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Camden teachers' visit to Palestinian schools a huge success
 

A group of eleven Camden school teachers visited schools in Abu Dis during the week of 20th to 27th October 2007. This groundbreaking visit brought together teachers from  eight different schools in Camden and from every school in Abu Dis  to discover about the other teachers' experiences of teaching and learning and the very different contexts in which they work. 

 

The visit was organised by Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association,  with the help of the education authorities on both sides and funding from the British Council.

 

As the visit ended at the Dead Sea under a beautiful full moon, there was agreement from Palestinians and British alike that this should be a beginning not an end of a friendship that had taught both sides so much. "Lying in the Dead Sea with Palestinians singing Palestinian songs in the moonlight was something I will never forget," said Rosalind Durant from Camden School for Girls. "I was in a state of shock when I arrived and saw how people were living here, but I now think that they have not given up. With international help, there are ways to move forward."

 

The visit to the Dead Sea was special not only for the Camden teachers but for their Palestinian peers, who are usually prevented at Israeli checkpoints from reaching the Dead Sea, though this is ancestral land of Abu Dis itself. "I am really moved by this, " said one teacher from the Arab Institute. "I have not been to the Dead Sea for the past 15 years "

 

The main part of the visit was spent in schools, with the British teachers first observing Palestinian classes and then teaching the Palestinian children themselves. "Our methods and assumptions about education are very different, " said Fiona Millar from Maria Fidelis School. "The Palestinian teachers are working with very few resources. I have huge respect for they way they deal with very large classes. It is difficult for them to find space for some of the creative activities we do in schools in Britain."

 

The group were very impressed by the motivation to learn shown by the Palestinian children. "Their smiles are so lovely" said teacher after teacher, "It is amazing how they are so resilient when life is so difficult and everyone is so worried, cut off from Jerusalem by the Separation Wall."

 

Just as in Camden, different schools in Abu Dis are very different. The Camden teachers were particularly concerned at the difficult situation of Abu Dis Boys' School, where young boys study in grim, crowded classrooms that look out on one side over the Separation Wall, and on the other to a bare, rectangular playground. 

 

"There is nothing soft in that place," said Helen Saunders, from Hampstead School, which is about to form a twinning relationship with Abu Dis Boys'. "I so much want to see plants and displays of class work and new blackboards... The boys have told me about the problems they have with the Israeli army and their experiences of being stopped and beaten, even in the classroom. There were more boys from the school arrested by the Israeli army even in the short time that we were there. It is so hard for those kids to concentrate. I am taking film and photos back with me, and we are looking forward to making something positive from this relationship."

 

The Palestinian teachers and much of the Abu Dis community were very moved by the teachers' visit. "The workshops we did together were great," said the English teacher from Abu Dis Girls' School . "Even more, this gives us some hope, and encourages us to keep going."


 

ENDS

 

1. More information from camdenabudis@btinternet.com 

2. Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association was started in 2004 in order to promote human rights and respect for international humanitarian law in the area of Abu Dis in Palestine and in Palestine in general. Its objects and further information can be found on www.camdenabudis.net 

3. Teachers are available for interview 

4. Photos now available
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