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Time to face up
to a global crisis
Australian social worker Jemma Moody highlights lessons
learned working with Syrian refugees in Turkey and explains
what the current crisis means for practitioners everywhere

s social workers, we work with
communities, social systems and
individuals in their environment;
an environment that is
increasingly global. With almost

half the population of Syria currently displaced, it
is inevitable that in whatever role we work, we
are likely to encounter members of this
dislocated community.
Turkey alone currently hosts over two million

registered Syrian refugees, and an unspecified
number of unregistered Syrians. With the figure
set to continue to rise, it’s clear that those who
were initially considered temporary ‘guests’ in
Turkey are now a more permanent fixture. This
raises a number of challenges for the refugees
themselves, for the host community and also for
social workers, psychologists and other support
workers. These include the availability of
resources, access to services and social cohesion,
not to mention the difficulties in dealing with the
lasting psychological scars of this population.
In Turkey 80 per cent of Syrian refugees are

living in the community and such challenges are
particularly significant. Language barriers further
compound the situation and additionally hinder
community integration. For the 180,000
registered Syrian children under the age of 18 in
Istanbul, the language barrier limits their
opportunities to gain an education. Lack of
knowledge of available schooling options, legal
status, finances and the need for children to
work also serve to restrict access.
Working with refugee children raises a

number of challenges. Firstly, in ensuring access
to education, health care and a basic standard of

living and secondly in addressing the
psychological needs of the population. 
Syrian children are entitled to enter Turkish

schools, and there are a growing number of
Syrian schools in the country. However, only
about a quarter of school aged Syrian children
living in the community are attending school in
Turkey. Those that don’t are missing their basic
right to education and the result is to further
isolate them within the community. 
Refugee children are particularly vulnerable

and voiceless. While not all have directly
experienced the war, the effects are prevalent
within the Syrian community. 

Therapies

Project Lift is the psychosocial support
program of the Maya Foundation based in
Istanbul. We provide short term psychosocial
support to Syrian children aged between six and
12. Project Lift’s program, Hold my Hand, is a
five-day creative therapies workshop which
encourages children to explore their feelings,
learn problem solving and leadership skills and
develop abilities to self-regulate through art,
dance movement and music therapy sessions.  
Through these workshops we have witnessed

the challenges Syrian children face both in terms
of childhood development and learning abilities.
Many of the children have shown difficulties
identifying and expressing feelings and often
have limited imagination and spontaneity.
We have also observed how this population

tends to act collectively – for example, if one
child misbehaves the others will follow. This is

the same for actions such as choosing an animal
or colour. It may be that this collectiveness is an
attempt to find security and safety within the
group – following the most confident member
means to be socially accepted. These
observations shape the way we work with the
children, highlighting the need to foster and
encourage a sense of belonging. 
As the humanitarian crisis persists and

expands across the globe we must emphasise
the need for community education and
awareness. During this time of mass migration,
we cannot ignore the role of the host
community. Our work as advocates is vital to
ensure communities stay strong and supported.
Host communities, whether in Turkey, Europe,

the UK, Australia, or elsewhere, need to
understand the situation unfolding across the
border, the continent or the oceans. They need
to know who these people are and why they
are fleeing for their lives, not just the numbers
and figures that continue to depersonalise and
politicise the issue. Most importantly, we need to
ensure that all human rights are upheld – the
right to education, gainful employment, housing,
as well as the right to freedom of movement
and the right to seek asylum. 
It is becoming increasingly evident that this

crisis cannot be managed by Turkey alone. As
social workers we need to adapt and think
creatively not only when it comes to our work
with individuals, but also in our interactions with
governments and policymakers. We need to
model humane and compassionate behaviour
towards refugees and asylum seekers and urge
our governments to do the same.
Whether Calais or Australia, we are in the

midst of a global refugee crisis. It’s time the
world got together and addressed this
issue on a global scale. 

A

AS THIS HUMANITARIAN CRISIS PERSISTS
AND EXPANDS ACROSS THE GLOBE WE
MUST EMPHASISE THE NEED FOR
COMMUNITY EDUCATION AND AWARENESS

PSW

Jemma Moody is an Australian social worker
currently working for the Maya Foundation –
Project Lift in Turkey
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