
Children of Syria A UNICEF update

Amman – UNICEF and partners 
in Jordan are expanding education 
programmes to reach the alarming 
number of “stay at home” children who 
have fallen behind by three or more 
grades and are no longer eligible to 
enrol in formal schooling.

UNICEF estimates there are nearly 
60,000 Syrian children and other 
vulnerable Jordanians who are too 
far behind in their studies to enrol in 
the public school system and need 
to be urgently connected to informal 
education opportunities.  

Many of these children spend the 
majority of time in their family’s 
home. They report feeling bored and 
frustrated, with little hope for a future 
they see as having few opportunities. 

Syrian children are also trying to cope 

with the emotional distress of living 
through conflict and displacement 
and are vulnerable to exploitation or 
abuse. Many parents see keeping 
their children at home as a protective 
measure. In a psychosocial 
assessment of youth in Za’atari 
refugee camp, the most common 
way young people coped with their 
problems – 71 per cent – was to 
‘withdraw or hide.’

This year, UNICEF and partners are 
planning to reach an additional 30,000 
“stay at home” Syrian and vulnerable 
Jordanian children through catch-up 
and informal education programmes 
across the country.  

Existing programs will expand, such 
as informal education classes at the 
Baqa’a community centre in East 
Amman where over 2,000 children 

are on the waiting list. There will also 
be an additional 26 centres opening 
across the country. 

Enrolling “stay at home” children 
in learning opportunities is critical 
in providing a sense of purpose, 
safety and normalcy, as well as 
reconnecting children with their 
peers and communities. Informal and 
remedial classes can lead children 
back into the formal schooling system 
or provide vital life skills and basic 
education to ensure a future. 

More than 80 per cent of some 
595,000 Syrian refugees in Jordan 
live in the country’s towns and villages 
rather than camps. UNICEF is looking 
to further scale up its programming to 
reach all children in Jordan with vital 
learning opportunities. 

By Toby Fricker

“I will write your name, my country, on 
the sun that never sets” sings Huda 
with her friends at a music class. The 
17-year old from Dera’a, regularly 
attends activities at the East Amman 
Charity Centre during her school 
holidays. After missing two years of 
education when the conflict began 
in Syria, she’s now back at school 
in Jordan. Following a few months 
catch up classes at the East Amman 
Centre, she was accepted into a 
public school. The centre helped 60 
children to return to formal school in 
2013 and at the same time provided 
basic education opportunities and 
life skills to more than 1,500 children 
and their families. 

Returning to School: Huda’s story

Syria crisis causes students to fall behind in class

Huda (second from right) in a class at the East Amman Charity Centre. 
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ISLAHIYE, Turkey – 7-year old Tac 
Ismail dreams of being a teacher 
when she grows up. The little girl 
took a big step towards her goal in 
January when she and her friends 
received their first school reports at 
a UNICEF-built school in Turkey’s 
Gaziantep province.

Those most excited by the end of 
term ceremony were Tac and other 
first-grade students, who collected 
their first-ever school reports. Tac’s 
class-mate, Serif Abroz, whose 
family fled from the Syrian city of 
Edlib, said he’s now looking forward 
to playing with his friends as classes 
end for a two-week break.

The school, in the tented city of 
Islahiye, opened in November 2013, 
and was constructed by UNICEF 
in partnership with the Disaster 

and Emergency 
M a n a g e m e n t 
Presidency of 
Turkey (AFAD). 
Operating on a 
double-shift basis, 
the school has 
46 classrooms 
which hold 2,544 
students, ranging 
from nursery school 
to high school. 
There are a total of 
69 teachers, 64 of 
whom are Syrian and five who are 
Turkish. 

“As UNICEF, our first priority is to 
enable Syrian children to continue 
their education and to prevent them 
from becoming a lost generation,” 
said UNICEF Turkey Representative 
Dr. Ayman Abulaban.

“We are putting our time and energy 
into making sure that Syrian children 
can continue their schooling. We will 
be opening more new schools in other 
camps in the upcoming semester. 
I would like to congratulate all the 
children on their school reports and 
wish them every success throughout 
the course of their education.”

Top marks for Syrian students in Turkey

Students and their teacher celebrate the end of school term holding report 
cards and new pen and paper sets. 
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By Ayberk Yurtsever

ISLAHIYE, Turkey - With the bell still 
echoing in the corridors of the Islahiye 
camp school, built by UNICEF 
and the Disaster and Emergency 
Management Presidency (AFAD), 
a group of Syrian children gather 
excitedly on a nearby football field. 

UNICEF cyan-blue schoolbags are 
left by the goalposts or on the back of 
the nets, and the teams are chosen. 
Within seconds, the match is under 
way.

After the match, there’s time to chat. 
Ekrem Acuz is ten years old and 
studying in 5th grade. His father is 
the deputy principal of the school and 
his mother works there as a teacher. 
Breathlessly, he tells us that he plays 
football here with his friends every 
day after school.

Both the goalkeeper and striker 
Ekrem answer without hesitation 
when asked about their favourite 
footballer: “Messi!” Considered by 
many to be the world’s best player, 
Lionel Messi, a Goodwill Ambassador 

for UNICEF, is undoubtedly the Syrian 
children’s favourite. But Ekrem wants 
to be a doctor, not a footballer, when 
he grows up.

You can often see children playing 
football here – not only on the 
football field but near the wire 
fences surrounding the field as well. 
Wire fences serve as a security tool 
for the administration, as clothes 
dryers for mothers and as goalposts 
for the children. For them, place 
and time don’t matter much. The 
important thing is to get together 
with a couple of friends and to have 
a ball to run after.

The magic of football takes hold of 
Syrian children living in the camps 
in Turkey almost every day, as it 
does to other children all around 
the world. But what distinguishes 
this game from the others is that it 
goes some way to helping with the 
players’ traumas of war.

As the children attend school in the 
camp, they can hardly wait for the 
next game.

Playing football to forget the trauma of war

A group of boys play a game of football after school.
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By Lynn Hamasni

BAALBEK, Lebanon – Hassan is 
13 years old. He has never been to 
school.

He is lost between two countries; 
his father is Syrian, and his mother 
is Lebanese, but he doesn’t officially 
exist in either country.

When Hassan was born his parents 
didn’t register his birth in Syria 
and when his parents divorced 
his situation grew even more 
complicated. With no official papers, 
he and his two sisters (aged 12 
and 16) were not granted Syrian 
citizenship and couldn’t go to school.

Two years ago his mother, afraid 
for her children, decided to escape 
the violence in Syria and return to 
Lebanon, hoping for a better life for 
the family.

“There were shootings and bombings 
everywhere back home,” recalls 
Hassan. “I didn’t feel safe. When 
I arrived in Lebanon, I felt safer. I 
stayed with Uncle Rabah who lives 
here in a tent with his wife.”

Since the start of the crisis, Lebanon 
has hosted the largest number 
of Syrian refugees in the region. 
According to UNHCR more than 
850,000 Syrian refugees have 
registered or are awaiting registration 
in Lebanon, and the government 
itself believes the number of 

refugees is closer to 1 million.

Many Syrian refugees fleeing into 
Lebanon settle in areas close to 
relatives or family members who 

settled in the country before them. 
But Hassan and his mother didn’t 
have family they could go to. ‘Uncle’ 
Rabah and his wife took them in and 
gave them shelter and protection.

“He isn’t actually my real uncle,” 
says Hassan, “but he takes care of 
us as if we were his family and his 
children. Uncle Rabah arrived in 
Lebanon last year. He helped us 
because we have no one.”

But shelter is only one of Hassan’s 
worries. A growing number of Syrian 
refugee children have to work to 
support their families. For them the 

prospect of education has slipped 
down the list of priorities.

“My mother works as a part-time 
house keeper. I want to find a job and 
work to help her. I already worked 
before as a blacksmith but I quit 
because the shop owner was not 
paying me on time and sometimes 
not paying me at all.”

Hassan is constantly looking for 
work. He has tried polishing and 
cleaning shoes on the street. “But 
now with the rain, it’s not possible” 
he says.

While Hassan has seen many 
hardships he still has hopes and 
dreams: “When I think of Syria, I 
think of fear and death. That’s why I 
want to make something of myself to 
get over all these feelings. For now, I 
am just living one day at a time.”

“We all have dreams as human 
beings, sometimes we fulfil them 
and sometimes we don’t. For now, 
I don’t think, I just play. But I hope 
someday I will be able to open a 
small business or a grocery shop, 
something to help me settle here 
and make a living.”

Living one day at a time in Lebanon: Hassan’s story

As winter sets in Hassan bundles up against the cold and rain. 

13-year old Hassan wades through high 
waters after a flood at his settlement camp in 
Baalbeck, Lebanon. 
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“We all have 
dreams as human 
beings, sometimes 
we fulfil them and 

sometimes we 
don’t.”
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Ahmed waits tables to help his family 
make ends meet

The first in a series of stories about 
children caught up in the crisis in 
Syria.

By Chris Niles

SULIMANIYAH, Iraq —The Tasloga 
restaurant is the only checkpoint that 
connects the town of Sulimaniyah in 
eastern Iraqi Kurdistan, to points south. 
Trucks pass through here from as far 
away as Saudi Arabia.

Ahmed’s 13-hour day starts at eight in 
the morning. He makes salads, serves 
tea and clears tables.

He is 14 years old.

Ahmed arrived from Syria with his 
family ten months ago, driven out by the 
conflict. Five months ago he got a job 
in the restaurant. Prior to that, he was 
working part time with his 11-year old 
brother Mohammed, selling vegetables 
from a roadside truck.

“In Syria I used to go to school. And in 
the afternoons I worked in a small shop. 
It was a beautiful life,” he says.

For this quietly spoken young man, 
school now seems a distant goal. Not 
only do Sulimaniyah Kurds speak a 
different dialect from Syrian Kurds, 
they have a different curriculum, which 
makes his parents doubtful that any 
qualifications received here would be 
recognized when they return home.

The family, which rents a home in town, 
depends on the $350 that Ahmed earns 
every month. He has three younger 
brothers to feed. His 45-year old father, 
Abdul, works in a steel factory.

“My children used to go to school and 
now I’m seeing them killing themselves 
working from eight in the morning 
till nine at night, and coming home 
exhausted. How do you think I feel?” 
Abdul says.

Ahmed doesn’t mind his job, his boss 
is kind, and he works with two Syrian 
friends whom he commutes with.

“The work is okay. It’s not a problem, 
but I would love to have any opportunity 
to go back to Syria,” he says. “I miss my 
school and the shop I used to work in.”

Ahmed serves customers at the roadside restaurant where he works to help support his family. 
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“I miss my school 
and the shop I 

used to work in.”
Refugees by 

numbers*
Lebanon  906,000
Jordan  591,000
Turkey 594,000
Iraq   217,000
Egypt  133,000
North Africa 18,000
Total   2,462,000
(UNICEF estimates that 50% of these 
refugees are children.)
- Figures have been rounded
*UNHCR registered refugees and individuals awaiting 
registration as of 6 February 2014
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Juliette Touma
UNICEF Middle East and North Africa 

jtouma@unicef.org 
menaro@unicef.org

www.unicef.org/mena      
childrenofsyria.info
www.twitter.com/unicefmena
www.facebook.com/unicefmena


