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Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine teachers’ and school counselors’ experiences
educating Syrian refugee students in Turkish public middle schools. Accordingly, this investigation
has explored the opinions of 20 teachers and nine school counselors in Istanbul. The data were
collected in 2019 using the semi-structured interview method. The research findings have revealed
Syrian students in Turkish schools to experience the following common hardships: language barrier,
curriculum, cultural differences, lack of prior education, socio-economic factors, behavioral problems,
community pressure, and parental indifference. Supporting a multicultural school climate with high
expectations for all has become a central point in educating students with different backgrounds.

Keywords: Syrian refugee students, refugee education, middle schools, teachers’ experiences, Turkish
public schools.

Oz

Bu nitel arastirmanin amaci, Tiirkiyedeki devlet ortaokullarinda Suriyeli miilteci 6grencilere egitim
veren 0gretmenlerin ve rehber 6gretmenlerinin deneyimlerini incelemektir. Buna gore, bu aragtirma
Istanbuldaki 20 6gretmen ve dokuz rehber dgretmeninin goriislerini arastirmustir. Veriler, yar1
yapilandirilmig goriisme yontemi kullanilarak 2019 yilinda toplanmigtir. Arastirma bulgulari, Tiirk

okullarindaki Suriyeli 6grencilerin su ortak zorluklar: yasadiklarini ortaya koymustur: dil engeli,
miifredat, kiilttirel farkliliklar, 6nceki egitim eksikligi, sosyo-ekonomik faktorler, davranis sorunlari,
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toplum baskisi ve ebeveyn ilgisizligi. Herkes i¢in yiiksek beklentileri olan ¢ok kiiltiirlii bir okul iklimini
desteklemek, farkli ge¢mislere sahip 6grencilerin yetistirilmesinde merkezi bir nokta haline geldi.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Suriyeli miilteci 6grenciler, miilteci egitimi, ortaokullar, 6gretmelerin deneyimleri,
Tiirk devlet okullari.

Genis Ozet

Giris

Suriye Arap Cumhuriyetindeki savagin 2011de baslamasindan bu yana Tiirkiye, Suriye’ye komsu
bir iilke olarak biiyiik bir Suriyeli miilteci akini ile karsi karsiya kaldi. 2011 yilinda, 6nemli sayida
Suriyeli miilteci Tirkiye'nin glineydogusuna yerlestirildi. Ancak, bu sadece baglangict, ¢tinkii
milyonlarca miilteci daha sonra Tiirkiyenin miiltecilere yonelik politikasinin bir sonucu olarak
Tiirkiye'ye gog etti. Icigleri Bakanligi Gog Idaresi Genel Miidiirliigirniin gog istatistiklerine gore
23 Mayzs 2019 itibartyla Tiirkiyedeki Suriyeli sayist 3.600.000 olarak tahmin edilmistir. Istanbulda

yarim milyondan fazla Suriyeli miilteci bulunmaktadir.

Tiirk egitim sistemi, egitime ihtiyact olan okul ¢agindaki Suriyeli miilteci gocuklarin biyiik bir
yiizdesiyle ilgilenmek zorunlulugu ile karst karsiya kalmistir. Tirkiye halihazirda 5-18 yas arasi
bir milyondan fazla okul ¢agindaki Suriyeli gocuga ve 0-4 yas aras1 572.544 Suriyeli'ye ev sahipligi
yapmaktadir (Gog Idaresi Genel Miidiirliigii, 2019). Kamplarda yagayan miilteci ¢ocuklara yénelik
egitim, kamp disinda yasayanlara gore daha yiiksek bir kayit oraninda gerceklesmektedir. Nitekim
kamplarda yasayan Suriyeli ¢ocuklarin %90dan fazlasi egitim almaktadir (Taskin ve Erdemli,
2017). Kamplarin disinda, Nisan 2019da 6rgiin egitim alan kayith Suriyeli 6grenci sayis1 643.058dir
(%61.39).

2011 yilindan bu yana Suriyeli 6grencilerin Tirkiyede orgiin egitimini siirdirmek igin iki
secenegi bulunmasina ragmen, Tiirkiye su anda yalnizca devlet okullarinda miilteci gocuklar: kabul
etmektedir (Milli Egitim Bakanligi [MEB], 2018). Ayrica MEB, Suriyeli ¢ocuklar i¢in okul 6ncesi
ogretimin ve ilkokulun zorunlu oldugunu duyurmustur. Tirkiyedeki ilkokullar en fazla miilteci
¢ocuga sahip iken, ortaokullar en diigitk oranda miilteci ¢ocuga sahiptir. Ancak MEB, UNICEF
ile isbirligi icinde yeni gelen miilteci 6grencilerin egitim kalitesini artirmak icin gesitli etkinlikler

diizenlemektedir.

Ozellikle belirtmek gerekir ki, cok sayida miilteci gocugun cesitli nedenlerle okula gidememesinin
oniine ge¢mek i¢in egitime erisimin daha kolay saglanmas: {izerinde galisilmasi gerekmektedir. Tiirk
egitim sisteminde, lise egitimi alinabilmesi igin ortaokullar 6zel énem arz etmektedir. Istatistiklere
gore lise cagindaki miilteci ¢ocuklarin sadece %26,77’si egitim almaktadir. Bu makale, ortaokullarda
egitimin daha iyi anlagilmasina ve sistematik olarak ele alinmasi gereken olasi eksikliklere katkida

bulunacaktir.
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Yontem

Bu calisma, okullarda miilteci 6grencilerle ¢alisan 6gretmen ve rehber 6gretmenlerin bireysel
tutumlarini inceleyerek sorunun 6ziine ulagilmasini saglamak i¢in yontem olarak temel yorumlayici
nitel deseni benimsemistir. Calisma, veri toplamak i¢in arastirma yontemi olarak yar1 yapilandirilmig
derinlemesine goriismeler kullanmaktadir. Bu aragtirmanin katilimci grubunu Istanbulda bulunan
devlet ortaokullarinda gérev yapan dgretmen ve rehber 6gretmenler olusturmaktadir. Istanbul'un
Kigitkgekmece, Bagcilar ve Esenyurt ilceleri, ilgelerdeki miilteci niifusun biiyiikliigiine gére ¢ok
sayida miilteciye ev sahipligi yaptig1 icin arastirma icin secilmistir (Erdogan, 2017). MEBden
belirli bolgelerdeki okullara giris izni alinmugtir. Ilge Milli Egitim Miidiirliigi'niin [Ilge Milli Egitim
Midirlagii] web sitesinden 10 ortaokul se¢ilmistir. Bu okullar, okula kayitli ¢ok sayida Suriyeli
¢ocuk nedeniyle secilmistir. Segilen her okulun miidiirti, goriigmeye katilmak isteyen o okuldan bir
rehber 6gretmen ve iki 6gretmen segmistir. Sahada toplam 20 6gretmen ve dokuz rehber 6gretmen
ile goruistilmiistiir. Arastirma verileri bahar doneminde toplanmistir. Goriismeler 26 Subat-21 Mart
2019 tarihleri arasinda ilgili okullarda gerceklestirilmistir. Aragtirma verileri betimsel ve igerik
analizleri kullanilarak analiz edilmistir.

Bulgular ve Tartisma

Suriyeli miilteci ¢ocuklarin Tiirkiyedeki devlet okullarinda egitim gormeleri konusunda
Ogretmenler ve rehber 6gretmenleri ile yapilan yar1 yapilandirilmis goriismelerde su temel zorluklar
not edilmistir: dil engeli, mifredat, kiltiirel farkliliklar, 6nceden egitim eksikligi, sosyoekonomik
faktor, toplum baskisi, davranigsal sorunlar ve ebeveyn ilgisizligi.

Ogretmenlerin ve rehber égretmenlerinin miilteci ¢ocuklara iliskin vurguladiklari énemli bir
sorun da Tiirk¢e bilmemeleridir. Miilteci ¢ocuklar, Tiirk okullarinda derslere herhangi bir hazirhik
ya da temel Tiirkce bilgisi olmadan devam etmektedir. Boyle bir durum bagka bir¢ok soruna
yol agmaktadir. Mesela, bu ¢ocuklar anlamadiklar: derslere ilgi gostermezler ve genellikle sinif
etkinliklerine katilmazlar.

Okullarin ¢ok sayida Ogrenciye sahip olmasi, 6grencilerin sosyal ve duygusal ihtiyaglarini
karsilamak zorunda olan bir rehber 6gretmen icin kesinlikle biiytik bir zorluk teskil etmektedir. Tim
ogrencilerin ihtiya¢ duydugu rehberlik hizmetinin saglanamamasi, miilteci 6grencilerin okullara
gelmeye baslamasiyla daha da belirgin hale gelmistir. Bu da okullarda rehber 6gretmenin Tiirk egitim
sisteminde goz ardi edilmemesinin 6nemini ve gerekliligini gostermektedir. Tiirk egitim sistemi,
miilteci ¢ocuklar icin 6zel bir miifredat hazirlamamistir. Buna ragmen, onlar1 mevcut miifredata
dahil etmiglerdir. Ogretmenlerle yapilan goriismelerde, kiiltiirel farkliliklar miilteci ¢ocuklarin Tiirk
okullarina sosyal entegrasyonlariin 6ntinde biiyiik bir engel olarak gordiikleri belirtilmistir. Bu
nedenle, kiiltiirel farkliliklarin olumlu i¢ermelerinin 6niindeki engellerden biri olarak yaganmast,
yerel 6grencilerin ve toplumun diger geleneklere ve farkliliklara aligik olmadigini ortaya koymaktadir.
Cok sayida miilteci ¢ocuk, seyahat edip farkli yerlere tagindiklari icin uygun egitimden yoksun
ve birkag yil geride kaldilar. Tiirk okullarina uyum da dil sorunlarmin yani sira bilgi eksikligi ve
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diizensiz egitim de diger engeller arasinda yer almaktadir. Yerinden edilmenin ardindan yasanan
ekonomik zorluklar, miilteci ¢ocuklarin ruh sagligini da etkileyebilmektedir. Ayrica Tiirkiyede devlet
okullarina kayitli belli sayida miilteci 6grenci de devamsizlik yapmaktadir. Ogretmenler, ¢ocuk
isciligin devamsizlig1 etkileyen bir sorun oldugunu belirtmislerdir. Bununla birlikte evde ¢ok sayida
kardege sahip olmak, okul ¢agindaki ¢ocuklar1 ebeveynleri isteyken kardeslerine bakmak zorunda
birakmaktadir. Rehber 6gretmenler, Suriyeli miilteci 6grencilerde gozlenen davranig sorunlarindan
bazilarini siddet davranisi, titkenmislik ve intikam duygusu olarak belirtmiglerdir. Bazi miilteci
ogrenciler asosyal olup gevreleriyle zar zor baglant1 kurarken, bazilar1 6grenci ve 6gretmenlerle
iletisim kurarken saldirganlik gostermektedir. Ogretmenler, siddet iceren davraniglarin ortaya
¢tkmasinin, muhtemelen savasgta ve medyada siddete tanik olmalarmin bir sonucu oldugunu
diisiinmektedirler. Boylece Tiirkiyedeki Suriyeliler toplumda bazi istenmeyen olaylarin magduru
olmus ve bunun sonucunda da hem 6gretmenlerin hem de Tiirk 6grencilerin okulda onlara yonelik
davranislarini etkilemistir.

Cogu rehber 6gretmen ve diger 6gretmenler, 6zellikle dil engeli nedeniyle, miilteci ebeveynlerle
olan etkilesimlerin ¢ok kritik oldugunu ifade etmektedirler. Bu velilerin ¢ogu heniiz okula
gelmemekle birlikte; ¢ocuklarinin akademik basarisina hig ilgi gostermemektedirler. Boyle bir
ortamda egitime 6nem vermeyen ¢ocuk okula gitme istegini de kaybetmeye baslamaktadir. Daha
aktif olan ve ¢ocuklarinin Tiirkiyedeki egitimlerini bagariyla tamamlamasini isteyen ebeveynler ise,
onlar1 Tiirkee’'yi daha iyi 6grenmeleri i¢in motive etmekte ve Tiirk toplumuna uyum saglamalarina
yardimci olmaktadir.

Yerli ve yabanci 6grenciler arasindaki 6n yargilart ortadan kaldirmak i¢in ne gibi etkinlikler
diizenledikleri soruldugunda 6gretmenler, esitlikten, dostluktan, yardimdan ve farklhiliklara sahip
olmanin degerinden bahsederek ¢ocuklarda empati kurmanin 6éneminden bahsetmekteler. Ayrica
grup ¢alismalariyla ¢ocuklar arasindaki iligkileri giiglendirmeye ve is araciligiyla onlar1 birbirleriyle
dogrudan iliskiye sokmaya ¢alisilmaktadir. Bazi 6gretmenler durumlarini 6grenmek ve yardim
etmek icin miilteci ¢ocuklarla 6zel olarak goriistiklerini iddia ederken, digerleri bu konuda 6zel bir
sey yapmadiklarini belirtmislerdir.

Sonug olarak, miilteci 6grenciler diinyanin her yerinde oldugu gibi Tiirkiyede de ge¢miste ve
giiniimiizde bazi sosyokiiltiirel ve egitim sorunlar1 yasamaktadirlar; egitim, onlar1 yeni bir iilkeye ve
kiiltiire nasil adapte olmalari ve ev sahibi topluluklar i¢inde nasil uyumlu sosyal iliskiler kuracaklar1
konusunda rehberlik etmede kesinlikle 6nem arz etmektedir.

Introduction

Since the war in the Syrian Arab Republic started in 2011, Turkey has faced a large influx of
Syrian refugees as a country bordering Syria. With its favorable policy and open-door approach
concerning the status of refugees as temporary guests, Turkey has provided domestic legal status
to refugees, granting them the legal right to remain in the country. Thus, asylum seekers have not
only been offered protection from punishment for illegal entry or presence, but also protection
from refoulement (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2019).
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In 2011, a significant number of Syrian refugees (260) were housed in the Hatay area in south-
eastern Turkey. However, this was only the beginning, as millions of refugees moved to Turkey later
ones a result of Turkey’s welcoming policy toward refugees. According to migration statistics from the
Ministry of Interior Directorate General of Migration Management, the number of Syrians in Turkey
as of May 23, 2019 was estimated as 3,600,000. In addition, the number of refugees whod settled in
camps was 116,989, with 3,491,060 having settled outside of camps. More than a half million Syrian
refugees reside in Istanbul Province. After which, Sanlurfa, Gaziantep, and Hatay Provinces host
the largest number of refugees in Turkey (Directorate General of Migration Management, 2019). Up
until early 2013, Syrian refugees had preferred to stay in camps, where they had been provided with
basic necessities. However, after some time, most refugees decided to leave the camps and start living
in the towns and cities of Turkey. Due to the strict discipline in the camps and especially due to male
unemployment, they’ve preferred to move to the urban areas of the country (Erdogan, 2015).

Because refugees depend exclusively on themselves or family members after leaving camp, their
ability to survive in major cities is greatly at risk. Many urban refugees face the problem of getting
a work permit. For this reason, they are often illegally employed for low wages and struggle to find
an acceptable abode (I(;duygu, 2015). Insecure jobs, low salaries, increased apartment rental costs,
and incessant social discrimination have turned refugees’ lives into a struggle for survival. Moreover,
racism, media, and intercultural contact have had various impacts on their sense of belonging,
participation, and inclusion as a part of social cohesion (Dandy & Pe-Pua, 2015).

According to UNHCR (2017) statistics, those under 18 years of age constitute around 51% of the
global refugee population. In fact, the percentage of children within the refugee population between
2003 and 2016was quite high, varying between 41%-51%. In Turkey, 1,721,717 Syrian refugees under
temporary protection are under 18 years of age.

Therefore, in addition to the importance of providing basic conditions for the lives of refugee
children, Turkey as a host country must reflect equal importance on the continuity of their education
and adaptation to the Turkish educational system.

Educating Syrian Refugee Children in Turkey

Turkey matched the profile of a host country for refugees from Syria; however, it has been
transformed into a destination country. As a result, the Turkish education system has faced the
pressure of having to accommodate a high percentage of school-age Syrian refugee children in need
of education. Turkey currently hosts more than a million school-age Syrian children between the ages
of 5-18 and 572,544 Syrians between the age of 0-4 (General Directorate of Migration Management,
2019). Educating for refugee children who live in camps occurs at a higher enrollment rate than for
those living outside of camps. In fact, more than 90% of the Syrian children living in camps receive
education (Taskin & Erdemli, 2017). All these camps have education centers offering education from
primary school through high school (Dillioglu, 2015). Outside of the camps, the total number of
Syrian students enrolled in formal education in April 2019 was 643,058 (61.39 %).
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While two main options have been found for maintaining Syrian students’ formal education
in Turkey since 2011 Turkey is currently only accepting refugee children in public schools. Non-
formal education centers also exist in some areas. The Turkish government announced the plan to
systematically close all Temporary Education Centers in the near future and to integrate all Syrian
children in Turkish public schools (Ministry of National Education [MoNE], 2018). Moreover,
MOoNE has declared both preschool and primary school to be mandatory for Syrian children. At the
moment, the number of Syrian students registered in public schools is 478,221, while 90,512 Syrian
students are enrolled in the temporary education centers (MoNE, 2019).

Figure 1 presents the enrollment rates for Syrian refugee students attending public schools and
Turkish Education Centers (TECs) in terms of grade level versus population; 33.86% of preschool-
aged children are enrolled, as well as 96.50% of primary school-aged children, 57.76% of middle
school-aged children, and 26.77% of high school-aged children.
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Figure 1. Enrollment rates for Syrian children in terms of grade level and population (MoNE, 2019).

Turkey’s primary schools host the greatest number of refugee children, while secondary schools
host the lowest.

The Turkish education system has already been in a disadvantaged position in terms of the quality
of education (Human Rights Watch, 2015). Thus, the influx of Syrian children into public schools has
become another strain on teachers and school staff in Turkish public schools. However, the MoNE
in cooperation with UNICEF has organized various activities in order to improve the quality of
education for newcomers. MoNE has trained 500 Syrian teachers working in the temporary education
centers, as well as 611 school counselors; MoNE has also published a handbook for teachers with
foreign students in their class, as well as performing many other works to overcome the hardships in
integration (MoNE, 2017; Oztiirk et al., 2017).
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This study examines the views and opinions of teachers and counselors on the educational
challenges and possible solutions regarding educating Syrian refugee children in public schools.

Education as an Indicator of Refugee Children’s Social Inclusion

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNHCR, 1989) should also be considered alongside
the aim of understanding the phenomenon of children’s social exclusion and inclusion. The articles
of this convention advocate for children’s rights, and their main goals are thus to promote children’s
social, spiritual, and moral development; to support their interests; and to protect their right to a
dignified life, education, play, and free expression. Failure to comply with these rights can lead to
children being socially excluded from society (Klasen, 1999).

According to the European Union’s framework, education is a general indicator of social inclusion.
From the EU’s perspective, low educational attainment affects children’s risk of experiencing poverty
and social exclusion later on (Akinson et al., 2002).

Educating refugee children plays a vital role in including children and parents in a host community
(Ager & Strang, 2008). The school a refugee child attends may be the only contact the child’s family
has with the host society; thus, it represents a useful source of information. Education can provide
psychosocial support for children who have experienced trauma and encourages social cohesion and
peacebuilding in the long run (MoNE, 2019).

However, minority status has long been seen to be related to unequal educational opportunities
and a high level of school failure (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). In most European countries, migrant or
refugee students have lower educational performance than native-born students. Moreover, students
whose mother tongue is different from the language of instruction experience more bullying at
school and have a lower sense of belonging in primary and middle schools (Crosier & Kocanova,
2019). An effective way to improve social communication and eliminate discrimination within
schools is to create an integrative school culture where peers, school staff, and other stakeholders are
considered equal. Realizing this aim can occur by maintaining a high level of student communication
through different pedagogical practices (Vislie, 2003; Sakiz, 2016). Intercultural education can create
an environment where all students with different backgrounds are able to participate and interact
equally, show respect to one another, and build a peaceful living space.

In particular, due to the above data where large number of refugee children are seen to be absent
from school for various reasons, providing easier access to education needs to be worked on. The
Turkish education system should pay special attention to middle schools, as the turning point for
continuing high school education. According to statistics, only 26.77% of high school-aged refugee
children are enrolled in school. This paper will contribute to a better understanding of education in
middle schools and the possible shortcomings that should be systematically addressed.

Accordingly, this paper examines the following questions:

1.  What are the practices and policies of Turkish public middle schools on educating refugee
children?
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2. What are the opinions of teachers who are in direct contact with refugee children regarding
these children’s social inclusion?

3. What conclusions have school counselors reached about refugee children and their
integration with school?

4. How do all these practices reflect on refugee students” education?

Method

The purpose of this study is to identify the experiences of teachers and school counselors regarding
the educational process of Syrian refugee children in Turkish public schools. This study has adopted
a basic interpretive qualitative design as its method. Qualitative research pertains to understanding
people through their own set of criteria and values and experiencing reality as they do (Corbin &
Strauss 2008; Taylor et al. 2015). Thus, a qualitative approach for this type of research would enable
the study to reach the essence of the problem by examining the individual attitudes of teachers
and school counselors working with refugee students. Their responses can provide an overview of
refugee students’ adaptation process. Thus, the study uses semi-structured in-depth interviews as
the research method for collecting the data. A semi-structured interview is where the exact wording
and sequence of questions in the interview are determined in advance. All interviewees are asked the
same basic questions in the same order. The questions are worded in an open-ended format (Patton,
2015).

Participants

The participant group of this research consist of teachers and counselors working at public middle
schools in Istanbul. The sample for this study was selected using the purposeful sample method, in
which participants are selected or sought after according to pre-selected criteria based on the research
question. Thus, individuals are selected intentionally in order to learn about and understand a certain
phenomenon (Marshall, 1996). The most important criterion is the number of Syrian refugees in
schools. Based on the size of the refugee population in districts, Istanbul’s Kiiciikgekmece, Bagcilar,
and Esenyurt Districts have been selected for the research as these districts host a large number of
refugees (Erdogan, 2017). Permission for entering the schools in certain areas was received from the
MoNE. Ten middle schools were selected from the District Education Directorate’s [Ilge Milli Egitim
Miidiirliigii] website. These schools were selected because of the large number of Syrian children
enrolled in the school. The principal of each selected school chose one counselor and two teachers
from that school who were interested to attend the interview.

In total, 20 teachers and nine school counselors were interviewed in the field. Research data
was collected in Spring semester. The interviews were conducted in the respective schools between
February 26 and March 21, 2019.
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Table 1.
Demographics of the Participating Schools (The School Names Are Codenames)
Middle School Municipality Total # of Students | of Foreign School Staff
Students
Apple Kiigiikgekmece 760 15 Turkish staff
Orange Kiigiikcekmece 998 23 Turkish staff
Pear Kiigiikcekmece 3,314 600 Turkish counselor for Syrians
Grape Kiigiikgekmece 1,467 80 Syrian counselor
Mango Kiigiikcekmece 1,495 23 Turkish staff
Cherry Bagcilar 1,125 50 Syrian counselor
Strawberry Bagcilar 1,680 73 Turkish staff
Raspberry Bagcilar 1,718 29 Turkish staff
Peach Esenyurt 2,197 54 three school counselors
Watermelon Esenyurt 1,535 90 Turkish staff

As seen in Table 1, the 10 schools included in the survey have integrated at least 15 and as many
as 600 refugee children into their respective educational system. Four schools hired counselors for
refugee children to help them overcome the difficulties they face in the new environment more easily.

Table 2.
Frequency Values of Teachers’ Branches and Gender
Variable Type F
Branch Social science 5
Turkish language and literature 4
Mathematics 3
English language 3
Science 2
Turkish language course 2
Arts 1
Total 20
Gender Female 11
Male 9
Total 20

Table 2 shows the interviewed teachers to teach in various branches, with five teaching social sciences,
four teaching Turkish language, three teaching mathematics, three teaching English language, two
teaching Science and Turkish language courses, and one teaching arts. Having equal representation in
terms of gender is also important; as such 11 of the interviewed teachers are female and nine are male.

Table 3.
Frequency Values for School Counselors’ Gender
Variable Type F
Gender Female 11
Male 9
Total 20
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Table 3 shows eight of the interviewed school counselors to be female and one to be male. As
most counselors in schools were female, equal gender representation was not possible.

The answers of teachers and school counselors are marked with the letter T= teacher (1-20) and
C= school counselor (1-9) in the quotations.

Data Collection and Analysis

The semi-structured interviews were done by applying them individually with the school
counselors and teachers in each school. The interviews with the teachers and counselors lasted for
one to two hours, and the researcher took field notes during each interview in order to capture
the school climate and any important movements, gestures, body language, or information the
interviewees expressed. In order to make the interview questions appropriate for the respondents,
the opinions of three experts were obtained, which benefitted the process greatly. Therefore, two
professors from Marmara University’s Departments of Sociology and Education and a PhD student
in the field of education reviewed the interview questions and influenced their construction. The
problem of the study, its framework, and research questions arose from the researcher’s review of
the relevant literature, previous observations, and immediate experience with refugee children in
different organizations in Istanbul. As a result, two types of interview guides were developed. The
interview guide for teachers included 17 questions falling under four topics: a) the factors affecting
new refugees’ adaptation, b) teachers’ experiences working with refugee children, c) the challenges
and barriers in supporting new refugees, and d) expectations for policies such as suggestions to the
local municipalities and the state.

The interview guide for school counselors was structured to comprise of 14 questions falling
under three topics: a) challenges in the process of including refugee children in the Turkish education
system, b) the school counselor’s relationship with refugee children, and ¢) recommendations for
further work regarding guidance services at the schools.

The research data were analyzed using descriptive and content analyses. Content analysis can
reveal the concepts and relationships that are important in obtaining the solution to a social problem.
Descriptive analysis evaluates analyzes data in detail more superficially than content analysis. The
basis of content analysis lies in collecting, organizing, and interpreting the collected data under
common specific themes (Yildirim & Simgek, 2005). As a result of studying the textual responses, the
teachers’ and counselors’ answers have been classified according to the themes determined within
the framework of the research questions. Codes have been generated from these themes. Some of the
teachers’ and counselors’ opinions have been quoted directly in order to have a high level of validity

Findings

This research is based on the qualitative content analysis of the responses from teachers and
school counselors with whom the research topic was discussed. The schools are mostly located in
disadvantaged regions with large numbers of students. According to our survey, the average number
of students in the classrooms is approximately 40. Each class has around two foreign students. The
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researcher observed a certain number of refugee students enrolled in Turkish state schools to be
absent from the classes. The teachers stated child labor to be a problem affecting refugee students’
regular attendance. Additionally, having a large number of siblings at home obliges school-age
children to take care of them while parents are at work.

Commaunication Barriers Between the Teaching Staff and Refugee Students

One major problem teachers and school counselors have highlighted in including refugee
children is the lack of knowing Turkish. Refugee children attend classes in Turkish schools without
any preparation or basic knowledge of the Turkish language. Such a situation leads to many other
problems. For one thing, these children do not show interest in lessons they don’t understand and
usually do not engage in class activities. As a result, these children are mainly introverts sitting at
the back of the classroom. However, teachers are also unable to communicate with them and often
give up trying to engage them. According to personal observations, Syrian children who spend their
free time on the street with Turkish peers have developed the ability to speak Turkish. However,
writing and reading are a stumbling block. Refugee children’s participation in schools is based on
their physical presence without many expectations regarding their achievements. The teachers stated
the following in this regard:

“I cannot communicate with them, no way. They just come to class to sit and go home. They
don’t know how to write or read. We're dealing with laughing, nothing else. (T9)

“Because they lack basic literacy, they do not participate. If there are three and more Syrian
students in the classroom, they talk with each other. I think they cannot fuse with others because
they have different structures... Some of our Syrian students speak Turkish very well, so I ask
myself is this student really a Syrian? Yet, there is still an incompatibility. (T12)

In order to most effectively solve the language barrier, Turkish language courses have been
opened in schools specifically designed for Syrian children. Courses are held after classes or during
classes, and the language is taught by Turkish teachers. Two interviews were conducted with Turkish
language course teachers. They said that, in addition to the 15-day seminar MoNE organized, they
had received no other preparations for working with refugee children.

Furthermore, the children were observed to often avoid attending this course because they do not
want to stay longer in school, or their families do not allow them to attend. One teacher said:
We had one teacher last year, she started an after-school literacy course for Syrians on her own.
But they didn’t want it. They have no interest in learning. One student told me, “Let it finish
so we can go back to our country.” Some of them really love Turkey, but when I ask them what
they prefer, they say their homeland. I think they are right. But were holding out our hand and
they don’t reach out to hold it. (T12)

The teachers declared that children who have mastered the Turkish language whose parents
attach great importance to education and are therefore concerned about their success show far better
results in regard to both academic success and social adjustment.
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In addition, school counselors can play a vital role in preventing mental problems in refugee
school children (Esquivel & Keitel, 1990). Intercultural counseling would help children overcome the
stress of acculturation and succeed in socializing among their peers. Furthermore, the importance
of prevention and intervention programs for themes such as enculturation and acculturation, ethnic
identity confusion, and behavioral difficulties is highlighted as key to their optimal development.
During the present research, the school counselors working in the visited schools were noted to
significantly avoid personal interactions with students. Mostly, each school has two counselors. For
example, one counselor works two days one week while the other works the remaining three days.
The efficiency of constantly changing school counselors for students who need to establish a secure
and confidential relationship with the school staft is uncertain. Most counselors have their own office
at school, while a guide working with Syrian children stays in front of the deputy director’s office
and has no office of their own. Having a large number of students per school certainly pose a great
challenge for a counselor who has to address students’ social and emotional needs. The failure in
providing a guidance service all students need has become much more perceivable when the refugee
students began arriving at schools. This indicates the importance and necessity of counseling in
schools to be quite disregarded in the Turkish education system. Only one of the visited schools had
three counselors who successfully performed their work, according to personal observations. They
actively participated in the expected collaborations with children, organizing psychodramas, group
activities, and the like. However, this school must be said to have a slightly better economic situation
and to have considerably fewer refugee children, 15 to be precise.

School counselors as well as teachers have confirmed language to be a fundamental barrier
regarding Syrian refugees’ social inclusion in school. In their relationships and interactions with
refugee students, the problem of language is especially evident. The inability to communicate does not
allow children to express themselves or their problems, demands, and experiences. Furthermore, it
does not allow counselors to provide children with proper psychosocial support. Most of the teachers
and counselors declared having little or no face-to-face dialogue with either Turkish children or
Syrian refugee students. One of the counselors said:

I do not have individual interviews with Syrian students on a regular basis. The guidance service
at school moves forward based on problems, not development. We have 1,300 students at school, so I
cannot really have a weekly interview with each student. We talk only when they have a problem. The
school has about 50 Syrian students, mostly in the 5th grade. We try to solve their problems regarding
school achievement and absenteeism. It would be a lie to say I keep track weekly. (C6)

In order to establish any initial contact, counselors usually ask for help from those Syrian students
whove mastered Turkish so they can translate for the other children. Counselors said that this created a
restriction in the child’s ability to self-express while the third child was present. Therefore, communications
between a refugee student and counselor remain at a basic level. One counselor claimed:

There’s a language barrier. I often use sign language and draw pictures. Something with a paper
and pen. Or if it is not a private topic, I call one foreign student who speaks Turkish and Arabic
well, and we try to translate and have dialogue. (C2)
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Curriculum

The Turkish education system did not immediately design a special curriculum for refugee
children. Despite this, they did include them in existing protocol. As one teacher affirmed:
We didn’t have a special program for refugee students, so we maintained the same curriculum
in class. (T20)

Teachers following the formal curriculum do not have more time to devote to the refugees. Most
often, their communication is reduced to evaluation; they also do not initiate other discussions
such as explaining or analyzing lesson topics. As a result, poor contact among them leads to refugee
students being alienated from the class. Some of the teachers claimed:

The system is wrong. I wish we could have more time for them. Unfortunately, we're already
overcrowded. (T13)

I don’t think they can connect with us because they are the minority. For example, 39 students
are in the class, and the Syrian, being one student, gets left behind. He falls into the minority
status. Foreign students do not socialize with ours during the break either. They meet directly
with their friends from other classes. (T10)

If there are few foreign students in the class we do not have any problems, but if there are 4-5
refugee students in the same class, they make their own groups and we have a problem with
communication. (T7)

Some of the refugee children who are unable to quickly adapt to the Turkish education system
leave school. Therefore, the number of dropouts raised once they enrolled in Turkish public schools
after temporary education centers were closed. One teacher added:

At first, 64 Syrian students arrived, but we lost 34 because we couldn’t communicate and they
were forced to go. (T6)

Cultural Differences

For the successful inclusion of students with minority and immigrant backgrounds the school
climate needs to be imbued with multicultural values. Multiculturalism is a policy that every school
where children of diverse backgrounds are found must nurture in modern society.

In the interviews with the teachers, they were noted to see cultural differences as a major obstacle to
the social integration of refugee children in Turkish schools. Teachers considered the different types of
clothing, food traditions, language, ways of communication, and many other distinctions as inappropriate
behavior. Therefore, cultural differences were experienced as one of the hurdles to positive inclusion,
revealing that local students and society are not accustomed to other traditions and differences.

The teachers mentioned:
People no longer have a sense of curiosity and respect for other international cultures. Everyone
is impatient. For example, we are Muslims in Turkey, and it is same in Syria, but we do not
respect it. Nobody likes anyone anymore. (T11)
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Syrian society has Arabs, Kurds, and Turkmen. In our school, Turkmen and Kurds are a little
more fused. But the Arabs are a little more restrained. Their conversation and way of talking
are different. The others are already calling themselves Turks. (T5)

As can be noticed from this last quote, the teacher expressed a positive image of those children whod
managed to integrate themselves into Turkish society without imposing their own identity and culture.
During the interviews with the teachers, the probing questions was asked regarding what they think about
introducing either Arabic as a foreign language in schools or organizing special days in Arab culture where
refugee children could show their way of life and feel accepted in society. A small number of teachers (n
= 2) regarded this probe as a positive way of communication. Most considered that highlighting other
minorities and their cultures to be able to lead to various problems later on. One teacher said:

This is my third year here and I still have no adapted students in class. I haven't seen a student
who’s adapted fully because the child feels bad and has many difficulties. “Why are you trying
to make me Turkish,” they say. They want to learn Arabic as well, but it is not included in the
curriculum. (T5)

Lack of Prior Education

One issue identified as being a particularly significant obstacle in all the schools being visited
is the lack of refugee children’s prior education. A large number of refugee children lacked proper
education and lagged several years behind, due to having traveled and moved to different places. The
Turkish school system decided to place them in classes based on their age at the time of registration.
As an example, decisions like this caused children whod only completed first grade in Syria to get
enrolled in the 6th grade in Turkey based on their age but with no preparation for it. In addition to
linguistic problems, lack of knowledge and having an irregular education are also other obstacles in
adapting to Turkish schools. One of the teachers said:

They have no basic education. Theyve received no prior good education or been educated for
some time. That is why the 5th-7th graders are actually at the 2" - or 3'4-grade level. Most
started school here but are enrolled in the 7™ grade. (T2)

The Socioeconomic Factor

The socioeconomic factor plays a very important role in the refugee children’s social inclusion.
The relationship between social class and educational inequality has been discussed in many types of
studies (Gillborn & Mirza, 2000; Marks, 2005; Hobbs, 2016). Children from working-class families
have been shown to often fail in education and drop out of school earlier (Celik, 2016). Extreme
material conditions cause harsh living circumstances for refugee families. Consequently, refugees
mostly live in disadvantaged areas in old apartments and basements. Lack of material goods and
poverty lead to child labor, malnutrition, hygiene negligence, and more. One teacher stated:

These families generally have a poor educational as well as financial status, in addition to the
cultural differences and large number of siblings. We always have the same kind of refugee
students, many siblings, unemployed families, uneducated parents, social differences. (T4)
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Teachers stated some refugee students to not have enough money to buy school uniforms or meet
other school needs. One teacher even added:
Because of their socioeconomic status, some students are filthy; they don’t care about their
outward appearance. (T3)

Moreover, these parents having a limited educational background also strongly affects their
children’s educational performance.

Behavioral Problems

Excessively violent behavior, violent type of games with peers, and cursing are problematic
behaviors that teachers have complained about in regard to refugee students. They consider the
refugee students’ behaviors to have been induced by war and the testimonies of everyday violence
during their time spent in Syria. In addition to these causes, children’s behaviors also appear to have
been influenced by inappropriate programs in the media. One teacher said refugee children have two
types of behavior:

They can’t adapt. Either theyre too aggressive, probably from the negative impact of bein far
from their country, or they are asocial. They have no moderate behaviors. Either they talk with
no one or they their surroundings. (T4)

In the beginning, they felt like strangers, but now their relations with our students are better.
Now they see themselves ahead of the others. At first, a shy student, doesn’t talk much, but now
they do. Grouping together breaks the alienation. (T6)

Contrary to the aggressive behavior noticed in certain students, teachers consider a significant
number of Syrian children to be asocial and to hardly communicate with other children. Due to the
lack of language and the new environment, they are mostly isolated and mocked by Turkish children.
As two teachers claimed:

They are introverted and passive. Children at this age are also a bit brutal. They make fun of
language mistakes. Turkish is not their mother tongue, that is why they can’t speak properly.
They sit in the back of the classroom and wait for the end of the lesson. (T15)

Being an introvert and feeling lonely may affect their school success. They may feel unpleasant
in the school environment. Think about it, if a student is unwanted in a group of friends and
they continuously exclude him, will eventually seclude himself. (T12)

While the teachers predominately have negative attitudes toward the refugee crisis in Turkey,
only one teacher pointed out a positive and encouraging commentary describing the Syrian children:
I'm quite satisfied with all of them... They keep their surroundings clean. For example, some
Syrian students switch off the light when they leave the class last, some of them arrange the

desks, close the window, and then leave the classroom. (T14)

When talking about refugee students’ behavioral problems, the school counselors mentioned
violent behavior, burnout, and a sense of revenge:
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While they have no one else in class who can understand them, they express themselves with
other reactions. They can be furious, very stressed, anxious. In general, foreign students
communicate better with other foreign students. (C2)

They use violence because they don’t understand the language. Swearing, hand gestures, slang.
They try to solve conflict with violence. Or pushing, they don’t know how to make contact with
each other. They have violent physical reactions because they have no verbal communication.
Weve had difficult getting them to adapt to the rules. (C4)

The Syrian children have burnout, displacement, and forced migration. They haven’t had
the chance to heal yet. Thus, they view the other children as, “Why did we have to leave our
country, why not you?” They have a sense of revenge. (C9)

Pressure from the Community

The marginalization of Syrian refugees in Turkey can be heard every day on the street. Media
reports often create a negative picture of the influx of Syrian people into Turkey. Theft, rapes, pay cuts,
rent increases, and other negative situations are considered to be directly related to refugees nowadays.
Thus, Syrians in Turkey have become victims of certain undesirable events in society, and as a result,
this has affected the behaviors of both teachers and Turkish students toward them at school:

Neighborhood pressure exists and those around them don’t accept them. No one wants Syrians
as their neighbors. They don’t want to hear about their children having a Syrian friend in class
or at school. The perspective is a bit distressed because we still don’t accept them. If you do a
survey now in Turkey, 95% of Turkish people will say they want Syrians to leave. (T5)

The biggest obstacle is the point of view. The perspective everyone, teachers, , principals toward
Syrians is a bit problematic. (T5)

Some of the most common prejudices among children that teachers have noticed are:
All places are full of Syrians! There are too many Syrian grocers here! Arabic language is
everywhere! He is Syrian, lets not let him in the group! You should stay in your country and
fight for it, what are you doing here? If there was a war in Turkey, they would not accept us in
their land! Our soldiers die in Syria, and they are here doing nothing! You live for free here!
They are dirty! The country is helping them but not helping us! (T4,T14, T15).

Parental Indifference

Aside from the essential roles local parents have, the role of refugee parents is also a crucial
factor for the successful inclusion of refugee children. Most school counselors and teachers claim the
interactions with refugee parents to be very critical, especially due to the language barrier. Most of
these parents have yet to come to school; they show no interest in their children’s academic success. In
such an environment, a child who doesn’t attach importance to education also begins to lose the will
to attend school. Parents who are more active and want their children to successfully complete their
education in Turkey motivate them to learn Turkish better and help them adapt to Turkish society.
A small number of parents is really progressive in relation to school. School counselors mentioned:
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The parents also have a language barrier. The children translate for them. They don’t come
easily to school, of course. They are not interested in their children’s success or failure. We have
to call them all the time. (C6)

We can’t meet frequently. They also have a certain perspective about us. Their expectation
from us generally involves economic aid. Always money. Educational guidance is not their aim,
instead, they see us as an economic resource. (C4)

Even though the Turkish government and international and non-governmental organizations in
Turkey support refugees’ livelihood, Syrians commonly encounter insecure positions, deportation,
and xenophobia among the host community. This causes refugee families to perceive this country as
a temporary solution and also affects students’ opinions and effort toward school. One of the teachers
from the Turkish language course stated:

Some refugee families think about leaving Turkey and going to Germany. Students from those
families are unable to bond with our schools. They think, “I'm going to go anyway.” They do not
give importance to the lessons. This issue varies for each student. (T4)

Support Activities

When asked what activities they set up to remove prejudices between local and foreign students,
teachers mentioned the importance of cultivating empathy in children by talking about equality,
friendship, help, and the value of having differences. Moreover, with the help of group activities,
they try to strengthen relations among the children and put them in direct contact with each other
through work. Some teachers claim to talk privately with refugee children in order to find out their
situation and help, while others stated doing nothing specific about this issue.

I speak with them privately, asking where they live, do they have a father, how is their financial
situation? First of all, I'm trying to introduce myself. I believe that I can do something after they
start to trust me. 6-7 girls come to me constantly; we talk; they are happy to speak Arabic. I am
trying to break prejudices in class. (T11)

I gave a lot of talks in classes where they are guests, and tell everyone they should respect them.
If there is a problem, I try to have the same approach and not discriminate about this issue.
And these kids will not leave. It’s a huge thing to live here for five years. The more we try to
normalize the situation, the better it becomes. (T12)

Teachers also claimed the most equitable behavior to be remaining calming class and not
traumatizing refugee children by mentioning the war or asking about life in Syria:
I feel like I need to talk more, and to try and behave in such a way that those students won’t be
injured. (T4)

Teachers and counselors suggested that refugee students should take an intermediate-level
Turkish language course before enrolling in formal education. Furthermore, Turkish and refugee
children should participate in extracurricular activities together to meet each other outside of the
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class atmosphere. In addition, they also recommended school picnics, trips, theater, and other social
activities that can ease prejudices toward newcomers:
For example, Turkish and Syrian children are currently doing handouts together for
International Women'’s Day, and they enjoy it a lot. Normally, they don’t have many friends, the
refugees. When they have these activities, they run immediately and work together. Production
and collaboration is the key. (C3)

However, one of the teachers said the Syrian children should go to separate schools because he
believes that they will not remain in Turkey after the war end in Syria. This topic is still very current
among the Turkish population and creates tensions. Teachers are confused and don’t know whether
to set short-term or long-term goals when interacting with refugee children:

Local and refugee children should not be in the same class, they must be in separate classes and
need to be educated in their mother tongue, because many students just come to school to sit.
They don’t do anything because they have language problems. These children won't stay here
permanently. As far as I know, they could go back tomorrow or the next day. They could go
back to Syria after the war. I am not for educating Turkish and Syrian children together. (T7)

Discussion and Conclusion

The main aim of this study has been to examine the experiences of teachers and school counselors
with regard to educating Syrian refugee children in Istanbul’s public middle schools. With Turkey
having become a host country for millions of Syrian refugees over the last eight years, the education
system has had to improve its standards and environment for these newcomers. The process of
adapting Syrian children to the Turkish education system and schools’ efforts toward social inclusion
have been quite challenging. Thus, this study has attempted to research the way in which Turkish
public schools have responded to the challenge of educating Syrian refugees.

The following main difficulties have been noted during the semi-structured interviews with
the teachers and school counselors regarding educating Syrian refugee children in Turkish public
schools: language barrier, curriculum, cultural differences, lack of prior education, the socioeconomic
factor, community pressure, behavioral problems, and parental indifference.

According to the Humans Right Watch Survey in 2015, economic hardships, the language barrier,
and difficulties with social integration were observed as the barriers preventing Syrian children from
attending schools. Similarly, the findings from the studies by Levent and Cayak (2017) and Kardes and
Akman (2018) have affirmed that Syrian refugees face not only language barriers but also adaptation
problems. Furthermore, gaps in the refugee registration system, lack of identification documents,
and lack of prior education in terms of grade level were mentioned as some of the problems with
integrating Syrian children into school (Levent & Cayak, 2017). Many refugee students entered
schools in host communities with limited literacy in their mother tongue and poor skills in the
language of instruction. Apart from Syrian Turkmen whose mother tongue is Turkish, language
barriers are one of the biggest hurdles in Syrian refugees’ social inclusion into Turkish schools. In
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other studies, performed in Turkey, many teachers who've had direct contact with refugee students
expressed that those whod not received any formal training on learning Turkish struggle in Turkish
schools; they seem to not comprehend most of the content given in class and have serious problems
with self-expression (Seker & Sirkeci, 2015; Tosten, Toprak, & Kayan, 2017; Aydin & Kaya, 2017;
Kardes & Akman, 2018).

No long-term solution for refugee childrens education was planned in Turkey at the start of the
huge refugee influx into the country. Thus, refugee children were educated in temporary education
centers; with a small number being temporarily enrolled in public schools until their return to Syria.
However, because the political situation in Syria has gotten even worse over the years, many refugee
families have chosen to settle in Turkey. Consequently, the Turkish education system has had to work
on improving both the curriculum and the school environment for these newcomers.

One of the first steps was to introduce Turkish language courses in public schools where Syrian
children were enrolled. Refugee children have continued to attend regular lessons and therefore have
started to take the Turkish language course after school or during certain classes (Tastan & Celik,
2017). Although the language course has helped refugee children in terms of literacy skills, their
poor academic achievement was still noticeable. In addition, Syrian students were also determined
to have lower academic success compared to their peers, primarily due to the language barrier (Aydin
& Kaya, 2017).

In addition to the language barrier, cultural differences have also been highlighted as one of
the factors holding back Syrian children’s successful inclusion into Turkish public schools. With the
arrival of students from another country with their own diverse cultural values and habits, Turkish
teachers and students have faced the challenge of a sudden multicultural environment. In our survey,
the teachers and school counselors mostly expressed the fear of imposing new cultural values in
Turkish society and had negative views in particular regarding the emphasis of new cultures in
schools. Only two of the 29 participants expressed positive attitudes toward multicultural education.
Moreover, the participants mostly believe that these newly come refugees must embrace the values
of the indigenous population. Other studies in Turkey have also shown teachers to have negative
attitudes toward Syrian refugees (Topkaya & Akdag, 2016), thus Syrian children adapting to school
may become even more difficult in the coming years (Basaran, 2020).

However, schools have an essential role in providing direct contact between the host community
and refugee children. Thus, nurturing an inclusive climate and making opportunities for social
interaction between the local and refugee students can be a push toward the child-centered framework
of resettlement for fostering these refugee children’s resiliency (Xu, 2007). As the first person in
communication with students, teachers face the most difficult obstacles including new children from
different sociocultural backgrounds into class. How teachers behave and prioritize inclusivity among
students and staff influences the general school climate as well as local students’ behaviors toward
these newcomers (Olagookun & White, 2017; Miller, Ziaian & Esterman, 2018). Because Turkish
schools are facing an increase in the cultural diversity of students, teachers should also be prepared
and receive more training in order to create a welcoming and positive classroom environment.
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Lack of prior education was a major problem for students who lost years of education due to war,
escape, and travel. Refugee students who are unable to show proof of their previous education level,
get tested through interviews and written assessments before entering class. Most commonly, they
were placed in a grade based on their age. This, however, has produced anxiety and frustration for
the newcomers who were usually far behind their peers in academic achievements. In spite of these
circumstances, some foreign students had greater academic success compared to their local Turkish-
speaking peers.

Teachers claimed some refugee students’ success in class to mostly be related to their parents’
support and interest in their academic achievement.

On the other hand, the socio-economic factor has caused certain difficulties in terms of refugee
children’s social inclusion. Economic difficulties after displacement have been able to affect refugee
children’s mental health. What is more, a certain number of refugee students enrolled in Turkish state
schools are absent from class. The teachers stated child labor to be an issue affecting their regular
attendance. Additionally, having a large number of siblings at home obliges school-age children to
take care of them while their parents are at work.

Apart from these issues, malnutrition and poor personal hygiene have also been observed as
common problems among refugee students. Students whove experienced the war may manifest
diverse symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) such as depression, withdrawal,
hyperactivity, aggression, and intense anxiety when exposed to traumatic situations similar to
what they’ve previously witnessed (Genesee & Richards, 1994). School counselors have mentioned
violent behavior, burnout, and a sense of revenge as some of the observed behavioral problems in
Syrian refugee students. While some refugee students are asocial and hardly connect with their
surroundings, some show aggression when communicating with students and teachers. The teachers
considered the appearance of violent behavior to possibly be the result of witnessing violence in war
and the media. They also explained this as their way of getting attention. However, Ergen & Sahin’s
(2019) study saw Turkish teachers claim one of the hardships they’ve faced to be the violent behavior
of Syrian refugee children, especially the older children.

Media reporting has also created a negative picture of the influx of Syrian people into Turkey.
Some studies have reported how Turkish citizens mostly have negative attitudes toward Syrians in
Turkey. This resulting has affected the behaviors of teachers and Turkish students toward Syrians in
schools. Sakiz’s (2016) research findings showed that school administrators supported segregated
environments instead of having refugee children in public schools. In our interviews, the teachers
said that media had mostly had a negative influence on the Turkish population in terms of Syrians
in Turkey.

International studies have shown student achievement and development to be strongly connected
with parental engagement. Some of the positive influences that parental engagement has on students’
education are higher grades, lower drop-out rates, and a greater tendency to continue on to higher
education (Emerson et al. 2012). However, the partnership between schools and refugee families
appears limited and is one of the barriers to Syrian refugee children’s successful social inclusion.
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Refugee families often lack proficiency in Turkish, and the know-how and courage to take an active
role in a new school environment and culture (Emerson et.al. 2012). Refugee parents in the visited
schools were mostly isolated from the school due to their work, occupation, and the language barrier.
Interactions between schools and refugee parents are considered poor and insufficient. Syrian refugee
parents usually do not attend parent meetings organized by school and rarely even come to school at
all. Additionally, uncertainty about the future and the possibility of moving to a European country
negatively affect children and their attachment to school, as they perceive their stay as transitory.

When asked what should be done in order to improve refugee education in schools, the teachers
stated the following: empathy should be cultivated about equality, friendship, and valuing differences;
group activities should be promoted to strengthen relations between the local and the refugee
children; and talking about their lives, experiences, and traumas that would evoke memories of war
should be avoided. Moreover, some also proposed extracurricular activities, trips, and common
schoolwork. However, many teachers are still confused about what goals they should set for refugee
students, how they should include them, and how to integrate them into public schools.

In conclusion, refugee students are experiencing certain sociocultural and educational problems
in Turkey similar to anywhere else in the world past or present; education surely is the critical option
in guiding them on how to adapt to a new country and culture and how to establish cohesive social
relations within their host communities.
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