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Getting Them Back to Class: A Project to Engage 
Refugee Children in School Using Drama Pedagogy 
Magda Vitsou, Maria Papadopoulou, Eleni Gana 

The paper presents aspects of a drama based six months’ project with refugee children during 
their first period of schooling in Greece. The project1 aimed to investigate whether drama 
sessions could facilitate second language learning, strengthen children’s participation in 
classroom communication and enhance interaction among pupils and teachers with few 
shared language resources in an attempt to provide them with positive experiences. 
Drama strategies were used to provide a joyful and welcoming environment and boost 
children’s communication skills. In most cases, drawing and painting, music and art were also 
used to support the drama activities. According to the research results, the children made use 
of various linguistic and non-linguistic resources (mother tongue, English, Greek, gestures, 
facial expressions, body movements, eye contact etc.) for interaction and self-expression and 
they developed positive feelings towards their classmates, their tutors and schooling. The 
language, which was produced through drama, was employed within a social context and was 
appropriate to the specific participants, setting and topic. Thus, the students were engaged in 
purposeful and meaningful communication. The findings from this case study highlight the 
beneficial effect of drama pedagogy on refugee children’s second language learning and on 
their socialization in the school environment. 

1 Introduction  

From 2012 until today, hundreds of thousands of displaced people from Asia and Africa who 

fled home due to conflicts, economic devastation, human rights violation and persecution, 

have been crossing Greece in search of a better future in Northern Europe. Considering the 

fact that more than one third of the refugee population were children, education was of 

outmost importance. Even though education is a human right, which “enables access to other 

rights” (Sinclair 2007) and helps refugee children regain a “sense of normality” (Sinclair 2007: 

52), evidence shows that many of them are at great risk of academic failure in the future (Hos 

2014 and 2016, Jalbout 2015).  

Given the negative impact of migration on their schooling but also on their physical and 

emotional health, it is primarily necessary to help newly arrived refugee children handle the 

challenges of the transition from life in their home country to the one in the host country 

(Dryden-Peterson 2017). Education in emergencies caters for the well-being of children, 

 
1 The project is briefly presented in Vitsou, Papadopoulou & Gana (2019). 
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adolescents and adults and plays a critical role in the resettlement of young refugees and in 

facilitating transition to citizenship and belonging (Cassity & Gow 2005; Christie & Sidhu 2002); 

therefore, education aims to restore hope and provide psychological support to those who 

suffer from “traumatic experiences” (Sinclair 2007; Papadopoulou, Tsioli & Androulakis 2019). 

Consequently, creating a warm and welcoming environment and offering playful activities 

seem to be of pivotal importance. According to literature, drama could boost children’s 

imagination, help them negotiate real and imagined worlds, and “engage in complex mental 

activity through focusing and directing their attention, using toys, puppets and other items in 

symbolic ways, so as to self-regulate their behaviour to develop extended play scenarios” 

(Bengochea, Sembiante & Gort 2018: 39). Furthermore, at the time multilingual children are 

engaged in drama activities their sociolinguistic identities can be deployed. In such context, 

emergent multilinguals employ metacommunicative features and expand their languaging by 

using all their linguistic repertoires (Yun 2008).  

The implementation of the official Greek plan for provision of education to refugee children 

started in January 2016 (Scientific Committee in Support of Refugee Children, 2017). At that 

time, most refugees were hosted in camps, in many cases in the vicinity of big cities, while 

only a small part of them resided in apartments inside the cities. According to the ministerial 

act issued in August 2016, afternoon preparatory classes called Refugee Reception and 

Training Structure (henceforth RRTS) exclusively for school-age refugee children aged 6 to 15 

were to be established in many Greek state schools, neighbouring camps or places of 

residence, whereas kindergartens for preschool children were to be established inside the 

camps. Only students with a refugee background participated in those classes. The curriculum 

for refugee children included Greek as a second language, English, Mathematics, Sports, Arts 

and Computer Science.  

Under the above circumstances, the Culture Lab of University of Thessaly organized and 

implemented a project called ‘Literacy through Drama’ (Vitsou, Papadopoulou & Gana 2019). 

Given the limited shared language resources among teachers and refugee students, creative 

activities such as drama, music and art lessons were implemented (Vitsou & Papadopoulou 

2019) to contribute to the successful expression of meaning and knowledge (see Ntelioglou et 

al. 2014). In general, a pedagogy that focuses on drama acknowledges the wide range of 

modes for meaning-making (audio, visual, linguistic, spatial, performative, etc.), expanding 

language and literacy learning beyond traditional literacy practices (Aden 2017, Aden & 

Pavlovskaya 2018, Bengochea et al. 2018, Franks 2014, Galante & Thomson 2017, Ntelioglou 

2011, Vitsou & Papadopoulou 2019). 
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The paper aims to contribute to/ the discussion on how a holistic approach like drama 

pedagogy may strengthen refugee children engagement in school communication and kindle 

positive feelings towards their new environment. A review of the literature on the role of 

drama pedagogy in teaching students with refugee experience is briefly presented in the first 

section, followed by the research questions that were addressed, the method used to collect 

and analyze data and the discussion concerning the impact of the project on learning and 

socialization.  

2 The impact of Drama Pedagogy in refugee’s education  

Drama is an active approach to learning where participants identify themselves with roles and 

situations in order to be able to engage with, explore and understand the world they live in. 

This goes beyond language, as social interaction involves communication on multiple levels 

that cross cultural and language boundaries (Athiemoolam 2004, Chukueggu 2012, Cumming 

& Visser 2009, Ntelioglou 2011, Naoko 2006, Souki 2019). 

Specifically, drama ‘liberates’ the students from the confines of the conventional classroom 

environment and gives them the opportunity to draw on their own experiences and 

imagination. Drama pedagogy, as many researchers have pointed out, facilitates language 

acquisition not only in mainstream language classroom but in the second language classroom, 

as well (Bräuer 2002, Culham 2002, Desiatova 2009, Maley & Duff 2005, Phillips 2003), 

focusing on both verbal and nonverbal modes of communication that exist in real life 

(Ntelioglou et al. 2014). According to Larsen-Freeman (1990), language is used within a social 

context and it is appropriate to the specific participants, setting and topic. Thus, 

communication is purposeful, meaningful, and “sociolinguistically appropriate” (Larsen-

Freeman 1990: 265). At the same time, drama has the potential to lower the learners’ affective 

filter (Krashen 1988), helping them lose their inhibitions and overcome their shyness and 

anxiety.  

Through drama conventions, children also make use of various semiotic resources to generate 

identities for themselves and others and to “create” spaces for peer culture (Bengochea et al. 

(2018).  

Additionally, bilinguals are encouraged to use all language resources (in this case, native 

languages, English, Greek) and translanguaging practices in order to express themselves and 

“transfer” their repertoire of experiences and to (co-)construct their multidimensional 

identities with their peers and teachers (García-Mateus & Palmer 2017). Translanguaging, 

according to Garcia & Wei (2014: 65),  
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involves multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals engage in order to make sense of 

their bilingual worlds. It goes beyond just code‐switching and translation in order to 

encompass a process by which bilingual students perform bilingually in a myriad of multimodal 

ways. 

3 Description of the project 

The ‘Language and Culture’ Lab at the University of Thessaly designed and implemented a six-

months’ project called “Literacy through Drama”, taking into account Krashen’s affective filter 

hypothesis (1988) that second language learners show better linguistic outcomes within a 

collaborative environment where the fear of failure is absent.  

The project was gradually developed over a period of 6 months (November 2016 -July 2017). 

The research team consisted of three (3) researchers and eleven (11) volunteer student 

teachers2 at the Department of Early Childhood Education, University of Thessaly. To support 

the student teachers involved in the project, extra courses on Drama techniques and Second 

Language Learning theories were organized in addition to already existing courses on 

intercultural communication. The participants were twenty (20) children (6-12 years old), 

eleven (11) boys and nine (9) girls, of Syrian (Arabic and Kurdish) origin. Their sociolinguistic 

profile was that of emergent multilinguals (García & Kleifgen 2018); with Kurdish or Arabic as 

first languages along with some very basic skills in English and Greek language that many 

students have learned on their refugee route (Vitsou, Papadopoulou & Gana 2019). 

Engaging young people was considered to be beneficial in creating a more friendly 

environment and providing more instances for communication for all children (Vitsou & 

Papadopoulou 2019). Within the broader goal to facilitate children’s schooling in a joyful and 

playful way, the project aimed at enhancing children’s involvement in school processes, 

strengthen their communicative potential by providing meaningful situations for the use of 

the host language and promote collaboration among peers and tutors and develop creativity. 

In order to facilitate the smooth transition of children in schooling , the project started in 

November 2016, , two months before the official school program.. The activities took place 

daily, inside the camp where the children lived3, during an informal educational program 

organized by NGO’s and University of Thessaly and included creative activities (music, 

 
2 The University of Thessaly organized many voluntary refugee support activities. As part of these activities, 
students participated in the program “Literacy through Drama”. Attending the courses of Drama in Education 
and Introduction to Literacy was a prerequisite for student-teachers involvement. Additionally, student -teachers 
were under the consultation of other professional figures such as the university teachers and the schoolteacher. 
3 They settled down in the camp in March 2016. Greece was for most of the families a transition point before 
moving on to another European country. 
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drawing, creative arts).  In January 2017, the activities were integrated in the students’ school 

program (for 11 weeks) and the project was completed with a theatrical performance by the 

children in front of their community and relatives back again in the camp. During the daily 

school program in RRTS, students participated in weekly 90-minute sessions, where a variety 

of drama techniques was used (see also Alkistis 2008; Baldwin 2008). The children were 

gradually getting more engaged in the project, as it was part of their weekly routine. Within a 

safe and respectful atmosphere, all the interventions were organized along the same pattern 

over eleven (11) weeks (Fig. 1), and the children’s involvement and the topic complexity 

gradually increased as participants felt more comfortable and confident in their 

communication abilities.  
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Fig. 1: Content of activities 

All tasks were purposeful, contextualized, and interactive. In Step 5, for instance, after the 

children had made their own puppets and introduced the specific character to the whole class, 

a small improvisation in pairs followed. In the same vein, after reading The Journey of Halima 

(Step 10) the ‘tableau vivant’ technique (still images, thought tracking) was used in order to 

unfold the story, reenact the story non-verbally, understand the characters’ dilemmas as their 

own, and come up with their own solutions. During the role-plays the children interacted in a 

given context in order to achieve a specific communication goal. 

3.1 Procedure  

Every week, a different topic was presented to facilitate basic communicative needs in the 

Greek language. Topics related to the children’s everyday lives, and activities included 

interactional tasks among children and the research team.  

In most cases, drawing and painting, music and art were also used to support the drama 

activities. All the above allowed for the negotiation of meaning in the second language and 

the increase of creativity so as to enhance the children’s performance skills in character 

development and storytelling and facilitate their active engagement in learning (Fig. 2 and 3).  

 
Fig. 2: Warm-up games 
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Fig. 3: Art team work 

The members of the research team assumed the role of animators facilitating the learning 

process and encouraging the children to be creative and to express their own point of view, 

ideas and feelings (Fig. 4, 5 and 6). 

 
Fig. 4: Improvising the myth “The Hare and the Tortoise” 

 
Fig. 5: Improvising with hand-made puppets 

 
Fig. 6: Using facial masks to show feelings 

In addition, most of the activities were conducted in pairs or groups and involved physical 

movement within the classroom. 
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3.2 Methodology – Data collection 

The project consisted of three phases, starting by specifying the needs of the children through 

participatory observation in the camp, so as to better define their sociolinguistic profile. 

Following we designed a flexible and adjusted to them curriculum including drama pedagogy 

and second language learning. Subsequent, the activities were implemented. On the final part, 

students were involved in metacommentaries on their experiences and reflections about the 

project through interviews. A parental consent form was used to gather permission from 

parents and guardians to let their child participate in the program and the research process. 

The participant observation method (Gray 2014) was used to identify the communication 

processes through the drama sessions. An observation guide was constructed and filled in by 

the researchers during the activities. The observation notes included data regarding a) 

classroom interaction (the relationships in the class, the dynamics among peers and between 

students and the research team), b) language(s) used, and c) involvement in the drama 

activities (Luatti 2011). Moreover, most activities were videotaped and the recordings were 

used to further document data from the observation. Upon the completion of the project, 

semi-structured interviews with the children were conducted to understand how the children 

experienced their involvement in the project. The children were asked to express their opinion 

about the drama activities, to reflect on the skills they may have acquired during the project 

and to discuss the relationships with their classmates and the research team. 

4 Data Analysis 

Data from participant observation and semi-structured interviews were thematically analyzed 

(Marshall & Rossman 2016). The data analysis started with a preliminary exploratory analysis. 

After the first coding process, the meanings created were related to each other and the codes 

for the chunks of data were reduced and collapsed in order to understand the central 

phenomenon through description and thematic development (Creswell 2007). Data were 

organized into thematic categories from both participant observations and interviews (Fig. 7 

and 8):  

 
Fig. 7: Thematic categories from the participant observation 
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Fig. 8: Thematic categories from the interviews 

4.1 Findings from the Participant observation 

Analysis of the participant observations led to a multi-faceted understanding of Drama as a 

multimodal mode of communication and as a mode of facilitating the involvement in the 

learning process. The kinaesthetic orientation and multisensory stance of the project 

functioned as dynamic tools for self-expression, communication and second language 

learning. 

4.1.1 Context affordance for communication-language use  

During the drama sessions, the children made use of various representational modes to 

interact with their classmates and the research team such as facial expressions, gestures, eye 

contact, posture and tone of voice. The children activated processes of synaesthesia (Cope 

and Kalantzis 2009) and made use of all available resources (verbal and non-verbal) to 

construct meaning and to maximize their communicative potential. For example, they used 

gestures to convey meaning, facial expressions to explain likes and dislikes, body posture to 

represent feelings and characters and diversified voice tone to adjust to certain characters4.  

One example: The frame of the interaction. Children are making objects for the dramatization 

of the fable ‘The tortoise and the hare’ (hare’s ears and tortoise shells). S4 is decorating the 

hare’s ears. She looks very engaged in the activity, picks another marker to continue her work. 

She has already designed a green star, a yellow flower, a red star and a rose heart. The teacher 

initiates discussion by asking S4 about her drawing. S4 answers: “This is ‘λουλούδια’ [flowers] 

(Eng + Greek). She used no word naming/labelling except in the phrase ‘This is ‘λουλούδια’ 

(Eng + Greek). She made repetition of the clause ‘this is…’ in English (by her own initiative) 

however the phrase remains mostly unfinished (no predicate) as she wants to express herself 

in Greek. At the same time, she points to the sky to explain that she drew a star (deictic 

gesture) and she makes the sign of a heart with her hands (metaphoric). As far as the body 

 
4 More details are presented in Papadopoulou, Vitsou & Gana (2018). 
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posture is concerned, she has a directional position only for indexing interpretations regarding 

her sign making (uses both hands for the sign of the heart, points to the sky to locate the star). 

After making a symbolic sign (the heart), she stares the teacher wondering about the teacher’s 

interpretation. Additionally, she displays a directional shift of the head along with a beat 

movement to manifest agreement and engagement in the conversation.  

S4 appears fully engaged in the communication (full range of modes & trans-modal synergy) 

the moment she makes the sign of the heart.  In that instance, her multimodal choices could 

be associated with aspects of her identity (intercultural issues, school perceptions, etc.). 

Αlthough students were allowed to use all languages (native languages, Greek, English), they 

used the Greek quite often, a choice that reinforced learning of the Greek language. They also 

made extensive use of translanguaging practices. 

“Me, fi almadrasa [at school], κυρία Ελένη [with Mrs. Eleni], very good” 

(Eng+Arabic+Greek) 

“This χαρούμενη [happy], me όχι χαρούμενη (not happy), me hazin (sad)” 

Eng+Greek+Arabic) 

Additionally, due to the fact that unlike typical school environments no explicit error 

correction was provided to the students, learners felt safe to express themselves in Greek 

during specific communication events-drama activities e.g. dramatization of a story.  

Simultaneously, almost all children presented high competency in the “acting” during the 

drama conventions using verbal and non-verbal resources. 

It is noteworthy that in the context of drama pedagogy the children were encouraged to use 

all their linguistic repertoires and to produce dialogues as in the case of the following excerpt, 

showing a puppetry improvisation based on “Little Red Riding Hood”. The teacher starts 

narrating the story and two children improvise with their puppets (Fig. 9). 

 
Fig. 9: Puppet improvising "Little Riding Hood" 
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S1: Ποιος είναι; [who is it?] 

S2: Εγώ είμαι Κοκκινοσκουφίτσα [it’s me, Riding Hood] 

S1: A!! κορίτσι μου [you are my girl!] 

S2: γιατί έχεις μάτια μεγάλα; Γιατί αυτιά; [why do you have big eyes?] 

S1: ακούμε [we listen] 

S2: γιατί μεγάλο στόμα; [big mouth?] 

S1: φάω εσένα, layakulak [I will eat you] 

S2: musaeada, help, βοήθεια! [help] 

4.1.2 Context affordance for interpersonal relationships – Participation in the activities  

It should be underlined that participation in the program was voluntary. Usually, the children 

needed a period of 3-4 weeks to adjust and overcome their embarrassment and initial 

hesitation (especially the boys). Older boys’ (9-12 years old) participation, though limited at 

the beginning, slowly increased. Furthermore, their initial non-participatory performance 

(standing as spectators/viewers of the activities, laughing at other students, clearly refusing 

to engage in activities that included physical expression with girls and the younger boys) 

gradually improved and they got actively involved in drama activities. The use of various 

strategies (such as teamwork) and positive attitude toward drama activities facilitated 

children’s oral communication skills and oral expression. Additionally, after the warm-up 

activities group members seemed more comfortable to trust each other and interact in mixed 

groups (boys and girls) regardless of age or origin (Arabs-Kurds). A mutual respect and a sense 

of empowerment among the group members gradually developed. 

Consequently, the communication with the tutors and student teachers improved and an 

atmosphere of trust was gradually established. Children progressively sought out physical 

contact with the university students (touching hair, giving hugs, establishing eye contact) and 

developed more personal relationships with them (gift exchange), with a strong interest for 

each student's personal life and preferences. 

4.2 Findings from the interviews 

4.2.1 The experience of drama project 

According to data from the interviews at the end of the project, the participants positively 

appreciated their engagement in the project. Corporeality, use of artifacts and sense of 

community were positively described by the students, who argued that that the playful nature 

of the activities provided them with opportunities to express themselves and have fun:  
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S3: “ωραία!! [nice], πολύ καλά! [very good] … I liked so much playing with 

friends, girls [prospective teachers], to be in school with my friends” 

S13: “I enjoyed pantomime … it was very fun … and the λαγός και χελώνα 

[The Hare and the Tortoise] … I took καπέλα [hats], μάσκα [masks]κι παίξει 

here, Moza. Παίξει μαμά…γελάει πολύ [I took hats and masks so as to play 

here (in their hosting structure ). I played and my mom laughed a lot].” 

They admitted that drama helped them to share experiences about their life, their family, their 

countries and their relatives: 

S6: “I am not intimidated now to play theatre with my friends and in front 

of others … I am so happy with that…” 

Moreover, the fact that they alternate roles (students become teachers) to "teach" their own 

cultural experiences seems to be an unprecedented and communicative empowering 

experience for students: 

S15: “I taught [the] teachers’ Kurdish words and songs from Syria … I liked 

that …  I like talking about my house in Syria, the school and my families’ 

customs.” 

Regarding the use of Persona Dolls as mediators, they indicated the strong bond with them 

and their preferences in puppetry making and animating: 

S7: “I want to play theater every week! I love puppets, I like play with Kosta 

and Eleni [Persona dolls] ... it’s very nice”  

4.2.2 Context affordance for communication-language use  

The children also appreciated the multilingual and multimodal dimension interrelated with 

the drama pedagogy in this project. Although the experience of hearing different languages in 

school seems unusual (at least in the Greek educational context), they valued positively that 

their languages of origin could be heard, and that they were able to express their cultural 

experiences: 

S12: “we could use any language we wanted, Kurdish, Greek, English ... it 

was fun but I understood”  

They also asserted that they were strengthen as interlocutors and that they enjoyed engaging 

in classroom communication because they were able to learn to speak Greek, and to 

communicate with all the participants. Meanwhile, they seemed to realize that in order to 

communicate in such a context they could use not only the dominant language (Greek), but 

all language repertoires and other resources: 
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S7: “Even though I don’t speak Greek well, they understood what I was 

saying…through pantomime, movements … some English, some Kurdish … 

some Greek. We used all languages together … it was fun”. 

They were also proud of their performance in the Greek language and self-confident to 

communicate in Greek on several occasions: 

S1: “I have learnt some Greek … I understand better now at school …” 

S3: “When we go out in the city [Volos] for shopping I help my mom with 

Greek … I teach my mom Greek words … and I understand better now…” 

Although the participants had no previous experience in similar courses, and some of them 

(boys, in particular) were at first reluctant to participate, they soon got engaged in the 

procedure and they participated with enthusiasm: 

S9: “at the beginning I felt quite awkward ... I, a big boy to play in theatre … 

but it wasn’t as bad as I thought …” 

S16: “I enjoy playing theatre so much! I am looking forward for more theatre 

lessons … in the camp.”  

4.2.3 Context affordance for interpersonal relationships 

Regarding interaction with their classmates and tutors, the children expressed positive 

feelings and enthusiasm. 

S7: “Altogether we played puppetry with our own puppets. It was so fun, no 

books, just play” 

The strong bond, which was developed during the sessions, the identity affirmation, the 

feeling of acceptance and trust were of the outmost importance: 

S17: “I am looking forward for seeing and playing with all the girls [university 

students], it’s nice having lessons with them ... they are very good and 

helpful.” 

The collaboration during drama sessions, the group work and the final performance inside the 

Camp made them proud of themselves. Additionally, the positive response from the camp 

administration and the educational stakeholders encouraged them to be more engaged.  

S4: “My mother and my father liked very much our drama play in Moza, they 

said ‘Μπραβο [well done] S4 you did great at Greek school’ [and] really 

enjoyed our drama play at the end of the school year … all together we 

showed to our families what we did in the Greek school” [they performed in 

front of their families in the camp] (Fig. 10) 
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Fig. 10: Performing in front of an audience in the Camp 

5 Conclusion and discussion 

The research provided data from a case study to discuss the contribution of quality 

pedagogical experiences in the life of young refugee children in terms of promoting their 

communicational, and social-emotional development through a drama project. The findings 

not only reinforced this concept, but also indicated that drama activities can provide children 

with a safe space to constructively express their feelings and ideas in ways that encourage 

creativity and meaningful learning.  

Furthermore, data gave insights on the ways drama activities along with situated practice can 

reinforce refugee children in school participation and second language learning (Vitsou, 

Papadopoulou & Gana 2019; Papadopoulou, Tsioli & Androulakis 2019). Drama techniques 

allowed for self-expression in many modes (facial and body expressions, gestures and gaze) 

and languages to convey meaning. Children had the opportunity to use their native language 

in school and engage in dialogues where all languages (Arabic, Kurdish, English and Greek) 

were used. Additionally, prior experiences were brought into the surface, the children were 

emotionally and linguistic empowered, and translanguaging was used to facilitate 

communication (Garcia & Wei 2014). During drama activities the children were able to 

communicate with peers and tutors, improved their listening skills (following instructions, 

developing phonemic awareness, and understanding new words and phrases), developed 

strategies for interpreting new words (use of non-verbal language and translanguaging) and 

increased their ability for storytelling through drama.  

Moreover, during the drama sessions the 'stress factor’ was significantly decreased and 

therefore the children improved their communication skills in authentic and dynamic 

situations as it is proposed by Krashen (1988). This approach gave the students a more active 

role in the process by decentralizing the classroom and promoting a collaborative learning 

environment. Students went beyond the ‘here and now’ and even 'walked in somebody else’s 
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shoes'. Furthermore, they developed empathy, cultivated their intercultural skills and 

strengthened their identities. Working in groups made them more independent, confident 

and creative (Athiemoolam 2004; Chukueggu 2012; Cumming & Visser 2009; Naoko 2006; 

Souki 2019). 

In conclusion, it should be noted that education in emergencies has to consider refugee 

children’s needs in their entirety and to address social and emotional issues involved in the 

learning processes. Meanwhile, language learning activities incorporating music, drama, 

theater or art can help young refugee children cope with trauma and fears (Delaney 2016; 

Frimberger 2016). In this vein, drama can be considered not only as an effective pedagogical 

method to facilitate communication (Ntelioglou et al. 2014), but also as a teaching procedure 

to make refugee children regain hope for the future (Papadopoulou et al. 2019). 
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