms of social injustice using the example of an African American 

female job applicant who suffers from double discrimination (13:53). In other words, it is 

important to look at the interlinkages among many criteria including age, religion, class, and 

ethnicity in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of changing gender roles in migrant 

and refugee discussions.    

Integration, Separation, and Refugee Education 

Berry’s (1997) theory on acculturation outlines four different processes of interaction 

between the host community and the refugee: separation/segregation, integration, assimilation, 

and marginalization. In particular, I am interested in how separation and integration can be 

applied to education for Syrians in Egypt. Separation is about holding onto one’s culture and 
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abstaining from cultural practices of the dominant culture.21 Integration is a perspective equipped 

to investigate how a group or individual’s culture evolves alongside another, maintaining 

elements from both (Ryder, Alden and Paulhus, 2000). Educational centers are themselves an act 

of separation from the host culture. At the same time, these educational centers are bound to the 

curriculum and structural demands of the Egyptian government and Syrian students and teachers 

are immersed in Egyptian life. So, integration is also an important aspect of the cultural survival 

process through these educational centers.  

The fluidity of cultural exchange between host cultures and refugee cultures can have 

important bearings on educational experiences and how Syrian educators view their role as 

cultural guides to the next generation. While not a complete list, variables and factors such as; 

age and gender, political situation in host country, mental health, whether or not immigration 

was voluntary, or cultural distance between the two, all have an effect on how individuals cope 

and adapt psychologically, socioculturally and economically into their host country (Berry, 

1997). For example, positive meta-perception – what the refugee believes others think about 

him/her – is important for healthy and successful integration (Esses et al., 2017). The same then 

can be applied to refugee education. In their study on immigrant adjustment in Portuguese 

schools, Antonio and Monterio (2015) found that “the perception of the majority wanting a 

broader, more inclusive definition of “we” – one that is capable to include immigrants and their 

descendants – is fundamental for the good social adjustment of minority members to the general 

society” (p. 426). What the authors are advocating is that those who are integrating into society, 

                                                      
21  Segregation refers to a forced separation, which is not particularly relevant to this thesis because 

the Egyptian government does allow Syrian students to integrate into the public education system, making 

educational centers an act of separation from the host culture. However, it could be argued that school-age 

Syrians in Egypt without UNHCR refugee status and Egyptian residency are prohibited from accessing 

Egyptian public schools, thereby making school attendance an act of segregation. For purposes of 

simplicity, separation is the term that will be used in this paper. 
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must feel welcomed (Antonio & Monterio, 2015). Positive meta-perception is significant in 

relation to why Syrians choose to integrate or separate from the Egyptian public-school system.   

The goal of refugee education is ensuring that displaced youth and adults are having their 

educational needs met to equip them to be productive members within their families, 

communities, host countries. This goal differs from the goal of education generally because of 

factors that affect timely refugee enrolments, curricula that is culturally familiar and 

understandable, and taught through pedagogical means that are relevant to students that may 

have faced war trauma, exile, family displacement, and physical and psychological wounds. For 

instance, by the time refugee students are able to re-enter school, many have missed years of 

schooling and are entering culturally and educationally different school environments than they 

are used to. On top of this, pre-migration, resettlement, and post-displacement traumas affect a 

student’s ability to function in the classroom, and if not addressed with urgency, could have 

detrimental long-term effects (Seddio, 2017). Syrian educational centers are better able to 

understand and accommodate the specific needs of refugee children who have lost years of 

schooling and are suffering from trauma.  

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework in this thesis is formed from six main points taken from the 

theories discussed in the literature review: 

• While political borders are arbitrary and divisive, disregarding national culture, 

disregards identity and belonging. 

• When identities are imposed, they create dangerous stereotypes and dominant narratives. 

• Resettlement changes culture and creates new identities. 
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• The act of separation and integration are not mutually exclusive and the transfer of 

culture between host country and refugee is fluid and dependent on the individual 

experience. 

• Refugee students want to be included, to feel included, and to feel like they belong.  

• All gendered roles and experiences must be considered, especially from a perspective of 

intersectionality - overlapping social injustices - to consider all and not disadvantage one 

group. 

These seven points touch on three components that form the theoretical lens of this 

research: Right to culture, self-determination and freedom to belong.  

Right to Culture 

The theoretical framework of this thesis is designed to investigate how education and 

educational centers play a pivotal role in cultural survival for Syrians in Cairo. This thesis uses 

an Anthropological definition of culture: Learned behaviours such as; language, religion, beliefs, 

and knowledge that are transmitted through human interactions. Cultural survival is about 

ensuring these behaviours are passed onto future generations in spite of outside interference or 

change. Syrian educators say that the purpose of cultural survival is not only about opposing 

cultural cleansing and extinction, but about the future and rebuilding Syria. This right to culture 

(Cultural Survival, 2018) is why educational centers are critical to Syrian cultural survival. At 

the same time, culture is fluid and the ways in which people interact and coexist with each other 

is limitless and not confined to the walls of a school. So, cultural survival in this thesis is about 

the preservation and transformation of culture in a refugee context and how Syrian cultures of 

being and belonging are being shaped.  

Freedom to Belong 
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Being a refugee is about the loss of belonging, and the word itself carries a lot of pain. 

Participants in this study not only rejected the word, they often asked that I did too. I was told 

“we are not refugees”, because the word consequentially strips away their sense of belonging. 

Discussions about the dominant and dehumanizing refugee story were considered throughout the 

research and in the presentation of this study (Esses et al., 2017; Mosselson, 2009; Ryu & 

Tuvilla, 2018). The intention of this theoretical framework is to honour Syrian participants’ 

freedom to belong by giving them space to define their identities and the autonomy to take 

ownership over their stories. So, while I used the word refugee throughout this paper, I avoided it 

in almost all conversations and documents I shared with my participants. The questions to my 

participants dig deep into feelings of belonging to elicit meaningful answers about loss, 

preservation, and their new life in Cairo (Born, 2014). Through these heartfelt experiences and 

stories told by Syrian educators, a truthful and accurate picture of Syrian cultural survival took 

place.  

Self-Determination 

Integration and separation are concepts that will be used to analyze how Syrian 

educational centers are playing a role in cultural survival (Berry, 1997). For instance, there are 

reasons why Syrian educational centers operate despite UNHCR recommendation of integration. 

In order to find out why, this thesis will look at cultural preservation especially from the 

perspective of refugees who are insecure, more vulnerable, and unlike those who are easily able 

to integrate into the public system. For instance, while this is not a study on trauma, this paper 

cannot ignore the trauma that these refugee teachers and students have been through, how that 

affects their identity, belonging and ability to coexist. I also consider gendered dimensions of 

cultural survival through education such as, how women who act as agents of social change, 
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teachers, and employers. This thesis borrows ideas about self-determination (Cultural Survival, 

2018) to show how Syrians are in charge of their own identity, belonging, and cultural survival 

in spite of these vulnerability and insecurity factors. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

The methodological framework for this research is qualitative in design using 

ethnographic and arts-informed approaches, consisting of twelve one-on-one interviews and one 

focus group discussion (FGD) with ten females, as well as participant observation approaches. 

The FGD was framed from its initial design to include a more arts-informed approach, rather 

than a more traditional question-and-answer session. Interviews were semi-formal and open-

ended, allowing the participants testimonies to guide the interview. Data analysis happened 

throughout the research, making the structure of the research fluid and ever-changing, while a 

final data analysis using mind-mapping techniques brought the themes of the results together.  

Research Sites and Participants  

The majority of data collection took place in 6th of October, a suburb on the outskirts of 

Cairo, Egypt. This area in Cairo has the highest concentration of Syrian refugees and asylum-

seekers (Ayoub & Khallaf, 2014). Three of the four educational centers I visited were Watan, 

Fard Foundation, and Al Amal Al Moshrek located in this district. The fourth center, Al Amal, is 

located in Haram, a city section in the heart of Cairo. Additionally, I contacted UNHCR, 

Tadamon Council, and St. Andrews Refugee Services for information. Traveling across Cairo is 

time consuming, costly, and even dangerous, particularly for women and unregistered refugees; 

therefore, my research sites were chosen by the participants. Most often, they took place at the 

centers themselves. Saturdays were often the only day of the week available to both myself and 

my participants. At times, interviews were conducted in the evening, or during holidays. Time 

and scheduling difficulties meant data collection was stretched out between October 2017 and 
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March 2018. An estimate of 200 hours was spent in research areas working with gatekeepers,22 

participants, and translators. 

A snowball methodology was used to identify participants. This method works well in 

Egypt’s transient-like environment, where more than half of the 300,000 Syrians in Egypt are not 

registered with UNHCR, and word of mouth is an effective method of contact (Ayoub & 

Khallaf, 2014; King, 2011; Kira, Shuwiekh, Rice, Al Ibraheem & Aljakoub, 2017; Pearlman, 

2016). In addition, social media was useful to identify organizations working with Syrians such 

as Tadamon and St. Andrews Refugee Services. Participants and organizations visited prior to 

field research in order to build trust, explain the research purpose, and identify people willing to 

participate.  

My primary participants were Syrian educators: teachers, administrators, and support 

staff. At first, I assumed participants were likely to be female, due the notions that men have 

either been killed, arrested, are fighting the war in Syria, or have traveled to Europe in an effort 

to claim asylum, and seek family reunification at a later time (Bahgat, 2015; Kingsley, 2016). 

According to the founder of Al Amal Al Moshrek (P#12), teachers in Syrian educational centers 

are most likely to be female because men opt for higher paying jobs. So, in an effort to make the 

research comprehensive and balanced, I conducted the same number of key informant interviews 

with both men and women. The absence of men within these educational centers is one reason a 

male FGD could not be conducted. 

Participants are between the ages of twenty-one and fifty-four and moved to Egypt 

sometime after 2011. While most of my participants are from Damascus, Syria, others come 

                                                      
22  The gatekeepers for this research were primarily administrators and office staff who coordinated 

time with participants, assisted with translations, and helped me find information. Creswell (2014) defines 

gatekeepers as “individuals at research sites who provide access to the site and allow or permit a 

qualitative research study to be undertaken” (p. 243). 
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from Homs and Daraa. One participant comes from Latakia and two did not provide their 

locations of origin. Most participants have completed high school, while many have enrolled in 

post-secondary education or have finished at least one university degree and are continuing 

education in Egypt. For example, P#12 has over twenty years of experience in education, while 

P#1 began teaching after arriving in Cairo (see Appendix A and Appendix B for complete tables 

of Participant Characteristic Information from Interviews and the FGD, respectively). 

Data Collection 

Before any questions or activities took place, participants were briefed about the research 

and given time to ask questions, before signing an English copy of the Informed Consent Form 

(ICF) (Appendix C). They were given an Arabic version (Appendix D) to read during the briefing 

and encouraged to keep the copy for their records. The option of signing the Arabic IFC was 

offered; however, no objection was given by participants to signing the English copy. 

Participants were also offered an Executive Summary written in English (Appendix E) and 

Arabic (Appendix F) to keep or offer to curious community members.  

Translators also signed an ICF and were briefed on questions and interview routines days 

before. Sometimes, the educational centers provided a translator and only a quick briefing was 

possible. Finding a translator who was trustworthy, knowledgeable in both English and Syrian 

Arabic, acted with a kind demeanor, and would give (as much as possible) an unbiased 

translation proved to be one of the more challenging tasks during this research. Furthermore, the 

sex of the translator needed to be considered in the selection process. While a female is able to 

translate for a male participant, if a man were to translate for a female participant, cultural 

boundaries would have been crossed. Altogether, I used four different translators, two males and 
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two females. The translators added significant information on context to the material collected 

during the process.  

Interviews and the FGD were recorded with the participants’ permission and were 

referred to later for reference and clarification. Rather than transcribing, a task which can be 

tedious and time-consuming (Pearlman, 2016), detailed notes were taken during the discussions. 

Notes were immediately reviewed with participants for clarification, proving to be a valuable 

inquiry time, allowing participants to summarize the most important points of discussion and add 

points that were not mentioned. Notes were typed up to include extra information such as; 

environmental factors, afterthoughts, and feelings.  

Interviews 

Most interviews took place in empty offices, classrooms and occasionally in someone’s 

home. School environments are usually bustling with children and teachers, and homes are 

crowded with extended family members sharing living spaces; therefore, confidential one-on-one 

interview sessions were rare. Interviews ranged from forty-five minutes to two and a half hours, 

depending on how much the participants had to say and how much time we had. Using an open-

ended and semi-structured format, participants were all asked the same twelve questions to focus 

the conversation on the research hypothesis (see Appendix G for the interview questions and 

format). Pearlman (2016) claims that open-ended questions are “meaningful” to the participant 

and offer a chance for participants to “say things that researchers don’t think of” (p. 1). So, while 

each question was focused, I encouraged participants to guide the conversation by asking them to 

elaborate on topics they introduced into the conversation.  

Focus Group Discussion  
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Multi-dimensional and arts-informed, the FGD is a special part of this research. Its 

interactive and informative structure benefited both the research and the participants (see Table 2 

the FGD activities and format). For example, while aspects about Syrian culture and education in 

Egypt were exposed, the FGD also presented teaching ideas and techniques that participants can 

use in their classrooms. The three activities: Post-it, Think-Pair-Share, Be an Author, are 

variations on classroom and research activities that make knowledge transfer fun, engaging, and 

permanent (Collouci, 2007).  

Table 2: Activity Descriptions for the Focus Group Discussion 

  
Activity Type Topics Instructions 

Post-it Group Name a cultural loss you 

have endured since arriving 

in Egypt. 

 

Name a part of your culture 

you have preserved since 

arriving in Egypt. 

 

Describe how talking about 

cultural loss and preservation 

makes you feel. 

Take three post-it notes and write 

down one word on each post-it note. 

The three words should correspond 

with the three topics. Post the notes on 

the corresponding chart paper. Once 

the notes from all the participants have 

been posted, discuss as a group. 

Think-

Pair-

Share 

Partner Describe a positive 

educational experience you 

faced in Egypt. 

 

Describe a negative 

educational experience you 

faced in Egypt. 

Choose two photos. One that 

represents a positive educational 

experience and one that represents a 

negative educational experience, in 

Egypt. Share your comments about 

each experience/photo with your 

partner, while your partner takes notes, 

then reverse roles. Your partner will 

share your thoughts with the group, 

and you will share theirs.  

Be an 

Author 

Individual Summarize your experience 

since being displaced from 

Syria 

Take a blank piece of white paper. 

Using the available markers, crayons 

and pencil crayons, write a title and 

draw a cover page for a book. This 

should represent your years living as a 

displaced person in Egypt.  
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When conducting FGDs with Syrians in Egypt, Ayoub and Khallaf (2014) separated male 

and female discussions in order to solicit an accurate and truth-telling conversation. Thus, the 

FGD in this research was held at Watan with ten female teachers. A second FGD with men was 

attempted on several occasions but never transpired due to scheduling issues. I allotted an hour 

and a half for the FGD; however, due to enthusiastic and lengthy contributions, the FGD lasted 

three hours. Despite some initial tension and uncertainty, the conversation became fluid and 

exhilarating almost immediately after the first activity started. The participants commented that 

the coffee, tea and snacks I brought reminded them of gatherings in Syria where women would 

spend time talking over hot cups of tea.  

 

Figure 2. Think-Pair-Share Activity Discussion 

Participant Observation 

In addition to interviews and the FGD, time was spent in Syrian communities and homes 

as a participant-observer. These outings were integral in bringing life to my findings, discussion, 
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and recommendations. Pearlman’s (2016) describes the participant-observation portion of her 

research as necessary in order to link:  

Invaluable in deepening a broader understanding with which to contextualize narratives 

and interpret their layers of meaning. It has allowed me to compare what people said to 

me in interview settings to what they said in less formalized life circumstances and to 

what they said when they were addressing each other, not me. (p. 8) 

Sometimes alone, and other times with a friend or participant by my side, half of the 200 

hours of field research was spent driving, walking, and being in Syrian communities. However, 

the scope of what was learned cannot be measured in the number of hours spent, rather, it is 

measured in the familiarity and understanding of the intricacies of Syrian life. A favourite 

activity after interviews is eating shawarma from one of the Syrian-run shops in 6th of October. 

To witness (and eat) the dedication of Syrian entrepreneurship is exceptional. Being with 

participants at their homes and in the community sharing meals, drinking tea and coffee, 

watching TV, shopping, or just sitting and hanging out, I was able to step outside of my ‘social 

bubble’ and into the Syrian life in Egypt, bringing me close and personal to the data I collected.  
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Figure 3. Syrian Shawarma Shop 

Data Analysis  

In qualitative studies, data analysis happens before, during, and after, the data collection 

process (Creswell, 2014; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). In fact, after the first preliminary 

meetings with gatekeepers, themes became apparent and the direction of the research purpose 

changed to include more cultural transformation topics, rather than preservation topics only. 

However, it was not until the final data analysis that I found some themes became irrelevant, 

while others became more prominent. 

A mind-mapping technique was used for the final data analysis with the interviews 

(Basit, 2003. as cited in Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 224). Since my research is not highly 

expansive or quantitative, no software was used in the analyzing process. Notes from the 

interviews were printed off and key words and phrases were highlighted. Those highlighted 

pieces were then transferred onto index cards and the participant number was written on the top 

right. In order to acknowledge that men and women’s experiences are different, the men’s cards 
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were written in red and the women’s cards were written in blue. This colour difference allowed 

me to easily see if some topics were more frequent among one group than another. The cards 

were then organized on a large wall space, and at the same time, placed in appropriate spots 

under the research questions. From there, themes and outliers were identified. Even though major 

themes were identified from the beginning of the research, the key was to let the analysis be 

flexible and malleable, letting the process take the lead. Marshall and Rossman (2016) encourage 

researchers to “cuddle up with, embrace, and get to know better” (p.217) their data. This 

certainly happened, and a tough realization was that rather than answering my research 

questions, I actually came out with more questions than answers.  

 I analyzed the interviews separate from the FGD in order to give each method a chance 

to shine on its own stage. The separate analyzed data is then brought together in the Discussion 

section. The FGD analysis was a joint effort between me and one of my translators. We took all 

the materials the participants created and translated each piece. We also listened to the FGD 

recording which we took additional information from.  

Researcher Role  

Cairo, Egypt has been my place of work and residence for almost nine years. This 

includes a six-month time period before the start of the Arab Spring and all the events that 

followed. I have been living here longer than all of my participants. I dedicate time and energy to 

doing charitable work with Egyptian and displaced populations. Visiting schools, in particular, 

influenced my choice to research the topic of Syrian refugee education. As an educator, who has 

tried to reach local and refugee schools outside the international scene, I have insight into how 

politics, economics, public opinion and prejudices affect Syrian education. My teaching 

experience, volunteer efforts, and time spent in Egypt make my relationship to the study a 



CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND EDUCATION AMONG SYRIANS IN CAIRO 54 

personal one. Therefore, my role as a researcher starts with a reflexive analysis of my 

relationship to the study, the data, and the participants.  

Part of being a researcher is taking care of others and the information they share. 

Marshall and Rossman (2016) maintained that “building trust, maintaining good relations, 

respecting norms and reciprocity, and sensitively considering ethical issues” (p. 124) are 

determinants of a successful qualitative study. At the same time, it is necessary to acknowledge 

and respect the researcher’s boundaries. For me, the line between taking care of participants, and 

taking care of myself, was often blurred. For instance, it was not feasible to stay in contact with 

all participants on a regular basis, while maintaining a career and personal life. Sending 

WhatsApp messages and making quick phone calls to gatekeepers and a few close participants 

on a weekly basis, helped build trust and good relations.  

Being clear and honest about expectations and capabilities, mitigates requests for jobs, 

money, citizenship or legal help. Even so, a glaring contrast emerged between myself and my 

participants. For instance, I am reluctant to answer questions about my personal life (e.g. 

finances and marital status) which elicit potentially shocking and guarded answers. It is 

disconcerting to ask participants the same questions I, as a researcher, do not want to answer. I 

want to be honest, but at the same time I want to mitigate power structures and avoid crossing 

cultural boundaries. It is in these unbalanced circumstances that power relationships glaringly 

exist.  

While the researcher has the potential to be exploited, it is the role of the researcher to 

ensure participants are not, and do not feel, exploited (Creswell, 2014; Marshall & Rossman, 

2016). For instance, my Canadian passport allows me to travel in and out of the country, go see 

family back home, or travel to many other countries on vacation. My participants, on the other 
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hand, are stripped of these luxuries. It is hauntingly difficult knowing that someone’s pain and 

suffering is contributing to my success and accomplishment as a master’s research student. The 

ultimate role of the researcher, therefore, is to work diligently, respectfully, and wisely so the 

research has benefits, in a multitude of ways, for the people whom the research is about. 

Ethical Considerations 

While I did not interview children or ask them to take part in the data collection process, 

they were sometimes present. Therefore, one of the biggest ethical considerations needs to be 

given to the fact that children were indirectly a part of this research. Schools can offer refugee 

children a sense of normalcy, so it is imperative that my choices and actions do not disrupt their 

daily activities or settings (Creswell, 2014; King, 2011). Thus, as much as possible, interview 

times were scheduled after the school day ended. While keeping normalcy is important for 

children, it is important when working with any age group. Considering my clothing choices or 

waiting for someone to shake my hand first, are small gestures I implemented during my 

research to make participants feel safe and comfortable. 

 Names of the participants, were kept in a different place than the computerized data. 

While confidentiality is central to research, Creswell (2014) said researchers should “plan to use 

a research partner or a person who can play the role of a critical friend who thoughtfully and 

gently questions your analyses” (p. 263). In other words, it is important to include those who will 

offer thoughtful and culturally-aware critiques to ideas, methods and writing.   

While offering confidentiality and anonymity may ensure that more people agree to 

participate, readers may question whether or not research is credible. At the same time, it is not 

unusual for statements, testimonials, and literature concerning refugees and asylum-seekers, 

INGO and NGO workers, and government employees in foreign countries, to use pseudonyms 
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and false names for protection of identity. Therefore, using strategies of anonymity is not out of 

the ordinary. That being said, participants were accommodating and cooperative and there was 

minimal hesitancy when asking them to sign the ICF, have the conversation recorded, or give 

their biographical information. As P#1 said, “I came here with nothing other than the shirt on my 

back, I’ll sign anything”.  

Limitations 

With a basic knowledge of Arabic, I have minimal ability to comprehend conversations 

and read literature on my research subject. Pearlman (2016) claims she “would never have been 

able to gain access to the range of interviewees and the kinds of stories [she] did, were [she] not 

able to speak directly with people in their language” (p. 3). That did not stop King (2011) who 

encountered a language barrier in her research on education and chose to interview people who 

spoke English only, noting it as a limitation in her research. For my research, I found myself 

somewhere in between. Almost all of my participants spoke Arabic only, so I used a translator. 

The problem is losing the participant’s words and meaning in translation. To add, if my 

translator is employed by the organization they could be biased towards or against the 

organization. Marshall and Rossman (2016) say “what we should aim for is a reasonable 

approximation of the interview partner’s words and intent” (p. 210). So, anything said by 

participants that is written inside quotations marks can in no way be interpreted as an absolute 

direct quote. Participants’ words inside quotation marks are, to the best of my knowledge and my 

translator’s knowledge, as close as possible to what the participants said.  

Out of the hundreds of thousands of Syrian refugees in Egypt, I interviewed a total of 

twelve people from four organizations, met with ten women for a FGD, and spoke informally to 

about two dozen others. While this was sufficient to get the information I needed, this sample is 
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not comprehensive and hardly grasps the diversity within the Syrian population in Egypt. Also, 

this research only asked for Syrian educators, further limiting the research scope and diversity. 

This study would also benefit from talking with youth since they are a big part of education and 

culture. Furthermore, this research focuses on educational centers only, excluding the 

relationships between education and culture for Syrians who are integrated in the public system. 

Finally, using the ‘snowball’ methodology gives the research a “biased representation” (Kira et 

al., 2017, p. 187) since participants might not connect me with those outside of their cultural and 

social circles.  
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Chapter 5: Results 

Refugee Education  

The refugee education results section starts with a description of the operations and 

values of the four Syrian educational centers: Watan, Fard Foundation, Al Amal, and Al Amal Al 

Moshrek. The heart of these results is the presentation of integration and separation within 

education. A significant discussion is presented about the generation of Syrian children born in 

Egypt with no first-hand attachment to Syrian culture other than what their families, 

communities, and schools provide. Given how centers are required to operate, especially in 

respect to lesson plans and curricula, participants acknowledge the weaknesses of cultural 

preservation within educational centers and discuss reasons for and against integrating into the 

public system. This section ends with points about the trauma endured by both teachers and 

students and how it is used in educational centers as a stepping stone, rather than an obstacle, to 

overcome the consequences of trauma.  

Syrian Educational Centers 

Cultural preservation is not a linear process with a goal marker telling us when 

preservation is achieved. For instance, the four Syrian educational centers I visited are distinctive 

from each other, and sometimes seek to preserve Syrian culture in different ways. Below is a 

description of the four educational centers I visited.  

Watan 

Watan was established in 2013 and currently has three locations across Egypt. Student 

enrollment at the three locations are estimated as follows: 625 in 6th of October; 50 in Ardallewa; 

300 in Alexandria Burj Al Arab. Both Syrians and Egyptians attend these schools, all of which 
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are Muslim. The cost of enrollment is 2600 EGP per year,23 which includes 

transportation. External funding comes from Syrian donors, and INGOs (CRS, Save the 

Children, Terre des hommes). There are one hundred teachers employed. Watan Educational 

Office provides educational training, psychosocial support, and behavioural programs for refugee 

children who have dropped out of education and have affected by war, in order to reduce the 

psychological effects and the suffering from learning difficulties. All of this is done by a group 

of refugee teachers who lived the same horrific conditions and are able to understand and deal 

with the students. Watan seeks to enhance understanding and integration into Egyptian society. 

Until the students and teachers can return to Syria, Watan introduces the student to, and reminds 

them of, the history and culture of Syria through enrichment courses about Syrian civilization 

and its ancient history, traditions, and habits.  

Fard Foundation  

There are approximately 740 students enrolled with a total of 88 staff members. 47 of 

those staff are teachers, and the remaining consist of administrators, supervisors, bus assistants, 

and janitorial staff. Fard Foundation was established in October 2014. All students and staff are 

Muslim. While most are Syrian, there are some Egyptian and Palestinian students enrolled at the 

school. The cost of enrollment is 5600 EGP per year,24 which includes transportation fees and 

school supplies. Funding comes from year-round community donations. Fard Foundation is an 

Egyptian NGO founded in March 2013. Fard Foundation’s vision and mission is to become the 

leading regional NGO25 fostering and investing in individuals to fulfill their potential and have a 

positive impact in their community. The mission statement is to help individuals to identify and 

                                                      
23  At the current bank exchange rate of 17.6 this is about 150 USD (November, 2018).  
24  At the current bank exchange rate of 17.6 this is about 318 USD (November, 2018). 
25  License No. 4848 under the Egyptian Ministry of Social Solidarity. 
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reach their own unique potential by providing creative and innovative pathways to success in the 

fields of community services, education, and livelihoods. Specific to the Syrian experience, Fard 

Foundation aims to provide Syrian children with a safe and familiar environment. That is why 

the teachers and majority of staff members are Syrian, therefore, maintaining the Syrian dialect 

and cultural approaches in teaching and learning.   

Al Amal  

The number of students registered is estimated at between 150 and 200, but there are 

some challenges that prevent the enrolled students from being fully committed. The most 

important of these obstacles is the lack of transportation. The number of administrative staffs is 

five: Director, coordinator, secretariat and guidance. There are almost 17 teachers, three workers 

and almost six volunteers. The school was founded in 2016. So far there are only Muslim 

students enrolled. Ten percent of the students and teachers are Egyptian, which works towards 

social integration. The establishment of the school was supported by the Arab Organization for 

Human Rights for a small number of students and teachers. There are limited resources and the 

staff are almost voluntary. The center's administration donates from their pockets since there is 

no source of funding so far. The basic vision of the school is to help the new generation of 

Syrians create a balanced personality psychologically and scientifically, while giving them the 

right to access education. Al Amal educational center focuses on the values of belonging to the 

homeland, diversity, cooperation, love, in addition to integration with the host community. 

Al Amal Al Moshrek 

An estimated 650 students are enrolled. There are 57 teachers and other employees at the 

school. The school was established in 2012. The student population is comprised of Muslims. 

Syrians and Egyptians are the two nationalities represented at the school. Enrollment is 3800 
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EGP,26 including transportation. There is no external funding reported for Al Amal Al Moshrek. 

The school’s vision is to prepare a well-educated generation that is able to develop the Syrian 

community to face challenges. The school intends to promote Syrian cultural values in order to 

introduce the student of the culture of his country of origin and the civilization.  

Integration, Separation, and Cultural Survival 

While it is possible to open Syrian educational centers in Egypt, these centers must 

operate under the requirement that the Egyptian curriculum is taught (P#1, P#2, P#6, P#9, P#10, 

and P#12). Syrian students enrolled in educational centers must then take Egyptian national 

examinations at an Egyptian public school in order to pass to the next grade or receive a 

graduating diploma. These educational centers illustrate Berry’s (1997) acculturation methods of 

separation and integration. On the one hand, Syrian educational centers are a way of separating 

from the host education system. On the other hand, teaching the Egyptian curriculum and taking 

Egyptian national exams is a way of integrating with the host culture. Participants eluded that 

this integration and separation are not mutually exclusive. “At the end of the day, you have a part 

of your culture and some of another” (P#9, the technology teacher who also takes care of media 

for Watan). Even though most of these teachers would rather be teaching the Syrian curriculum 

only, they are finding ways to do both.  

In efforts to preserve Syrian culture, teachers supplement the Egyptian curriculum with 

information about Syria.27 P#12, the founder and director of Al Amal Al Moshrek, encourages 

teachers to make lessons on cultural activities such as; colouring maps of Syria, learning about 

                                                      
26  At the current bank exchange rate of 17.6 this is about 216 USD (November, 2018). 
27  On Fard Foundation’s Facebook page, pictures of school concerts, the selling of handicrafts, and food 

festivals dominate the discussions and events (Fard Foundation, 2018). P#8 tells about using school report cards, 

method for attendance, and school hours, as they did in Syria. P#4 asks people still living in Syria to send her photos 

so she can share them with her students. P#3 says the play areas for girls and boys is separated after grade three. 
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the country’s history, writing letters to those still in Syria, and teaching the Quran. P#10, the 

director of Watan, gives an example that when a teacher is talking about the Cairo pyramids, 

they use that as an opportunity to also talk about an archaeological site in Syria. As shown in 

Figure 3, along the walls of Watan hang pictures of archaeological, historical, and religious 

places in an effort to remind and teach students about Syria.  

The words remind and teach are important in the context of Syrian educational centers 

and cultural survival. Some families have been living in Cairo for eight years, since the 

beginning of the war. Those families now have school-age children that were born in Egypt and 

have never been to Syria. So, while some students are reminded of Syrian culture, there is a new 

generation that is being taught about Syrian culture. This new generation of Syrians born outside 

of Syria has a massive impact on the teacher’s ability to transfer Syrian cultural knowledge 

through cultural lessons and activities (P#3, P#4, and P#6). “I am concerned about Syrians losing 

their attachment to Syrian culture, especially the younger generation”, says P#11, a consultant 

for Watan, who believes that research about the education of Syrian refugees should include 

interviews with youth in order to understand perspectives of all Syrians.  

Understanding the younger generation’s role in the transformation of culture is essential 

to the discussion on Syrian cultural survival. The ability of youth to adapt easily to change is 

helpful because it makes the experience of being a refugee less traumatizing (P#12, the director 

of Al Amal Al Moshrek; P#6, a primary teacher at Fard Foundation). These participants believe 

that the younger generation of Syrians have an easier time adapting to Egyptian life. My 

youngest participant, who works and goes to university, thinks Syrians have become more open-

minded because of the opportunity to interact with different nationalities through school and 

work (P#2, a support staff in Al Amal). So, while some believe the youth’s attachment to Syrian 
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culture is being lost, making it difficult for Syrian educators to transfer cultural knowledge, other 

participants believe youth can integrate into Egyptian life more easily, which allows room for 

cultural growth and transformation. In other words, youth play an important role in Syrian 

cultural survival.   

 

Figure 4: Wall Hanging at Watan28 

There is indifference among participants about the level of success in which Syrian 

cultural knowledge is transferred in educational centers. P#3, an administrator at Watan, says 

“we are proud of our Syrian culture. It will transfer from generation to generation by connecting 

the youth through education”. By saying this, she feels like the system at Watan is working for 

now; however, she also feels that the education Syrian children are getting is not as 

comprehensive as it was. P#9, is not entirely convinced about the future of Syrian culture under 

                                                      
28  An enlarged photo of Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, Syria, hangs on the wall of Watan to remind and 

teach students about Syrian history and culture. While Umayyad Mosque still stands, pictures like these are now a 

vital element to the preservation of Syrian history, according to grade 1 teacher P#4 who says, “archaeological sites 

in Syria are now ruined which means a big part of our history and culture is now ruined”. 
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the current educational system. He argues that “according to the educational experience you see 

now, whatever you’re going to learn will be less than half of what you used to get”. P#1, a 

teacher at Al Amal, believes that the two-curriculum method is what is hindering the transfer of 

cultural knowledge. He says “some Syrians are being educated with the Syrian curriculum and 

some are being educated with the Egyptian curriculum. So, Syrian community and culture is not 

collective like before”. These comments show that cultural preservation efforts made by 

educational centers are frail and disjointed.   

There are participants who believe Syrian children have a cultural advantage to those that 

are living outside of Egypt. “Egypt is so similar in culture to Syria that Syrians living in Egypt 

are less likely to lose their culture than those who are living elsewhere abroad” (P#4, a primary 

teacher at Fard Foundation). P#7, a teacher who is studying to become a lawyer, is firm in his 

opinion about Egyptian and Syrian culture. He argues that while of course there are always 

differences, the main cultural aspects are the same: “No need to keep or preserve the Syrian 

culture. Both are the same – like one country – Arab and Islamic.” In his view, while education 

centers might be an act of separation from the host country in an effort to preserve culture, the 

integration into Egyptian life in and outside of school is beneficial to preservation efforts. I asked 

participants to tell me why they do not enroll students in public schools if Egyptian and Syrian 

culture are similar.  

The common perception among Syrians, and Egyptians for that matter, is that the public 

education system is horrendous. For starters, in Egyptian public schools there is no space for 

Egyptian students, so there is definitely no place for Syrian students (P#1, P#2, P#6, P#8 and 

P#10). Even if Syrians can and do register in public schools, all participants note that it is 

common to find poor facilities, overcrowded classrooms, limited resources, and verbal and 
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physical abuse. “I am worried about the safety of my child who is enrolled in a public school” 

(P#11). While UNHCR’s stance on refugee education is integration into public schools, P#1 

argues “UNHCR says refugee students should integrate into public schools to get the 

responsibility off of UNHCR, but there’s no space in the schools, and we have no money to 

enroll our children anyway”.29 P#3 shares her insight into why Syrian integration into public 

schools is an option that should be considered despite the faults in the education system:  

In my opinion there are four reasons not to enroll in public schools. First, quality in all 

areas of education is poor. Second, there is physical and verbal abuse between students, 

from teacher to student, and from student to teacher. Third, there are cultural differences 

and we would like our children to learn the Syrian way. Finally, the number of students in 

public classrooms is outrageous. At the same time, it would be better to integrate into 

public schools for both teachers and students. There is always an element of uncertainty 

as to whether or not educational centers can continue to stay open. So, integration into 

public schools would offer teachers job security, and students educational security.  

Her comments relate to the hypothesis in this thesis that presents cultural survival as a 

motivating factor in respect to Syrian educational centers. However, as shown, cultural survival 

is one of multiple motivating factors in respect to the establishment of Syrian educational 

centers. “How can you focus on culture if other aspects of school such as, safety, clean facilities, 

and curriculum are not in place?” (P#2). Psychosocial and social issues that arise from trauma 

are mentioned by all participants as a key motivating factor for establishing educational centers. 

Trauma and Cultural Survival 

                                                      
29  I met with the educational officer for UNHCR Egypt; however, he declined to sign an ICF, so none of the 

information from our meeting will be used in this research.  
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Cultural preservation happens when Syrian educators help students address psychological 

traumas. Addressing trauma is necessary for Syrian students to be socially and emotionally 

available for learning. Otherwise, trauma can be debilitating, and neither learning nor cultural 

preservation occurs. I have met orphans, children who longer speak, and some who have seen 

violent and unnatural deaths. It is because of thousands of traumatic experiences like these that, 

“Syrian educational centers were established to meet the needs of Syrian children, which are 

different than the needs of Egyptian children” (P#12). One of the similarities between the four 

Syrian educational centers is the determination to address the effects of trauma.30 P#12 discusses 

why trauma makes it important for Syrian students to enroll in educational centers rather than 

Egyptian public schools: 

Syrian students have faced trauma. Syrian teachers know the same trauma, so they know 

how to deal with the kids. The Egyptian teachers do not. Plus, trauma can be adequately 

addressed when classrooms are smaller, not when there are ninety students in a 

classroom. 

With smaller classroom sizes and Syrian teachers who are empathetic to refugee trauma, students 

are better prepared for learning and ready to engage in cultural preservation activities.31    

When Syrian teachers address trauma with their students, it not only makes students 

ready for learning, the student-teacher relationship is part of the cultural transformation process. 

                                                      
30  “In addition to teaching curriculum, Al Amal Al Moshrek offers psychosocial, cultural, and 

emotional support” (P#12). Likewise, Watan offers lunches, parent meetings, psychosocial support, field 

trips, and even weddings for community members in need (P#3). 
31  During one of my visits to an educational center, I was introduced to a child who is not able to 

close a door behind them when they go to the bathroom. When the child was using the bathroom in his 

home in Syria, the roof came crashing down as a result of an attack on their family home. The teachers 

accommodate the student by allowing them to keep the door open while using the washroom, while 

having someone stand outside to make sure no one closes the door or goes inside. 
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To walk alongside students in the healing process, creates a bond between teacher and student. 

This bond is reflected in Born’s (2014) idea that caring for each other creates a feeling of 

belonging. The bond and belonging created in Syrian educational centers is new and prepares 

students psychologically and emotionally to do two things. First, to learn about traditions and 

cultural behaviours from people who have a deep attachment to Syria. Second, to build and 

shape the future of Syrian culture together.   

I asked participants about the effectiveness of teachers are who are self-trained to deal 

with trauma. P#11 tells me that, “students need teachers who have experienced trauma and are 

trained to deal with trauma”. In other words, it is not enough to have experienced trauma, 

training is essential. 32 The training Syrian educators receive is basic and not enough to deal with 

significant issues. Even with some trauma training, P#9 struggles with what to say to kids: 

“Kids ask tough questions.” 

“Like what?” 

“Why did this happen to us?” 

Such powerful questions are not easily answered. “If trauma is too serious, administration and 

teachers will advise that children go see a trained professional. Smaller issues can be dealt with 

in the school” (P#12). At the same time, children are not the only ones who are suffering from 

trauma. “There are many students with psychological issues, but there are also many adults as 

well. I am suffering from a lot of trauma. I also need help” (P#2). This is an important statement 

because it shows that parents, teachers, and administrators also need to heal from trauma. So, 

while training teachers to respond efficiently to students’ trauma is a start in the cultural survival 

                                                      
32  Al Amal Al Moshrek receives training from CRS and Save the Children to help teachers 

recognize and deal with trauma (P#12).  
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process, these educational centers need to have support from trained professionals, NGOs, and 

INGOs that have the capacity to facilitate the need for extensive rehabilitation.  

Cultures of Being and Belonging  

The home, community, family, and citizenship as places to be and belong starts the 

following results section. Health and housing are a priority among refugees and this section 

explains why these need to be in place to support cultural survival. I show why the future of 

Syrian culture is unstable given the loss and separation of family and community. I show how 

these losses and others, such as losing a passport, obstructs access to education. Changing gender 

roles, their influence on the family structure, and what that means for cultural survival is 

acknowledged by almost all participants. This section ends with a piece about clothes as a visual 

attachment to culture and how current trends mean influence belonging. 

A Place to Be and Belong 

Home 

One of the most basic and fundamental attachments to belonging is a home. Housing was 

a concern that did not arise with all the participants, but it would not be excessive to conclude 

that it is an issue for all Syrian refugees. “Upon arrival to Egypt there are two priorities: Health 

and housing. Education comes later”, said P#10, who has been in Egypt the longest out of all 

participants and has seen teachers and parents struggle with landlords, unsafe housing, and rising 

rental prices. P#5 expresses concerns about the effect housing issues have on education:  

One time we were being kicked out of our apartment. This was right at the time when our 

kids were taking school exams, which was very stressful. So, we decided to buy an 

apartment here. We had to sell all our assets in Syria, and here, in order to do so. 
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 If students are unable to attend classes because they do not have a place to live, then 

preserving culture through education cannot happen. A home is the foundation of cultural 

survival. “I don’t worry about the future of Syrian culture. I have family in many countries and 

they are integrating well into other cultures, but the home will always be Syrian” (P#6, a primary 

teacher at Fard Foundation). 

 Community 

Born (2014) describes communities as something that people feel they belong to. P#1, 

who lives in Haram, the busy heart of Cairo, claims it is disjointed:  

Haram is not unified as a community. When it’s primarily Egyptians, the neighbourhood 

is more unified. There are many migrants in this building and people close their doors. 

It’s very crowded and dirty, not like in Syria where there were less people and more 

space. It is too expensive for us to live in 6th of October where there is a large Syrian 

community. 

 What this statement shows is that community can foster or destroy a sense of belonging 

(Born, 2014). “6th of October feels like Syria” were the exact words used by both P#2 who lives 

in Haram and P#4 who lives in 6th of October. 6th of October is on the outskirts of Cairo, and is 

therefore less congested than Haram, the core of the city. There is also a large Syrian community 

in 6th of October and Syrians are “able to live in Egypt comfortably while preserving culture” 

(P#4). In other words, “community involvement is needed for learning and preserving” (P#8). 

Many participants believe that Syrian communities are necessary in order to provide a platform 

for cultural survival. “Let everyone go away and let Syrians solve the problem. The people and 

their communities are the ones that can help” (P#7). Syrian communities are the foundation of 



CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND EDUCATION AMONG SYRIANS IN CAIRO 70 

cultural survival and educational centers are one community mechanism through which 

preservation and transformation happen.  

 Family 

 Family is strongly tied to cultural survival; however, with the loss of family, is a loss of 

traditions, relationships, and belonging. When the family unit is weakened, educational centers 

lose a strong foundation needed for cultural preservation. “Families aid in the preservation of 

culture through gatherings, food, and lifestyle” (P#9). Mentioned by all participants is gathering 

as a family on Friday, the Islamic holy day. Whether it was to gather in a green space and enjoy 

nature (P#1), or meet at grandma’s house to eat falafel after the Friday morning prayer (P#2), all 

participants are suffering from this loss. The loss of family traditions like these is because family 

members are not all in the same country (P#4; P#6; P#12). Talking about family and loss brought 

some participants to tears. This was by far the most difficult topic to discuss. The following is a 

short story from P#1 about family, community, and loss: 

Before my family and I moved to Egypt, I went to Jordan to look for work. I went by 

myself because my wife was pregnant and it was too dangerous for her to travel. It was 

very lonely and I missed my family, especially during Ramadan. I was happy to find 

work helping others, but I was sad that my own family was not there. A ceasefire was 

meant to occur that day in Syria for the Eid El Fitr vacation, but it was broken by 

opposition forces. The government turned off communication for twenty-four hours. It 

was very hard to think about my family trying to survive. That’s when I made the 

decision to return to Syria. I was the only one going, everyone was leaving. I saw my son 

first. It was the happiest moment of my life.  
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 As someone who has lived in Egypt for the better part of a decade, I understand on a 

personal level how important and involved family members are with each other. My Egyptian 

and Syrian friends even argue that the influence your family has on your life is a little too much, 

even overpowering at times. Nonetheless, when that family bond is forcibly broken through war 

and migration, a system of belonging is broken with it. 

 Citizenship 

Education becomes extremely difficult to access with the loss of citizenship. When I 

questioned P#12 about the loss of family gatherings, she was sympathetic but also let me know 

that while a home, community, and family are important, “loss is not about social life only. We 

have lost our passports”. A passport is a direct attachment to home and belonging. Registrations 

by UNHCR, residency with the Egyptian government, and passport renewal with the Syrian 

embassy, are all a struggle. Before refugees can apply for Egyptian residency, they must be 

registered by UNHCR. As mentioned before, over half of the Syrians in Egypt are not registered 

as refugees or asylum seekers by UNHCR making further processes unavailable to the 

unregistered half. The Egyptian government requires that people re-register for residency every 

six months (P#3). This time period is extended to a year for students. When asking P#9 about 

this, he says: 

In order to get a residency visa from the Egyptian government, you need to show the 

following documents: gas receipt, electricity bill, water bill, rental contract (signed and 

stamped by the Egyptian government), wedding contract (if applying with wife/husband), 

and a copy of your passport. 

While this might seem simple and straightforward, as a refugee, this list offers some 

challenges. For example, the cost alone is extraordinary. A Syrian passport renewal costs 350 
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USD and needs to be renewed every two years, or every four to six years for women and 

children (P#9).33 If you need to fast track that passport, the fee increases (P#9). Without a 

passport, UNHCR status, and Egyptian residency, there is no chance of registering in Egyptian 

public schools. Another reason for opening educational centers.  

Gender and Belonging 

Syrian gender roles are changing and it is widely observable that one of these changes is 

that women are working. In Syria, women are allowed to work but it is not common; however, in 

Egypt there are many Syrian women working (P#9). “Women have integrated on a large scale. 

Some women are learning how to work. They are going to the market selling things like sweets, 

knitted products, and accessories” (P#11). In the area of Cairo where I live, this is evident on the 

corners of midans,34 where Syrian women sell sweets like kunafa, basbousa, baklava, and 

savoury manouche with gibna, zaatar, and lahma. When I asked why the educational centers 

employ mostly women, P#12 discloses that “men don’t like to teach because the pay is low”, 

while also telling me that among the sixty teachers she employs at Al Amal Al Moshrek, all of 

them are female. The following is a conversation with P#5, an Islamic religion teacher at Fard 

Foundation, about her own experience as a newly working woman:  

“I was a housewife back in Syria but I attended classes on TV.” 

“Tell me about those classes on TV.” 

                                                      
33  I asked P#9 why the renewal process for men is different than women, to which he replied, 

“because of forced military in Syria, the government wants to keep track of its male citizens”. While this 

discussion is not directly related to this study, it is worth nothing that attitudes about registration are 

based on fear of arrest, deportation or even death. For example, some Syrians fled military conscription 

and fear they will be persecuted if caught while registering with any one of the systems mentioned above. 
34  Midans are the Arabic word for a roundabout or a traffic circle. A prominent feature of Cairo, 

midans are always bustling with life from people selling household goods and seasonal vegetables, to 

young men sitting on cars smoking and talking until dawn.  
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“They are made for women who are at home all day. It was easy to learn. Syrians are self-

learners. When I came to Egypt, I started working.” 

“Is that a big change, women working?”  

“A lot! A lot! Women have decided to work so they can afford life, and to make the lives 

of their children better. It’s a positive thing to be working. Before, I was teaching Quran 

for small groups, but now I am able to do God’s work for many people.” 

 P#5 and all the other female participants made it clear to me that they are proud of what 

they have accomplished as Syrians, and as women. In educational centers, the important role 

these women are playing in Syrian cultural survival is twofold. On the one hand, women are a 

part of cultural transformation because they are now working and it did not use to be so common. 

On the other hand, now that they are working as educators, Syrian women are the ones who are 

helping to preserve Syrian culture by teaching the youth.  

This pride and sense of accomplishment, however, comes at a cost which Thompson 

(2006) insists must be acknowledged and understood in order to respond appropriately to how 

not just women’s roles, but gender roles are changing. Gender includes both men and women, 

and what happens to women, can also happen to men (Hilhorst, Portor & Gordon, 2018; Nawyn, 

2010). For instance, in Egypt, both parents are working more than one job and that is affecting 

the home life (P#11). “Time and money are not there. Syrian parents are working outside of the 

home so much that there is little time to be a parent” (P#11). When I asked P#11 what being a 

parent is, he told me that it is to help his kids study, cook them food, teach them manners, and 

keep them safe. He worries that he does not know enough about his kids, how they are doing, 

and what they are learning. “One of the negative things about moving to Egypt is not having the 

energy or the time to look out for our kids and family” (P#8). The preservation of Syrian culture 
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should come from both the home and the school, according to all participants, and with limited 

cultural support from home, the pressure on educational centers to help Syrian culture survive is 

immense. 

There is evidence of children and youth leaving school to work, so they can help provide 

for their families (P#9 and P#11). Participants believe that when children work instead of going 

to school, Syrian culture is at risk of being dismantled because the kids are not in school to learn 

about the Syrian way of life. During one of my meetings with the founder of Fard Foundation, 

she told me a story about boy who lost his mother during the war and moved to Egypt with his 

dad. The boy was a student at the school and worked in the evenings moving bricks from trucks 

to worksites in order to support his father who had become ill and could not work himself. 

Carrying the heavy loads of bricks damaged the boy’s young and fragile back and leg to the 

point where he had to leave school to get surgery and rehabilitation. Fard Foundation raised 

money to pay for his medical expenses. When school-age children are working instead of 

attending school, the educational mechanism of transferring cultural knowledge is absent, 

threatening cultural survival.  

Culture and Clothing 

A connection exists between women, youth, clothing, and cultural survival. The topic of 

clothing was commented on from women only, and it is mentioned by all female participants 

(P#2, P#3, P#4, P#5, P#6, P#12). They note that most Syrians still wear traditional clothing. 

Syrian clothes are simple in design and use only white, black, beige and navy-blue fabrics. 

Egyptians wear more colorful clothes. However, all the women talk about how this is changing. 

“In Syria, women wear white head scarves, but they are starting to wear colourful ones like 

Egyptian women” (P#2). P#5 spoke of the change in clothing within her family: 
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I will keep wearing Syrian colours and clothes. My son wants to wear jeans and t-shirts 

with different colours, like all the Egyptians. I did not allow him to dress like this at first, 

but finally, I agreed. I will still dress traditionally.  

 This divergence from traditional clothing is seen in the educational centers. Syrian 

children do not wear uniforms like they did in Syria or like they do in Egyptian public schools, 

mostly due to eliminating school costs. From what I saw during my visits, most female teachers 

continue to wear traditional Syrian clothes, although there is evidence of that changing. One of 

my translators, who is a Syrian in her mid-twenties, invited me into her home to have dinner with 

her family. She showed me how she puts on her hijab in a modern Syrian fashion – attaching a 

large clip to the bun of hair to make the hijab taller on the head – but chooses to wear more 

colorful scarves like Egyptian women. Clothing is a visual attachment to belonging, something 

that lets people see who you are and where you are from (Ajala, 2018). As a teacher who is 

modeling behaviours in front of students all day, wearing traditional Syrian clothing is important 

to almost all of my female participants because it aids in the preservation of culture.35  

Identity and the Future 

What Syrians want for the future of their identity and belonging is what they are trying to 

transmit through educational centers. At the same time, there is a large push and pull to integrate 

into Egyptian society and culture that ultimately affects what Syrian culture looks like. Cultural 

survival is about preservation and transformation.  

 “Living in Egypt is about give and take” (P#5) 

“We want to keep the Syrian culture, but people change” (P#8) 

                                                      
35  There are some Syrians in Egypt who have opened clothing factories in order to continue 

producing Syrian style clothing (P#8). 
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“It is important to preserve your culture, but at the same time, it is important to learn about a new 

culture” (P#12) 

The only Syrian-Egyptian marriage I was made aware of in this research is that of P#6. 

The translator told her we would be speaking about culture, and she said, “which one, Egyptian 

or Syrian?” I smiled because she was smiling and I felt a sense of dignity and delight come from 

her ability to speak to both cultures. Below is a story of her unique experience and being 

reluctant to change: 

I kept everything Syrian for three years. I was always buying from Syrian shops. When I 

got married, things changed. My clothes were black and my husband’s family were all 

wearing colours. I was used to segregated family visits, weddings and other occasions 

back in Syria, but in Egypt, everyone is in the same room. Change is hard for me because 

I am thirty-five years old. Young kids don’t feel it’s difficult. My husband is from a small 

family so it was easier to integrate. The first year was the hardest, but it is easy now. I’ve 

even started to cook Egyptian food and I love it.  

One of the most powerful characteristics of Syrian identity is resilience, as shown in the 

story above. Syrian resilience is about acceptance, adaptation, and perseverance. “We’ve 

accepted our fate and believe in God”, says P#5 who finds the positive in teaching and also says 

that “being a teacher is doing God’s work. It’s what motivates me to do my best”. The general 

feeling among participants is that whatever happens for now, they plan to return to Syria in the 

future. This plan to return is why P#5’s motivation to do her best is an act of resilience that will 

help Syrian culture survive. “I am feeling positive for the future of Syrian culture” she says. 

Focus Group Findings 
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The following sections outline the results from the FGD at Watan. I kept these findings 

separate from the interview findings because the FGD is so special to this research that it needs 

to be talked about separately. The conversation that progressed over the course of three hours 

shows the extraordinary results that happen when teachers collaborate. It shows what women are 

capable of when given a platform to share ideas and formulate solutions to problems facing 

society. It shows that conversation and trust can materialize between people who did not know 

each other at the beginning of the day. Everyone in that room, including myself, started the FGD 

with a bit of nervousness and apprehension. I understood this to be the tone, because the women 

immediately started asking why they were there and how long the session was. In the end, the 

FGD took twice as long as expected, with participants asking me to come back with more 

activities at a later date. 

There are three activities that yielded results. The feature of these three activities are the 

artifacts produced and the discussion that emerged between participants. The FGD is where my 

limited Arabic is the most debilitating. While my translator tried her best to convey every 

message throughout the day, there is a lot that I missed. I sat with another female translator and 

listened to the recording at a later date; however, it is extremely difficult to pick out what is 

being said on the recording when many people are talking at once.  

Cultural Loss, Preservation, and Feelings 

Female participants sat in a circle of chairs I had prepared. Immediately, the women 

moved the chairs into a line, and I explained that I wanted a circle formation in order to give 

everyone an opportunity to speak and share ideas. The first activity was the Post-It activity. At 

first, the participants were hesitant to write down words and post them on the large piece of 

paper, but with a little encouragement from the translator, a sticky-note went up. The 
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conversation immediately started to flow. The discussion that erupted was the participants 

explaining to each other what culture is. Together they decided that it meant a Syrian way of life, 

which includes, but not limited to; religion, festivals, language, customs, and history.  

The Post-it activity results are outlined in Table 3 which shows, in alphabetical order, the 

words the participants wrote down to three topics:  

1. Write down one word that represents a cultural loss since arriving in Egypt. 

2. Write down one word that represents what you have preserved culturally since arriving in 

Egypt. 

3. Write down how talking about culture makes you feel.  

Table 3: Findings from the Post-It Activity 

 

Cultural Loss Cultural Preservation Feelings 

Contact with family x4 Accent x3 Excited 

Contact with friends Behaviour Happy x4 

Festivals Clothes Honour 

Habits Customs Optimistic 

Small community Love Pleasure 

Social life x4 Religion x2 Positive 

Quality in education Self-education Proud x3 

Traditions Culture Sad x3 

 Traditions x6  

 Willingness to help  

 

A significant amount of time was spent debating whether or not some cultural traits were 

actually a loss or something that is being preserved. One participant passionately argued that 

nothing is lost and that they have kept everything Syrian, while the others argued against her 

point, saying that they have lost many things including friends and family members. I felt tension 

rise and in order to make sure this participant felt her comments were wanted and appreciated, I 

stopped the discussion and reminded everyone how important it is to share everything. I told 
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them that I am here to hear the stories of Syrian educators in Egypt and it is okay to have 

differing opinions because that makes my research more authentic. One woman said “it’s okay 

we can express how we feel, that’s why we’re here”. With more back and forth, another woman 

said “it’s a fact that life has changed, and it’s okay to say so. Not everything is how we wish but 

that’s okay”. The participants told me that family and community traditions surrounding 

religious holidays Eid al Fitr, Eid al Adha, Ramadan, and related to gathering on Fridays before 

during and after prayers is a major loss that they have endured since arriving to Egypt. Then they 

spoke about how people have died or are in prison from the war, breaking the family chain. The 

participant who opposed the idea that traditions are a cultural loss says they still do these things, 

even if they do not do them in the same way, or with the same people, as before. So, her 

argument follows Colson’s (2003) theory that while traditions are being preserved, they are 

being transformed.  

 The clothing topic was brought up at this point and the participants agree the biggest 

reason for maintaining long black coats and white headscarves is out of convenience and 

familiarity rather than a conscious act of preservation. “I don’t know why”, said one participant, 

“but wearing these clothes gives a sense of togetherness”. They all agree that their clothing style 

comes out of religious modesty rules and they wish to continue wearing them. Participants also 

told me that a negative implication of wearing Syrian clothing is the harassment that is directed 

towards them when walking down the street. To someone who is familiar with different Arab 

clothing styles it is obvious who is Syrian. Participants told me men will shout out to them “hey 

Syria, come here!”, as if they have no name, no individual identity – only a single story (Adichie, 

2009). So, while clothing has the ability to create culture-sharing groups, it can be 
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disadvantageous. They also told me that when younger students wear traditional clothing, girls 

especially, the parents worry about their safety on the way to and from school.  

 The loss in the quality of education was only mentioned on one sticky-note but 

participants had a lot to say about it throughout the FGD. At this time, they told me that when 

Syrian students go to Egyptian public schools, they have a difficult time integrating into a new 

culture and curriculum. One participant says “the first impressions that Syrian kids get is that 

they’re stupid because they don’t understand the dialect”. They did note that sometimes 

Egyptians change their dialects in order to speak with Syrians but not for the kids in school. At 

Watan, all teachers and staff speak in the Syrian dialect, which helps the students find it easier to 

work with the dual-curriculum.    

When the discussion came to the Feelings chart, things became emotional and quiet. 

Figure 5 shows the posted notes from the Feelings topic in the Post-it activity. At this point, 

participants began questioning the activity, rather than answering the question. One participant 

asked “what is the goal of this activity?”, which caught me off guard, but the translator insisted it 

was because the participants wanted to be sure they gave me the correct information I needed. I 

felt it was because they were uncomfortable with the topic. Twelve feeling words had a positive 

association, while only three had a negative association. Some notes had both like this one: 

“Mixed feelings. Happy because I’m proud of our culture. Sad because I want to get back to the 

past”. One participant broke the tension by saying “It is not easy to talk about our feelings. It is 

one of the most difficult parts”. With that comment I was able to go deeper into discussions 

about feelings of sadness. These painful discussions show that there is trauma that needs to be 

addressed and a lot of healing that needs to happen, not only with the students, but with the 

teachers as well.  
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Figure 5. Feelings Results from Post-It Activity 

At this point, a lady came in with plastic cups for the tea and coffee I brought. More time 

passed than I originally planned during the first activity; however, spirits were high and the 

conversation was bubbling, and I was excited things were going well. While we were taking a 

short snack break a participant said “you have to write in your research: To meet, eat, drink, 

laugh, and be happy is a part of Syrian women’s culture”. 

Education and Cultural Survival  

 In the Think-Pair-Share activity, participants were asked to choose two photos 

representing (a) a positive educational experience in Egypt and (b) a negative educational 

experience in Egypt. Figure 6 shows one woman holding a photo and talking about her 

educational experiences, while her partner writes down the information for her which was shared 

later in a group discussion. This activity did not reach its full potential of having all the partners 

share the information one at a time, because conversation immediately erupted and I chose to not 
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interrupt the stories that they began telling me. I did, however, save the cards and translate them 

at a later date.  

Everyone was busy working with their partners when three children came into the room 

to be with their moms. I was asked if was okay that they joined because there was no more 

supervision outside. The children took some markers and snacks I offered them. The role these 

women play as teachers and mothers, enables them to offer unique opinions on the topic of 

education and cultural survival. While many of these women are teaching at Watan, some send 

their kids to public schools or private schools other than Watan. The reasons for this had to do 

with convenience for the family, enrollment opportunities, and financial ability.  

 

Figure 6. Think-Pair Share Activity Discussion 

Egyptian public schools do not understand the needs of Syrian children, according to the 

women. “My son was supposed to be in grade five” said one participant, “but the Ministry of 

Education refused and put him in grade four. This was bad for his confidence.” Meeting 



CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND EDUCATION AMONG SYRIANS IN CAIRO 83 

academic and psychological needs of Syrian children is a need the Egyptian schools cannot meet, 

according to participants. Another participant told me about her child being forced by an 

Egyptian teacher to pick up the pencil and write. She did not agree with this because the child is 

only three years old and was not developmentally ready to write. “It’s hard in the [Egyptian] 

education system because of the low quality”, says another teacher. Another woman told me 

about her son who went to private school. He has long hair. She said the school called her 

twenty-five times to say the parents should cut the boys hair since he is being harassed from 

other students telling him, “are you a boy or a girl?”  

There were few positive stories I heard during this time. The only positives I heard were 

why Syrian educational centers are better than Egyptian public schools. Table 4 gives a summary 

of the negative and positive educational experiences these Syrian women have faced. I chose to 

showcase these particular points in a way that shows the stark dichotomy that participants 

believe exists between Syrian educational centers and Egyptian public schools.   

Table 4: Opposing Experiences from the Think-Pair-Share Activity 

  
Positive Negative 

“In the Syrian schools mainly, so they just 

have to go to the Egyptian schools for one day 

to do their exams.” 

“It is difficult to send the children to public 

school to do their exams. They don’t want to 

go and we suffer.”  

 “Some of the teachers use all ways to make 

students do and try themselves” 

  

“Students sit and teachers tell.”  

“Syrian teachers give the kids feelings of 

trust.” 

  

“Egyptian teachers are tough on the kids.”  

“Syrian educational centers are allowed in 

Egypt and they can do their work.”  

“if you don’t have an Egyptian residency, 

you can’t register your child in public 

school.” 

“The management of the educational center 

accepts the Syrian children.” 

  

“Some of the Egyptian teachers are not nice 

to Syrian students.”  
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Although participants knew they were there to answer questions for my research, the 

FGD reached a point where talking amongst themselves, while my presence was minimized. 

Then, something exciting happened. One participant said: “We want the solution, not the 

negative. We need to move on. The solution is found in cooperation.” With an unexpected 

unified conversation, they laid out five different ways to solve the problems they are facing: 

• Accept reality 

• Accept Egyptian culture and integrate 

• Keep hope to go back to Syria 

• Look for alternative solutions 

• Improve skills 

The Syrian Story 

 By the time the Be-an-Author activity started, participants were active. The atmosphere 

changed dramatically from the apprehension at the beginning of the day, to excitement at the end 

of the day. For this activity, I asked participants to imagine being an author who just finished 

writing a book about navigating life as a Syrian in Egypt. They were asked to design a book 

cover and write a title for their story which are shown in Figure 7 and Figure 8. The titles of the 

books are written in bold followed by what the participants said in quotations.  
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Figure 7. Be-an-Author Book Covers 

Flowers in Salty Sand (top left) – “A new generation is brought up in a ‘salty life’ and they 

have to face the hard things. Like the green stem with thorns. They have to do this before they 

reach the flower.” 

We are in Egypt, To Syria (bottom left) – “The location of the title is important. The word 

Syria is on the bottom because that is what we stand on. Notice the bird of peace by the word 

Syria.”   

The Movement: Pain and Suffering of the Syrian People (middle) – “It’s a broken heart.” 

My Life: The Best Road to the Future. Looking for Esmaa. Finding Myself. (top right) – “I 

chose the light colours that I love. The colour yellow gives me power, the pink gives me safety.” 
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My Life in Egypt: Feeling Like a Stranger (bottom right) – “The sun gives me life and hope to 

go back to Syria.” 

 

Figure 8. Be-an-Author Book Covers 

Journey of Hope and Pain (top left) – “The sun gives a light which expresses hope.” 

Never Stop Looking Up: My Universe, My Galaxy, To the Moon! (bottom left) – “All the 

time you discover so many things. You experience things when you travel.” 

Journey of Suffering (middle) – No comment.  

My Journey in Egypt: Stranger, Optimism, Pain, Experience, Exploring, Suffering, Hope 

(top right) – “The words describe everything that has happened to me.”  

A Garden in the Desert (bottom right) – “The tree expresses the woman. She is often criticized, 

but the woman has the power, and this woman is a Syrian woman. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

Identity, Belonging, and Preservation 

The perception of past belonging, is held in very high standard among the participants in 

this study. There is this idea that life was unspoiled back in Syria. The rolling green hills full of 

trees covered the landscape. Children went to school, dad went to work, and mom prepared 

everything for the day. After the prayer on Friday mornings, families and friends gathered to 

enjoy food, drink tea, and socialize (FGD). The perception seems to be that in Syria, there were 

many different ethnic and religious groups and communities peacefully coexisting together (P#1, 

P#3). This cohesive community extends back to the days of Ottoman rule shown in this 

interpretation of life in Aleppo: “It was not unusual for large mansions to be divided into 

apartments in which Muslim, Jewish and Christian families dwelled with little more than the 

usual rancor that afflicts neighbors everywhere” (Glass, 2016, p. 111). It was happy before 2011, 

it was perfect.  

No participant ventured to speak negatively about the Syrian school system; however, 

this does not conclude that participants only feel positively. Looking at short stories from 

Pearlman’s (2017) participants, the attitudes towards the school system in Syria are in 

contradiction with what is said by participants in this study:  

There were about four hundred girls in school, so I thought that no one would notice once 

when I didn’t sing along with the national anthem. One teacher did. As punishment, she 

forced me to crawl on my elbows and knees all over the school grounds. I was bleeding 

and she called me names like “vile” and “despicable”. I’ll never forget that. (p. 24)  

This account of a school in Syria is what participants said about Egyptian schools. While some 

participants admitted to Syria’s rocky past, most participants hesitated when the topic was 
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brought up and avoided any negative stories like the one above. Finding #1: The participants’ 

quintessential descriptions about Syrian life and the education system are a way to protect their 

belonging, be known for something other than war and refugees, and to keep hope alive.  

Syria’s history is filled with conquest, resilience, and survival, and far from what 

historians would describe as a perfect storybook (Glass, 2016). Nationality as an abstract concept 

(Nealon & Giroux, 2012), rings especially true for Syrian history.36 Syrians are holding on to 

their nationality and national culture; however, even though its very own borders have been the 

cause of conflict and trauma. Certainly, diversity within the nation-state is not being celebrated, 

as government and non-government groups have dissolved into warring factions pitting people 

and religious/political groups against each other (Bahri, 2017; Glass, 2016; Sealy, 2018). So, 

why do participants positively identify with the same national structures that have oppressed 

them? Attachment to nationality is not uncommon for refugees, because it might be the only 

thing they have left to hold on to (Nayeri, 2017; Sealy, 2018). Finding #2: This strong pull 

towards preservation is one reason why there continues to be enrollment in educational centers 

over Egyptian public schools despite UNHCR’s stance on integration into public schools. 

Gender and Education 

Syrian women play a major role as educators and facilitators in cultural survival. 

Clothing is a visual symbol of attachment to culture and one example of how female educators 

attempt to preserve culture and define their belonging. By wearing traditional clothes, they allow 

Syrians, Egyptians, and others to distinguish their Syrian identity. Ajala (2018) tells us that 

“brands are symbols around which communities gather: they give meaning, feelings of belonging 

and an identity that make consumption not only an act of satisfaction but also, of identification” 

                                                      
36  Syria’s modern-day borders were drawn out by the French and British in the Sykes-Picot 

agreement. 
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(p. 62). So, in a world where refugees are treated as one homogenous group, clothing is a way of 

asserting uniqueness, individuality, and belonging (Ajala, 2018). In this way, Syrian women are 

attempting to preserve culture; however, they are also agents in the transformation of Syrian 

culture.  

In Syria, women’s roles are traditionally at home. Now, women are working in order to 

provide for their families. The role of women is changing and in turn, that is changing Syrian 

culture (Arostegui, 2013; Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 2018; Yuval-Davis, 2009). These cultural 

changes are uprooting the traditional family unit and careful consideration needs to be given to 

this upheaval (Bloch, Kumarappan & McKay, 2014; Nawyn, 2010; Thompson, 2006). Quick 

praise about ‘women’s rights’ circumvents a non-glamourous movement. These women are often 

working in poor conditions, for little pay, and are unable to spend as much time with their 

children as before (P#1; P#9; Fleming, 2017; Nawyn, 2010; Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 2018; 

Thompson, 2006). At the same time, female participants feel proud of what they have 

accomplished for themselves and for their families. Finding #3: Women play a major role as 

educators and influencers on Syrian culture.  

Integration, Separation and Right to Culture 

Syrians have lost so much authority in their lives, autonomy over their education is 

necessary in order to facilitate cultural survival. At the same time, public education in Egypt is 

financially and logistically unreachable for many Syrians and educational centers are not only a 

motivation for cultural survival but a necessity to educate young Syrians. I have visited both 

educational centers and public schools and the reason for educational centers is not just one. To 

the untrained eye you might see barren walls adorned with a few bright decorations and posters 
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in Arabic about the human body or the alphabet. Schools are schools, one might say. But when 

you get invited into these educational centers, you begin to understand what Syrian culture is.  

With my translator at my side, I went to Fard Foundation to conduct interviews. Walking 

up some dusty stairs I found a woman in charge of the front desk, which was essentially a sign-in 

book on a table in the hallway. She brought me to my contact, one of the managers at the school, 

who forgot we were coming. Years of living in Egypt has taught me not to take offence to 

hiccups like these. Fard Foundation was recently evicted from their previous location and was 

doing evening school sessions in a public school building. We were put in a concrete room 

overrun with the type of desks that have the chairs attached. If you have ever been in a concrete 

school, you know how much the children’s voices echo. It is not exactly a prime location for an 

intimate conversation. We conducted four emotional interviews that day. Emotionally and 

physically drained, I asked the manager for the best place to eat Syrian shawarma, because I 

heard it is the best in the world. This question stopped two office staff, a teacher, and a parent 

from doing what they were doing to engage in a friendly argument that had to be resolved by 

sending for another teacher who is the supposed expert in shawarma quality. After eating where 

he suggested, I am confident validating his expertise. What struck me the most about this 

impromptu back-and-forth about shawarma was the feelings of happy-seriousness it invoked. 

Born (2014) says that belonging somewhere is about feeling that you belong somewhere. Being a 

part of these educational centers is about feeling like you are back in school in Syria, despite the 

limited resources available. Finding #4: Syrian teachers have an amazing passion for teaching 

and preserving Syrian culture but do not have all the skills, tools, resources, and facilities to 

teach to the best of their ability or to teach about Syrian culture in an efficient manner.  
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The four different centers all put forth the notion that trauma is debilitating and obstructs 

learning. A curriculum that addresses trauma can only happen when the teachers and students are 

set up for it. When it comes down to it, resources, facilities, and curricula, are all secondary. 

Participants in this study told me that teachers should set rules, make lessons entertaining, and 

teach children to discover the world around them. However, if the teachers and students are not 

equipped socially and emotionally, then learning will not happen (Dryden-Peterson, 2011; 

Wachob and Williams; 2016). According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network 

(NCTSN) (n.d.), identifying and treating traumatic stress are only the first two essential elements 

for a trauma-informed school system. They also suggest, among the ten recommendations, 

“being culturally responsive” and “collaborating across systems and establishing community 

partnerships” are necessary for school systems that are helping students and teachers through 

trauma. While Syrian students and teachers are at severe risk for long and short-term 

consequences from trauma, many of the steps being taken in these educational centers are in line 

with trauma-informed school systems that support cultural survival (Kira et al., 2017; NCTSN, 

n.d.). Finding #5: The trauma that Syrian students and teachers are burdened with must be 

addressed before learning can happen.   
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This conclusion provides four recommendations specific to helping Syrian educational 

centers navigate cultural survival through education. Education promotes law and order and it is 

important that the international community collaborate with Syrian communities, and 

organizations working closely with them, to offer financial and logistical support in educational 

centers as well as continuing to uphold the educational systems of the host country. Following 

these, a summary of the study is presented that outlines the research purpose and hypothesis, an 

overview of the research process, and future research recommendations. 

Recommendations 

1. Professional Learning Communities. The FGD conducted as part of this study 

demonstrated that solutions to the problems facing Syrian refugee education can be 

addressed and solved through collaboration. In education, these are called Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs). Gathering small groups of educators from different 

communities, religions, and nationalities into discussions about education and culture 

would be beneficial for three reasons. For one, it would allow educators to share best 

educational practices. Secondly, PLCs involving Egyptians and Syrians would bridge the 

cultural divide that strongly impacted both communities since 2013. Finally, PLCs would 

give space and time for Syrian educators to focus on what cultural survival looks like 

through education, and develop a comprehensive plan to put in to action. This could be 

coordinated by leaders in the Syrian educational community and be open to educators 

interested in joining and contributing. The special thing about PLC’s though, is that they 

can be initiated by teachers or others in a school who have experience and interest in a 

specific topic. When we begin to understand each other’s cultures and educational 
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practices, it is then that we can appreciate and learn from each other. The success of the 

FGD in this study is indicative that this recommendation is realistic, desired by the 

participants, and necessary towards the objectives of improving the quality of education 

while achieving cultural preservation. Furthermore, the cost of hosting a PLC is small, 

making this recommendation feasible.  

2. Teachers Training Teachers. Syrian educational centers and international schools 

should connect with each other for the purpose of professional development. One of the 

hallmarks of teaching and education is the requirement that teachers and schools invest in 

professional development. Teachers at international schools in Cairo usually pay a high 

price for professional development that includes travelling outside of the country, two 

things that Syrians refugees are not able to do. Participants noted that professional 

development for them includes searching the internet and trainings from NGOs and 

INGOs such as St. Andrew’s Refugee Services or Save the Children Federation - 

International. For professional development, international schools and their teachers are a 

great resource that is untapped. Teachers, such as myself, that are interested in supporting 

local communities and initiatives could be mobilized to help educators who need 

professional development. The problem is that sometimes these international teachers are 

unaware of where to begin to look and intimidated to navigate unfamiliar areas of the 

city. Syrian educational centers, therefore, need to create a network that can reach out to 

international schools and educators who can organize presentations about current and 

innovative teaching practices. 37    

                                                      
37  The African Teachers Network in Cairo is a successful example of the teacher training network 

this thesis is suggesting Syrians engage in.  



CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND EDUCATION AMONG SYRIANS IN CAIRO 94 

3. Adoption of a Social Studies Curriculum. In addition to the Egyptian curriculum, 

Syrian educational centers need to adopt a Social Studies curriculum, such as AERO 

standards,38 that can be used to transfer Syrian cultural knowledge. With no consistency 

to how Syrian educational centers are teaching students about Syrian culture, the transfer 

of Syrian cultural knowledge is at the will of educational centers and teachers. The 

purpose of curricula is to vertically and horizontally align academic content throughout 

the whole school so that students achieve maximum learning potential. Essentially, 

vertical alignment is making sure student’s learning builds on what was taught the year 

before, while horizontal alignment ensures each grade level is teaching the same content. 

While showing pictures of Syria before the war and teaching about archaeological sites is 

important, these strategies that are currently being used need to be organized in a way 

that is age-appropriate, relevant, and sequential. Standard 4.8.a of the AERO asks 

students to “examine the interaction between people and the environment and understand 

how people both shape and are shaped by the environment that they live in” (p. 30). This 

standard is extremely relevant to Syrians living in Egypt and is a critical discussion topic 

for Syrian cultural survival. If all Syrian educational centers in Egypt were to adopt the 

same Social Studies curriculum, alignment would extend beyond one center’s walls, 

which would strengthen cultural practices throughout the educational community.  

4. Play Areas and Play Time. Trauma is an eminent and ubiquitous issue for Syrians and it 

has to be approached with ideas that are manageable for educational centers. This 

recommendation strongly insists that play areas in educational centers be upgraded to 

include structures and equipment for children to play on and with. During this research, I 

                                                      
38  AERO standards are for science and social studies, and are available for free online.  
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made the significant observation that there are hardly any areas for students to play. 

When there is an area, it is empty with some soccer balls strewn about. While this is 

understandable given lack of resources and funding, it is not an environment to help 

children overcome the negative behaviours they show from going through trauma.39 

Robbed of their childhood because of violence and war, refugee children must be given 

safe spaces to play, talk, make friends, and solve conflicts. Play is how children work 

through things and how they make sense of the world around them. For the younger 

years, who have not yet developed language, play is how children communicate. The 

significance play has on human development is why play areas are well worth the 

investment for local and international donors interested in a sustainable future for Syrian 

refugees. Playground equipment can be purchased in Cairo and disassembled and moved 

in the event of a location change.  

Summary of Study 

 This research takes a deep look at two intertwining concepts: refugee education and 

cultural survival, among displaced Syrians in Cairo. Vulnerable and navigating Cairo’s hectic 

environment, Syrians are struggling to find housing, jobs, and educational services. To add, 

integrating into Egyptian life means that Syrian culture is being transformed and lost. However, 

the Syrian educators in this study demonstrate resilience and determination to take ownership 

over the future of their culture. By establishing educational centers, these Syrian educators are 

creating spaces in which to pass along cultural knowledge to a younger generation. The purpose 

of this study explores how Syrian educators living in Cairo are aiding in the preservation of 

Syrian culture through the education of school-age children. The guiding hypothesis states that 

                                                      
39  The NCTSN outlines effects of refugee trauma which include “aggressive behavior like hitting, 

kicking, throwing things, or biting” and “problems in relationships including peers, family, and teachers”. 



CULTURAL SURVIVAL AND EDUCATION AMONG SYRIANS IN CAIRO 96 

cultural survival is a crucial motivating factor with respect to Syrian refugee education. The 

hypothesis is correct, to an extent. For one, inability to access to public education remains an 

obstacle, leaving Syrians with little choice other than to enroll in Syrian educational centers. This 

determines that cultural survival is certainly not the only motivating factor pushing Syrians to 

enroll in Syrian educational centers. To add, this research found that while educational centers 

serve as a platform for cultural survival Syrian culture, they are one part of a larger system, 

which includes family and community. So, while this research concludes that educational centers 

are an integral part of Syrian cultural survival, the level of cruciality with respect to cultural 

survival as a motivating factor for the establishment of educational centers is dependent on 

external factors. Further research on informal education – a general process of cultural 

transmission through daily life – would highlight the work done with educators and educational 

centers in this thesis.  

 A guiding hypothesis is important in order to allow the research to be flexible and 

change, which it did (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). For example, after preliminary meetings with 

people to see who would be interested in conducting interviews, I began to realize that cultural 

survival is not just about preservation of the past, but about the transformation cultures go 

through and what that means for the people experiencing it. Transformation is inevitable 

amongst people who have been violently or forcibly uprooted from their homes and places of 

belonging. Therefore, my research utilized two main questions: What parts of Syrian culture are 

being preserved through education? And, what parts of Syrian culture are being transformed 

through education? In order to answer my research questions, my theoretical framework centered 

around right to culture, freedom to belong, and self-determination. This triple-lens framework 

kept the voices and stories of the Syrian participants central and allowed their testimonies to 
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guide the research, such as the changes to the main research questions. Furthermore, the 

framework’s focus on the individual story helped avoid reductionism during the analysis, results, 

and findings of this thesis (Yuval-Davis, 2010). 

The methodology uses an ethnographic approach that included contact with four 

educational centers Watan, Fard Foundation, Al Amal, and Al Amal Al Moshrek. The majority 

of my data is formed from interviews with twelve participants, a FGD with ten women, informal 

meetings, and participant observation. At least fifteen of my participants are teachers, and all of 

them work in these four educational centers. The FGD is a highlight of this research and I am 

forever grateful for that day with those Syrian women. Emotions, tea and coffee, art, words, and 

women. When these things came together, it brought together the topics of refugee education and 

cultural survival in a meaningful way. While the purpose of this FGD was to collect information 

for research, the activities can be used by the participants in their classrooms when teaching. 

Shifting away from the traditional question-and-answer style FGD towards an activity-based 

FGD is a research method this thesis strongly suggests using to optimize the experience for both 

the researcher and participants (Collouci, 2007).  

Cultures are not lost, they are transformed (Colson, 2003). For each of the participants in 

this study, those transformations are different, and how the four educational centers engage in 

cultural survival are not the same. Nonetheless, while my participants have different values and 

viewpoints from each other at times, they recognize the importance of engaging in preservation 

efforts until it is time to return to Syria. However, preservation efforts will continue to become 

more difficult as youth stay detached from their homeland and a new generation is born with no 

attachment at all. Youth must be given opportunities to develop healthy social and emotional 

skills, as well as academics, that prepare them to be culturally active global citizens. This 
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research shows that it is not sustainable for teachers and students, having faced horrific 

circumstances and are suffering from deep traumas, to continue in the pursuit education, work, 

and home life activities without intervention. To compliment the research done here, this thesis 

recommends that further research on Syrian cultural survival includes youth and children. In 

addition, this research illustrates that the role of women is changing, which transforms social 

roles for men and children as well (Hilhorst, Porter & Gordon, 2018). Thus, gendered 

dimensions must also be considered in studies related to Syrian culture. 

The four recommendations in this thesis offer tangible and cost-effective ideas to 

harmonize cultural survival practices among Syrians in Cairo. In order to share the findings and 

recommendations, an executive summary is to be written in both Arabic and English and 

distributed to Watan, Fard Foundation, Al Amal, and Al Amal Al Moshrek as well as 

International Institutions, NGOs, humanitarian groups, and individuals who would benefit from 

information on cultural survival and refugee education. It is my intention as a researcher to 

personally tell my participants, translators, gatekeepers, and contacts the outcomes in this 

research and thank them for their trust and participation. As my time living in Cairo extends 

beyond this research, it is also my intention to continue working with these four educational 

centers to help initiate and carry out these recommendations. 

On a personal and final note, I would like to extend my deepest gratitude to everyone I 

worked with during this research. I hope that those who have been displaced can soon return to a 

peaceful Syria.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Characteristic Information for Interview Participants  

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 

P#1 Male 46 Married Damascus Sales Agent Teacher Preparatory 

3 

P#2 Female 21 Single Damascus Student Support Staff Currently in 

University 

P#3 Female 30 Single Daraa Teacher Executive 

Manager 

Education 

P#4 Female   Homs Teacher  Teacher Sharia 

Science 

P#5 Female  Married  Housewife Teacher Business/ 

Islamic 

Studies 

P#6 Female 35   Teacher Teacher  

 

P#7 Male 31  Damascus Teacher Teacher 

 

Law  

P#8 Male 33 Married Homs Teacher Executive 

Manager 

Education 

P#9 Male 29 Married Damascus Designer Support 

Staff/Teacher 

Media 

P#10 Male 34 Married Damascus Merchant Administrator Commerce 

 

P#11 Male 54 Married Damascus University 

Professor 

Manager/ 

Quality 

Consultant 

Engineering/ 

Education 

P#12 Female 41 Single Damascus Teacher/ 

Administrator 

Administrator MBA/ 

Education  

 

Questions 

1. Sex (Male/Female) 

2. Age 

3. Marriage Status (Married/Single/Engaged/Divorced/Widowed) 

4. Hometown in Syria 

5. Occupation(s) in Syria 
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6. Occupation(s) in Egypt 

7. Subject of university studies.  
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Appendix B 

Characteristic Information for Focus Group Participants 

 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 

F#1 Female 45 Married Daraa Teacher/ 

Administrator 

Nursery 

Manager 

Arabic 

Literature 

F#2 Female 23 Single Daraa Student Teacher/ 

Project 

Manager 

English 

Literature/ 

Poli-Sci 

F#3 Female 40 Married Damascus None Nursery 

Teacher 

High 

School 

F#4 Female 33 Married Homs None Administrative 

Assistant 

Currently at 

Commercial 

Institute 

F#5 Female 32 Single 

Mother 

Damascus Nursery 

Teacher 

Nursery 

Teacher 

High 

School 

F#6 Female 33 Married Homs None Teacher 

Assistant 

High 

School 

F#7 Female 29 Married Damascus None Nursery 

Teacher 

High 

School 

F#8 Female 35 Married Latakia None Nursery 

Teacher 

Middle 

School 

F#9 Female 29 Married Daraa Department 

of Education 

Nursery 

Teacher 

English 

Literature 

F#10 Female 33 Single 

Mother 

Homs Nursery 

Teacher 

Nursery 

Teacher 

High 

School 

 

Questions 

1. Sex (Male/Female) 

2. Age 

3. Marriage Status (Married/Single/Engaged/Divorced/Widowed) 

4. Hometown in Syria 

5. Occupation(s) in Syria 

6. Occupation(s) in Egypt 

7. Subject of university studies.  
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form – English 

Research Purpose: Explore and showcase how Syrians living in Egypt are preserving and 

reshaping Syrian culture through the education of school-age children. This research aims to 

understand the educational wise practices already in place for displaced Syrians, while offering 

realistic and tangible recommendations to embrace cultural survival as a guiding principle in 

refugee education. 

Researcher Affiliation: My name is Amelia Stanevicius and I am a student in the Master of Arts 

in Human Security and Peacebuilding program at Royal Roads University. My Academic 

Supervisor is Dr. Kate Frieson: kategracefrieson@gmail.com; +1 250 361 9040. You may also 

verify the authenticity of this project by contacting Dr. Kenneth Christie, School of 

Humanitarian Studies: Kenneth.1christie@RoyalRoads.ca; +1 250 391 2600 ext. 4236.  

Voluntary Participation: It is your choice to participate in this research and you have the right 

to refuse or withdraw, without reason, during the research activities or any time after, up until the 

research is on its final submission to the university. Please check the boxes below to indicate the 

activities you would be willing to potentially participate in. By checking the boxes, you do not 

automatically give your commitment to participate these activities. You may message me on my 

cellphone to withdraw and your data will be deleted. 

   Interview (approx 1.5 hours) – One-to-one questioning, with or without a translator, with 

tape recording  

   Focus Group (approx 2 hours) – Group questioning, gender separate, with a translator, 

with tape recording  
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Photo Voice (10 days/number of hours to be determined by you) – Individual photography, 

discussion session required, with or without a translator 

 

Confidentiality: This Informed Consent Form, verbal communication, and information recorded 

on paper and on tape will be kept confidential. No one else except me will have access to these 

records. Any recorded information will have a number on it instead of your name. This Informed 

Consent Form will be the only place with your name and corresponding number which will be 

separated and locked from all recorded information.  

Risks: I am asking you to share some personal and confidential information, and you may feel 

uncomfortable talking about some of the topics. The research being done may draw attention and 

questions by other people in the community. You will be given an executive research summary 

to be shared with members in the community. The information you give me will be published in 

a thesis paper accessible to the public through Royal Roads University.  

Results: The knowledge from this research will be shared with you in summary before it is made 

widely available to the public. You will have an opportunity to review your remarks immediately 

and any time after the research activities to ensure I have given an accurate representation of you 

and your views. Photos from the photo-voice activity are also intended to be used in a public 

exhibition. I will give you access to a copy of the final report. 

Certificate of Research Ethics: This research has been reviewed and approved by the Research 

Ethics Board at Royal Roads University, whose task it is to make sure that research participants 

are protected from harm. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research 

participant, please contact the Office of Research Ethics at ethicalreview@royalroads.ca; 1-250-

391-2600 ext. 4425. 
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If you wish to find out more about Royal Roads University: 

Website: www.royalroads.ca                       Phone: +1 250 391 2511 and +1 800 788 8028 

(Participant) I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the foregoing information and those questions have been 

answered to my satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study.  

Print name of participant _________________________________________________________ 

Signature of participant_______________________ Date (DD/MM/YY)___________________ 

(Researcher) I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about the 

study, and the questions have been answered correctly and to the best of my ability. I confirm 

that the individual has not been coerced, and the consent has been given freely and voluntarily.  

Print name of researcher__________________________________________________________ 

Signature of researcher_______________________ Date (DD/MM/YY)___________________ 
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Appendix D 

Informed Consent Form – Arabic  

الغرض من البحث هو: استكشاف وعرض كيفية قيام السوريين المقيمين في مصر بالحفاظ على الثقافة والهوية السورية وإعادة 

ل تشكيلها من خالل تعليم األطفال في سن الدراسة. ويهدف هذا البحث إلى فهم الممارسات الحكيمة التربوية المعمول بها بالفع

 ..للسوريين النازحين، مع تقديم توصيات واقعية وملموسة الحتضان بقاء الثقافة كمبدأ توجيهي في تعليم الالجئين

إنتماء الباحث: اسمي أميليا ستانيفيسيوس وأنا طالبة في ماجستير اآلداب في برنامج األمن البشري وبناء السالم في جامعة 

هذا المشروع عن طريق االتصال بالمشرف األكاديمى وهىرويال رودز. يمكنك أيضا التحقق من صحة  : 

  د. كايت فريزون

kategracefrieson@gmail.com 

٠٠/٠١٢٥٠/٣٦١٩/٠٤٠ 

 :كما يمكنك أيضا من التحقق من صحة هذا المشروع عن طريق التواصل مع

 د. كينيث كريستى

 كلية الدرسات اإلنسانية

Kenneth.1christie@RoyalRoads.ca 

 ٤٢٣٦   الرقم الداخلى ٠٠١/٢٥٠/٣٩١/٢٦٠٠

 

المشاركة الطوعية: يمكنك إختيار المشاركة فى هذا البحث، يحق إليك الرفض أو اإلنسحاب، بدون إبداء أسباب، أثناء أنشطة 

البحث أو في أي وقت بعدها، حتى يصل البحث إلى صورته النهائية لتقديمه إلى الجامعة. يرجى تحديد المربعات أدناه لإلشارة 

ركة فيها. من خالل تحديد المربعات، ال تمنحك تلقائيا التزامك بالمشاركة في هذه األنشطة. إلى األنشطة التي ترغب في المشا

 إذا اخترت االنسحاب، 

 تواصل معي علي تليفوني المحمول و كل معلوماتك سوف تلغي.

ادثةمن شخص إلى شخص يطرح مجموعة من األسئلة، مع أو بدون مترجم، مع تسجيل المح –ساعة(  1.5مقابلة )حوالي  . 

سؤال المجموعة، يفصل الجنسنين، مع مترجم، مع تسجيل المقابلة -التركيز فى مجموعة )حوالي ساعتين(  . 

mailto:kategracefrieson@gmail.com
mailto:Kenneth.1christie@RoyalRoads.ca
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تصوير فوتوغرافي فردي، يتطلب جلسة نقاش ، مع  -أيام / عدد الساعات التي سيتم تحديدها من قبلك(  10صورة و صوت )

 .أو بدون مترجم

قة المستنيرة، واالتصال اللفظي، والمعلومات المسجلة على الورق إلكترونيا. ال أحد آخر السرية: سيتم االحتفاظ بنموذج المواف

إال لي الحصول على هذه السجالت. أي معلومات مسجلة سيكون لها رقم عليها بدال من اسمك. سيكون هذا النموذج موافقة 

جميع المعلومات المسجلةمطلعة المكان الوحيد مع اسمك والرقم المقابل الذي سيتم فصل ومقفلة من  . 

المخاطر: أطلب منك مشاركة بعض المعلومات الشخصية والسرية، وقد تشعر بعدم االرتياح في الحديث عن بعض 

الموضوعات. قد يجذب البحث الذي يجري القيام به االنتباه، وقد يتم طرح األسئلة من قبل أشخاص آخرين في المجتمع. سوف 

 و سوف تستطيع مشاركته مع أعضاء المجتمع المحيط بك. تعطي ملخص تنفيذي عن البحث 

 المعلومات التي تعطيني سيتم نشرها في ورقة أطروحة متاحة للجمهور من خالل جامعة رويال رودز.

النتائج: سيتم تقاسم المعرفة من هذا البحث معك في ملخص قبل أن يتم إتاحتها على نطاق واسع للجمهور. سيكون لديك فرصة 

المالحظات الخاصة بك على الفور وفي أي وقت بعد أنشطة البحث للتأكد من أنني قد أعطيت تمثيل دقيق لك واآلراء  لمراجعة

الخاصة بك. وتهدف أيضا أنشطة التصوير بالصوت الصورة إلى األستخدام في المعرض العام. وسوف يتم إعطائكم ا نسخة 

 .من التقرير النهائي

راجعة هذا البحث والموافقة عليه من قبل مجلس أخالقيات البحوث في جامعة رويال رودز، شهادة أخالقيات البحث: تمت م

مهمته هو التأكد من أن المشاركين في البحث محميين من األذى. إذا كان لديك أي أسئلة تتعلق بحقوقك كمشارك بحثي، يرجى 

  :االتصال بمكتب أخالقيات البحوث على

ethicalreview@royalroads.ca 

 ٤٤٢٥   الرقم الداخلى ٠٠١/٢٥٠/٣٩١/٢٦٠٠

 :إذا كنت ترغب في معرفة المزيد عن جامعة رويال رودز

www.royalroads.ca 

٢٥١١/٣٩١/٢٥٠/٠٠١ ٠٢٨/٧٨٨٨/٨٠٠٠٠  أو   

 

 (المشارك) 

mailto:ethicalreview@royalroads.ca
http://www.royalroads.ca/
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لقد قرأت المعلومات السابقة، أو قد قرأت لي. لقد أتيحت لي الفرصة لطرح األسئلة حول المعلومات السابقة، وقد تم الرد على  

 .هذه على األسئلة بارتياحية. وأوافق طوعا على أن أكون مشاركا في هذه الدراسة

طباعة  _______________________________________________________________________

 اسم المشارك

 ____/__/__  (سنة /  توقيع المشارك _________________________________ التاريخ )يوم/ شهر

 (الباحث)

أؤكد أن المشارك أتيحت له الفرصة لطرح أسئلة حول الدراسة، وقد تم الرد على األسئلة بشكل صحيح وبأفضل ما لدي من  

ن الشخص لم يتعرض لإلكراه، وقد أعطيت الموافقةقدرة. وأؤكد أ  .بحرية وطواعية  

طباعة اسم  ______________________________________________________________________

  الباحث

  ___/__/__ ( شهر / سنة /  توقيع الباحث __________________________________ التاريخ )يوم
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Appendix E 

Executive Summary – English 

The purpose of this study is to acknowledge, explore, and showcase how displaced Syrians living 

in Egypt are preserving and reshaping the Syrian culture through the education of school-age 

children, despite limited resources available to enable delivery of an appropriate curriculum. This 

research aims to understand the educational wise practices already in place for Syrians in Egypt, 

while offering realistic and tangible recommendations to embrace cultural survival as a guiding 

principle in refugee education.  

 I am here because I want to hear your stories on my topic and I want to know if you 

would be willing to participate in my research project. This research is being done through Royal 

Roads University, in British Columbia, Canada, where I am originally from. I have been living in 

Cairo for seven years, working as a kindergarten teacher. During this time, I volunteered with 

many groups and smaller organizations, doing charitable work with displaced populations, 

particularly with schools, children, and teachers. This is what influenced my choice to focus my 

research topic around Syrian culture and refugee education. As a researcher, I look forward to 

practicing my research skills, listening and connecting to Syrian experiences and stories, and 

contributing to the body of knowledge on providing education for displaced persons.  

My goal is to tell the story of Syrians in Egypt and I hope that this research will be 

beneficial by helping others understand this sensitive situation. Beyond the normal transfer of 

cultural knowledge, customs, and traditions from Syrian teachers to Syrian students, it is the 

intention of this research to explore how educational centers are used in a multiplicity of ways by 

different segments of the Syrian population to nurture cultural survival. Therefore, while I would 
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like to primarily interview Syrian educators, other displaced persons, parents, NGOs and INGOs 

will be contacted. This research will not include children.  

The research activities will mainly consist of interviews and a few focus groups. Focus 

groups are a small group conversation, sometimes bringing people from different communities 

together. I might also ask some people to take part in a photo-voice activity – taking pictures of 

their lives according to my research question. Visuals are a fun and meaningful tool in which to 

transfer knowledge. From the photos collected, I hope to arrange them in an art display so that 

the public can visit, enjoy, and connect with the stories being told.  

Some of the topics and questions might be sensitive due to the hardships many people 

have had to endure. I want to respect that, so in my official Informed Consent Form, I remind 

people that they are free to withdraw at any time. In fact, everyone that participates in my 

research, as with all ethical research, will need to sign an Informed Consent Form. We will do 

these activities in person, and I will come to wherever best suits the person and the organization. 

Each activity will take no longer than two hours. My Arabic is basic, so if there is someone who 

does not speak English, or has some difficulties with the English language, but they would still 

like to tell their story, I will provide a translator – a female translator for women, and a male 

translator for men. All the information I get will be kept in a locked area and separated from 

where people’s names are on the Informed Consent Form, in order to keep information private. 

You will have an opportunity to review your remarks immediately and any time after the 

research activities to ensure I have given an accurate representation of you and your views. The 

data will be published in my final thesis and hopefully it will be published in an academic 

journal for the wider public. 

  Than 
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Appendix F 

Executive Summary – Arabic 

 بقاء الثقافة ودور التعليم بين الدارسين السوريين في مصر

الغرض من هذه الدراسة هو أن نعترف، واستكشاف، وعرض كيفية النازحين السوريين الذين يعيشون في مصر والحفاظ على 

المدرسة، على الرغم من محدودية الموارد المتاحة لتمكين تسليم الثقافة السورية وإعادة تشكيلها من خالل تعليم األطفال في سن 

المنهج المناسب. يهدف هذا البحث إلى فهم الممارسات الحكيمة التربوية المعمول بها بالفعل للسوريين في مصر، مع تقديم 

 ..توصيات واقعية وملموسة الحتضان بقاء الثقافة كمبدأ توجيهي في تعليم الالجئين

 

نني أريد أن أسمع قصص عن موضوعي وأريد أن أعرف إذا كنت ترغب في المشاركة في مشروع بحثي. ويجري أنا هنا أل

هذا البحث من خالل جامعة رويال رودز، في كولومبيا البريطانية، كندا، وهو موطنى األصلى. أعيش في القاهرة منذ سبع 

مع العديد من المجموعات والمنظمات الصغيرة للقيام سنوات، وأعمل مدرسة لرياض األطفال. خالل هذا الوقت، تطوعت 

بأعمال خيرية مع السكان النازحين، وخاصة مع المدارس واألطفال والمعلمين. وهذا ما أثر على خياري في التركيز على 

الستماع موضوعي البحثي حول الثقافة السورية وتعليم الالجئين. وبصفتي باحثة، أتطلع إلى ممارسة مهاراتي البحثية، وا

 ..والربط مع التجارب والقصص السورية، والمساهمة في مجموعة المعارف المتعلقة بتوفير التعليم للمشردين

 

هدفي هو أن أروي قصة السوريين في مصر وآمل أن يكون هذا البحث مفيدا من خالل مساعدة اآلخرين على فهم هذا الوضع 

ية والعادات والتقاليد من المعلمين السوريين للطالب السوريين فالقصد من هذا الحساس. ما وراء نقل العادي من المعرفة الثقاف

البحث هو اكتشاف كيفية استخدام المراكز التعليمية لعدد وافر من الطرق من قبل شرائح مختلفة من الشعب السوري لرعاية 

وريين، سيتم االتصال بالمشردين واآلباء والمنظمات البقاء الثقافي. لذلك، في حين أنني أود في المقام األول مقابلة المعلمين الس

 .غير الحکومية والمنظمات غير الحکومية الدولية. لن يشمل هذا البحث األطفال

 

وستتألف أنشطة البحث أساسا من المقابالت وعدد قليل من مجموعات التركيز. مجموعات التركيز هي عبارة عن محادثة 

 -من مجتمعات مختلفة. قد أطلب أيضا من بعض الناس المشاركة في نشاط بالصوت  جماعية صغيرة تجمع أحيانا أشخاصا
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التقاط صور لحياتهم وفقا لسؤال بحثي. المرئيات هي أداة ممتعة وذات مغزى التي لنقل المعرفة. من الصور التي تم جمعها، 

، والتواصل مع القصص التي تم نقلهاوآمل أن يتم ترتيبها في معرض فني بحيث يمكن للجمهور زيارتها و اإلنتفاع بها .. 

 

بعض الموضوعات واألسئلة قد تكون حساسة بسبب المصاعب التي اضطر العديد من الناس لتحملها. وأود أن أحترم ذلك، لذلك 

ك في في استمارة الموافقة الرسمية المستنيرة، أذكر الناس بأنهم أحرار في االنسحاب في أي وقت. في الواقع، فإن كل من يشار

بحثي، كما هو الحال مع جميع البحوث األخالقية، سوف تحتاج إلى التوقيع على نموذج الموافقة المستنيرة. وسوف نقوم بهذه 

األنشطة شخصيا، وسوف أتي إلى أينما يناسب الشخص والمنظمة. لن يستغرق كل نشاط أكثر من ساعتين. لغتي العربية بسيطة 

دث اإلنجليزية، أو لديه بعض الصعوبات مع اللغة اإلنجليزية، ولكن ال يزال يرغب في ، لذلك إذا كان هناك شخص ال يتح

رواياتة قصته، سوف أقوم بتوفيرر مترجم للذكور و مترجمة بالنسبة لإلناث ، سيتم االحتفاظ بجميع المعلومات التي أحصل 

يرة، من أجل الحفاظ على المعلومات الخاصة. عليها في منطقة مغلقة وفصلها عن أسماء الناس على نموذج الموافقة المستن

سيكون لديك فرصة لمراجعة المالحظات الخاصة بك على الفور وفي أي وقت بعد أنشطة البحث للتأكد من أنني قد أعطيت 

جمهور تمثيل دقيق لك واآلراء الخاصة بك. سيتم نشر البيانات في أطروحتي النهائية، ونأمل أن يتم نشرها في مجلة أكاديمية لل

 ..على نطاق أوسع

 !شكرا
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Appendix G 

Interview Format 

I want to start by saying thank you for taking the time to join me in a discussion about culture, 

education and life here in Egypt. I want remind you that we are tape-recording the session 

because I don’t want to miss any of your comments. I will start the recorder now and get your 

verbal consent to the tape-recording. If you do not consent, we can do the interview without 

recording. Are there any questions or concerns you wish to ask or share at this time? *Press 

record button on recorder and ask for verbal consent.  

Introductory Questions:  

1. Let us first start by you telling me a little bit about yourself. You can mention things like 

your family and your volunteer and work life. 

2. What is your educational and teaching background? 

3. Describe your beliefs about teaching and learning and how you put that into practice. 

4. Tell me a bit about schools and the education system in Syria. 

Transition Questions:  

5. It has been suggested by UNHCR that refugee students should integrate into the schools 

of their host country. When and how is this possible, for Syrian students in Egypt? Teachers?  

6. Culture is defined as the ideas, customs, values, and behaviours of a society or group of 

people. (note: there is no direct translation of the word culture into Arabic, so I will use Arabic 

words to help get the meaning across). How do you define Syrian culture? 

Key Questions: 

7. What parts of Syrian culture are being preserved through education? Explain how.  

8. Is this positive, negative, or both? Explain.  
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9. What parts of Syrian culture are being transformed through education? Explain how. 

10. Is this positive, negative, or both? Explain.  

11. Tell me a bit about how the process of transformation and/or preservation of Syrian 

culture makes you feel?  

Closing Questions:  

12. Tell me what you see for the future of Syrian culture under the current educational 

experience here in Egypt? 

13. How should countries, organizations, and the international community use education to 

support people’s transition to a new country?  

The questions I have prepared today have come to an end. I just want to open up space for you to 

add anything else you did not get a chance to say already. Maybe something that you think is 

important for me to hear that I was unaware to ask about.  
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Appendix H 

Focus Group Format 

Good afternoon and welcome. Thank you for taking the time to join our discussion about culture, 

education and life here in Egypt. I want remind you right away that we are tape-recording the 

session because we don’t want to miss any of your comments. No one else will listen to this 

recording except for me or my translator in case I need clarification.  

I would like to start by introducing myself and telling you a little bit more about me. My 

name is Amelia Stanevicius. I am half Canadian and half Lithuanian. I mostly identify with my 

Canadian side because my father immigrated to Canada from Lithuania when he was just a child. 

My parents met in the very far north in Canada, where it rains and snows a lot. Although it is a 

beautiful country, Eight years ago, I made the decision to move to the warmer Egyptian climate 

to start my teaching career. During my time in Egypt, I have had the opportunity to visit many 

schools other than my own and meet many people with cultures different from mine. These 

special occasions led me to enroll in an online master’s program that focuses on culture, 

education and displaced people, which is why I am here today.  

You were all invited to this Focus Group because you have experience in education, and 

the task of navigating life in a culture that is different, and at the same time, similar, from your 

own. I am here because I want to hear your stories. So please know, that there are no right or 

wrong answers to the questions. I also want you to feel free to share your thoughts, feelings, and 

ideas, even if it differs from what others have said. Also, do not feel like you have to respond to 

me all the time. I am interested in hearing from everyone because each of you has something 

valuable to add to this discussion. So, it would help me a lot if you encouraged others to speak if 

they have not.  
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Since you have all signed the informed consent form, I just want to remind you that your 

consent to participate in today’s discussion is voluntary, which means you are free to participate, 

listen only, or leave at any time during the next hour and a half. I will be taking a few pictures of 

the work we do but I will be sure to not take pictures of you.  

Are there any questions or concerns you wish to ask or share at this time? *Answer any 

questions or concerns as efficiently as possible.  

We are going to begin our Focus Group session. We are going to run this session not 

strictly as: I ask the questions and you give me answers. Instead, we are going to do three 

activities to get us up and moving and interacting with each other, because, like teaching 

children, that’s when learning happens. So, while it is my intention today to focus on your stories 

about Syrian culture, I also hope that, even though you are skilled teachers, there’s one or two 

new strategies that would be useful in your classroom.  

As teachers, we rarely have time to tap into our student’s creative sides. We’re busy with 

academics, curriculum, and tests. Expressing oneself through art and writing and other creative 

facets, is probably the most valuable gift we can teach our students. 

Before I begin my teaching day, I always put an agenda up that I go over with the kids. 

This is important for two main reasons. One, they know what we’re going to do. And two, they 

know when we’re going to finish. This simple routine, actually does a lot for classroom 

management. A lot of kids are misbehaving because they have no ownership over their day. Set 

the agenda. Set them up for success.  

So, the agenda.  

We have three or four activities for the day depending on the time. I’m guessing each one 

will take no longer than 20 minutes. First, we’re going to do an activity called “List It”. Then we 
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will do one called “Picture Sort”. Last activity will be “We are Authors”. Each activity will 

require us to get up and move around for the first part, and it will be followed by a short 

discussion. Then at the end of the Focus Group, we can do a “Final Discussion” where we ask 

each other questions or mention anything else we feel is important to add to our discussion 

today.  

Activity #1 (Post it):  

Everyone gets three sticky-notes. I have more if you need. You’re going to write one word on 

each note.  

• On the first note, write down one word that represents a cultural loss since arriving in 

Egypt. 

• On the second note, write down one word that represents what has been preserved 

culturally until now.  

• On the third note, write down how talking about your culture makes you feel.  

Can you tell me some of the good things about cultural loss, preservation, and transformation? 

Bad things? 

Activity #2 (Think-Pair-Share):  

Different people react to each photo in different ways, or not at all. One thing is for sure, 

we can all use pictures to help us tell a story. You are going to pick two pictures. One should 

represent a positive educational experience you’ve had in Egypt. The other one should represent 

a negative educational experience you’ve had in Egypt.  

You have 5 minutes to pick your pictures and come back to your spot. (Give 5 minutes to 

get a picture and make a tea).  
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I It’s important to get us talking to each other. So, we need people to get into partners for 

this activity. Each partner will tell the other about their positive and negative educational 

experiences and why they chose those pictures to represent those experiences. When we share 

with the group, your partner will share your information and you will share theirs. Partner 

sharing gets us talking, but it also holds us accountable to be good listeners.   

Activity #3 (Be an Author): 

Imagine being an author who just finished writing a book about the topic under 

investigation – navigating life as a Syrian in Egypt. You have in your hands the cover page and 

must draw or write what the cover will look like and what would be the title.  

Activity #4 (Extra Activity):  

Use one sentence strip. How should countries, organizations, and the international 

community use education to support people’s transition to a new country?  

1. It has been suggested that refugee students should integrate into the schools of their host 

country. How does this apply or not apply to Syrians in Egypt?  

2. Tell me what you see for the future of Syrian culture under the current educational 

experience here in Egypt? 

3. I want to know a little bit more about gender roles and power relations.  

4. I want to ask a little bit about the young people you are teaching.  

5. How do you define culture? What are the most important parts to keep of your identity? 

How do you find your cultural identity changing because of this migration experience? 

It sounds like our discussion has come to an end. I just want to open up space for anyone to 

add anything else you did not get a chance to say already. Maybe something that you think is 

important for me to hear. *Give time to hear any further comments.  
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I would like to thank you all for coming and for sharing so openly and generously your 

time, stories, advice, and feelings. I also want to thank you for giving me the opportunity to 

practice my research skills. Most importantly, I want you all to know how inspired I am by 

everything I have seen and heard from all of you, and how excited I am to share your stories with 

others. I would like to be able to keep you all posted on the progress I make and share a 

summary of the final report that emerges from this research. Before you leave, please make sure 

to leave your contact information so that I can make this possible.  
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