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Abstract  
In ancient Greece, hospitality was an act of virtue. Xenios Zeus was the god of hospitality and 
protected ξένοι [xénos] (=alien, foreigner). It was a sacred duty to welcome, protect and care for 
foreigners, while mistreating them was considered a sin. Social and class barriers were abolished 
through hospitality, as both rich and poor, noble and commoners were entitled to hospitality. In this 
sense, welcoming refugees to Greece nowadays is simply continuing an ancient tradition. Following 
the ancient thread, the programme “KA2 – Managing the refugee and migrant flows through the 
development of educational and vocational frames for children and adults” was developed. 

The paper aims to present the Welcome Guide for Refugee Children created in the framework of this 
action and to examine what culture can do as a companion to education and learning in times of wider 
societal crisis, when the fabric of society is itself at risk. The Guide is created so that our partner 
organizations in other countries can use it as a paradigm for creating their Reception Guides for 
refugees and sets as one of its main goals to reinforce meaningful relationships and peaceful, 
cohesive societies. 

Our Welcome Guide is addressed to refugee children aged 6-15 and aims to acquaint them with the 
wider area of their current host country.  The Welcome Guide aspires to be a hospitable and friendly 
introduction to the city of Thessaloniki (Thessaloniki being the paradigm for any city), but also the 
threshold to the children’s sensitization and initiation to the Greek culture and language. It is offered in 
a bilingual EL/EN interactive platform, translated in Arabic as well, fusing novelty pedagogic methods 
and technology. Informed by the theory of literacy development in a second or foreign language, 
written texts are supported by various visual and sound complements to facilitate children in identifying 
and associating concepts with words; short texts are expanded and serve as the basis for the 
educational material.  Cultural heritage, artifacts and the arts serve as a reservoir of ‘unofficial’ 
knowledge and as a different, more stimulating and self-energizing learning environment; they offer 
different ways of learning, facilitating migrant children’s smooth inclusion in school and native children 
and their families to overcome negative stereotypes and to gain from intercultural interactions. 

The purpose of this Welcome Guide is to contribute to a wider understanding of how multicultural and 
socially sensitive education can help to build students’ understanding of their own place in history and 
emphasize the capacity and ability of all human beings, including those who have been culturally 
degraded, politically oppressed, and economically exploited.  

Keywords: Innovation, Education, research projects, Social and Cultural Learning, Learning through 
the arts, Interactive Vocational Learning, Language and Literacy at School, Welcome Guide, 
Creativity, Migration, Inclusion, Acceptance.  

1 THE ROLE OF CULTURE IN TIMES OF WIDER SOCIETAL CRISIS  
As we move into narrow paths in the twentieth first century we are confronted with an enormous 
societal change, alongside the financial crisis, which is inevitably associated with a wide moral crisis 
and leads to increased xenophobia, racism and poverty in everything, including education and culture.  

Europe has diversified itself culturally over the last few years, as refugees and immigrants have had a 
variable and significant impact on the cultural contexts of host societies. Cultural changes have taken 
place mainly regarding cuisine, sports, the fashion industry, the arts and the media. 

These days by using the term “refugees” we tend to suggest a homogeneous group, although in reality 
it is the opposite. Each refugee has his or her own personal biography and experiences and abilities, 
all of which determine their expectations. Certainly, they all first take a deep breath at having escaped 
the life-threatening regions of war and at arriving in safety. Several months after arrival, however, 
questions about their uncertain future become more urgent. 
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Refugees, adults and children alike, were deemed to change their location involuntarily and thus 
experience multiple stresses inflamed by the loss of the “familiar”, including language, cultural norms, 
social structures and religious customs, and on the other hand by an imposed adjustment to the new, 
host culture. [1]  

The loss of one's social structure and culture can cause a grief reaction, according to Eisenbruch’s 
well founded analysis. [2] To avoid cultural rejection or even deculturation, bereavement and feelings 
of alienation and isolation, host countries’ policies should not strive to train refugees, in our case 
children, in an unfamiliar educational system so as to ‘include’ them, later on and under conditions set 
by the dominant culture, in their societies, their schools and their lives. 

Culture and Education won’t cure all of these ills. There have to be certain humanistic values involved 
in the educational process in order to respond to the pressing issues of this massive displacement of 
peoples. Our personal experience in the hotspots bears out the fact that it takes a great deal of love 
for others, as well as cultural awareness and acceptance, and most of all, compassion. In that context, 
it behoves contemporary academic research, more than ever before, to explore and validate the 
intersection between refugee’s social inclusion, integration and culture.  

The implications of cultural and social disapproval, among other vital and stressful issues refugees 
have to deal with, are not easily visible at least in younger ages. Nevertheless, they can be dramatic, 
suffocating and result in various consequences like isolation, displacement, depression, anger, 
terrorism etc. Many young refugee children wish to share their knowledge and experience of their 
culture in the host countries but they lack the means. Quite a big number of those, mainly infants and 
preschoolers, due to their young age and violent uprooting from their home country, never had the 
chance to familiarize themselves even with their own cultural roots. In their case, cultural hunger is 
even more difficult to be satisfied, as it has never been awakened. No less, we know from experience 
as educators that they are starved for something beyond just food; something that feeds and 
nourishes their vulnerable selves in ways that nothing else could or would. 

In acculturation, the interaction of the refugee children’s culture with “the majority culture of the new 
homeland is a dynamic and reciprocal process that can result in changes in the broader cultural group, 
enhancing the ability of people of the dominant culture to better appreciate and understand aspects of 
the refugee's culture and recognize some of the needs of those who have been violently uprooted.” 
[3]. “Refugees who experience the loss of their culture and guilt over leaving their homeland may find 
that, as the acculturation process proceeds, a sense of belonging in their new homeland occurs. The 
majority culture may seem less threatening and more inviting as the individual becomes more 
linguistically and socially fluent in this new culture”. [3] Language, both written and spoken, is a 
cultural marker. Social and cultural qualities and attitudes are typically more resistant to change and 
are usually last to adjust during acculturation. [4]  

2 MULTICULTURAL/ INTERCULTURAL EDUCATION AS A MEANS OF 
INCLUSION  

The present impressive reception of refugees is only a start. Refugees have a right to save their life 
and build a better one, if possible, for themselves and their families. This right should not be 
jeopardized in the name of security. Imaginary fears of potentially dangerous people at the border 
cannot be the pretext for refusing a safe life to refugee families. Instead, the focus of dominant society 
structures should be on the inclusion of refugee families and, when it comes to children, how their 
living and education prospects can be enhanced. 

Refugee children pose one of the most significant challenges to our educational systems. When 
schools open this fall, there is a lot of work to be done in order to improve race relations and attenuate 
stereotypes and stereotype threat based crucially on ethnicity and race. Refugee children even 
preschoolers are expected to learn or familiarize themselves with two languages; an incredible asset, 
but one that many schools have yet to learn to support effectively. Using multiple forms of 
communication in classroom takes knowledge, skill and practice. Related to bilingual language 
development, refugee children are best supported when their educators in alternative learning 
environments or reception and integration classes foster bicultural identities, enabling them to 
navigate multiple cultural worlds effectively. Refugee children bring rich, diverse cultural backgrounds 
to the classroom and expose their peers and teachers to different ways of understanding the world. 
Therefore, respect in praxis, acceptance of the language and culture they bare, sharing of customs 
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and notions, should be the basis of our humanitarian support and educational provision for them. 
Otherwise we run the risk of bearing the guilt of allowing the growth of a ‘lost generation’. 

Sleeter in 2004 wonders about the results of all “the contemporary debates about curricula in which 
educators are asked to open perspectives, set and attempt to answer questions about race relations 
and social inequalities that often disrupt and unsettle the social order”. It is clear from most recent 
research outcomes that unfortunately “pretty few curricula written for educators focus on art as a 
media, a non verbal language and or systematically adopt multicultural education as being critical, 
political and action-oriented”. [5] It is unfortunate and frustrating that today things in that field haven’t 
changed dramatically. Literature on multicultural education addressing its role as a means of inclusion 
for refugee children falls still into a narrow range. We know well by now, nevertheless, that art and 
cultural education can provide refugee children a creative space for exploration and expression of 
identities, for challenging discrimination and social exclusion and for fostering intercultural dialogue. 

Informal education in the hotspots initially can play a vital role in supporting the inclusion, healing and 
aspirations of refugee children as well as their resettlement. Educators with the help of relevant 
material can provide support, nurture the wellbeing of refugee children, enhance their educational 
outcomes, and promote social connectedness between refugee children and the school community in 
which they will be included in the next step. One should not forget in times when the fabric of society is 
itself at risk that “schools, beyond their role in providing education, are naturally placed to provide 
opportunities to increase social inclusion, support freedom from discrimination and provide important 
life and work skills. These factors create better mental health outcomes, contribute to more successful 
resettlement, and ultimately offer the best chance for successful participation in the new society.” [6]  

In the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) an emphasis is given on children's culture and 
their cultural rights. These should include creative schools that can provide communicative skills and 
strengthen children's participation in cultural life and sharing of cultural heritage. Special attention is 
given to children who belong to indigenous populations or ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities in 
order to preserve the right to their language, their religion and their cultural life. 

“Education is also an expression of affection for children and young people, whom we need to 
welcome into society, unreservedly offering them the place that is theirs by right therein – a place in 
the education system, to be sure, but also in the family, the local community and the nation”. [7]  

In greater awareness of our responsibilities to future generations, the energetic tradition bearers and 
competent culture creators, we should adopt an approach that aims at educating them to appreciate 
the world’s cultural heritage starting by expressing in intercultural terms mutual respect for the origin 
and host country’s cultural history, language and customs. There are so many dynamics affecting 
each other. No one, including those who have been culturally degraded, politically oppressed, and 
economically exploited, comes empty-handed and no one leaves without being involved in the 
exchange. Intercultural education gives all those involved the chance to consider life and culture from 
multiple perspectives.  

The teachers’ respect for cultural differences, their knowing and valuing of cultural resources children 
bring to class are significant elements. Setting the stage from their own cultural experience can lessen 
the hesitancy children have about new knowledge as well as promote dialogue between members of 
various traditions in an attempt to learn and value each other by recognizing and accepting similarities 
and differences. Cultural heritage (e.g. monuments, objects, works of art, literature, songs, etc.) is 
attention grabbing and stimulating. It crosses language and ability barriers and through its variant 
manifestations demonstrates both the uniqueness and interdependence of cultures. Through joint 
practical work (art projects, etc.) children are stimulated to use their creativity and celebrate cultural 
diversity, whilst at the same time explore common ground that blurs the edge of traditional cultural 
barriers. Moreover, they are offered a means to heel the trauma of being a refugee and to overcome 
the terrifying experiences that they faced when they had to flee from their countries.  

3 THE WELCOME GUIDE FOR REFUGEE CHILDREN 

3.1 Framework and Idea development 
The Guide is developed under the project Erasmus + KA2 Cooperation for innovation and Exchange 
of good practices and realized through the consortium of 9 partners, from Greece, Italy and France, 
working under the title: Managing the refugee and migrant flows through the development of 
educational and vocational frames for children and adults (acronym Xenios Zeus). The objectives, 
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scopes and various deliverables can be followed online through its interactive website: 
http://www.xenioszeus.kmaked.eu/index.php/el/7-welcome-to-zeus-gr as well as the social media 
https://www.facebook.com/xenioszeus.ka2/ https://twitter.com/Ka2Zeus/  https://www.instagram.com/ 
xenioszeus.ka2/. 

The School of Primary Education, Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, and more specifically members 
of the Centre of Pedagogical Research and Praxis – CPRP, undertook to design the Welcome Guide 
for Refugee Children of Elementary level along with the preparation of relevant educational material 
and the training of volunteer-educators, who will implement it on children initially at specific hotspots.  

During the initial brainstorming meetings we decided not to allow Greece’s tradition of welcoming 
immigrants to become yet another casualty of the recent terrorist attacks or the economic crisis. In 
ancient Greece, hospitality was an act of virtue. Xenios Zeus was the god of hospitality and protected 
ξένοι [xénos] (=alien, foreigner). It was a sacred duty to welcome, protect and care for foreigners while 
mistreating foreigners was considered a sin. Social and class barriers were abolished through 
hospitality, as both rich and poor, noble and commoners were entitled to hospitality. Following a long 
tradition in research and work with immigrants, Roma children, and nowadays refugee children, we 
wanted to befriend and welcome them and not just ‘teach’ them basic language skills or survival in 
everyday situations.  

Our team aimed at producing a Welcome Guide that aspires to be a hospitable and friendly 
introduction to the city of Thessaloniki (Thessaloniki being the paradigm for any city), but also the 
threshold to the children’s sensitization and initiation to the Greek culture and language by employing 
multiple forms of communicating knowledge and by creating and critically using multicultural 
pedagogic tools. Instead of showcasing our culture, we tried to develop common projects which start a 
process of discussing habits and values in an effort to get to know each other on a deeper level.  

The target group is newly arrived refugees in Northern Greece. The Welcome Guide is addressed to 
refugee children aged 6-15 and aims to acquaint them with the wider area of their temporary home. 
Children at that age along with their parents or guardians or/and teachers in the hotspots can tour the 
city and visit historical landmarks, find and familiarize themselves with everyday convenience buildings 
and sneak inside a school. Educators involved will have the support of colleagues experienced in 
working with immigrant youth and refugee children in order to obtain the best of the proposed 
educational material and teaching practices and to avoid feeling ill-equipped to meet the needs of this 
challenging student body.  

Our Welcome Guide, alongside the educational material, is constructed as a bilingual GR/EN 
interactive platform, based on pedagogical principles and technology. As stated in the introduction of 
the Guide, it was created in order to: 

• be culturally appropriate and relevant to the needs and age span of our specific target group  

• facilitate the refugee children in becoming acquainted with their new, even if temporary, home  

• help them make connections of their new environment with their home countries 

• serve as a threshold to the children’s sensitization and initiation to the Greek culture and 
language. 

The Welcome Guide is informed by the theory of literacy development in a second or foreign 
language. Written texts are supported by visual and sound complements to facilitate children in 
identifying and associating concepts with words. These short texts are expanded and serve as the 
basis for the educational material.   

The Guide starts with a short story, the main characters of which are: the deliberately chosen friendly 
mermaid Thessaloniki, the sister of Alexander the Great, in the role of the guide and two refugee 
children from Syria, Nura  and ننووررةةFārūq  ر�و�ق��� . Cultural information and everyday vocabulary, along 
with intercultural references are blended in three separate axes; My Town’s History concerning some 
of the important historical landmarks of the city of Thessaloniki; My Town Nowadays guiding them 
through operative locations and facilities in the city; A School giving the children the opportunity to 
visit a public school. All of the above material (information and videos) is available in both Greek and 
English. For additional information, links are included and they open in both languages in almost all 
cases, and sometimes there are options of even more languages on the site itself. The intercultural 
perspective, gender and equality issues as well as situations and difficulties that concern refugee 
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children in their everyday life in our cities and schools is the basis of the offered pedagogically sound 
and culturally sensitive educational material. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that we have succeeded in securing the voluntary participation of 
young Greek schoolchildren and their teachers, who enthusiastically contributed to the preparation of 
the videos and the sound supplements to the Guide, in accordance with the main targets of 
intercultural learning and of the Erasmus Programme.  

Our Welcome Guide matches tradition and innovation, following a non linear learning process that 
minimizes the risks of a passive absorption of information. Rightly argued by Hooper-Greenhill, “the 
concept of ‘education’ has been deepened and widened, as it has been acknowledged that teaching 
and learning is not limited to formal institutions but takes place throughout life, in countless informal 
locations. Formal educational processes are only a small, and not always very effective, part of those 
learning processes that are necessary throughout life, and which involve both the acquisition of 
knowledge and experience, and also the use of existing skills and knowledge”. [8] Developed on an 
interactive platform (refugees coming to Greece have all smartphones), it can considerably increase 
the range of uses and users, which is an aspect that should not be underestimated bearing in mind the 
large numbers of incoming refugees. The platform it is intended to act as a ‘cultural bridge’, with the 
arts and culture being the key to accept and respect the ‘other’ and to understand the cultures 
involved (customs, history, education, morals, aesthetics, religion, etc.).This alone can be an important 
reason for the project’s existence, fitting into a more general attempt of working together in upholding 
world peace.  

In a non-threatening, secure environment refugee children can feel safer and more confident to share 
ideas, discuss experiences, ask questions and take part in discussions. Among the advantages of all 
users, educators and pupils alike, are free choice and use of diverse sources, personalised pace, 
learning according to the individual’s prerequisites, ability to interpret cultural phenomena in a 
multiethnic, multi-linguistic environment.  

3.2 Educational material 
Based on the Welcome Guide is the Educational Material for refugee children, which will be 
implemented to familiarize refugee children with the Greek culture and language in an informal and 
intercultural education framework  

In accordance with the Welcome Guide, the Educational Material is based on the principles of literacy 
development in a second or foreign language. In addition to the written form, texts are supplemented 
by visual and sound sources to facilitate children in identifying the link between signifier and signified. 
An attempt has been made, wherever possible, to link the children’s culture (the case here is Syrian) 
with the Greek culture. 

The material is structured around a set of themes which have an increased likelihood to appeal to the 
children’s interests and experiences and to develop and expand according to the student population 
they are addressed to. This makes the material dynamic compelling and flexible, offering itself to 
multiple and diverse applications according to the children’s interests and ideas.  

The Educational Material aims at: 

− familiarizing children with the language and culture of the host country 
− offering opportunities for interaction between the host and the origin culture  
− inspiring the children’s interest in the host country 
− encouraging the expression of emotions  
− stimulating psychokinetic development 

The Educational Material includes the Teachers’ Handbook and the Activity Sheets, which again 
includes two sets of activities, one addressed to younger children (6-9 years old) and one addressed 
to older children (10-15 years old). When activities are addressed specifically to older children they are 
colored green, the rest of the activities are considered appropriate for all ages. The age distinction is 
only tentative, in the sense that teachers can decide which activities are fit for which group of children 
according to their knowledge of the children and their good judgement. Linear implementation of the 
activities is not necessary.   
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The Teachers’ Handbook contains thematic units that draw from the three axes of the Welcome 
Guide. Thus, children -guided by their teachers- can learn language and gain knowledge by: a) visiting 
the city and its historical landmarks; b) familiarizing themselves with everyday convenience buildings; 
c) sneaking inside a school. The Teachers’ Handbook offers suggestions to teachers for tentative 
implementation either at the “hot spots” or at other support classes created at public schools. Teacher 
may use the material as suggested or as a paradigm in order to mold and shape their own material 
according to the children they are addressed to. As mentioned above, the suggested activities are 
based on the dynamic cooperation of language, sound and picture, thus yielding many linguistic and 
cognitive benefits for the children as well as accomplishing their familiarization with their new place of 
residence.    

The Teachers’ Handbook is not a traditional teaching textbook in that it does not contain a specific 
syllabus that teachers are requested to cover in a linear mode of implementation. The teacher can 
move within the suggested thematic unit but maintain the privilege and the readiness to reconstruct its 
content in response to the children’s explicit or implicit suggestions and the dynamics of the group. 
Moreover, the character of the material annuls the meaning of the specific time frame required for the 
completion of each unit. In a nutshell, the Educational Material liberates the teacher from arbitrary 
limitations and boundaries posing, at the same time, demands for deep knowledge of the children and 
their learning patterns, for sensitivity and alertness to their needs and for ingenuity and creativity so 
that the learning process is fruitful and interesting for all.  

Special care has been taken to include a variety of semiotic sources from which children draw 
information and develop interests. There are suggestions that require the use of children’s books 
written in Greek, English or Arabic. Several of these books are available electronically some are only 
available in written form. Moreover, there are suggestions that develop around a video or film. There is 
also a large range of pictures available and printable in the appendices at the end of each unit. There 
are numerous links in all thematic units allowing access to rich electronic material. This makes the 
electronic version of the Teachers’ Handbook more functional than the PDF printout, despite the 
inevitable use of electronic appliances it requires. In any case, electronic literacy is among the goals of 
the Xenios Zeus program. 

The Educational Material is informed by holistic practices that lead naturally and spontaneously to the 
acquisition of language and knowledge of many cognitive fields, i.e. geography, history, physics, and 
the acquisition of psychokinetic skills. Moreover, there has been a conscious effort to expose children 
to various forms of art, so that their aesthetic and creative development is enhanced.  

The title “έλα” [=come] of the Educational Material stands for the role it is called and hoped to play: to 
invite children of every origin to be involved in cross-cultural exchanges and to help build bridges of 
communication through its thousands words of recognition, respect and solidarity. 

4 CONCLUSION 
“Amid war and conflict around the world, the role of art and culture in rebuilding societies is often 
forgotten, as is its function in preventing conflict”, Goethe-Institut General Secretary Johannes Ebert 
suggested in a recent interview. “Indeed, culture maybe not peacemaking per se, but facilitating 
reconciliation among groups within the society, bringing people together in a society”. [9] One cannot 
fail to agree, and to follow the train of thought the words of John Ruskin come to mind: “Great nations 
write their autobiographies in three manuscripts, the book of their deeds, the book of their words and 
the book of their art/ culture. Not one of these books can be understood unless we read the two 
others, but of the three the only trustworthy one is the last”. [10] 

Most of the observations in this paper evolved from the examination of the situation that was 
developed after the flow of Syrian refugees in Europe. European societies have changed under the 
influence of refugee settlement. The changes are obvious in everyday life experiences, but 
comprehensive research especially concerning their education support as well as the acculturation 
procedure is widely missing. This is understandable as most European countries, Greece included, 
experience such large flows of refugees for the first time in their recent history and face the crucial 
challenge to provide humanitarian support including education facilities. Bearing in mind our 
responsibility to offer them a chance to education, while minimizing the risk of forcing them to lose 
their cultural identity, we set up this Welcome Guide: the intention is to support refugee children, 
building primarily on their interests and needs, while enabling them to maintain ties to their culture of 
origin. 
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Easier said than done, the challenge we are facing from now on with the Welcome Guide is how we 
will manage to initiate sincere, cultural befriending pathways of communication with the variable 
groups of refugee children, to empower this kind of education and inflame the dissemination of 
expertise effectively for the children’s peaceful development and the formation of their personal and 
cultural identity; for offering them a more promising future not as a cliché, but as real educators who 
know how to empower children and help them comfort their souls, build their personalities and escape 
for good from an ‘ill’, wrongly lived ‘reality’. “We lived our life: a mistake! So we changed our life”, 
suggests the Nobel winner Greek poet G. Seferis in Denial. 
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