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Abstract: This paper reflects upon my experiences teaching and learning from displaced youth
in Greece over a period of eight months in 2017. Following a brief examination of the current
challenges in accessing formal education, I examine non-formal education initiatives, summarizing
my work with two NGOs in Athens and Chios where I taught lessons in English on ancient Greek
art, archaeology, history, and literature. In offering these lessons, my hope was to do more than
simply improve students’ language skills or deposit information: I wanted to examine the past to
reflect upon the present, exploring themes of migration, forced displacement, and human belonging.
Moreover, I wanted to engage students in meaningful connection, to the past and to the present,
to one and to others, as a means of building community in and beyond the classroom, at a time
when many were feeling alienated and isolated. This paper, therefore, outlines the transformational,
liberating learning that took place, citing ancient evidence of displacement and unpacking modern
responses by those currently displaced.
Keywords: archaeology; art; displaced youth; Greece; history; learning; Syria

But come now, tell me about your wanderings:
describe the places, the people, and the cities you have seen.
Which ones were wild and cruel, unwelcoming,
and which were kind to visitors, respecting the gods?
King Alcinous to Odysseus
(Homer’s Odyssey, 8.571–576)1
“What was the role of the imagination when tales, spread by the roaming story-tellers, forged
ideas of the world?”2 The Western world’s earliest known story-tellers, the Greeks, imagined a world
both cruel and kind: Homer’s Odyssey gives us a snapshot of that world. I’ve read the Odyssey many
times, on my own and with students, but only recently has this text come to resonate more profoundly
with me on account of my own personal wanderings in Greece, where I worked with displaced Syrian
youth. I wish to sing of the people and the places I have seen: how these experiences have compelled
me to address the history of migration and forced displacement and to encourage other educators
to bring this marginalized history to the forefront of teaching and learning, in ways that are both
scholarly and sensitive.

1
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This translation, and all to follow, from Homer (2018, trans. Wilson).
Segatto (2017, p. 3) in this volume.
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1. Prologue: My Odyssey in Education
Two years ago, I finished a three-year teaching-stream post in the Department of Historical Studies
at the University of Toronto Mississauga. Facing an uncertain future, I decided to take time to apply
my love for teaching classics in a very different way: I spent most of 2017 teaching displaced youth in
Greece, first on the island of Chios and then in Athens. In Chios I developed a series of lessons and
workshops related to ancient history and classical art and archaeology. In Athens, I led small groups of
youth on tours of local archaeological sites and museums.
My decision to work with displaced youth in Greece was inspired in part by the experiences of
other academics teaching and working with marginalized groups in vulnerable contexts, both at home
and abroad.3 In particular, I was stirred by the work of Richmond Eustis, a Fulbright Scholar who, in
2015, taught English to refugees at the University of Jordan using Homer’s Odyssey.4 Eustis recounts
student responses to the text and how these responsive readings moved him by offering “a glimpse
into another’s vision and experience of the world”. He also reflects on class discussions as a means
of fostering personal connection: “Our lives could not be more different, and yet, strangely, I feel as
though our fates are intertwined.” (Eustis 2015)
I too wanted to utilize my expertise in a more meaningful way, furthering my efforts to affect
change in education and social justice.5 I was drawn to the migrant crisis in the Mediterranean for
two reasons. First, I come from a family of migrants: my father and my grandparents on my mother’s
side emigrated from Italy to Canada, but they moved as free people without fear of persecution. My
family was lucky, and thus I have been lucky. Second, I have studied classics all of my adult life, and
although my research has focused on the representation of ‘Others’ and theories of agency and identity
(Trentin 2015b, 2016b), I had never seriously thought about migrants as an identity category. As a
burgeoning field of interest, I was keen to explore this ancient theme in a modern context.6
What follows, then, is an account of my teaching experiences in Greece, with insights into: (1) the
value of teaching ancient history to highlight shared stories of displacement in unfamiliar lands, (2) the
role of education in bolstering the wellbeing of displaced youth during times of trauma and upheaval,
and (3) the learning and liberty that can be gained through collective knowledge exchange. Based on
my experiences, I will explore the pedagogy of border liberation, and transformative learning theory,
drawing on the works of Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, bell hooks, and Jack Mezirow, examining the
ways in which a ‘problem-posing’, critically reflective approach to education can nurture biculturalism
and cultural synthesis. Citing ancient evidence of displacement and unpacking modern responses
by those currently displaced, I will outline the transformational, two-way learning that took place
between teachers and students.
To be clear, what follows is an authentic, reflective piece about my personal and professional
self-actualization, made possible by the relationships formed as a student among students. I was
wholly ignorant to the dominant discourses on the pedagogies of oppression and liberation when
I departed for Greece but returned acutely aware of these critical pedagogies in action (see below,
Section 9. Learning from Displaced Youth in Greece).

3
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In particular, the efforts of classicists working through trauma with prisoners (Rabinowitz 2013, 2014;
Skotheim 2015; Wright 2016, 2017) and war veterans (Meineck and Konstan 2014; Stewart 2015; Doerries 2016) using
ancient texts. See also the Ancient Greeks/Modern Lives: Poetry-Drama-Dialogue program organized by the Aquila Theatre
from September 2011 to May 2012: www.ancientgreeksmodernlives.org.
Eustis (2015) and Battle (2015). See also the 2012 “Campus in Camps” initiative and the work of Isayev (2017).
Throughout my academic career I have been dedicated to disability rights and women’s rights in scholarship, service, and
teaching (Trentin 2014, 2015a, 2016a).
The subject is not new but has experienced a renewed interest of late: Columbia University recently hosted a conference on
“Refuge and Refugees in the Ancient World”, November 11–12, 2016; and Elena Isayev at the University of Exeter has led a
series of Classics courses based on her research in migration, mobility, and belonging (2016–2018).
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2. Action for Education: Greece
In Europe, eighty percent of displaced people arrive by sea; from the east, most land in Greece
via the Aegean islands of Lesbos, Chios and Samos, thereafter transferred to the mainland, either
to Athens or Thessaloniki. Since 2015, over one million people have arrived on the Aegean islands,
roughly half of whom under the age of eighteen.7
Among the numerous concerns raised by the migration crisis, the wellbeing of displaced
children and youth is of utmost importance. Access to education is key to resilience-building, social
integration and transcultural awareness, but the obstacles to full participation in formal education are
considerable, especially for those between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, for whom education is not
officially mandated.
Since the outset of the current migration crisis, the international community has recognized the
value of education for displaced children. A number of international actors have been key driving
forces in the right for formal education: UNESCO, UNICEF and the UNHCR. But perhaps the greatest
efforts in the field of “creative engagement and [informal] education” has come from non-governmental
organizations, or NGOs. In Greece, these include the Greek Council for Refugees, the Norwegian
Refugee Council and Save the Children. NGOs on the ground have established ad hoc schools,
providing safe and welcoming spaces, where children and youth can learn English and Greek, as
well as essential social skills and school etiquette. Criticism of such schools has focused on the lack
of professional teachers and formal evaluation of curricula, thus questioning the overall quality of
education being delivered.8 To be sure, though the education provided by NGOs varies, they offer
immediate support and sustained stability for displaced people in uncertain times.
In the spring of 2016, the Greek Ministry of Education, Research & Religious Affairs spearheaded
the “Refugee Education Project” and officially assumed responsibility for “the formal education of
refugees”: integrating refugee children under fifteen years of age in Greek schools and/or reception
accommodation centres.9 All NGOs involved in education initiatives were invited to be certified by
the Ministry, based on evaluation procedures prescribed by the Greek Ministry and Greek Higher
Education Institutions. Still in its early stages, and facing significant obstacles in timing, structure and
mobilization, the project has yet to reveal its full impact. Many children and youth are still waiting to
go to school.
It is not my intent here to comment on the merits of a formal versus informal education. Emergency
situations require immediate action; informal education provides access to knowledge and skills in
lieu of formal education. I do not know the Greek school system well enough nor the particulars of its
program of integration for refugees. But I do know about the teaching and learning that took place at a
school run by a small NGO on the island of Chios: I will use this paper to summarize the academic,
psychological, and social transformations that regular schooling, committed teachers, and engaging
lessons can bring about by nurturing curiosity and excitement in the classroom.10
3. Teaching Displaced Youth in Chios
The island of Chios, seven kilometers west of the Turkish coast and port town of Cesme, has been
a short and long-term ‘home’ to 131,021 displaced persons since 2015.11 The UNHCR records Chios
island’s capacity at Vial camp—the sole official camp—as 1300, though it regularly overflows with

7

8
9
10
11

1,112,406 from 2013–2017. In 2017, 29,718 migrants arrived on the Greek islands, 42% of whom were Syrians: (UNHCR 2018).
In 2016, 47% of Syrian refugees on the Greek islands were children, 11% of whom travelled alone: (UNHCR 2016a). Global
statistics for the Syrian crisis: (UNICEF 2018).
See the Greek Ministry of Education Research and Religious Affairs (2017, p. 73).
Greek Ministry of Education Research and Religious Affairs (2017).
On the vital role of curiosity in education, see Freire (1970, 2001); on building excitement in the classroom, see hooks (1994);
on the transformative effects of education, see Mezirow (2000).
In 2015: 120,804; in 2016: 33,969; in 2017: 6294; and as of January 2018: 119. UNHCR (2015, 2016b).
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nearly triple that number: in June of 2017, 3853 people lived in Vial camp.12 Of these individuals, 10
percent were minors.13
Amid the piteous conditions of camp life, there is hope, hospitality, and humanity enhanced
by Greek solidarity groups and foreign-run NGOs.14 The UK based non-profit charity ‘Action for
Education’ has taken on the challenge of providing free, non-formal education for the large numbers of
displaced people inhabiting the island.15 Operating two schools (a primary and secondary school) and
a youth centre, open seven days a week, and catering to children and youth between the ages of six and
twenty-one years old, the schools provide more than an education: they are places of escape, offering
safety and normalcy, beyond the camp.16 Run by volunteers from different professional backgrounds
(teachers, but also artists, nurses, social workers, writers, etc.), the schools are alive with creativity and
enthusiasm brought into the classrooms every single day: a curriculum that teaches English, but also
includes, and is not limited to: archaeology workshops, computer and software skills training, cooking
programs, German and Greek (and other languages) lessons, music and dance classes, science labs,
studio art, and more.
This unofficial curriculum is positively Euro- and Anglo-centric; but it is also truly liberatory,
striving to find a common ground for all. Lessons are taught in English, by native and non-native
speakers, some of whom are certified ESL teachers, and most of whom come from Britain and Europe,
though some—-like me!—-from further west.17 As the official international language of the EU and the
UN, learning English is key for communication between displaced persons and foreign aid workers,
thus students were eager to study English. But the methods of language instruction were not wholly
traditional; staff were encouraged to test new and innovative teaching techniques, allowing greater
freedom and flexibility in learning.18
During the five months I spent in Chios, I volunteered at the high-school teaching advanced
English to (mostly Syrian) students between the ages of twelve and twenty-one. Together we read
selections of Greek literature and myth (including parts of Homer’s Odyssey), exploring topics of war,
migration and displacement. I also ran a series of workshops on ancient art (Greek pottery-painting
and Roman mosaic-making), archaeology (tours of sites and museums), cultural heritage (lectures on
Syria’s antiquities) and history (lessons on ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome).19
I was surprised by the students’ interest in antiquity; their overwhelming positive response to a
few introductory lessons on ancient history led to a series of themed activities that spanned over two
months, with different activities geared to different age groups. By far, the most popular activities were
those that involved hands-on construction or deconstruction: the art and archaeology workshops.

12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

UNHCR (2017a), June 20. All of the Aegean island camps are overcrowded.
Refugee Rights Data Project (2017a, p. 4).
The UNHCR remains “very concerned at the situation of refugees and migrants” in the camps on the Greek islands
(UNHCR 2017b, p. 41). See also Dalal (2017), in this volume.
‘Action for Education’ charity #1099682. From November 2016–January 2018 the schools and youth centre were run by the
Swiss NGO ‘Be Aware and Share’.
At the time of publication, the primary school was passed to the Greek NGO Metadrasi.
Volunteers from the refugee community, speaking Arabic and Farsi, also provided language and translation support.
See the vision of ‘Action for Education’, accessible at: www.actionforeducation.co.uk.
Perhaps colonial, these lessons aimed at exploring cultural unity through diversity. See Rohde (2017) in this volume. On
(post-)colonial discourses in Classics, see Goff (2005).

Humanities 2018, 7, 53

5 of 16

4. Ancient Art and Archaeology
“Awareness, creativeness, inter-disciplinarity, imagination.
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Example: North Syrian aryballos from grave 215, and Egyptian faience scarabs, both dated to the eight century BCE,
Pithekoussai. See Buchner (1966, pp. 6–8).
On museum engagement and refugee communities, see Skarvteit and Goodnow (2010).

Example: North Syrian aryballos from grave 215, and Egyptian faience scarabs, both dated to the eight
century BCE, Pithekoussai. See Buchner (1966, pp. 6–8).
On museum engagement and refugee communities, see Skartveit and Goodnow (2010).
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Figure 3. Visiting the Chios Archaeological Museum. Photo by author.
Figure 3. Visiting the Chios Archaeological Museum. Photo by author.
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Segatto (2017, p. 3).
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Segatto (2017, p. 3).
BBC News (Turner 2016). On the destruction of cultural heritage and current debate about reconstruction
projects (by whom? for whom?), see (Bond 2016; Munawar 2017).
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just for Syrian people”.26 This was a message raising cross-cultural awareness, and, more important
for my students, it was a testimony to the value of sharing their culture and preserving their identity
in the West.
After these sessions, my advanced English class, composed entirely of young Syrian men, took an
interest in Syrian art and archaeology and wanted to know more. I dug up as much information as I
could find: students read about Idrimi, the 3500 year old refugee whose inscribed statue is on display
today at the British Museum;27 they explored the “Living History” of Syria through online videos
from the 2016 Aga Khan Toronto exhibit, including works by contemporary Syrian artists in exile;28
and they examined digital images of artifacts-turned-artworks from a 2017 exhibit at the Museum of
Classical Archaeology in Cambridge titled “Lost”, by Syrian-born artist Issam Kourbaj.29
The students had mixed responses to this material: they were surprised by the tale of Idrimi and
ashamed that they had not known his story; they were fascinated by the ancient artifacts from their
homeland and their modern adaptations but wondered why Canadians were so interested; and they
were deeply disturbed by the plaster-dipped clothing belonging to migrants lost at sea. The pride in
their country and its history, and the peril of their own journeys, were met with equal intensity.
These lessons gave students the opportunity to reflect on the complex history of their homeland:
conquering peoples, forced displacement, the destruction of cultural heritage, and the connections
between past and present in the construction of identity and reality. It also gave students a wider point
of reference for understanding how the world beyond Greece was responding to the migration crisis,
and how the voices of Syria remained alive, despite the country’s great losses. They became aware,
too, of the importance of their voices and the power of sharing their stories.
In highlighting the work of Syrians abroad, students were (if only temporarily) optimistic about
the preservation of their culture, and the liberation of their people. But they were also plagued by
common concerns which came up again and again: We are different. We are strangers here. We do
not belong. Europe does not want us. And the question asked by all, “How can we integrate without
losing what it means to be Syrian?” A question asked by migrants and displaced people throughout
history, and one I could only begin to tackle by introducing students to ancient Greek literature.
6. Ancient Greek Literature
“I’m led to believe that, once upon a time, as much as nowadays,
those who move or are displaced from their land are led,
in turn, to activate sooner or later an imagination
that is beyond the necessities of migration and flight.”
—Segatto, Quantum Notes on Classic Places30
With my advanced English students, I read selections of classical literature to unpack historical
perspectives on ‘Otherness’ related to displacement, migration, refuge, and xenia.31 While I could
have examined any number of texts, especially from the corpus of Greek tragedy ripe with tales of
foreigners in the Greek world (e.g., Hecuba, Medea, the Danaids, etc.),32 I chose to examine a text
about a (Greek) man’s long journey home, and the foreign places he visits and people he meets en
route: Homer’s epic poem, the Odyssey.
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BBC News (Turner 2016). On the destruction of cultural heritage and current debate about reconstruction projects (by whom?
for whom?), see (Bond 2016; Munawar 2017).
On Idrimi, see: https://blog.britishmuseum.org/idrimi-the-3500-year-old-refugee/
On the “Living History” of Syria, see: https://www.agakhanmuseum.org/syria-living-history,
On the works of Issam Kourbaj, see: https://www.classics.cam.ac.uk/museum/exhibitions/exhibitions/lost
Segatto (2017, p. 3).
In ancient Greece, xenia or guest-friendship, was defined by a mutual respect between stranger and host, whereby a host
would provide hospitality to strangers in need. On the practice of xenia, see Herman (2002).
See the recent work of Effrosyni Kostara (2016) on Greek drama and transformative learning theory.
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The Odyssey recounts the Greek hero Odysseus’ ten-year voyage home to Ithaca in western
Greece—via the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas—after having fought for ten years at Troy (modern
Turkey). Along the way, Odysseus meets friends and foes; his encounters reveal a great deal about
the construction of Greek identity, through association with and opposition to the ‘Other’. The story
informs and warns readers of the complex cultural interactions that cannot be simply summarized as
those between ‘civilized’ peoples, or hospitable hosts, and ‘uncivilized’ peoples, or hostile hosts.33
Fundamentally the Odyssey is a story about a migrant longing to return home and regain his
identity. Odysseus’ journey is lengthy and risky, with a great many barriers to his freedom of movement:
he is detoured to unknown lands, facing an uncertain welcome. Arriving in the land of the Phaeacians,
Odysseus asks, “What is this country I have come to now? Are all the people wild and violent, or
good, hospitable, and god-fearing?” (The Odyssey, 6.119–121). His story is one to which my students,
and all displaced people, could intimately relate: foreigners at the mercy of strangers, uncertain if they
would be welcome, hoping to forge a new life, longing for a home.
But the Odyssey is not just about Odysseus’ encounters with foreign people (‘Others’) in foreign
lands, it is also a story about the ways in which those foreign people receive the stranger (Odysseus
as ‘Other’). Odysseus is a man of military age: he is a lethal warrior. When Nausicaa and her slaves
meet Odysseus, naked (except for a leafy branch used “to cover his manly parts”) and looking a wreck,
all were “quite terrified” except Nausicaa who asks: “Why are you running from this man? Do you
believe he is an enemy?” (The Odyssey, 6.129, 138 and 199–200) Is Odysseus to be feared? Can he
be trusted?
My advanced English students were all young adult Muslim men: a critically vulnerable group
who superficially ‘fit’ the profile of Islamic terrorists. President Donald Trump has expressed his fears
that the “young, strong male refugees” entering the United States could be “the greatest Trojan horse
of all time”: a reference to Odysseus’ master ruse which ultimately led to the destruction of Troy from
within the city walls.34 Are refugees to be feared? Can they be trusted?
Reading selections of the Odyssey with my students provided the opportunity to survey the fears
and hopes of strangers and hosts in the ancient and modern Greek worlds, examining the ancient roots
of xenia and the modern sources of xenophobia. We read only from books six through nine, about
the Phaeacians and the Cyclopses, a civil nation versus savage beasts, skipping sections that were
particularly gruesome: bodily dismemberment, cannibalism, and bloody violence were topics that
could rouse trauma, and my intention wasn’t to shock my students into understanding, but rather, to
stress the limits and antonyms of xenia and the construction of the ‘Other’.35
Though we read only a small part of the Odyssey—it took a great deal of time to get through the
text as students faced considerable challenges with the English translation—students were nevertheless
able to connect the themes of migration, displacement and xenia with their own experiences, having
traveled from Syria to Turkey to Greece. A few times this generated heated debate and emotional
outbursts when students addressed abuse or neglect by organizations (e.g., the Greek or Turkish
police, the EU asylum service, etc.).36 Other times our readings prompted sharing stories of comfort,
hospitality, and generosity shown by strangers and ‘ordinary’ people (e.g., International volunteers,
Greek solidarity groups and local citizens). Like Odysseus, these young men had met both friends
and foes; these encounters not only shaped their view of the ‘Other’ but helped refine beliefs about
the collective ‘Other’ and individual ‘Others’.37 And also like Odysseus—at once a hero, a warrior,

33
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On the problematic and politically charged use of ‘civilized’ and ‘civilization’, see Beard (2018). On colonial and postcolonial
discourses in Classics, see Goff (2005).
Rhodan (2015) in Time.
For current debate on the use of “trigger-warnings” see Godderis (2016); on addressing difficult topics in the Classics
classroom, see Rabinowitz and McHardy (2014).
For examples of abuse, see the Refugee Rights Data Project (2017b, 2017c).
Gabriel (2003, p. 631): “As individuals, we may display hospitality, . . . But as members of organizations, hospitality does
not enter our thinking. Borders are borders. They must be respected, defended, and patrolled with closed ears to the plight
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a family-man, a trickster, a beggar and a migrant—these young men were negotiating their own
layered identities.
The mysterious Homer, according to tradition, is thought to have been a blind bard from the
island of Chios. As early as the sixth century BCE, a guild of bards were calling themselves the
‘Homeridae’, or progeny of Homer. Today, the island boasts of ‘Homer’s Rock’, a spot just north of
Chios town in Vrontados, where Homer supposedly sang and taught.38 Towards the end of my time in
Chios, I went in search of this rock with three of my former students: we sat and talked about Homer’s
Odyssey, while gazing across the Aegean Sea to Turkey, a route traveled by all of us, but only one (me)
as a free citizen.
After spending five months in Chios, I returned home to Toronto: a safe place that I knew and
loved, where I was warmly welcomed by family and friends. I returned to Greece briefly in July, and
then again in October to end the year, this time working in Athens.
7. Teaching Displaced Youth in Athens
Building on the archaeology and ancient history lessons and workshops I ran in Chios, I was keen
to expand this initiative. Having visited Athens briefly in July, I chose to spend the last two months of
2017 there, volunteering with the Khora Community Centre, where I worked once again with migrants
and displaced youth.
The Khora Centre, a humanitarian co-operative, is a one-stop shop for the displaced in Athens: it
operates a freeshop (distributing clothes and hygiene products), a family space (with a kids’ play area),
a communal kitchen (providing breakfast and lunch daily), a social café (with free wifi), an education
space (for adult language classes), a library (for quiet study and reading) and numerous other resources
and services (including legal, dental, and social assistance).39 Run by international volunteers with
extensive field experience in Calais, Serbia, Lesbos, and Athens, and from a diverse range of cultural
and political backgrounds and traditions, the Centre provides a positive model of collective co-working.
It has hundreds of service users from Afghanistan, North Africa, Iran, Iraq and Syria: it is a truly
multi-cultural space where foreigners from around the world converge and collaborate.
I worked with Khora volunteers in the education space to evaluate student English levels and
coordinate classes, teachers and scheduling. In my free time, I led tours for interested students, some
former students from Chios, some new students from Khora, to archaeological sites and museums.
Here I witnessed true intersections and connections of people from diverse backgrounds, traditions,
and statuses, sharing their histories.
8. Greek Art, Archaeology, and Ancient History
Although students had spent much time in and around Athens, few had visited the city’s ancient
monuments or historical museums and thus had little knowledge of Athens’ rich history and legacy. It
at first seemed that students weren’t interested in this legacy as it bore little connection to their own
lives and realities. This would soon change.
Our first visit was to the National Archaeological Museum, home to many of Greece’s most
famous artifacts. An interesting, though not unexpected, response from students surfaced: the female
Muslim students were embarrassed by the male nudity of Archaic Greek statues and felt uncomfortable
looking; the male students were amused (I suspect uncomfortably so) and looked at length.40 Viewing
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of the Other. Those outside the borders are kept outside—their voices ignored until they seek to test the borders, something
we experience as a violation and a threat. Their stories are irrelevant. Unlike the Homeric boundaries which may be crossed
under the tradition of hospitality, redefined or disregarded, ours appear impermeable.”
For the mythological evidence for Homer in Chios, see West (1999).
See the Khora website for more information, www.khora-athens.org.
This is not an uncommon response, even among students from western backgrounds. The nudity of Greek statues was
recently explored at the British Museum’s exhibit Defining Beauty: The Body in Ancient Greek Art (2015).
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these artifacts raised questions about cultural customs and gender roles throughout time and place,
from ancient Greece to modern Syria. Encouraging open, frank dialogue about these (dis)connections
provided the opportunity to think critically about acceptable dress codes, gendered behaviour, and
associated moral or ethical standards.41
Another site visited was the Acropolis Museum: students were intrigued by the use of colour
on ancient art and dazzled by the architecture of the modern building against the ancient ruins
of the Acropolis. Examining casts and originals of the Parthenon frieze, I discussed the history of
the displaced marbles (the students had different opinions about the Ottomans), asking students
to consider the debate of repatriation, using resources from the museum. What followed was an
interesting conversation about the ownership and preservation of cultural heritage, including the
destruction and reconstruction of historical monuments, the illicit trafficking of antiquities, and the
display of looted artifacts in museums around the world.42 By and large, students were, in theory,
keen to have artworks from their homelands displayed elsewhere if that meant protecting them, but
the reality of viewing these works in foreign lands brought both delight and distress.
Following our visit to the Acropolis Museum, we toured the Acropolis itself. From the top of the
city, I spoke briefly about the Greco-Persian wars, the sack of Athens in 480 BCE, and the (temporary)
displacement of Athenian citizens. Students were surprised by this aspect of Greek history (they
knew more about its history under Ottoman rule) and were intrigued by the layered interactions
between Greeks and foreigners in Athens. Focusing on the Parthenon, students were interested in its
transformation from a pagan temple, to a Christian church, to an Islamic mosque. Discussion turned to
the role of religion and the conversion of places of worship, but this was short-lived, as a few students
became uncomfortable and reluctant to engage, deeming any religious discussion connected to Islam
haram. This was somewhat troubling for me: I wanted to encourage neutral dialogue but also remain
sensitive to others’ feelings of unease (some feelings may not have been voiced), respecting conflicting
religious beliefs.43
Other site visits included the Arch of Hadrian, the Roman Agora, the Athenian Agora, and the
Temple of Olympian Zeus. Our site visits revealed points of connection and disconnection between
“them” (the Greeks, or the Turks, or the Romans) and “us” (the Syrians). The Greeks were proud of
their history and it was important for them to preserve it. The Athenians had experienced the ravages
of war(s), with invasions that forced them to flee their city, at least temporarily. Athens’ most famous
ancient monuments had been pillaged and damaged, but later repaired and reinstated as icons of
Greece’s enduring history. Syrians too were proud of their culture and history, and hoped that it too
would have a lasting legacy.
As the historical capital of Europe, Athens is the top tourist destination in Greece, with millions
of international tourists visiting annually.44 In the centre of Athens people from around the world
converge, negotiating national identities, cultural hierarchies, and personal relationships to the past.
In Athens, you can clearly witness the Greek custom of xenia: strangers welcomed, sharing stories,
shaping history.
9. Learning from Displaced Youth in Greece
Before I departed for Greece, a dear friend introduced me to the work of Paulo Freire and
encouraged me to read his seminal book The Pedagogy of the Oppressed ahead of my travels.45 A year

41
42

43
44
45

On the wearing of headdresses, women’s rights and religious freedom, see Ferrari and Pastorelli (2016).
See above Section 5. Archaeology and Cultural Heritage. On the latest ban exporting antiquities from Syria, Iraq, and other
states in the Middle East, see the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2199 (February 2015) via the UNESCO website
at: www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/ERI/pdf/UN_SC_RESOLUTION_2199_EN.pdf.
A thoughtful essay on teaching uncomfortable subjects with students of varying religious backgrounds comes from
Strolonga (2014).
The Greek Tourism Confederation projected 30 million tourists would visit in 2017; official data is not yet available.
I am grateful to Joe Druce for gifting me a copy of Freire’s book.
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later, as I reflected on my teaching experiences, I would read Freire’s A Pedagogy of Freedom, Henry
Giroux’s Border Crossings, and bell hooks’ Teaching to Transgress. As a white, Western teacher, I set off
for Greece (unknowingly?) following centuries of colonial repression of the very people I would teach;
I returned having learned a great deal about the challenges and possibilities of a truly revolutionary,
transformative pedagogy and about education as a practice of freedom.46
This paper has laid out a model for teaching ancient history, archaeology, and classical literature
as a means of highlighting shared stories; this type of dialogical, engaged pedagogy can bolster the
wellbeing of displaced children and youth by allowing them a space to reflect and share, a place where
their voices are heard, and their presence is recognized and respected. In a classroom where collective
knowledge exchange happens naturally, learning becomes truly liberating. That liberation facilitates a
transformation in the self.
In offering these lessons, my hope was to engage students in the discovery of history, theirs and
others’ and our joint histories—to think critically about what it has meant to be displaced throughout
history. In so doing, I wanted to problematize the distance and difference between “them” and “us”;
on the flip side, I also wanted to emphasize diversity as an enriching element of cultural unity.47
Working with small groups of students encouraged the sharing of personal stories, exposing similar
and different experiences, transforming our understanding of these monuments and texts, and, more
importantly, each other.
This learning environment was intimate and intense. My advanced English class in Chios was
by far the most challenging and rewarding class I have ever taught in my entire career. No day was
the same and there was no such thing as a typical lesson plan or structure. I could prepare a lesson
with the hope of getting through a specific text and covering key English grammar or vocabulary, but
so many things outside of my control could foil these plans. Students could be (and were) prevented
from attending class if there was a security issue within the camp, an emergency that required medical
attention (self-harm), meetings with lawyers or psychologists, or an interview with the asylum service.
Students could (and did) arrive late, exhausted, hungry, and/or distressed because of an incident
(abuse, theft, violence) in or outside of the camp. Students could (and did) become irritable in class,
either disengaging or instigating arguments. On any given day, I couldn’t predict the responses that
students might have to a certain topic or text, nor could I prepare for the reactions that these responses
might elicit in their peers.
And yet, they came. They arrived in (mostly) high spirits, enthusiastic and optimistic. They took
care to listen to one another, to ask questions, to interpret or translate if the right word couldn’t be
found by one. We shared stories, joked together, cried together. When one student became agitated
or aggressive, another student would try to mollify him; if two students disagreed about something
(usually a translation!), another student intervened. Never once did I feel threatened or unsafe. In fact,
quite the opposite: I felt truly connected. I was called elhaj-je (Arabic for old aged! = matron, respected
one) Lisa.
Our classroom was one defined by mutual respect; we worked together to create a connected
learning space, though this was not without its ongoing challenges. It took some time for me to
convince the students that I was interested in their responses, their stories, their lives. It took time for
them to trust me and one another. Likewise, it took time for them to get used to our non-traditional
language class which focused as much on context as it did content, on responses as much as readings,
on individual stories as much as collective histories. As the weeks passed and as trust grew stronger,
we shared more: listening and learning from one another, restoring hope in ourselves and the world.
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hooks (1994, 2004), defines the pedagogy of liberation as “education as a practice of freedom” where teachers and students
share in the intellectual and personal growth of one another, with an openness of heart and mind, building community and
transgressing boundaries of body, mind, and spirit.
See Freire and Faundez (1989), “The rediscovery of the Other” (pp. 71–72).
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This listening environment taught us all a valuable lesson: sharing personal stories is a sure way
to establish mutual acceptance, tolerance and understanding. Knowing others helped us to know
ourselves. By emphasizing our participation as individuals in an ongoing, collective discussion about
e.g., migration and integration, human relations and human rights, and the impact of one(’s) voice,
students were empowered with agency to act about the situation that their displacement landed them
in. Rather than being passive ‘victims’, they had the awareness to challenge their reality and assume
their freedom as humans.
Indeed, by emphasizing the value of each and every person and by encouraging thoughtful, open
dialogue in the classroom, students experienced a level of liberation, despite being confined to the
island. Evidence of this came in their increased confidence in the power of their voices and sharing
their stories more widely. One student became particularly active: on the one-year anniversary of the
EU-Turkey deal, he gave a speech in Chios town square during a public demonstration (16/03/2017);
he also gave an interview with the Guardian about his journey to Greece (28/04/2017); and, once he
had been transferred to the mainland, participated in a workshop on “The Mental Health of Refugees”
in Athens (25/06/2017).48 Another student offered translation services and sewing lessons with the
InterEuropean Human Aid Association in Thessaloniki; another student now acts as an Arabic cultural
mediator in the Khora Centre in Athens. These students confronted the reality of their oppression,
striving to rise above it. They did so not just to help themselves, but others too, working cooperatively
with local and international communities.49
What struck me most about the youth I met was their resilience: despite the physical and
psychological trauma they had endured, they came to school with open hearts and open minds,
wanting to learn. There were no credits to be earned, no pass or fail grades. These were more than just
students; I was more than a teacher; and the lessons we shared went far beyond art, archaeology, history,
or literature. This was human connection that recognized our independence and interdependence
through shared stories of courage, strength, vulnerability, and yearning.
10. Epilogue: My Nostos to Education
My pedagogical practice fundamentally shifted during my time in Greece: this was not a conscious
development but rather one borne out of circumstance and context. In the traditional university
classroom, I clung to the normative teacher-student hierarchy, asserting (as a young woman in the
academy) my role as one who ‘knows’ and deposits my knowledge of the discipline to the unknowing
student (the ‘banking’ system of education).
To be fair, despite this hierarchical environment, I have worked hard to develop undergraduate
students’ skills in critical thinking and communication: examining literary texts (like Homer’s Odyssey)
through the lens of characterization and ‘Otherness’, pressing students to consider constructions of
identity in relation to themselves and the world in which we live (as privileged patricians attending a
prestigious and internationally renowned institution of higher learning). I have always encouraged
students to nurture their intellectual curiosity by asking questions, regardless of the answers that
might (not) come (the ‘problem-posing’ system of education).
One could argue that forging authentic and meaningful personal connections (between students
and teachers, or students and texts), in a lecture hall of 150 students, or even a seminar of 25 students,
is near impossible. I don’t know this to be true or not, yet. I do know, however, that my experience
teaching small groups of six to ten students in a non-formal educational environment, casting aside the
teacher-student hierarchy, the constraints of a fixed curriculum, and the pressures of formal evaluation,
yielded a more fluid, free learning environment, where students weren’t expected to memorize course
content, but to interrogate it so as to access and assess their own realities.
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For reasons of anonymity and privacy, links have not been included here.
They became true border-crossers! See Giroux (2005).
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I am brought back to Freire’s assertion that “looking at the past must be a means of understanding
more clearly what and who we are so that we can more wisely build the future.”50 The stories of those
students in Greece and the collective history of displaced peoples will be woven into the global history
of displacement and human belonging, but it is up to us jointly to expose these stories, and other
marginalized histories, to combat xenophobia and promote intercultural awareness and acceptance in
our changing world.
For readers keen to use their skills and passion for the ancient world in a similar context, I hope
that this paper has highlighted the possibilities of such endeavours, outlining some of the approaches
to doing this work and striving to ensure it is carried out in an ethical and sensitive way.
Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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