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Access, learning, and opportunity are usually conceptualized in a sequential and 
linear way: with access to school comes learning and with learning comes opportu-
nity. But for most refugee students–and for most marginalized students globally– 
this model simply does not hold. In settings where students’ mobility and their so-
cial, economic, and political rights have massive restrictions, access to school does 
not translate into learning, and learning does not translate into opportunities. Cre-
ating education that enables refugee young people to feel a sense of belonging and 
prepares them to help build more peaceful and equitable futures requires us to ad-
dress these misalignments, which are rooted across the ecosystem, from macro- 
level geopolitical arrangements to micro-level interactions in classrooms. I pose 
three questions as central in understanding these misalignments: Who is allowed to 
be where and for how long? Who is responsible for refugee education? And who can 
feel a sense of belonging? Answering these questions informs how we might work, 
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�ve years before, which is the one she still has now: to return to her home in Syria. 
Wadad now prefers not to think about the geography of her future, explaining she 
has come to realize how powerless it makes her feel to dwell on what she cannot 
control. She explained with some resignation, “It doesn’t make a difference where 
[my future] happens, but I prefer a place where I’m most comfortable in my job, 
my family . . . a place where I have people I love, not a place where I’m alone.” What 
Wadad has not given up, and is adamant that she will never give up, is a focus on 
this future. Yet maintaining this focus has been a constant challenge for Wadad 
and her Syrian classmates. They have found much of their education instead cen-
tered on what Wadad described as the “details of each day,” of just getting by in 
the present.2

Wadad is one of now more than 43.4 million people globally who live as 
refugees, half of whom are children.3 A refugee is someone who has 
�ed across a border with a well-founded fear of persecution. Those 

counted in these numbers–and often more visible–are those to whom host gov-
ernments give legal status after deciding on the legitimacy of persecution claims. 
Millions more live as asylum-seekers, often spending years in limbo without legal 
status, and others are counted in categories created to �t domestic and global polit-
ical purposes, including Palestinians outside the �ve-country mandate of UNRWA 
(United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) 
and “other people in need of international protection,” which includes all displaced 
Venezuelans. In addition, 68.3 million are internally displaced within their coun-
tries of citizenship.

The number of refugees, those displaced outside their country of citizenship, 
is growing; in the past decade, the number of refugees has tripled.4 The number 
of refugees globally is the equivalent of all the residents in Canada or California 
or Tokyo. Yet most refugees do not live in these places. Con�ned by policies and 
walls erected by high-income countries, 69 percent of refugees live in countries 
that neighbor their con�ict-affected home countries, and 75 percent live in low- 
and middle-income countries.5 These sites of exile have fewer resources for social 
services and already-overstretched education systems. In 2017, when Wadad was 
�fteen years old, 25 percent of the population in Lebanon were refugees compared 
to less than 0.1 percent in the United States.6 In 2019, the United States admit-
ted only 1,198 refugees from Afghanistan, while almost 1.5 million Afghan refugees 
continued to live in Pakistan, many for more than twenty years.7 This long-term 
displacement is a central dimension of refugee education. 

Refugees today live in exile between ten and twenty-�ve years on average, 
three times as long as in the early 1990s.8 This length of displacement means exile 
is the one and only chance most refugee children have for education. Abroon, who 
lived in Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya, thought he would quickly return to Soma-
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lia after he �ed home with his family as a young child. But twenty-one years later, 
he was still in Kenya.9 Raphael, an NGO staff member in Kakuma camp, also in 
Kenya, said: “We can’t keep talking about emergency . . . if people have been here 
for twenty years. . . . So when you design things that are emergency in approach 
and in context, then you are not addressing my needs as I grow up.”10 The expec-
tation of short-term displacement is met by the reality of long-term displacement 
for individual refugees, like Abroon, and for agency staff, like Raphael, who make 
education policies. 

Not all refugee children have access to school, as Wadad and Abroon did. Glob-
ally, only 68 percent of school-aged refugees are enrolled at primary levels and 37 
percent at secondary levels.11 Even when they do have access to schools, they often  
have little access to school learning. In Kakuma camp in Kenya, we �nd that liter-
acy among children in early primary school is among the lowest in the world.12 In 
classrooms, refugee children are often excluded through use of languages they do 
not understand, curricula that does not represent them or actively discriminates 
against them, and fraught relationships with teachers and peers.13 Their oppor-
tunities are also frequently truncated. In almost all countries where refugees live, 
they are noncitizens and likely will never be citizens. Lack of citizenship curtails 
their access to school and to post-schooling opportunities, with limited rights to 
work, access capital, and maintain long-term legal status.14 Overall, refugee chil-
dren are less likely to go to school. They are less likely to �nish school. They are 
less likely to learn in school. And they are less likely to feel like they can contribute 
to their communities.15

We cannot succeed in the global quest for educational equity if we do 
not address the needs of refugees. So what would it take to ensure that 
all refugee young people have access to learning that enables them to 

feel a sense of belonging and prepares them to help build more peaceful and equi-
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beled Syria on the map. Others followed, labeling countries and bodies of water. 
One student held back, uncertain she wanted to go to the board. Ahmed encour-
aged her, and the faces of peers, eager and open, also gently prompted her. She did 
get up and go to the board, making it so that everyone in the class had participated. 
“Bravo,” said Ahmed when she completed the task. To the class he said, “She was 
saying she did not know anything. She turned out to know everything.”

Students were no strangers to being treated as if they were clueless and unaware 
of their experiences of everyday exclusions as refugees in Lebanon, and Ahmed 
often talked in metaphors that were about immediate classroom moments and 
also addressed larger themes in his students’ educational experiences. As the class 
focused on the details of making the map on the board, Ahmed zoomed out to the 
larger purposes of the exercise, reminding students to think about “identifying 
one location with respect to another location.” While talking about the physical 
contours of borders, states, and compass directions, this concrete task resonated 
with much more expansive ways of how he thought about supporting students in 
their learning as they constantly navigate multiple locations and their relation-
ships to them.

Ahmed was clear that this navigation involved a good deal of compromise in 
his teaching, an intentional balancing act. As a Syrian refugee himself, he want-
ed his students to learn about the daily constraints they faced within Lebanon’s 
exclusionary social, economic, and political structures. Yet, as their teacher, he 
also had to teach the lessons prescribed by the Lebanese curriculum, which the 
students needed to follow to pass the Brevet exam. Ahmed needed to navigate 
tensions between the kinds of learning he–as their civics teacher and as a Syrian  
refugee–wanted students to do about membership and participation; the lessons 
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Figure 1
Mr. Ahmed Teaches Civics in Beirut, Lebanon

Source: Artwork by Wilhelmina Peragine. See Sarah Dryden-Peterson and Hania Mariën,  
Pedagogies of Belonging: Educators Building Welcoming Communities in Settings of Con�ict and Migration 
(Refugee REACH, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2023). © 2023 by Sarah Dryden- 
Peterson and Hania Mariën. Published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial- 
NoDerivatives 4.0 International license. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creative  
commons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0.
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guarantee visa-free travel in Europe for Turkish citizens, and agree to re-engage 
negotiations on Turkey’s EU membership.23 The 2022 U.K.-Rwanda Agreement 
included involuntary deportation of asylum-seekers from the United Kingdom to 
Rwanda. Political scientists Fiona B. Adamson and Kelly M. Greenhill argue that 
this kind of deal is not unique, that “the exchange of cash and the promise of ad-
ditional side-payments for a distant country’s acceptance of ‘unwanted’ popula-
tions bears a striking resemblance to earlier schemes that aimed to resolve thorny 
political problems by proposing to transfer populations to far-�ung locations.”24 

These con�nements and limitations on refugees’ movement effectively con-
strain the kinds of access refugees have to education. In most cases, refugees live 
in places where access to school is not universal, and the quality of education is 
unequal because some students and schools do not receive suf�cient resources. In 
Kenya, refugees live in districts with some of the highest levels of poverty and the 
lowest levels of access to school.25 An NGO staff member in Egypt explained that 
“there is no bene�t” to including Syrian refugees in a system already struggling to 
implement quality education.26 In South Sudan, a UNHCR (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees) staff member explained that schools are “barely func-
tional” and act in “haphazard” ways while trying to include refugees.27 In Leba-
non, where Wadad is in school, Lebanese citizens choose private schools whenever 
they have the option, not the public schools refugees have access to.28 Like in most 
countries, poor children, including refugees, have access to poor schools.29

Restrictions on and the unpredictability of who is allowed to move where–
and who is allowed to stay where–shape misalignments between refugee chil-
dren’s access to school and their learning and opportunities. Khawla, one of 
Ahmed’s students in Beirut, had a speci�c goal of being a surgeon who provides 
free medical care to people in need.30 After researching the requirements for this 
training in Lebanon, Khawla wrote out a detailed series of steps covering the next 
twelve years of her life that would allow her to accomplish this goal. But each step 
was accompanied by a set of factors over which she had no control. Would refu-
gees be allowed to continue to go to school in Lebanon? Would she be allowed 
to work in Lebanon if she did become a surgeon?31 She had top grades, the kind 
that, according to the logics of exam systems, would facilitate her further study 
and enable her to reach medical school. But what Khawla heard from her teach-
ers when she began primary school in Lebanon shook her trust in whether these 
opportunities would be open to her. She explained that she began to think, “May-
be they’re right, maybe we are coming to Lebanon, it’s not our country, we can’t 
study here, we can’t work here, we can’t stay here. Maybe they’re right. We are 
occupying their country.” Khawla and other refugee young people know they are 
at the mercy of cyclical and con�icting logics: educational policies that allowed 
them to study, but social and economic policies and politics that did not allow 
them to participate.
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already overstretched hosting countries to examine the extent to which they can, or 
should, support refugee education.38 An NGO staff member in Rwanda described 
how “the big responsibility is on the government.”39 Approaches to refugee inclu-
sion exhibit varying degrees of what responsibility entails, in terms of access to 
school, learning, and/or opportunities. Without a shared global responsibility, ref-
ugee education in most places has involved minimal realization of the right to ed-
ucation through access to school, but–lacking the necessary additional resources 
and commitments–limited quality of learning or long-term opportunities. 

I nclusion has marked a major opportunity for addressing certain core dimen-
sions of refugees’ educational marginalization: namely, their access to school. 
Yet what remains are persistent dilemmas connected to learning and oppor-

tunity that closely mirror the experiences of other marginalized children globally, 
such as alienation from curriculum, exclusion and discrimination in relationships 
with teachers and peers, and misalignments between the promises of getting ed-
ucated and limited opportunities for equitable social, civic, economic, and politi-
cal participation. To align access, learning, and opportunity, we must address the 
third central question: who can feel a sense of belonging?
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one hand, the kinds of learning that are deemed worthy within the education they 
have access to at the present in one speci�c geography and, on the other hand, the 
opportunities they then might trade away for a different future.

The time is right for a collective and multilevel approach to refugee educa-
tion that addresses the misalignments among access, learning, and oppor-
tunity. This requires more expansive and interconnected responses to the 

three questions of who is allowed to be where and for how long; who is respon-
sible for refugee education; and who belongs. The daily work of �guring out how 
to ensure that all refugee young people feel a sense of belonging falls to teachers 
and students in schools. Yet we–in governments at all levels, in �nancial institu-
tions, in universities, in civil society organizations, as parents, as school leaders, 
as activists, as engaged members of our local and global communities–have roles 
to play. We can learn from these teachers and students about what they do and 
how, as in some of the examples presented in this essay; we can expand opportu-
nities for teachers and students to learn from each other about these practices and 
how they might be adapted across contexts; and we can support, institutional-
ly and systemically, professional development of teachers around these practices, 
including attention to their �nancial and social well-being.49 

Yet teachers and students cannot and should not do this work alone. Every day 
they experience the consequences of the structural causes of forced migration: the 
environmental destruction, the economic exploitation and devastation, and the 
discrimination and racism that compel people to move in search of new homes 
and continue to surround them as they try to build new lives. To ensure that all 
students have access to learning and belonging that enables them to help build 
more peaceful and equitable futures requires us to address these causes and their 
consequences, including new visions of who is responsible for refugee education 
and who is allowed to be where and for how long. High-income countries, like 
the United States, often fuel environmental destruction, economic exploitation, 
and racism linked to the con�icts that refugees �ee. They–we–need to shoulder 
more of the responsibility for refugee education, both �nancially in the regions 
where most refugees live and through migration policies not based on contain-
ment but on more equitable opportunities for mobility. It is in the interests of all 
of us to act now to create access to learning that does enable refugee young people 
to feel a sense of belonging and prepares them to help build more peaceful and eq-
uitable futures–these are the futures in which all of us will share.
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