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ABSTRACT 

The Syrian conflict resulted in the displacement of around 9 million Syrians. 50% of the 

displaced population are children. The children of Syria are being referred to as the “lost 

generation”. Refugee children are exposed to extreme hardships such as loss of home, loss and 

death of family members, the disruptance of their education, loss of their sense of familiarity and 

prospects for the future, and this leaves them at a fragile state. This thesis explores ways in 

which the quality of lives of refugee children in camps can be enhanced by looking into concepts 

of identity, trauma, home and belonging, and what they entail. Through studying two case 

studies—Zaatari camp in Jordan and the protracted Dheisheh camp in West Bank—initiatives 

that promoted placemaking were extrapolated and common themes and lessons learned were 

explored. Consequently, play as a placemaking tool for children was derived as a concept that 

could enhance the experience of refugee children in camps and combat reoccurring issues such 

as boredom, safety, isolation, and a lack of stimulating environments. Subsequently, different 

scenarios for play were designed that used repurposed materials easily accessible to camp 

members. The play scenarios correspond to the different forms of play and their developmental 

qualities. A manual was designed to compile the proposed scenarios with a set of instructions, 

materials needed, and the possible configuration of the type of play. The manual is intended to 

be an informative package that would expectantly inspire the use of local and easily accessible 

materials to create more scenarios for play.  
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1.  Introduction  

The refugee crisis is one of the biggest issues facing the international community today. As of 

2014, the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), recorded the 

highest number of people under their protection yet: 59.5 million people. This excludes the 5.1 

million Palestinian refugees under the protection of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency 

(UNRWA). In Europe, 107,500 people are seeking asylum, the highest number since World War 

II. Amongst these refugees, 51% were 18 years old or younger, which is the highest number of 

child refugees in over a decade.1 Figure 1 shows the distribution of refugees around the world, 

and Figure 2 shows major source countries of refugees. 

 

Figure 1: Refugees around the world  

 

                                                

1 "UNHCR Global Trends 2014." UNHCR. http://unhcr.org/556725e69.html.  

http://unhcr.org/556725e69.html
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Figure 2: Major Source Countries of Refugees  

 

These statistics frame the context for the pressing issues of the refugee crisis and the 

imperative need to address it not only from a political and philanthropic perspective, but also 

from a design point of view. The main purpose of refugee camps is to provide an immediate 

safe refugee for people fleeing danger in their home countries, however, the social aspects and 

the creation of spaces that facilitate identity and expression of rights are often disregarded, 

especially for children. While the architecture of exile usually reflects temporary status, the 

average length of stay of refugees in camps is 17 years.2 Therefore, some children are born into 

refugee camps, and others move there at a very young age. Hence, some children spend most 

of their crucial years identifying themselves as refugees rather than citizens belonging to a 

specific place. Furthermore, existing designs enabled camps to emerge that left occupants with 

stigmas of isolation, victimization, passiveness and helplessness. Refugees become dependent 

on humanitarian aid and external forces and lack the opportunities to take control and make 

                                                

2 UNHCR. “Protracted Refugee Situations: The Search for Practical Solutions.” The state of the World’s Refugees 2006,: 106–96. 

Accessed June, 2016. http://www.unhcr.org/4444afcb0.pdf 

http://www.unhcr.org/4444afcb0.pdf
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their own choices within their environments.3 Therefore, children grow in an environment where 

they are deemed powerless and lack control. These factors can further cause instability and 

isolation of children refugees and inhibit their sense of belonging within their new environments.  

The purpose of this thesis is to introduce different scenarios for play as a means for 

placemaking for children in refugee camps by taking into consideration notions of home, 

identity, belonging and mitigation of trauma. The scenarios for play correspond to different forms 

of play and their developmental benefits. The thesis uses two existing case studies: a temporary 

refugee camp (Zaatari), which accommodates Syrian refugees in Jordan, and a protracted 

refugee camp (Deisheh), which hosts Palestinian refugees in the West Bank. Elements of 

placemaking are studied from the two examples to extrapolate design recommendations for play 

that are applied to the third camp (Azraq) in Jordan. A manual was produced to compile the 

different play scenarios, the materials needed, and instructions on how to create them. 

 

 

                                                

3 Hunter, Meredith. “The Failure of Self-Reliance in Refugee Settlements.” Meredith Hunter POLIS Journal POLIS Journal Meredith 

Hunter POLIS Journal 2, no. 2 (2009). http://www.polis.leeds.ac.uk/assets/files/students/student-journal/ma-winter-09/meredith-

hunter-winter-09.pdf. 

http://www.polis.leeds.ac.uk/assets/files/students/student-journal/ma-winter-09/meredith-hunter-winter-09.pdf
http://www.polis.leeds.ac.uk/assets/files/students/student-journal/ma-winter-09/meredith-hunter-winter-09.pdf
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2. Methodology  

This study sought to provide different design scenarios for play that could be applied in 

refugee camps to promote placemaking for children in refugee camps. In order to do so, it is 

necessary to study existing examples of camps that have employed such initiatives and to study 

the impact of these initiatives on transforming a refugee camp into a place of belonging. 

Therefore, an integrative approach was chosen as a method to conduct this research. 

Comparative case study was one approach used in this thesis. It is a method that 

involves studying and analyzing two or more case studies thoroughly to generate outcomes that 

can be generalized.4 This method is used when there is a need to emphasize relationships and 

identify similarities, differences, and patterns between two or more contexts. It can be used to 

assess how elements within the studied contexts can influence the success or failure of 

interventions, programs, or policies. The outcomes of these studies or assessments can inform 

the qualities of a proposed design intervention to better suit the specific context.  

This study is based on a constructivist paradigm. Constructivism perceives the truth as 

being reliant on people's subjective perspectives and values human experiences within social 

contexts.5  This research requires an understanding of how design elements can influence 

human experiences within refugee camps, especially children, hence, refugees' stories and their 

perception of reality is important to consider.  

                                                

4  Goodrick, Delwyn. “Comparative Case Studies.” Methodological Briefs: Impact Evaluation, no. 9 (2014). 

https://www.unicefirc.org/publications/pdf/brief_9_comparativecasestudies_eng.pdf.  

5  Baxter, Pamela and Susan Jack. “Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design and Implementation for Novice 

Researchers.” The Qualitative Report 13 (2010): 544–59. http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR13-4/baxter.pdf. 

https://www.unicefirc.org/publications/pdf/brief_9_comparativecasestudies_eng.pdf
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR13-4/baxter.pdf
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Two refugee camps were chosen as focal points for this study. Dheisheh is a protracted 

refugee camp located in the West Bank in Palestine that hosts Palestinian refugees. It was 

established as a refugee camp in 1949 and eventually developed into an urban environment 

that resembles a city today.6 Zaatari is the second case; it is a contemporary and temporary 

refugee camp located in Jordan that hosts Syrian refugees and was established in 2011 due to 

the Syrian civil war.7 Both camps were chosen because they portray elements of the refugees' 

modifications and personalization of their environments. The two case studies are suitable as 

comparative counterparts because they share similar cultures and both camps emerged due to 

severe political instability in the Middle East. However, one camp demonstrates how design 

interventions can impact refugees during an extended period of time, while the other on a 

relatively short-term basis. Therefore, the transformative nature of home and belonging, identity 

and trauma is studied along a timeframe. Azraq camp, established in 2014, the third refugee 

camp that was chosen, is located in Jordan and is the newest and largest camp in the Middle 

East that hosts Syrian refugees.8 This camp was chosen because it applied many lessons 

learned from Zaatari camp, and most of the essential services such as water, sanitation and 

education have been covered. However, despite its relatively advanced services, refugees still 

complain of the emptiness and lack of community in the camp. Therefore, Azraq emerged as an 

                                                

6
 UNRWA. "Dheisheh Refugee Camp Profile. "UNRWAW Research Office Camp Development Pilot Research 

Project.N,2016.http://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/dheisheh_refugee_camp.pdf 

7
 “The Case of Syrian Refugees in the Za’Atari Refugee Camp, Jordan.” The case of Syrian refugees in the Za’atari refugee camp. 

University of York, UK, 2012. https://www.york.ac.uk/media/prdu/documents/generaldocuments/Jordan%202014.pdf. 

8 Huynh, An. “EMERGENCY URBANISM Designing Refugee Camps in Jordan.” Mideast Jordan Syria refugees. University of 

Washington, Seattle, 2015.  

 

http://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/dheisheh_refugee_camp.pdf
https://www.york.ac.uk/media/prdu/documents/generaldocuments/Jordan%202014.pdf
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appropriate context to accommodate the proposed play scenarios to facilitate placemaking for 

children. 

The first aspect of this study consisted of gathering background information about 

current issues facing refugee camps from a design perspective. This includes research into 

what home and belonging mean to refugees and ways in which places of meaning can be 

created in refugee camps. This helped to identify design elements that isolate or accommodate 

refugees, specifically, children. Research into the mental health of refugees was conducted 

because it is critical to understand the specific needs of children refugees and how to 

accommodate them from a design point of view. Different initiatives that were established in 

both case studies were identified and compiled in a matrix to identify common themes and 

issues. These interventions target all populations or specific populations like women, children, 

and the elderly, and are aimed towards different issues such as transportation, child friendly 

spaces, artistic and political expressionism, independent business ventures and etc. 

Understanding the impact of these interventions on child refugees was imperative, because they 

exemplify how the camps can be transformed into places of empowerment for children. Syrian 

children refugees were chosen as the target population for this study because they form nearly 

half the demographic of Syrian refugee camps, and they are being referred to as the lost 

generation. Moreover, many children are born into refugee camps or move to camps at a very 

young age; this inhibits their healthy development. Hence, it is important to reflect upon ways to 

enhance the quality of lives child refugees lead  in camps.   

 The second component of this study included research into the significance of play for 

refugee children and the developmental qualities that can benefit children in camps. Gathering 

information on the nature of play and its benefits provides insight into the forms of play that can 

be introduced into the camps to facilitate identity formation of children, encourage their sense of 

belonging and contribute to alleviate their trauma.   
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Finally, the third element of the study was the application of the research findings to aid 

the development of the manual that includes possible play elements that could be created from  

recyclable materials in refugee camps.  

The following chapter discusses the existing practices in the design of refugee camps 

and explores how they can influence the refugees’ comfort in camps and their attachment to 

their surroundings.  
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3.  Current Approaches to Camp Design and their Shortcomings 

Huynh argued that the UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies, the main reference 

document for refugee design, includes generic designs that do not consider cultural contexts.9 

This leads to the perception of refugee camps as vast spaces of factory manufactured modules 

that lack personality. According to Johansson, the lack of variety in spatial qualities in the design 

of refugee camps further inhibits social interaction and isolates refugees.10 Grbac suggested 

that refugee shelter and settlement issues is a neglected field, and there has been no major 

development since the UNHCR Handbook for emergencies was published. The tents offered by 

the UNHCR (shown in Figure 3), for example, perform poorly against weather. They are not 

recyclable and have to be replaced every six months, which further leads to the instability of 

refugees. 11  

   

Figure 3:UNHCR Shelters (From Left: Family Tent – Framed Tent – Caravan) 

                                                

9  Huynh, An. “EMERGENCY URBANISM Designing Refugee Camps in Jordan.” Mideast Jordan Syria refugees. University of   

Washington, Seattle, 2015.  

10  Johansson, Carl. "Urban Development Catalyst: A Top-Down Frame for Bottom up Initiative ", 2011   

11  Grbac, Peter. "Civitas, Polis, and Urbs: Reimagining the Refugee Camp as the City ". Refugee Studies Centre 96.(2013)   
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Slater suggested that most refugee camps follow grid layouts, which can emulate 

military camps and do not allow for opportunities of growth and adaptation.12 However, Gul 

argued that organic growth within camps is inevitable especially over an extended period of 

time. Refugees try to adapt their surroundings by modifying their shelters or adding a 

commercial unit or a communal space next to their shelters, as seen in Figure 4. However, 

when the camp is not designed to accommodate growth, overcrowding and disorder can take 

place as well as issues of physical health and the deterioration of shelters due to environmental 

factors.13 Therefore, designing a camp ought to integrate the balance between the needs of the 

individual to create a place of their own as well as the creation of spaces that facilitate 

networking. Huynh argued that if refugee camps are reconsidered as urban spaces, it would 

limit the suppression that refugees feel in terms of their ability to make a change to the 

environment, and would increase their feelings of ownership of their geographic and social 

environments and encourage community participation. 14   

Grbac claimed that re-conceptualizing the refugee camp as an urban space and as a city 

with unique and more complicated social configuration and means of economic growth can lead 

to a better understanding of life in refugee camps, and it can contribute to establishing a camp 

as a place in which the rights of the city can be attained. Grbac referenced Lefebvre’s theory of 

social space which suggested that “the city is a political space for claiming rights for social 

                                                

12  Slater, Julia. “Urban Systems of the Refugee Camp.” n.p., 2014. https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/publications/working-paper-

series/wp96-civitas-polis-urbs-2013.pdf. 

13  Huynh, An. “EMERGENCY URBANISM Designing Refugee Camps in Jordan.” Mideast Jordan Syria refugees. University of 

Washington, Seattle, 2015. 

14 Huynh, An. “EMERGENCY URBANISM Designing Refugee Camps in Jordan.” Mideast Jordan Syria refugees. University of 

Washington, Seattle, 2015. 

https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/publications/working-paper-series/wp96-civitas-polis-urbs-2013.pdf
https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/publications/working-paper-series/wp96-civitas-polis-urbs-2013.pdf
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groups”. In the context of refugee camps, space is a juxtaposition between the geographic 

attributes which include shelters, health care centers, schools and other facilities, as well as the 

social attributes which refers to the residents’ experiences within this geographic space such as 

how the locations of health care facilities affect the quality of lives of the refugees in terms of 

accessibility to health care. In the context of this paper, geographic attributes of the camp can 

refer to playgrounds or lack of entertainment facilities, and the social fabric could include how 

the quality of life of children refugees is affected by this.  

Designs of camps that include spaces where refugees can feel responsible of their 

landscape and allow for personal modifications, encourage their sense of control, which, in turn, 

empowers them. As opposed to prefabricated structures that have proved inefficient due to their 

lack of social fabric, shelters made out of local materials that have cultural influence can allow 

for further modifications. Modifying, maintaining and repairing the camp, as a joint effort can be 

a way of bringing communities together. Consequently, temporary shelters transform into 

permanent environments, such as tent walls that are filled with locally sourced materials like 

mud and brick walls for example.15 Slater argued that ensuring social connections between 

refugees, is a crucial element to consider in the design of refugee camps. The urban network of 

the camp should enhance the sense of community that people feel. Slater recommended  that 

including people in the design process heightens people’s sense of ownership towards their 

surroundings and community. In the context of this thesis, where children are concerned, it is 

just as important to extend the same commodity to children and provide them with spaces for 

entertainment and socialization that can be easily accessed and where they can feel safe. This 

will make child refugees feel like they belong in an environment that they can modify by 

                                                

15  Slater, Julia. “Urban Systems of the Refugee Camp.” n.p., 2014. https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/publications/working-paper-

series/wp96-civitas-polis-urbs-2013.pdf. 

https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/publications/working-paper-series/wp96-civitas-polis-urbs-2013.pdf
https://www.rsc.ox.ac.uk/files/publications/working-paper-series/wp96-civitas-polis-urbs-2013.pdf


23 
 

choosing the type of play they want to engage with and the area they would like to go to. When 

children are provided with one option of control, it can lead to their sense of empowerment.  

 

 

Figure 4: Examples of Refugees Modifications to their Shelters (Ref.  
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4.  Placemaking in Refugee Camps  

Refugee camps represent a struggle between the attachment to places of origin and the 

affiliation to the refugee camp, especially in protracted situations. Gren describes this as 

refugees existing in a state of "mediated locality"; this refers to perceiving current conditions as 

symbolic to another place that individuals feel an attachment to, in the case of refugees, pre-

exilic conditions.16 Some camps accommodate refugees who choose to live within the same 

spatial structure and names of neighborhoods that existed prior to their exile in order to maintain 

a continuity with their previous lives. This is exhibited in Al-Am’ari, a Palestinian refugee camp 

located in the West Bank 17 Woroniecka- Kryzyzanowska claimed that placemaking in refugee 

camps is an area in literature that has been highly understudied.18  

Identity 

A collective identity forms in camps that connects refugees. Gren argued that the label 

“refugee” is in itself a form of non-identity because it indicates loss of home and that is an 

unnatural state. Therefore, refugees start identifying with other commonalities with each other 

                                                

16 Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, Dorota. "Identity and Place in Extended Exile: The Case of a Palestinian Refugee City-Camp." 

Studia Universitatis  Babes-Bolyai Sociologia 2013, no . 1 ( 2013 :) 21 - 37   

17 Gren, Nina. "Imagined Return: The Making of Home, Place and Belonging Among Palestinian Camp Refugees on the West 

Bank.", Göteborg  University, 2002.   

18 Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, Dorota. "Identity and Place in Extended Exile: The Case of a Palestinian Refugee City-Camp." 

Studia Universitatis  Babes-Bolyai Sociologia 2013, no . 1 ( 2013 :) 21 - 37                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
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such as exile and their rights to return to their homelands. When individuals identify within this 

newly formed camp identity, they feel a sense of belonging within a social group.19  

In some cases, the identity of refugees can also be heavily connected to their 

possession of land.  In the case of protracted Palestinian refugees, the possession of Palestine 

as their homeland forms a big part of their honor. Therefore, their loss of land caused a 

substantial sense of humiliation for not being able to protect their country and their own 

property.  Similarly, their refugee label is crucial to their identity because it forms as a result of 

the pride and strength they have from the suffering that they endure. Living in refugee camps is 

symbolic to their resistance and the Palestinian cause. As long as Palestinians live in refugee 

camps, they are fighting for their land, and therefore, the new generations and the rest of the 

world will be reminded of their cause.20 

In a study conducted on Somali refugees in Nairobi, Lambo concluded that Somalian 

refugees found a way to reinforce their cultural identity and attachment to home. Refugees 

usually try to portray a strong sense of cultural identity connected to their loss of land. Somali 

refugees in Kenya, for example, felt like their identity and sense of self and belonging was 

identified as being part of a Somali community in Kenya even though some of them are second 

generation refugees who were born in Kenya and have never been to Somalia. This challenges 

the common notion that a physical place and identity are interdependent. On the contrary, a 

                                                

19 Gren, Nina. "Imagined Return: The Making of Home, Place and Belonging Among Palestinian Camp Refugees on the West 

Bank.", Göteborg University, 2002.   

20 Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, Dorota. "Identity and Place in Extended Exile: The Case of a Palestinian Refugee City-Camp." 

Studia Universitatis Babes-Bolyai Sociologia 2013, no.   



27 
 

sense of identity could be formed and strengthened by being part of a social network or 

belonging to a community that share common characteristics.21 

Some scholars argue that a territorialized identity forms due to an attachment to a 

specific place, however, in the modern age of globalization, de-territorialized identities are 

beginning to prevail in which a specific spatial land is not of necessity when it comes to identity 

formation. On the other hand, the connections between communities and people that are 

formed are more important to identity formation over a piece of land.22 This argument indicates 

that children refugees in refugee camps can still maintain a healthy identity development if a 

strong social fabric within the community they live in is prevalent. 

Similarly, in the research conducted by Lambo, some Somali refugees in Kenya felt like 

they belonged to Somalia, which, to some, is a land that has never been visited before, over 

Kenya, the land they were born in. In this case, their sense of belonging is bound to a specific 

community as well as a physical place. The distinction of the label “refugee” immediately 

classifies the Somali refugees and distinguishes them from the Kenyan residents. Therefore, in 

this case, being part of a marginalized group that could be discriminated against strengthens the 

refugees’ belonging to a group of similar cultural and social constructs and weakens the 

attachment that is felt towards the host country.23 

                                                

21 Lambo, Idil. "In The Shelter Of Each Other: Notions Of Home And Belonging Amongst Somali Refugees In Nairobi". UNHCR 

Policy Development And Evaluation Service. 2012. 

22 Lambo, Idil. "In The Shelter Of Each Other: Notions Of Home And Belonging Amongst Somali Refugees In Nairobi". UNHCR 

Policy Development And Evaluation Service. 2012. 

23 Lambo, Idil. "In The Shelter Of Each Other: Notions Of Home And Belonging Amongst Somali Refugees In Nairobi". UNHCR 

Policy Development And Evaluation Service. 2012. 
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Eisenbruch argued that there is an important relationship between uprooted children and 

the cultural bereavement they endure. She concluded, however, that there is a deficiency of 

research in this area. Eisenbruch suggested that personal and cultural sorrow are 

complementary; the entire community bereaves the loss of their identity as one social group. 

This is a more complicated issue for children; displacement interferes with the child’s perception 

of self and disturbs the “structure of meaning.” Marris defines this as “the understanding of an 

individual’s surrounding that is based on emotional attachments to persons, places and political 

entities.”  Despite the negative implications of displacement, Eisenbruch optimistically claimed 

that new and positive identities and perceptions of home can emerge. This depends on the 

external factors to which refugee children are exposed, such as supportive parents, initiatives of 

resilience, as well as positive endorsement from the society. This implies that refugee children 

are in grave need of entertainment and buffer spaces around the camp to reinforce their coping 

measures. 24 

Home 

According to scholars such as Warner and Connoly, with the importance of mobility in 

our everyday lives, the definition of home has changed. These scholars argue that people exist 

in a state of “homelessness” today and they present less of an attachment to the concept of 

home as a physical place in the modern age. When this theory is applied to the case of 

refugees, the general assumption would be that the feeling of longing for home as a land would 

no longer be prevalent because these refugees were essentially detached from their homes 

prior to the war conditions. However, in Lambo’s study on Somalian refugees in Kenya, many of 

the refugees interviewed expressed homesickness. Therefore, maintaining the concept of 
                                                

24 Eisenbruch, Maurice. "The Mental Health of Refugee Children and Their Cultural Development." The International Migration 

Review 22, no. 2 (1988): 282-300.   
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“home” provides refugees with hope and an end goal as a reward for the adversity they 

endured25   

Refugees exhibit their attachment to their homes and cultures by social and cultural 

practices that are familiar to them when away from home. For example, this can be shown in 

certain marriage preferences, older generations telling stories of their homes and village lives to 

the younger generation, and discussion of current political situations in their home countries and 

what can be done to help. These practices ensure the memories of home are kept alive and the 

passing on of traditions through generations. 26  Through ongoing remembrance of home, 

refugees practice Lieux de Memoire, a phrase that means to “stop time, and block the work of 

forgetting.”27  

Belonging 

Hart argued that war and displacement exacerbates a one dimensional and static 

identity, especially in children. When it comes to international humanitarian agencies, and 

NGOs that work closely with refugee children, the impression it gives neglects the individualistic 

experiences, culture, values and aspirations of refugees and portrays them as a collective group 

of people being victimized.  Hart criticized the failure to portray and perceive children as active 

members of their societies and the assumption that children are generally all identical. This 

                                                

25  Lambo, Idil. 2012. "In The Shelter Of Each Other: Notions Of Home And Belonging Amongst Somali Refugees In Nairobi". 

UNHCR Policy Development And Evaluation Service. 

26 Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska, Dorota. "Identity and Place in Extended Exile: The Case of a Palestinian Refugee City-Camp." 

Studia Universitatis  Babes-Bolyai Sociologia 2013, no . 1 ( 2013 :) 21 - 37   

27 Gren, Nina. "Imagined Return: The Making of Home, Place and Belonging Among Palestinian Camp Refugees on the West 

Bank.", Göteborg  University, 2002.    
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encourages the postulation that children’s identities and aspirations emulate those of the 

previous generation, and this further imposes limits on children in an already constrictive 

environment of a refugee camp. Hart discussed his experience with Palestinian refugee children 

in Hussein camp in Jordan. He provided children with disposable cameras and asked them to 

take pictures of things they felt an attachment to in the camp. The results demonstrated a 

complex sense of belonging that children felt towards elements in the camp and its social fabric. 

Some children decided to highlight the admiration they felt for neighbors who endured physical 

suffering to provide for their families. Other children took photographs that depicted religious 

practices in the camp to express their pride in their religion, and some took picture of economic 

ventures in the camp. This experiment proves that children need an outlet to express and 

explore their own views. Hart also observed that many Palestinian refugee children would 

express strong views about Palestinian nationalism and their right of return when they are 

accompanied by their parents, other adults or their peers. When they are interviewed alone, 

other subjects were prioritized. Hart observed a general attachment that the children had with 

the idea of belonging with the redundant question of “Which neighborhood do you belong to?” 

Yet not all children wanted to end up in Palestine, others wanted to belong in Jordan or even 

western countries.28 

Place attachment is the development of a bond to specific places due to memories they 

evoke of positive experiences, a sense of belonging, safety and nostalgia. Spencer concluded 

that there is a correlation between place attachment and the development of a child’s identity; 

individual identity can be partially attributed to the membership of a group which is often 

associated with a specific place. Children also get attached to places that they feel safe in, 

                                                

28 J Boyden, Jo and Joanna de Berry, eds. Children and Youth on the Front Lines: Ethnography, Armed Conflict, and Displacement. 

United States: Berghahn Books, 2004 
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places where significant incidents happened, or places of play. Tanner suggested that when 

children are given opportunities for play, they form their own spaces such as secret spots, forts 

and tents where they feel a sense of ownership of the space and feel safe.29 Hence, this 

suggests that children can develop a connection with a place through play. Storytelling of 

traditional games and play is a common practice amongst refugees to practice cultural 

remembrance. Similarly, when Syrian refugee children are provided with a variety of options for 

play in different locations of their preferences, this could enhance the establishment of place 

attachment with different locations in the camp and encourage placemaking.  

The emergence of spaces in the camp that allow for place attachment can positively 

contribute to children refugees’ healthy identity development. However, it is vital that a thorough 

understanding of the mental health of refugees and the adversity they endure is present to 

understand how placemaking  can be achieved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

29 Tanner, Julia. “Special Places: Place Attachment and Children’s Happiness.” Primary Geographer, no. 68 (2009): 5–8. 
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4. Mental Health of Refugees  

The mental health of refugees is an essential area to consider in the study of refugees. It 

is important to realize that the trauma that refugees endure is unique because it is, in most 

cases, a chronic situation in which the symptoms of trauma can last for an extended amount of 

time. Furthermore, it is difficult to categorize the suffering that refugees tolerate within a specific 

psychiatric context due to the uniqueness of their situation. Refugees endure catastrophic 

losses such as the loss of their countries, families, culture and language, friends, and prospects 

of a future. In addition to these losses, refugees are exposed to other issues in the country of 

refuge such as possible discrimination, adjusting in a foreign place, dealing with new people, 

and most importantly the loss of their families. In many cases, refugee children are sent by their 

parents to refugee camps unaccompanied to ensure their safety, which  the children even more 

fragile and prone to trauma.30 

Tribe suggested that there are three major hypotheses that dictate how refugees 

experience trauma. The first is a negative outcome; this suggested that refugees are 

traumatized due to the adversity that they have endured. The second outcome is a neutral one 

and suggested that human beings have the power of resilience; therefore, when refugees are 

exposed to such harsh events, they may show normal resilience and will refrain from 

compromising their skills and values. Tribe described the third outcome as a positive one; she 

                                                

30 Papadopoulos, Renos. “REFUGEES AND PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA: PSYCHOSOCIAL PERSPECTIVES.”REFUGEES AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA: PSYCHOSOCIAL PERSPECTIVES. London: Karnac Books, 2006. 

http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic1230869.files/arc_1_10refandpsych-1.pdf.  

http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic1230869.files/arc_1_10refandpsych-1.pdf
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suggested that human beings in the face of adversity can be pushed to their limits and can 

benefit from such hardships and become stronger.31  

The negative outcome of trauma has three degrees of severity. Ordinary human 

suffering is the most common reaction to any adversity faced in life. Ordinary human suffering is 

the mildest negative outcome and does not require medical treatment because it is not a 

pathological case. Distressful psychological reaction is the second negative outcome; it is more 

intensive than ordinary human suffering but innate resilience within people may be enough to 

deal with this kind of reaction and does not necessarily need the intervention of a specialist. 

Psychological disorder is the most severe negative effect; Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 

PTSD is the most common type and needs the intervention of a professional.32 

Summerfield argued that, due to some of the stigma associated with mental health in 

some cultures, conventional psychiatric methods can carry negative connotations.33 In addition, 

some refugees might not feel comfortable speaking to a stranger about thoughts and feelings 

because it could be culturally frowned upon, or fear of their safety in such a turbulent political 

atmosphere might inhibit them. Mental health is a delicate issue; some refugees find it easier to 

                                                

31 Tribe, Rachel. “Mental Health of Refugees and Asylum-Seekers.” Advances in Psychiatric Treatment 8, no. 4 (July 1, 2002): 

240–48. 

32
 Papadopoulos, Renos. “REFUGEES AND PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA: PSYCHOSOCIAL PERSPECTIVES.”REFUGEES AND   

PSYCHOLOGICAL TRAUMA: PSYCHOSOCIAL PERSPECTIVES. London: Karnac Books, 2006. 

http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic1230869.files/arc_1_10refandpsych-1.pdf. 

33  Summerfield, D. 2003. "Mental Health of Refugees". The British Journal of Psychiatry 183 (5): 459-a-460. 

doi:10.1192/bjp.183.5.459-a. 

http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic1230869.files/arc_1_10refandpsych-1.pdf
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accept and recover from physical pain over psychological pain and disregard the emotional 

impact that the war leaves them with.34 

Alternatively, some refugees perceive wellbeing as a concept that has to be attained 

through their social status amongst the community rather than internalized psychological issues 

that need addressing. Therefore, Summerfield contended the appropriateness of conventional 

“clinic-based” approaches to psychiatry to refugees. Some refugees recognize healing figures 

within their communities other than professionals such as religious figures or community elders 

and leaders. Hence, more appropriate approach to psychotherapy would entail encouraging key 

figures in the community to collaborate with psychiatrists and community organizations to 

deliver community based interventions that can provide psychosocial support in an implicit 

manner. This way, refugees can receive the professional support needed to deal with trauma in 

a manner they are accustomed to and one that is culturally appropriate.35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

34 Tribe, Rachel. “Mental Health of Refugees and Asylum-Seekers.” Advances in Psychiatric Treatment 8, no. 4 (July 1, 2002): 

240–48. 

35 UNHCR, and WHO. MENTAL HEALTH OF REFUGEES. United States: World Health Organization, 1996. 
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5. Importance of Artistic and Cultural Interventions  

Refugees are often associated with the stigma of "passiveness" and "inactivity"; they are 

perceived as constantly reliant on humanitarian aid and external support to survive. Their sense 

of familiarity to previous daily routines no longer exist, so they exist in a state of “in between", 

therefore, providing refugees, especially children, with the tools, space, and opportunities to 

engage in different activities can regain their sense of control and minimize the sense of 

immobility that they feel.36 

Artistic interventions within refugee camps is proving to be a key factor in impacting the 

lives of refugees. Many camps are popular destinations for professional artists and performers 

such as Clowns without Borders, who often aim to entertain refugees and spread awareness 

regarding the adversities of refugees. Artists who visit refugees also opt to gain inspiration from 

their daily lives and infuse them into their artwork. Artistic interventions introduced from an 

external source can sometimes add to the stigma of refugees being passive, despite the 

positive influences of these activities and interventions that could include entertainment and 

psychosocial equilibrium.  However, despite the inadequate research on this field, artistic 

activities in camps that are led by the refugees themselves as organizers, participants, or 

merely audience members have proven to be essential methods used to improve the lives of 

refugees at least on a day to day basis. Artistic interventions can go beyond the realm of giving 

                                                

36 Andemicael, Awet. 2011. “Positive Energy- A Review of the Role of Artistic Activities in Refugee Camps” United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees Policy Development And Evaluation Service 
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refugees something to do during their day. The involvement in artistic activities can be beneficial 

to tackle psychosocial issues as a means of education.37 

Policies on an international scale began recognizing the importance of artistic activities. 

According to The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Article 27.1: 

“Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts 

and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits.” Similarly, The Inter-Agency Standing 

Committees 2007 Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Emergency 

Situations12, encourages the use of art as a beneficial tool for wellness with reference to 3 

elements of the core mental health and psychosocial support areas; these are community 

mobilization and Support, education, and dissemination of Information.38 

In essence, artistic expression is a form of human right, and can also be used as a 

humanitarian means for support in times of adversity. The endorsement to introduce art as a 

tool was mentioned in several other publications including: the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child, the IASC Guidelines on Mental Health and Psychosocial Support in Emergency 

Situations, and the Handbook for the Protection of Internally Displaced Persons, this further 

proves the strong connection between artistic activity and psychosocial wellness, especially for 

children. However, despite the prevalence of this common theme in such publications, the 

notion of art as a healing tool is still not as widely practiced in the field of humanitarian action.39 

                                                

37 Andemicael, Awet. "Positive Energy - A Review of the Role of Artistic Activities in Refugee Camps." United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees Policy Development and Evaluation Service PDES/06:65. doi:June 2011. 

38 Andemicael, Awet. "Positive Energy - A Review of the Role of Artistic Activities in Refugee Camps." United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees Policy Development and Evaluation Service PDES/06:65. doi:June 2011. 

39 Andemicael, Awet. "Positive Energy - A Review of the Role of Artistic Activities in Refugee Camps." United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees Policy Development and Evaluation Service PDES/06:65. doi:June 2011. 
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Art is often addressed in relation to its therapeutic qualities and healing properties. The 

practice of artistic activities can tackle issues of psychosocial wellness not only individually but 

also as a person who forms part of a larger context and community. The main purpose of an 

artistic activity could be for entertainment and recreation, however, professional development, 

cultural enrichment, and a therapeutic element can also be addressed simultaneously.40 

Due to the lack of structure within refugee camps, the introduction of artistic activities 

could be within a pre-planned event to enforce a sense of structure to the daily lives of refugees. 

However, the benefits and the need for the emergence of random artistic expression has also 

been effective. For example, music making in public spaces from a few individuals within the 

camp, or dancing in response can all be part of random artistic expression which could 

potentially minimize the prefabricated and unnatural atmosphere of refugee camps. A specific 

example is l-Voice, a Palestinian hip-hop duo that emerged from the refugee camps in Beirut, 

Lebanon. 

Structured cultural interventions are more commonly associated with yearly cultural 

events, religious celebrations, community festivities, educational programs for children and etc. 

Religious events and festivals provide residents with appointments to anticipate and look 

forward to, for example, the celebration of Ramadan, Iftar and Eid is crucial to many Muslim 

refugees despite the challenges that they face. These events can reinforce the sense of 

familiarity with the refugees as well as their sense of structure by providing somewhat of a 

routine. This does not necessarily mean that the activity in itself would be formal, however, the 

scheduling of the activity would be more structured and formal. These can include community 

                                                

40 Andemicael, Awet. "Positive Energy - A Review of the Role of Artistic Activities in Refugee Camps." United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees Policy Development and Evaluation Service PDES/06:65. doi:June 2011. 
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centers that are established by different NGOs, as well as recreational centers which encourage 

residents of the camp to engage in different activities collectively.   

The involvement of refugees as active participants in these artistic activities can also 

pose less financial cost than alternative preplanned programs thus introducing such programs to 

less accessible areas which suffer financially at the cost of daily survival. Refugees have proven 

to be resourceful and improvise materials for artistic activity from anything available to their own 

belongings or objects within their accessibility. Despite its therapeutic properties, art can also be 

used to relay information within camps. Due to its power to communicate messages to people 

with different levels of literacy, music, visual arts, and drama can deliver similar messages of 

social impact from a different medium. An important thing to also note is that art can help deliver 

messages that are often taboo and not allowed to be discussed in public. Traumatized patients 

can convey messages of their suffering through means of drawings, songs, and poetry. 41 

Many refugees, especially those in protracted situations regard cultural preservation as a 

top priority because many of them have children born into camps and have not been exposed to 

their own culture. Therefore using art for cultural preservation has also been evident in forms of 

traditional art forms, folk songs and dances, and traditional storytelling and handicrafts as a way 

to reconnect refugees to their original cultural roots.  Different art forms could include: music, 

dance, drama, storytelling, crafts, poetry, painting, sculpture making, and film.  

In addition to providing spaces for artistic interventions, introducing safe spaces for 

children to play can also strengthen the notion of placemaking and attachment to place.  

Besides education, providing playgrounds that offer a stable, safe and happy space away from 

                                                

41 Andemicael, Awet. "Positive Energy - A Review of the Role of Artistic Activities in Refugee Camps." United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees Policy Development and Evaluation Service PDES/06:65. doi:June 2011. 
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all the chaos that children refugees are exposed to is one of the most important things in 

refugee camps. In cases like refugees in Lebanon for example, where the Lebanese 

government does not acknowledge refugee settlements, building permanent schools is not 

allowed, and consequently so are recreational spaces. However, in Bar Elias, a town in 

Lebanon which has the highest number of Syrian refugees, some non-profits, have found 

creative ways around these obstacles. In 2014, the Kayany Foundation, in partnership with 

the Community Development and Projects unit at the American University of Beirut, obtained 

a permit to construct portable schools for Lebanon’s refugee children to attend. They have 

already built three of these, serving 17 informal settlements in the region. A part of this 

project, led by non-profit design organization called Catalytic Action, was also responsible for 

constructing Ibtasem playground which is the Arabic word for “smile”, shown in Figure 5. This 

playground can be easily assembled and deconstructed, and it is made from discarded 

materials found in the settlement. The design of these playgrounds were inspired by drawings 

of the refugee children which included swings, slides, balls, seesaws, jump ropes and etc. What 

was found prevalent in the children's drawings were the green spaces and flowers as well as 

trees and the sun always shining which conveys signs of hope.     

The following two chapters discuss concrete examples of placemaking in Zaatari and 

Dheisheh refugee camps. The placemaking initiatives introduced in these camps target different 

populations and age groups and provided a deeper understanding of how people can modify 

and adapt to their surroundings to personalize them.  

 

 

 

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/02/26/syrian-refugees-schools_n_4855751.html
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http://www.kayany-foundation.org/
https://www.facebook.com/CCECS.AUB?fref=ts
http://www.kayany-foundation.org/projects-read-more.asp?ProjectId=129
http://www.catalyticaction.org/about-us/
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Figure 4: Ibtasem Playground by Catalytic Action and Kayani Foundation 
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6.  Placemaking Initiatives in Refugee Camps  

Case Study: Dheisheh Camp  

Political and Geographic Contexts 

Dheisheh camp is a protracted refugee camp that is located in the West Bank and hosts 

Palestinian refugees. A Palestinian refugee is defined as an individual who was a resident of 

Palestine from June 1st 1946 to May 15th 1946 and considered it his/her homeland and lost 

his/her home due to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict of 1948.42 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one of the most prominent political conflicts of modern 

day. The conflict started after the Balfour Declaration was signed by Foreign Secretary Arthur 

Balfour of the British government in support of the establishment of Palestine as a home for the 

Jewish people in 1917. In 1947, the General Assembly of the United Nations came up with the 

recommendations of establishing Palestine as two separate states, one that would 

accommodate the Arabs and one for the Jews. Palestinians disapproved of this proposal 

because they did not believe that it fairly represented the distribution of the Jews and Arabs who 

resided in Palestine at the time. As a result, the first war known as “Al Nakbah” or “The 

Catastrophe” by the Palestinians and “Milhemet Haatzma’ut” or “War of Independence” by 

Israelis. While the Palestinians believed that they were being deprived of their own land, the 

Israelis believed that they are returning to their rightful land from a historical and religious 

perspective.43 

                                                

42 (UNRWA). Profile: Dheisheh Camp. http://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/dheisheh_refugee_camp.pdf [accessed Jun 2016]. 

43 "Israel Profile - Timeline - BBC News". 2016. BBC News. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29123668. 
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Figure 5: A timeline of the Israeli Palestinian struggle over land (Black is Palestine and Yellow is 
Israel)  

 

As a result of this ongoing conflict, a total of 58 Palestinian refugee camps were initially 

established in Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan. Some camps were inaugurated in Palestine itself in 

Gaza and the West Bank.  Dheisheh camp was established in 1949 as a typical camp with 

temporary structures that was initially meant to host 3000 refugees. Today, Dheisheh camp has 

transformed into an urban built camp with an area of 0.33 sq. km that hosts permanent 

structures but with similar mobility restrictions placed on refugee camps, hosting around 15,000 

refugees.44  

                                                

44
 (OCHA). Dheisheh Refugee Camp Profile. 2008. 

https://www.ochaopt.org/documents/opt_campprof_unrwa_deheishe_oct_2008.pdf  [accessed 3 Jun 2016] 
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Figure 6: Palestinian Refugee Camps  

 

The UNRWA, United Nations Relief and Works Agency is the main organization that 

operates in Dheisheh camp. It operates a total of four schools and 2 health centers. The school 

environment in Dheisheh improved with the addition of psychosocial counsellors on campuses 

for children. However, the lack of after school activities inhibited the positive influence on the 

quality of life of children, socially and academically. The UNRWA works closely with social 

workers who regularly visit homes in the camp to recognize families or individuals who need 

special assistance. Community centers within the camp operate that provide workshops for 

skills training, raising awareness, entertainment and recreational activities, and rehabilitation.  
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Some of the main obstacles that refugees in Dheisheh face is the high rate of 

unemployment. The Palestinian Authority and UNRWA are the main source of job opportunities 

in the camp. However, despite the high educational qualifications that most residents of the 

camp have, there is a significant lack of job opportunities in Dheisheh. Furthermore, the densely 

populated Dheisheh means that there is a lack of public spaces that are safe for children to play 

in. As a result, children are forced to play in the streets of the camp which are considered 

dangerous. 45 

Dheisheh camp was chosen as a case study because it exemplifies several initiatives 

that promote placemaking within refugee camps. The principles advocated for in these initiatives 

are extracted as lessons learned and applied in different camps regardless of their political and 

geographic contexts. The initiatives target different demographics within the camp, however the 

lessons learned can be applied specifically to play and children for the purpose of this research. 

Figure 7: The Development of Dheisheh Camp  

                                                

45 United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). Profile: Dheisheh Camp. 

http://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/dheisheh_refugee_camp.pdf  

http://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/dheisheh_refugee_camp.pdf
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Figure 8: Dheisheh Camp in 1952 and 1968  

 

Campus in Camps Initiatives  

Campus in Camps is an organization that was established in Dheisheh camp. The name 

of the initiative is derived from the Arabic world “Al Jame’ah” which is translated into 

“University”, a gathering place that promotes learning. Similarly, the initiatives led by Campus in 

Camps have an educational nature that promotes communal learning and dissemination of 

information as a means of social integration. The main concept behind this organization is to 

attempt to defy the common perception of refugees as static, passive, symbols of victimization, 

helplessness and poverty and to empower them instead. Contrary to common belief, refugee 

camps are in essence spaces where political expression could be practiced because camps are 

separated from the surrounding political and social contexts, thus they provide the perfect 

opportunity to create innovative practices and introduce new ideas by reinterpreting everyday 

actions that could include gatherings, walks, events and possible urban interventions.46 

                                                

46 Campus in Camp. The CIC Book: Campus in Camp – A University in Exile. 2013 Available at: 

https://issuu.com/campusincamps/docs/the_cic_book-pages  

https://issuu.com/campusincamps/docs/the_cic_book-pages
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Intervention: The Pathways  

Graffiti emerged as a popular practice to promote political expressionism since the first 

Palestinian “Intifada” or “uprising” in 1987. People started painting and writing on the walls of 

camps and cities to shed light on the struggles that the Palestinians are facing and to express 

political concerns. This act was popularized specifically by the work of the cartoonist Naji Al Ali 

who was known for his drawings that became symbols of the importance of resistance, the 

idleness of the neighboring Arabic states and other political concerns. His character “Handala” 

became a symbol of the Palestinian cause that is recognized worldwide. 47 

Graffiti as a practice that is heavily infused into the Palestinian culture was used by 

Campus in Camps as an opportunity to further encourage the social fabric of camps. Graffiti 

walls were considered to be this important to Palestinians because they did not belong to 

anyone which further encouraged the collective experiences of refugees. Painting and writing on 

the wall became a practice which encouraged social gatherings, people gathering to discuss the 

latest political discourse over tea. The walls eventually posed as the camps’ own social media, 

evoking discussions, commemorating martyrs, and glorifying political figures.48 

                                                

47  Campus in Camp. The CIC Book: Campus in Camp – A University in Exile. 2013 Available at: 

https://issuu.com/campusincamps/docs/the_cic_book-pages 

48 Campus in Camp. The CIC Book: Campus in Camp – A University in Exile. 2013 Available at: 

https://issuu.com/campusincamps/docs/the_cic_book-pages  
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Figure 9: A graffiti event to commemorate "Al Nakba Day"  

 

Intervention: The Bridge 

The bridge refers to a pedestrian bridge located at the main entrance to Dheisheh 

refugee camp, which runs over the main street that connects Jerusalem with Hebron. It is a 

concrete pedestrian bridge that was built to overcome the obstacles that are faced when 

commuting between Dheisheh camp and Doha city.49 The bridge was self-financed and built by 

the community of Dheisheh camp and local community organizations, hence it is perceived to 

be owned by the people. The bridge is also a symbol of power and political resistance because 

it defies the laws posed by the Oslo Accords which states that bridges should not be built over 

roads in the West Bank. Therefore, several threats were made to destroy the bridge by the 

Israeli army. The bridge however was mainly empty and rarely used, hence Campus in Camps 

found an opportunity to revive the space and heighten the communal element of the area. The 

                                                

49 Campus in Camp. The CIC Book: Campus in Camp – A University in Exile. 2013.  Available at: 

https://issuu.com/campusincamps/docs/the_cic_book-pages 
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bridge was eventually used as a multifunctional space where annual events such as Ramadan, 

Eid and other significant cultural celebrations can take place within. Other social events such as 

exhibits displaying works of art of prisoners in jail also took place, as well as open markets that 

supported local vendors to revive the bridge as a social hub.50 

Figure 10: The Bridg

                                                

50 Campus in Camp. The CIC Book: Campus in Camp – A University in Exile. 2013.  Available at: 

https://issuu.com/campusincamps/docs/the_cic_book-pages 
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Case Study: Zaatari Camp  

Geographic and Political Context  

Zaatari is a camp located in Jordan that hosts the largest number of Syrian refugees in 

the world of 79,558 thousand people in an area of 2.008 mi2.51 It was established in 2011 to 

host a portion of the millions of Syrian refugees who were forced to fled the country due to the 

Syrian civil war of 2011. According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, Antonio 

Guterres, “Syria has become the great tragedy of this century.”52 The conflict started with pro-

democracy protests in 2011 thus resulting in a violent retaliation from the government. The 

protests escalated to demands of toppling the current government and the resignation of 

President Bashar Al Asssad leading to the harsher use of force by the government. The 

opposition eventually gained support from other governments including Saudi Arabia and 

Turkey who provided weapons in order to defend themselves and drive government forces 

away from their territories, as a result, Syria’s biggest opposition movement the “Free Army” 

rose. The conflict then exacerbated in the emergence of ISIS in the region which led to further 

occupied lands and casualties and more refugees were forced to flee Syria.53 
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Figure 11: UNHCR Registered Syrians  

 

Jordan accommodated a large influx of Syrian refugees with over 622,000 as of 

February 2015. This led to large pressure on the resources of Jordan in terms of schools, food, 

sanitation, energy and water. Jordan’s economy was also heavily influenced with around 1.2 

billion US dollars spent on the Syrian conflict and it is expected to reach 4.2 billion in 2016. In 

order to reach Jordan, Syrian asylum seekers travel a long and hazardous road usually 

originating from areas in Syria that are Dara’a, Aleppo and Homs. The heads of households are 

more females than men, while children form a high percentage of the asylum seekers. When 

refugees reach Jordan, they are transported to a transit center that is operated by UNHCR and 

the Jordanian government known as Raba’ al Sarhan. In there, asylum seekers are registered 

as refugees with the UNHCR and then transported to one of the many refugee camps such as 

Zaatari, Azraq, King Hussein Park and Cyber City.54 
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Zaatari camp is considered to be the fourth largest city in Jordan with around 500,00 US 

dollars required for it to operate daily. There are restrictions placed on Zaatari that prevent 

constructing permanent structures and elements such as trees and pavements, Instead, there 

are two main structures for housing; tents and caravans. The camp was originally designed in a 

way that held tents in rows to facilitate access, prevention of fire, as well as controlling 

sanitation. With time, refugees adapted the housing into a structure that is better suited for them 

and the tents were replaced with caravans. Caravans provided a better quality of life due to their 

weather resisting qualities and structural stability. Refugees eventually rearranged the housing 

to create U-shaped configurations and to create courtyard households. This better 

accommodates for the complex family structure that is prevalent in Middle Eastern cultures 

where households include immediate and extended families. Refugees also modify their 

caravans by using scrap wood and aluminum siding that costs around 10 US dollars for a 

bundle55 

There are 3 schools in Zaatari camp that provide education for children that are from the 

ages of 5 to 11 years, each school can accommodate 5000 students. The Jordanian Ministry of 

Education have to certify schools to maintain the quality of education, however, there is a 

problem with low attendance of children that is up to 40%; there are 60 boys enrolled for 40 girls. 

Several reasons inhibit children from attending schools; some children choose to work to help 

their families financially, others cannot travel the long distance to schools, some fear 

punishment from teachers or harassment and violence faced in schools. Education for adults 

gradually increased with organizations such as The Women and Girls Oasis providing job-

training programs. The abundance of mosques, up to 120, strengthened the social fabric in the 

camp where religious and cultural celebrations took place such as Eid, the celebration at the 
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end of Ramadan the fasting month. Religious leaders as well as street leaders contribute to the 

sense of community in the camp. Street leaders have the authority to choose who can live in 

said streets. Additionally, organizations such as the Asian Football Development Project, the 

Union of European Football Associations, and Clowns without Borders  provide entertainment 

for refugee children through organized sports to provide relief from problems concerning 

children such as child labor and child marriages in the camp. Despite the refugees’ 

entrepreneurship initiatives in the camp, the unemployment rate is up to 60 to 65%. As a result, 

child brides and marrying off daughters is a common practice where the family of the bride 

receives money from the groom. Also, many Syrian refugees come from rural areas where the 

practice of child marriage is common. Children are employed in more than 680 shops in Zaatari; 

one in two households financially rely on their children. 56 

UNICEF specialists operate in Zaatari to spread awareness about the importance of 

mental health, especially for children who have been traumatized by war. Children face issues 

such as fear of danger, poor living conditions, violence, hopelessness from the future, boredom, 

anxiety, shock and guilt. Informal power structures rose in Zaatari such as street leaders 

because the refugees were used to informal leaders in their villages who had the authority to 

settle disputes. As a result, smuggling and theft became a common practice due to the fear that 

rose, as well as the informal economy that was practiced in the camp. Until December 2013, 

there were 429 reported cases of smuggling of people and goods. Additionally, sexual violence 

is a crime that increased in the camp, however, the reported cases were far less than the actual 
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accounts due to the fear of reporting or the confusion of rape with adultery which is considered 

a shameful act in this conservative society. 57 

 

Figure 12: Syrian Refugees in Jordan  

Zaatari camp was chosen as the second case study because it exemplified refugees’ 

initiatives in adapting to this foreign camp of refuge. What was initially designed as a temporary 

occupied space with no character eventually emerged as a personalized bustling urban setting 

that is a hub for the Syrian community.  

Intervention: Champs Elysee 

Champs Elysee refers to the main road of Zaatari Camp, the name playfully emulates 

the shopping commercial district in Paris with the biggest labels and stores. The Syrians are 

known to be people of commerce with thriving business ventures in Syria. Hence, 60% of the 

population of Zaatari earn their income from their business ventures on Champs Elysee with an 
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estimated 2,500 shops and restaurants. The shops include businesses that reflect on a certain 

skill or trade such as a barbershop, wedding dress rental, pet shops, footwear stores, butchers, 

and vegetable stands, as well as restaurants of local Syrian foods such as Shawarma and 

Falafel.58 Such atmospheres reiterate the importance of creating a structure in the lives of 

refugees and ingraining the sense of normalcy and productivity in their daily lives. 

The commercial nature that was established in Zaatari is perpetuated by the refugees 

themselves; they provide the spaces for retail themselves since aid organizations don’t provide 

them. Refugees sell the caravans that they don’t need rather than returning them to the UNHCR, 

and in turn they purchase retail space. Legally however, they do  not own the land, they still sell 

them from prices ranging from 635 to 2,120 US dollars.  The development that Zaatari saw in 6 

months exceeds the development that what most camps see in around 20 years. Another 

example of refugees’ modification to their surroundings is the efforts to convert many spaces in 

the camp into open spaces that are semi private; this includes water fountains and cement 

paved courtyards. 59 
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Figure 13: Champs Elysee in Zaatari 
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Intervention: The Zaatari Project  

 The Zaatari Project is a program that involves international artists, including Joel 

Bergner who work in collaboration with organizations such as ACTED, UNICEF, ECHO and 

Mercy corps to deliver art based workshops with refugee children. The Zaatari Project 

encouraged children to use art as a means of expressing their opinions and to paint murals 

based on their hopes for the future, their longing to return to their homeland and the 

predicaments they endure everyday as refugees.  

Figure 14: Artwork from the Zaatari Project 
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The previous chapters discussed concrete examples of interventions introduced into camps that 

promoted placemaking. The following chapter explores a more detailed aspect of placemaking 

in refugee camps that could be achieved by using play as a tool for the children population. 

Further examples of placemaking initiatives can be found in Appendix B. 
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6.  Play as Placemaking 

Project for Public Spaces defines play as the transformation of a space whether a 

neighborhood, a city, or a region into a place that holds meaning. Placemaking involves the 

interaction of people and maximizing the potential of a place by taking into consideration its 

physical, cultural and social attributes. Ultimately, the goal of the placemaking process is to 

create public spaces that are created with the communities’ efforts, for the community to ensure 

optimum health and happiness. 60 

 

Figure 15: What makes a great place?  
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According to Project for Public Spaces, a public space has four key attributes: sociability, 

uses and activities, access and linkages, and comfort and image, and it lists different measured 

variables to achieve optimal results. These are applicable to any neighborhood or public 

space.61 

The purpose of this research is to study refugee camps specifically and how to achieve 

placemaking within by creating inviting public spaces. However, because the design of refugee 

camps is not associated with permanence, there is no set of criteria available in literature that 

determines how to attain placemaking.  

Project for Public Spaces introduced a submerging concept within placemaking known 

as LQC projects, “Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper”. These projects can take the form of Tactical 

Urbanism, DIY Urbanism, pop up projects, and Guerilla Urbanism.62 The collaborative efforts of 

the communities in creating these projects distinguishes LQC projects from others by placing 

value onto the process rather than the product. LQC projects aim to regenerate spaces and 

cultivate a culture of pride in one’s community by fostering a sense of ownership of these 

spaces and support underprivileged communities. 

For the purpose of this study, it would be appropriate to implement some elements from 

LQC projects in refugee camps. This research will specifically investigate play as a placemaking 

tool in refugee camps. Play as a placemaking apparatus is underrepresented in literature. While 

placemaking can constitute tactical and guerilla urbanism which both have a playful nature, play 

elements for children can equally be a powerful means to achieve placemaking and the 
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transformation of a space. While placemaking is geared towards the design of public spaces 

and design of streets, it is not completely applicable in refugee camps due to predetermined 

nature and rigid grids. Placemaking in refugee camps in most case studies/ examples rely on 

the initiatives of the refugees themselves geared towards their own needs. In some cases, 

efforts of placemaking have led to financial opportunities and entrepreneurship. Placemaking 

can be associated with designed spaces to attract people. However, as previous case studies 

have shown such as project “Pathways” by Campus in Camps, a simple wall can be used to 

convey strong ideas and to gather people around and it enabled creating events around this one 

feature.  

Outdoor space is flexible and can be transformed when children and adults negotiate 

play. Play can bring in an influx of people by attracting children to play, and inviting adults to 

observe and watch their children by encircling the area, thus, creating another layer of 

socializing and interaction. The positive disposition of parents towards these play activities 

conveys messages of encouragement towards risk taking and facing challenges and fosters 

children’s’ autonomy. 63 

 Play, when introduced to camps can be a generator for an influx of people of different 

ages; children willing to play, and parents willing to observe and facilitate the play. In refugee 

camps, the main problem is that parents fear the safety of their children in playgrounds which 

are often set and anchored within a specific area which could be far from the shelters. Play 

could be introduced as pop up elements that could be replicated in different places forming a 

                                                

63 Tovey, Helen. Playing Outdoors: Spaces and Places, Risks and Challenge. Maidenhead, England: OPEN UNIVERSITY PRESS, 

United Kingdom, 2007. 

 



65 
 

playscape, the play elements would accommodate the parents’ concerns of safety because they 

could be established in areas close to shelters. The success of one play scenario can 

encourage the establishment of different play spots around the camp.  
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7.  Significance of Play to Refugee Children  

Play is innate; it is an important part of a child’s biological system and crucial to a child’s 

developmental process.64 The importance of play in a child’s life has been recognized by the 

United Nations High commission for Human Rights as a right for every child to “relax and play, 

and to join in a wide range of cultural, artistic, and other recreational activities” under 

Article 31.65 

 Johan Huizinga defines play as: 

“A free activity standing quite consciously outside “ordinary” life as being “not serious” 

but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity 

connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained from it. It proceeds 

within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and in an 

orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social groupings which tend to surround 

themselves with secrecy and to stress their difference from the common world by 

disguise or other means.”66 

Play is characterized by certain properties that distinguishes it from other activities. It is 

often a voluntary activity that people engage in due to a certain attraction to the entertaining 

nature of it. Play can also be a spontaneous activity that does not have a certain purpose or end 

goal. Another important aspect of play is that it provides a detachment from reality and time, 
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thus, a person is less conscious of the sense of self while playing. Certain forms of play such as 

pretend play can also provide opportunities to create alternate realities with a different notion of 

self. 67 Play can involve different sensations such as curiosity, anticipation, pleasure, risk and 

uncertainty, empowerment, and satisfaction.68 Most importantly, the freedom that comes with 

unconstructed play, results in refuge from restricted guidelines and regulated routines. This 

encourages self-regulation and motivation within children as they make their own choices about 

playing.69 

Hyder, in her book War, Conflict and Play suggested that war has an obvious impact on 

children which distorts their childhoods by exposing them to the dangers of violence. However, 

there are less visible impacts of war which includes the destruction of the social networks that 

bind people and children to their communities, as well as the disruption of institutions and 

services in a community. This in turn affects the ability of families, parents and caregivers to 

maintain the essential emotional focus on a child growing up. Instead, the priorities of families 

shift to the provision of food, healthcare, safety and other factors, which is consequently 

damaging to the development of a child. Hyder, in this case, argued that play has a restorative 

and healing qualities for young children not only because play is therapeutic, but also because 
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play is an inherent part of traditions and community and can create a sense of normalcy for 

children living in extraordinary situations.70 The Refugee Children: Guidelines on Protection and 

Care, which is a UNHCR publication, highlighted the changing roles of refugee children. In 

many cases, children move to refugee camps with either one parent or no parents at all, 

meaning their roles from being children to caregivers for their younger siblings poses a huge 

development in their lives by assuming bigger responsibilities, and deprives them of a normal 

childhood. Play can therefore be a child’s way of coping with adversity, it can be used for 

entertainment, relaxation and relieving tensions. It is also a process that is important for a 

child’s healthy development and his/her ability to cope and to function within a community.71  
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8.  Play as a Developmental Process    

A causal relationship exists between child development and play in terms of regulation of 

emotions, reasoning, creativity, and executive function.72  Play is a primitive quality in both 

humans and other mammals. Play initiation lays in the center of the brain in the brain stem 

which regulates other biological essential activities. 73  Development in humans and other 

mammals is at its highest during the early stages of development because the plasticity of the 

brain is at its peak during this period. Therefore, exposure to environmental stimulation can 

even improve the Intelligence Quotient of a child by 20 to 40 points.74   

The brain relies on neurons and synapses that communicate electrochemical signals; 

these require neurotransmitters. Neurotransmitters are chemical catalysts such as Dopamine 

(involved with self-reward and motivation), Serotonin (responsible for well-being and happiness), 

Endorphin (contributes to feelings of pleasure). Activities that induce the growth of these brain 

elements such as play, entails the development of the brain. The number of neurons and 

synapses during a human’s early stages is at an excess, with time, the unused synapses are 

rejected. Therefore, the experiences that children engage in can greatly influence the 

capabilities of a child intellectually, and lack of experiences could inhibit the child from reaching 

his/her true potential. The significance of play is generally limited to it being a form of 

entertainment and is often underestimated in relation to academic performance for example, 
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especially in Eastern cultures. However, the necessity of play has been recoginsed by 

psychologists and neuroscientists as being imperative to healthy cognitive, emotional, and 

identity development within a child.75 

Identity Development  

Erik Erikson is a psychologist who developed his theory of Psychosocial development of 

identity across eight stages in 1959. This theory assumes that a person undergoes each stage 

in a chronological order. Each stage presents certain qualities that lead to a healthy identity 

development when successfully completed. However, failure to do so could inhibit identity 

development.76 

Stage 1: Trust vs. Mistrust (ages 0 to 1 ½)  

Infants during this stage do not have much exposure to the outside world. Therefore, 

they depend on their parents or caregivers to provide them with care, stability and security. 

When an infant is provided with sufficient nurturing, he/she will develop a sense of trust in 

his/her immediate surroundings and the outside world, and consequently, hope is cultivated as 

a quality. Alternatively, if an infant does not have a primary caregiver or a parent to rely on for 

this sense of security, mistrust in oneself and in the outside world develops as a result, as well 

as fear and insecurity. This could be applicable to many refugee children who are forced to flee 
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their countries without their parents or a caregiver, thus robbing them from a sense of security 

for a physically safe place.77 

Stage 2: Autonomy vs. Shame (ages 1 ½ to 3) 

 Children during this stage explore their independence by realizing that they are capable 

of performing activities on their own and making their own choices such as walking away by 

choice. This contributes to the increased self-esteem of children and their belief in their 

capabilities which provides a sense of will and initiative. Failure to complete this stage leads to a 

lack of self-esteem and dependence on other people which could result in doubt in one’s 

capabilities as well as shame.  

Stage 3: Initiative vs. Guilt (ages 3 to 5) 

Children begin to socialize with other children their age at this stage. When they are in 

an environment that allows for this type of interaction, they get to explore their interpersonal 

skills relative to others. Children get the chance to initiate activities and conversations that helps 

them develop their initiation and sense of leadership in being able to voice opinions and 

interests in activities pursued. Play is important in this stage because it allows for this type of 

interaction amongst children. Success at achieving this develops a sense of purpose in the child 

and the initiation to achieve that purpose. Failure to foster this kind of environment for a child 

results in developing a sense guilt of not being able to initiate what is desired. Refugee children 

get the chance to interact with other children in schools only. Due to issues of safety, children 

don’t always get to interact with other children their age. Therefore, they do not have the 

opportunity to explore their interpersonal skills amongst others. They could appear to be 

sheltered, insecure, self-conscious, and have problems communicating with others.  
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Stage 4: Industry vs. Inferiority (5 to 12) 

At this stage, a child’s self-perception amongst his/her peers is important. As the child 

learns to read and write, and develop specific skills, his/her self-esteem becomes highly 

dependent on being able to show off these skills amongst their peers. Children feel industrious 

when they are able to demonstrate the abilities that they feel their surroundings require which 

consequently leads to them developing competence. Alternatively, if children do not 

successfully complete this stage, they develop feelings of inferiority in comparison to others. 

Providing opportunities for different forms of play in refugee camps could allow for children to 

demonstrate their acquired skills to their parents or peers, consequently leading to their 

heightened regard of self. 

Stage 5: Identity vs. Role Confusion (11 to 18) 

This stage is the bridge that connects childhood to adulthood. Children gain a greater 

sense of independence and begin to reflect about their future in terms of career, relationships 

and society. This is one of the most crucial stages for a child’s development because the 

identity of the child is reinforced. A child begins to view himself as a relevant part of society and 

starts to make decisions about what he wants to do in the future in terms of academics or career. 

When the progress of a child during this stage is disrupted, identity confusion takes place. 

Identity crisis or confusion entails that an individual is no longer self-assured nor confident, thus, 

not knowing oneself can lead to inferiority or potentially rebellion. In the case of refugee children, 

this stage is highly disrupted because they are taken away from their homes and everything 

familiar to them.  

According to Erikson, these stages govern how a person develops his/her identity during 

the early stages of his/her life which is when it is most crucial. However, refugee children do not 

have the opportunity to undergo these stages as smoothly as other children do. Refugee 



75 
 

children are taken away from everything familiar to them. Their future is unforeseeable in terms 

of the political status of their countries, their ability to get education, the safety of their families 

as well as other concerns. What can be inferred from Erikson’s theory is that a child’s identity is 

highly dependent on the environment he/she is in, the sense of safety and stability that 

caregivers or parents provide, the interaction with other children for motivation, and the 

opportunity to hope and foresee a future. This thesis proposes play as part of a solution to 

reinforce healthy identity development by addressing one of Erikson’s prerequisites for identity 

development, and that is providing more opportunities for interaction of children in a playful 

environment. 

  

Trauma and Emotional Development  

Terr defines trauma in children as “the mental result of one sudden, external blow or a 

series of blows rendering the young person temporarily helpless and reaking past ordinary 

coping and defensive operations”78 Trauma and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is harder to 

diagnose in children specifically because of their limited verbal capacity to communicate. 

Therefore, methods alternative to conventional psychiatry should be explored when traumatized 

children are in question. 

When children are exposed to traumatic events, their reactions typically include re-

experiencing the events through thoughts that are reflected in their stories, drawings and play. 

In addition, they are likely to get reoccurring disturbing thoughts during times when they are 

expected to relax such as before falling asleep. Abreaction is another symptom of trauma, which 
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is to reenact experiences and feelings related to the traumatizing events that often takes place 

during play. Furthermore, the loss of any prospects for a future is regarded as a symptom of 

trauma where children are short sighted and live their day to day life with no regard for future. 

This results in loss of control, hopelessness and loss of power.79 

 Children use play as a way of expressing their perspectives towards the traumatic 

events they endured. Hence, psychologists recognized play therapy as an effective method to 

work with traumatized children. In play therapy, it is important to ensure some level of structure 

and to achieve some prerequisites. It is important to ensure that a child feels safe to express 

his/her feelings during play therapy. Due to the trauma that refugee children experience, the 

sense of security and stability is lost. When children witness their parents in a constant state of 

fear and anxiety, they become more fragile and defenseless. Therefore, when providing play 

opportunities, it is important to ensure that the child feels safe and in control of the activity in 

order to express feelings and thoughts.  In addition, a child must be provided with a certain 

amount of control during play.  Refugee children experience a considerable amount of loss in 

terms of home, family members, friends, and a sense of control. Therefore, in a play setting, 

providing a child with empowerment by allowing him/her to possess some control is highly 

crucial to the therapeutic process. Play is often characterized by fantasy and imagination. 

Traumatized children demonstrate abreaction in play settings; they reenact the traumatic 

experiences that have happened to them, and within a play environment, they are allowed to 

recreate the traumatic events that were beyond their control but reenact them in a way that is 

under their control. For example, a refugee child may reenact her victory over some Syrian 

                                                

79
 Ogawa, Yumiko. “Childhood Trauma and Play Therapy Intervention for Traumatized Children.” Professional Counseling, Practice, 

Theory, & Research, no. 32 (2004): 1–19. 



77 
 

forces as they were trying to take her home away from her. Moreover, the play experience has 

to be an enjoyable and a well facilitated experience.80  
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9.  Forms of play 

Sara Smilansky, a developmental psychologist is most known for categorizing play into 4 

forms. The first is functional play; it is also known as active play and it is the form of play 

associated with children’s motor development by physical movements of their whole body and 

limbs. It involves the child’s use of hand and eye coordination, as well as the exploration of their 

senses and the environment surrounding them. It comprises actions such as running, jumping, 

hopping, skipping, hiding, crawling and etc. Pretend play is another form of play also known as 

Dramatic Play; it that allows children to reenact scenarios from everyday life, or assume adult 

roles. It necessitates the children’s’ use of imagination and creativity. Children could use objects 

around them as symbolic of something else; and that can lead to abstract development. They 

develop their language and communication skills to create scenarios and stories to act out. 

Games with rules is the third form of play. This type of play is the opposite of unconstructed play 

in which children play specific games that are governed with rules and have an end goal and 

winners. It could involve an end result where children have to use specific skills to achieve such 

as problem solving and cognitive thinking. Games with rules could involve matching patterns, 

sorting shapes and colors, coordinating words and sounds, solving a brain teaser and more. 

Children learn taking turns, sharing, waiting, competition. It could include sports or board games. 

Constructive Play is the fourth form of play, and it involves the child’s use of elements within her 

surroundings to create or build a new object. It encourages the children’s use of imagination and 

spatial thinking by requiring them to make shapes and develop them into more intricate 

elements.81 

                                                

81  Gordon Biddle, Kimberly, Ana Garcia-Nevarez, Wanda Roundtree Henderson, and Alicia Valero-Kerrick. Early Childhood 

Education. n.p.: SAGE Publications, 2013. 
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Mildred Partern had a different categorization for play according to the level of 

socialization involved. Solitary play is the first form of play where children play alone with toys. 

Parallel play, on the other hand, is when children play next to each other with similar objects/ 

toys but with little to no interaction. Associative play involves children playing with others, and 

the interaction between them is more important than the play itself and the toys involved. Finally, 

cooperative play is the epitome of social play; children work in groups and there is a delegation 

of tasks amongst the group where each child does a different thing but they all work towards 

achieving a similar end goal.82 
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10.  Developmental Benefits of Play  

Motor Development  

Play contributes to the Motor development of a child that includes gross, perceptual and 

fine motor development. Gross motor development concerns balance, movement, the upper 

body and arm skills. Fine Motor skills dictates the use of hands and fingers in using small 

materials that require grasp and control. Perceptual Motor Development is also involved. It 

refers to the child’s ability to combine his/her senses, the visual, auditory and sensory abilities 

combined with motor skills to interact with the environment. Perceptual Motor development 

allows for body awareness which is the child’s understanding of his/her body, spatial awareness 

which refers to the knowledge of how much space the body requires and how to occupy it, as 

well as directional awareness which involves the understanding of location and direction of 

one’s body in the space. It also includes temporal awareness which is the awareness of the 

movement of the body and time for example, rhythm and sequence.83  

Cognitive Development  

Cognitive development refers to the thinking process of a human being. It includes 

memorization, logical thinking, problem solving and decision making.84 According to Piaget’s 

theory of cognitive development, children rely on their motor skills as a way of understanding 

the world in the early stages. They then move on to rely on their cognition, at this stage it is very 

malleable, and play can contribute to developing it. Self-regulation is another attribute that a 

child develops during play, specifically games with rules. When a child is playing a game, she 

                                                

83 Smith, Peter K. and Anthony D. Pellegrini. “Learning Through Play.”Encyclopedia on early childhood development 2008,: 1–6  

84 Health of children "Cognitive Development". http://www.healthofchildren.com/C/Cognitive-Development.html  

http://www.healthofchildren.com/C/Cognitive-Development.html
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exercises her will power by learning to follow the rules of the game rather than acting upon her 

own accord. Similarly, in pretend play, if a child is playing the role of a teacher, he would feel 

reluctant to use the tools around him as toys and would treat them as tools that could help 

reinforce his role as a teacher in the play scenario.85  

In an experiment conducted by Zinaida Manuilenko in 1975, children of ages 3, 5, and 7 

were asked to stand still in a laboratory setting in one scenario and in a play setting where they 

pretended to be soldiers in another scenario. The children of ages 5 in the playful setting were 

able to stand longer than those in the laboratory setting. This entails that play has an effect on 

self-discipline, regulating your body movement, combating emotions such as boredom, 

challenging oneself and etc. In addition to the social component of play, the thinking process 

that goes into playing is another huge component. Play fosters a child’s ability to separate an 

object from the meaning it could symbolize and that prepares the child’s brain for abstract 

thinking.86 

According to Piaget theory of cognitive development, children are active learners and 

they learn kinesthetically. Therefore, it is important to provide them with a stimulating 

environment that encourages them to explore elements and materials in their environment in 

order for them to be active participants in their own learning. According to Piaget, cognitive 

development in children is achieved in 4 stages:   

Sensory motor stage (Birth to 2 years): This stage involves the child’s use of motor 

skills to develop their cognitive understanding.  

                                                

85 Bodrova, Elena, Germeroth Carrie, and Deborah J Leong. “Play and Self-Regulation: Lessons from Vygotsky.” American Journal 

of Play 6, no. 1 (2003): 1–111. 

86 Bodrova, Elena, Germeroth Carrie, and Deborah J Leong. “Play and Self-Regulation: Lessons from Vygotsky.” American Journal 

of Play 6, no. 1 (2003): 1–111. 
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Preoperational stage (2-7 years): Children during this stage are less reliant on physical 

exploration and begin to use their logic as a means of understanding.   

Concrete operations (7 to 12 years): This stage is considered to be the middle 

childhood in which children think more logically with the use of concrete materials, such 

as using physical objects or fingers to solve math problems  

Formal operation (12 years and over): This stage continues to adulthood, it 

necessitates the evolvement of the brain to handle more complex thinking and solving 

critical problems using abstract thinking. 87 

As Piaget’s theory entails, children from a young age require education that is not 

restricted to the academic curriculums in classrooms. Some refugee children are fortunate 

enough to receive formal education in schools, however, it is equally important to provide ways 

to continuously stimulate their brains with entertaining activities through play that are both 

intellectually challenging, enjoyable.   

Lev Vygotsky is a Russian developmental theorist who believed in the importance of 

play to the developmental process of a child. Vygotsky believed that pretend play specifically 

has a huge impact on abstract thinking which helps the child play symbolically and contribute to 

his/her imagination.88 Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory involves cognitive and social development. 

Children’s understanding of the outside world is enhanced by the social relations they form with 

                                                

87 Huitt, W.& Hummel, J. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development. Educational Psychology Interactive. Valdosta, GA: Valdosta 

State University.  

88 Wood, Elizabeth. Play, Learning and the Early Childhood Curriculum. 3rd ed. London: SAGE Publications., 2013. 
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their peers. In order to learn through social interactions Vygotsky thinks that verbal thinking and 

language.89 

 

Language Development  

Language development is highly significant in the play process. Piaget argued that in 

order for children to think things through, they needed to play things through just like an adult 

uses talking as a means to sort out thoughts and ideas. Similarly, play contributes to the 

facilitation of the thought process and the dependence on language for the expression of 

thoughts.90 Language, in essence, has a symbolic nature, and so does play. For example, just 

like a child uses a block in her play to symbolize a building, letters and words are 

representations of thoughts and ideas. Hence, as a child engages in more play, his/her ability to 

understand symbols and their meanings increases, and this is crucial for counterfactual thinking 

and formal learning. Counterfactual thinking refers to the continuous reliving of past incidents 

that occurred but with different imagined outcomes that counter reality, this strengthens a child’s 

causal reasoning.91 

Play encourages the use of metalinguistic skills; when children are playing, they are 

aware of the words and tones they use to communicate their ideas about what they want from 

their peers and what they want to do next.92This helps children with their ability to develop 

                                                

89 Wood, Elizabeth. Play, Learning and the Early Childhood Curriculum. 3rd ed. London: SAGE Publications., 2013. 

90 Wood, Elizabeth. Play, Learning and the Early Childhood Curriculum. 3rd ed. London: SAGE Publications., 2013. 

91 White, R. E. "The power of play: A research summary on play and learning." Rochester: Minnesota Children's Museum.2012 

92 Wood, Elizabeth. Play, Learning and the Early Childhood Curriculum. 3rd ed. London: SAGE Publications., 2013. 
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narratives, think in stories and comprehensive skills. During play, children are more likely to use 

complex language such as communicating in future tense, conditional verbs, descriptive 

adjectives, interrogative clauses and etc., more than when they are engaged in any other 

activity.  

 

Social and Emotional Development  

Vygotsky perceived play as a major opportunity for social interaction and therefore social 

and emotional development. He believed that children during play learn about themselves by 

interacting with others and they learn about how their own behavior is perceived from the 

perspectives of other children. Children also learn about the skills they possess relative to their 

peers which further develops their metacognition.93 Children become aware of other people and 

their intentions and desires and how they can differ from their own through conflicts and 

negotiations that may arise during the play process, this helps them develop empathy towards 

other people. Play can help foster early friendships when children recognize the qualities they 

prefer in others and realize their abilities to get along with some characters more than others. 

Play is also an appropriate way to teach children about integration within a culture and learn 

how to act within society and what is expected of them.94 
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11.  Design Scenarios for Play  

Project for Public Places identify LCQ projects (Lighter, Cheaper, Quicker) as a valid 

form of placemaking. This thesis proposes the usage of LCQ projects for different play 

scenarios that can promote placemaking for children in refugee camps. The play scenarios can 

be introduced as a program that operates under the umbrella of one of the 8 organizations 

working with children in Azraq camp, Save the children, ACTED, UNICEF and more. The 

program necessitates the collection of recycled materials available in the camp or accessible to 

them, rehabilitating these materials, and using them to create play elements, with the joint 

efforts of the community.  

A manual supplements this program; it lists an array of different play scenarios that can 

be created with the repurposed materials. The play scenarios correspond to the different forms 

of play and their developmental qualities. The manual includes step-by-step instructions on how 

to create the play elements, the materials needed, and a possible outcome of how it will look 

like and how it can be used. The play scenarios introduced in the manual challenges the 

conventional perception of play as an anchored traditional playground that can be found in most 

of the refugee camps. The problem with these playgrounds is that they take on a rigid form that 

predetermines the nature of play that children can engage in. For example, a child is only 

restricted to sliding on a slide and is prone to possible hazardous consequences if he/her 

decides to use the slide in a different way. Also, the anchored nature of playgrounds limits the 

accessibility of children to play, especially in refugee camps where walking is the most common 

means of transportation in a desert like conditions. Furthermore, with increasing safety related 

issues in camps, parents would choose the safety of their children over their need of play, and 

might be too preoccupied with other responsibilities to accompany their children to these 

specific playgrounds. Therefore, the provision of opportunities for safe and accessible means of 

play is more appropriate in refugee camps. Furthermore, the concept behind these play 
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scenarios is that they can be established anywhere. Children can dictate their location of 

preference to start a game; whether it is right outside their shelter, a node that connects the 

neighborhood, or a familiar spot of their liking. The creation of one play space can encourage 

the aggregation of numerous play spaces around the camp due to the simplicity of the materials 

involved. This can consequently emerge as a tool for placemaking in refugee camps.  

One of the crucial ways of empowering refugee children is to provide them with 

opportunities to voice their opinions and be in control. With these play scenarios, children can 

decide the nature of play that they want to engage in, their location of choice, and older children 

can even be trained to get involved in the manufacturing process of these play elements. 

Similarly, members of the community can also be employed, along with members of the NGO, 

to manufacture these play elements. The play scenarios can be implemented individually or 

within groups, and it can also be implemented as part of a set program that an educator from 

the community can establish to regulate the play activities. 

 

Figure 16: Operational Structure of the Program  
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The following pages include samples of the play scenarios developed for this project. 

The complete manual can be found in Appendix A for the rest of the play scenarios, as well as 

concise background information about the forms of play and their developmental benefits .  
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12.  Implications for Further Research  

Play in refugee camps is a broad area that can be tackled from multiple perspectives. To further 

develop this research, the following areas can be addressed:  

 

Play as Dual Purpose   

Play involves the spontaneous movement of children, therefore, a huge amount of 

energy is consumed during the play process. Several playgrounds have been established in the 

past that are used to harness children’s energy through play to generate power. For example, 

Empower Playgrounds, uses electricity generating play equipment such as Merry-Go-Rounds to 

charge batteries to power LED lanterns in Ghana. Children in Ghana spend their daylight hours 

in school, helping their families with chores or economic activities. The only time they have to do 

homework is at home during nighttime and it is not possible to do so because it is dark. 

Charging these LED lanterns provides them with the opportunity to do so. 

Similarly, where there are problems in refugee camps associated with electricity and 

water supply, equipment that can help generate power can be beneficial in cases like these. 

This is one direction that the study can take for further research; identifying the power related 

issues in camps and designing low cost, mechanical based play equipment that children can 

use to help generate power.    
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Figure 17: Empower Playgrounds' Merry-go-Round (Ref. http://www.fastcodesign.com/3017524/a-merry-go-

round-that-turns-the-power-of-play-into-electricity/4) 



97 
 

Play as a form of Communication  

Children in camps identify themselves as refugees from a very young age. They are 

isolated from the outside world due to that status. A considerable part that forms identity is 

communication with others and the way one identifies in a group of others. In the case of 

refugees, communication with the outside world is almost nonexistent. It is important to reiterate 

to refugee children that they are not only isolated refugees, they are citizens of a bigger world, 

and there is more to their world than the boundaries of their camps. Hence, play can be 

considered as a means to establish a platform of communication with the outside world through 

social media for example. It is important to give refugee children an opportunity to be heard and 

for them to voice their opinions to the rest of the world. It is worth considering what refugee 

children have to say and what the rest of the world can learn from them when they are given the 

opportunity to speak out.  

Communication can go both ways when people from the outside world are given an 

opportunity to better understand the adversity that refugees go through. A platform of 

communication between the two sides is immensely needed. One example that begins to bridge 

the gap between refugees and the outside world is the BBC game called, Syrian Journey. The 

game provides players with different scenarios adapted from real life stories of Syrian refugees 

and provides the people with the opportunity to make choices that would dictate the life of the 

Syrian refugee avatar. Each choice leads to consequences that also emulate real life events; 

this promotes a better understanding of the lives of refugees.  
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Figure 18: BBC Game: Syrian Journey   
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Play to Enhance Cultural Identity  

Traditional games and play form a big part of many different folklores around the world. 

Older generations tell their grandchildren stories of their playful adventures at a younger age. 

Play is already considered to be an inherent part of culture. Therefore, play can be utilized to 

reinforce cultural identities, especially in situations where refugees are located in refuge 

countries that do not share a similar culture and language. Cultural games can be introduced 

into extra-curricular activities for the children to practice remembrance of their culture. Games 

can also emulate graphic patterns and shapes that are inherent to a specific culture.   

Play as an Economic Opportunity  

Creating different play elements according to the proposed manual in this thesis requires 

learning several skills such as basic construction and carpentry as well as some basic art. The 

manufacturing process behind these play scenarios can be used as an opportunity to teach 

these skills to members of the camp of different ages. The workshop introduced can be of a 

vocational nature, thus, students can learn a viable skill that could help them enter into 

entrepreneurship ventures in the future.   

Logistics 

This thesis proposes a concept for a program that could be realized once some more 

logistical details are taken into consideration. The play program is proposed to be established 

under the umbrella of an existing NGO organization that operates in the camp. A team is to be 

dedicated to gather materials and manufacture the needed structures to conduct the play 

process. Another team is dedicated to coming up with the play scenarios and regulating the play 

when needed. A third team needs to be appointed to handle the program on an operational 

level. For example, some of these play scenarios are intended to be used as cooperative play, 
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and some as solitary play. A team needs to be able to handle the application processes of a 

single family acquiring one play kit vs. a neighborhood acquiring several kits. Furthermore, there 

needs to be consideration for the maximum number of play kits that a single family can acquire 

and there needs to be a tracking system to follow up on such matters.  

Furthermore, with regards to the logistics of the materials needed to create these play 

elements, more detailed consideration needs to go into the transportation process of the 

materials such as the delivery of the materials, the site of collection, the location of the 

workshop, and etc. Moreover, some of the materials used might be enticing to sell and earn 

profit from them. Therefore, a preventative system needs to operate that would ensure that the 

materials remain intact for the manufacturing process. In addition, the feasibility of the program 

must be taken into consideration in terms of the financial constraints, the required funding, and 

the extent to which the UNHCR allows for flexibility with new programs introduced in camps. 
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13.  Conclusion  

The refugee crisis is a complex and multifaceted issue that is usually addressed from a 

pragmatic standpoint, and the priority is usually to provide safety for refugees. However, it is 

crucial to acknowledge the paradox nature of refugee camps; they are designed to be 

transitional spaces, and yet most refugees live most of their lives there. Since design for 

permanence is discouraged in refugee camps, and the current transitionary nature of camps do 

not contribute positively to the quality of lives of refugees, research needs to be encouraged in 

the field of placemaking in refugee camps and how to help facilitate places of belonging.   

Children, alarmingly form 50% of the population of refugees worldwide. This means that 

some children have never identified themselves as anything but refugees. The label of “refugee” 

immediately provides a negative connotation of victimization. Consequently, children grow up 

identifying themselves as underprivileged and powerless in the face of their status and that 

inhibits a healthy development. While abundant research has been conducted in the field of play 

and its developmental benefits on children and children of war, there needs to be more attention 

directed towards the accessibility of play to children in underprivileged conditions. More 

specifically, the ability to provide the means of play and the guidelines and regulations required 

for an efficient play environment whilst still providing children with a certain amount of autonomy 

and control of their own play process. Play as a tool for placemaking is another area worth more 

exploration. Play can prove to be a valuable tool to encourage place attachment in refugee 

camps and create a more pleasant and stronger sense of belonging, especially when the play 

introduced is not restrictive and predetermined and can be easily replicated in different locations 

around the camp.  

To move this project forward, it will be crucial to address the logistics involved with 

realizing this program. Most refugee camps are operated under the umbrella of the UNHCR who 
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certainly pose some criteria and restrictions for the adoption of new programs; it is vital to 

ensure that this project complies with the standards of UNHCR. Furthermore, this project is 

designed to operate under an existing organization that works with children, such as ACTED. 

Therefore, to move this project forward, it is important to create a proposal that could be 

presented to these organizations to encourage the adoption of this program. This proposal 

needs to include specific details about the financing of this program, the budget required to 

attain and repurpose the recycled items around the camp, manufacture these play elements, 

and train members of the community in manufacturing as well as conducting edutainment 

activities with these play scenarios.  Other logistical things that would need serious 

consideration into financing would include the collection and transportation of these materials 

into the camp. Moreover, samples of these play elements or scenarios need to be manufactured 

and tested. 

Furthermore, it would be worth investigating the viability of this project with refugee 

populations from other cultures. For example, some of the play scenarios in this project that are 

derived from Syria’s traditional games can be adapted to reflect traditional games from other 

parts of the world. Other play scenarios could encourage more solitary and onlooker play types 

for cultures that are individualistic, on the other hand, other plays scenarios can be created to 

encourage cooperative and associative play for more collectivist cultures. Moreover, this project 

can be adapted to accommodate for older age groups and teenagers by including more 

complex constructive play. 

Certain limits rose during this study which may prove to be further restrictive when 

moving this project forward. Primarily, refugee children are an isolated population, therefore, 

personal interviews conducted with them about their preferences proved to be difficult to 

achieve. Alternatively, such information was deduced from other media outlets such as 

interviews and documentaries. Moreover, the literature sources regarding play as a 
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placemaking tool in refugee camps were very scarce. Further studies into this area however can 

add significantly to this body of research.  
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