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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted lives in ways that no one could have anticipated, but for refugee
students, the impact was far more profound. Already navigating the complexities of displacement, cultural
adaptation, and language barriers, these young learners suddenly found themselves facing an entirely new
world: one where their classrooms were empty, their social networks vanished, and their education was
shifted entirely online. "Through Their Eyes: The Untold Journeys of Refugee Students During COVID-19"
opens a window into the lives of these resilient young people, offering a deeper understanding of how they
weathered the storm of a global crisis in a world that already felt uncertain.

For refugee students in Greater Shepparton, the transition to remote learning was not just a minor disruption,
it was a life-altering challenge. Many of them had already faced significant hurdles to reach this point:
escaping violence and war, adjusting to a new culture, and grappling with the complexities of settling in a
foreign land. But COVID-19 added an entirely new layer of difficulty. Without the familiarity of in-person
learning, teachers, and peers, these students found themselves isolated and distanced from the very systems
meant to support them.

This book is a collection of their stories, stories of struggle, adaptation, and survival. But more than that, it is
a tribute to their resilience. As schools closed and remote learning became the norm, these young students
were thrust into a digital world that many of them were unprepared for. Limited access to technology,
unreliable internet connections, and the overwhelming challenge of navigating online platforms in a
language that wasn’t their own made the simplest aspects of education feel like insurmountable obstacles.

Many of these students, already far behind their peers, now had to contend with a sudden and jarring shift to
digital learning environments, often without the necessary tools or support at home. For some, it meant
trying to learn from a cracked smartphone screen, or sharing a single computer among multiple siblings, or
simply not having access to the internet at all. The digital divide was real, and for refugee students, it
deepened the chasm between them and their educational goals.

Yet, despite these overwhelming challenges, their stories reveal something extraordinary: the unyielding
hope that these students carry within them, the strength they show every day, and their incredible
adaptability in the face of a crisis that affected everyone. In this book, you’ll meet students like Ahmed,
whose access to a stable internet connection was a luxury his family couldn’t afford, or Maria, who spent
hours on the phone with teachers to understand lessons that were posted in English, a language she was still
learning. You’ll read about Siti, who, even with limited access to technology, found creative ways to stay
engaged in her studies, using paper and pen to complete assignments that others were submitting digitally.

Their struggles were not only technological, but emotional as well. Remote learning meant they lost the
connection to their friends, teachers, and the support systems they once relied on. Social isolation grew, as
they found themselves cut off from the school environment that had been their anchor in a foreign land. The
pandemic intensified their feelings of loneliness, uncertainty, and fear, making it even harder to focus on
their education when the world around them seemed so uncertain.

This book also shines a light on the unseen forces that helped them cope, community organizations,
dedicated teachers, and families who, despite their own struggles, went to extraordinary lengths to support
their children’s education. It highlights the power of human connection and solidarity, as communities
rallied together to provide what these students needed most: a sense of stability, a glimmer of hope, and a
belief that learning was still possible, even in a time of crisis.

"Through Their Eyes" is not only a look at the challenges faced by refugee students during the pandemic but
also a celebration of their resilience, determination, and the unwavering belief in the power of education.
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These stories are a testament to their courage in the face of adversity, their unwavering commitment to
building a better future, and their refusal to be defined solely by their circumstances.

As you read these stories, remember that the journey of each student in this book is just one of many. They
are part of a larger global narrative of young people who have been forced to adapt, persevere, and fight for
a future that seemed uncertain. Through their eyes, we see not just the struggles of refugee students during
COVID-19, but the extraordinary human capacity for resilience, for hope, and for learning, even in the
darkest of times.

Chapter 1: The Struggles of Transition

A New Beginning

Mohammed’s story began long before COVID-19 turned the world upside down. It began in Syria, where
the echoes of war and violence defined every aspect of his childhood. The sound of bomb blasts, the chaos
of fleeing his home, and the uncertainty of what lay ahead were the backdrop to his early years. He didn’t
choose this life. Like millions of others, he was thrust into a reality where survival became the only priority.

When his family finally arrived in Greater Shepparton, after years of displacement, they hoped for peace, a
new start, a life untouched by the horrors of war. It wasn’t easy. Mohammed had to adjust not only to a new
country but also to a new language, new customs, and a new way of life. Yet, his teachers at the local school
welcomed him with warmth, understanding that he wasn’t just another student; he was a young soul looking
for a place to belong.

Despite the struggles, school became his sanctuary. It was there, surrounded by his new friends and
supportive teachers, that Mohammed began to build a foundation for his future. With determination, he
worked hard to improve his English, stay on top of his lessons, and build a sense of normalcy in his life. He
still carried the memories of his past, but the hope of a better future motivated him to keep moving forward.
But in 2020, that future, like everything else, changed.

The Sudden Shift to Remote Learning

The first time Mohammed heard about COVID-19, he didn’t think much of it. Like many others, he assumed
it would be something that would pass quickly, a brief interruption. But soon enough, the reality sank in.
Schools closed. The doors to his sanctuary were shut. The routine that had brought comfort was gone, and
Mohammed was left facing a world that felt uncertain and isolated.

As schools across Australia transitioned to remote learning, Mohammed was thrust into a digital world that
he wasn’t prepared for. For students like him, refugees who had already been navigating the complexities of
settling in a new country, the shift to online education felt like another hurdle, a mountain too high to climb.

At home, things were not much better. Mohammed’s family lived in a small, overcrowded house with
limited space and resources. There was one old computer that they shared among the family, and that was
the only tool Mohammed had for his education. The lack of access to technology wasn’t just a minor
inconvenience, it was a barrier. Unlike many of his classmates, Mohammed didn’t have the luxury of a
personal laptop or tablet, and the internet connection at home was inconsistent at best. Some days, he
struggled to even log in to his classes, and when he could, the experience was often frustrating.
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“Why can’t I see the teacher clearly? Why is the lesson cutting out?”” Mohammed would often wonder, his
frustration mounting. The online platforms, meant to be a bridge to learning, felt like an insurmountable
chasm.

The Struggles of Remote Learning

Remote learning wasn’t just difficult for Mohammed because of the technology, it was the language barrier
that caused him the most stress. Though his English had improved since he first arrived in Australia, it was
still a work in progress. His teachers were patient, but Mohammed often found it hard to keep up with
lessons that were entirely in English.

Without face-to-face interactions, he couldn’t raise his hand to ask a question or approach a teacher after
class for clarification. Every lesson felt like a series of disconnected, fragmented pieces. What was once a
simple task in the classroom, such as taking notes or asking a question, became a confusing, overwhelming
challenge in the online world.

“I don’t know how to ask them what I don’t understand,” Mohammed thought to himself as he stared at his
computer screen, his mind racing. “If I miss one word, I miss everything.”

Even when he tried to keep up with his assignments, the isolation of learning alone in his room was
crushing. There were no friends to study with, no group discussions to help him better understand the
material. Mohammed had always relied on the camaraderie of his classmates, the small conversations and
shared learning experiences that made the process easier. But now, that connection was gone.

Without the social aspect of school, it became even harder to stay motivated. Remote learning was not just
an educational struggle, it was an emotional one. Mohammed missed his friends. He missed the daily
interactions, the laughter between classes, the support from his teachers when things became overwhelming.
He began to feel more isolated than ever, his connection to the outside world slowly slipping away.

The Battle for Access and Support

It wasn’t just Mohammed who was struggling. His entire family was trying to navigate a world they were
still unfamiliar with. His parents, who worked tirelessly to make ends meet, were unable to offer the support
Mohammed needed with his lessons. Their understanding of the Australian education system was limited,
and they were already dealing with their own challenges in adapting to life in a new country.

While his parents encouraged him to keep going, they didn’t know how to help with his remote learning.
Mohammed felt the weight of this on his shoulders. He didn’t want to burden them with his struggles. They
had already given up so much for him to have a better life. So, he took it upon himself to figure things out.

He would often spend late nights at his desk, staring at the screen, rewatching the lessons over and over
again. But there was only so much he could do on his own. He had no one to guide him through the
problems he didn’t understand, no one to help him when the lessons made no sense.

As the days went by, Mohammed began to feel like he was falling behind. His confidence in his ability to
succeed started to erode. He had come so far, yet now it felt like the pandemic had torn down everything he
had worked for.
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The Glimmer of Hope: Finding Support

It was during one of his loneliest moments, when he felt like he was on the verge of giving up, that he
received a call from his teacher, Mrs. Green. She had noticed that Mohammed had been quiet during the
online classes, and her concern led her to reach out.

“Mohammed, I noticed you haven’t been participating much. Is everything okay?” Mrs. Green asked gently.
For the first time in weeks, Mohammed felt a sense of relief. He wasn’t alone. Someone cared.

“I don’t understand the lessons, and I don’t have a good computer or internet. It’s hard to keep up,” he
confessed, his voice barely above a whisper.

Mrs. Green listened carefully, and after that conversation, she took action. She arranged for Mohammed to
receive extra support from the school, offering him access to better resources. A few days later, the school
loaned him a more reliable laptop, and they made arrangements to provide him with additional online
tutoring.

Even more importantly, she reassured him that he wasn’t alone in his struggles. Mrs. Green became more
than just a teacher to Mohammed; she became a lifeline. She checked in on him regularly, offered
encouragement, and made sure that he felt seen, heard, and supported.

With the new resources and the additional support from Mrs. Green and the school, Mohammed began to
slowly rebuild his confidence. His online learning experience became more manageable, and, little by little,
the fear of falling behind started to fade.

A Journey Forward

Though remote learning was still a challenge, Mohammed learned how to adapt. The technical issues didn’t
go away, and the language barrier remained, but with the support he received, he found new ways to
navigate these obstacles. The lessons were still difficult, but his dream of becoming a doctor, of giving back
to the community that had given him a second chance, kept him going.

By the time the pandemic started to subside, and schools reopened, Mohammed had made significant
progress. His grades had improved, his English had strengthened, and he had developed a new sense of
resilience. He had weathered the storm of COVID-19 and had come out the other side stronger than before.

Though the road ahead would continue to be difficult, Mohammed knew one thing for certain: no matter
how hard life got, he would keep moving forward. He had proven to himself that even in the darkest of
times, there was always a way forward. And that knowledge would guide him for the rest of his journey.

to growth.
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Chapter 2: A Life Cut Short

The News from Home

Laila had just finished her remote class for the day. She sat quietly in front of her computer, trying to process
the lessons she had watched on screen, her mind wandering between the words of her teachers and the worry
gnawing at her heart. It had been months since the COVID-19 pandemic had started, and though she had

adjusted to the quiet isolation of remote learning, it was a constant reminder of everything that had changed.

Laila’s family had fled war-torn Afghanistan, seeking a place of refuge in Australia. She and her parents had
endured the trauma of displacement, of losing everything to the violence that had consumed their home
country. The journey to Australia had been long, difficult, and dangerous. But now, in the midst of a
pandemic, Laila was facing yet another trial: separation from her extended family, most of whom remained
in Afghanistan.

It was an afternoon in late June when the phone call came. Laila’s mother answered, her voice trembling
slightly as she spoke in Pashto, her native language. Laila could hear the distress in her mother’s voice, but
she didn’t think much of it at first. It wasn’t uncommon for relatives back home to call with updates or
stories of hardship, a routine she had grown used to over the years.

But then, she heard the words that would change her life forever.
Her uncle, Jamal, had passed away.

Laila froze. Her heart stopped for a moment, and the world around her seemed to blur. Jamal was not just a
family member; he was someone she had known all her life. He had been a constant presence, helping her
family when they first fled Afghanistan, offering his wisdom during hard times, and always lifting her spirits
with his infectious laughter. He had been like a father to her, someone she could confide in and turn to for
support.

The tears came quickly, but Laila tried to hold them back. She had heard about the virus, of course,
everywhere she turned, it seemed like COVID-19 was taking lives across the globe. But she never thought it
would touch her family. She never thought it would take someone so close.

Her mother hung up the phone, and the silence that followed was suffocating. Her face was pale, her eyes
filled with a grief that Laila couldn’t quite understand, but that she knew ran deep.

The family was still in shock. Jamal, who had lived in Kabul, had contracted COVID-19 after a neighbour in
their apartment complex had fallen ill. The virus spread quickly through their community. Despite Jamal’s
attempts to recover, the virus had been too much for his already fragile health. His body had succumbed to
the illness within a week.

Laila’s mother, crying softly, sat beside her. She put her hand on Laila’s shoulder and whispered in Pashto,
“We can’t go back. The borders are closed. We can’t say goodbye.”

Laila felt a cold emptiness wash over her. The loss was unbearable, but the fact that she couldn’t even be
there to mourn with her family in Afghanistan made the pain worse. She couldn’t hold her uncle’s hand,
couldn’t be there for her aunt and cousins, couldn’t even attend the funeral. She was stranded in Australia,
alone with her grief.
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A Distant Goodbye

The days that followed felt like a blur. Laila spent hours staring at the walls of her room, numb to everything
around her. School had become irrelevant. The lessons, the homework, the remote learning, it all seemed
insignificant now. Her mind kept replaying the last time she saw her uncle, when he had hugged her tightly
before they left Afghanistan.

She wished she had told him how much he meant to her. She wished she had spent more time with him
before leaving, but the pressures of war and survival had clouded every moment. Now, in the aftermath of
his passing, all she could do was look back with regret. The finality of death hit her harder than anything
else she had ever experienced.

She kept thinking about the distance, the physical distance that kept her away from her family, but also the
emotional distance. Even before the pandemic, she had felt a sense of detachment, the feeling of being in
between two worlds. But now, that gap felt like a chasm. The digital screens that had once provided a
lifeline to her education, to a sense of normalcy, now felt cold and distant, like they were barriers that kept
her from her family when she needed them the most.

Her mother tried to comfort her, but words seemed to fail them both. They both felt the weight of the loss,
but there was nothing they could do to bring him back, and nothing they could do to heal the pain of being
so far away.

In the days that followed, Laila found herself retreating further into her own grief. She couldn’t explain to
anyone at school why she was suddenly so withdrawn. How could she explain the depth of her pain to her
teachers, when she had no words for it herself? Remote learning continued, but she felt disconnected from it
all. How could she focus on assignments or participate in classes when her heart was shattered?

The phone calls from relatives in Afghanistan continued. They spoke of Jamal’s funeral, of the
overwhelming grief of the family, and of the struggles they now faced. But every time Laila spoke to them,;
it felt like a reminder of everything she had lost. She wasn’t there. She couldn’t be there.

And yet, in the midst of all the sorrow, one thing became clear to Laila. She would keep going. She would
keep learning, keep working, because she knew that was what her uncle would have wanted. He had always
encouraged her to continue her studies, to build a better future for herself and her family. His death, though
tragic, had reminded her of the importance of moving forward, of not giving up, even when it felt like the
world was falling apart.

The Weight of Loss

As the weeks passed, Laila’s grief began to evolve. It didn’t become easier, but it became more bearable.
Her focus started to return to her studies, though the weight of her loss was always there, hovering in the
background. Every lesson felt hollow, every assignment a reminder of what she had lost. But she pushed
through, her determination growing stronger each day.

She began to realize that, even though her uncle was gone, his memory would always be with her. She
would carry his spirit with her into the future. And though she could not be there to mourn with her family,
she knew they were all connected by love and by the strength they had gained through their shared
experiences of hardship.

Her journey was far from over. The grief, though ever-present, was now a part of her. It shaped her, but it did
not define her. As the pandemic continued to disrupt life all around her, Laila clung to the belief that the
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future would bring healing. She would carry on her studies, make her uncle proud, and honour his memory
through her perseverance.

A Lesson in Resilience

In the quiet moments, when the world slowed down and the pain of loss felt most intense, Laila found solace
in the memories of her uncle. She would think of his laughter, his stories, and the way he had always
believed in her, even when she didn’t believe in herself. She would carry his lessons with her, his words of
encouragement ringing in her ears.

In a time of great loss, Laila learned that resilience was not just about surviving, it was about finding the
strength to keep moving forward, even when the road ahead seemed too difficult to travel.

And though she couldn’t say goodbye to Jamal in person, Laila knew one thing for certain: she would carry
his memory with her, every step of the way.

Chapter 3: The Strength of Belonging
A New Challenge

Amir’s life had always been filled with change. Born in Karachi, Pakistan, his family had fled to Australia
when he was just a young boy, seeking safety and a fresh start after years of unrest and instability in their
home country. They had left behind friends, extended family, and the only life Amir had known. But in
Australia, Amir found a new hope. He settled into his new life, learning a new language, adapting to a
different culture, and slowly finding his way in the world.

But as 2020 arrived and the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the globe, Amir’s world was shaken once
again. Schools closed, and remote learning became the new reality. For Amir, a student in his final year of
high school, this shift was particularly difficult. Like many refugee students, he already faced numerous
challenges, language barriers, cultural differences, and the weight of expectations to succeed. The sudden
transition to online learning felt like yet another obstacle that he wasn’t sure he could overcome.

Amir’s parents, hardworking and dedicated to giving him a better life, didn’t understand the complexities of
online education. They could provide emotional support, but when it came to navigating digital platforms or
helping with schoolwork, they were powerless. Amir knew he had to rely on himself, but this time, it felt
different. The weight of isolation, mixed with the mounting pressure to succeed, left him feeling lost.

A Glimpse of Connection

At first, Amir struggled with the technical aspects of online learning. His family only had one computer,
which they shared among them, and the internet connection was spotty at best. On top of that, Amir’s
English was still improving, and the virtual lessons seemed to be slipping past him. His teachers tried their
best to offer support, but the digital divide was too wide to bridge easily. Every day felt like a battle—one in
which he was losing ground.

But just as Amir was beginning to lose hope, something unexpected happened.

10
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It started with a message from his English teacher, Mr. Henderson, who noticed that Amir hadn’t been
participating much in class. It wasn’t like him to fall behind. Amir had always been a dedicated student,
eager to learn, even when the material was difficult. Mr. Henderson’s message was simple: “Amir, ’'m here
for you. If you need any help, don’t hesitate to reach out. I’'m just a message away.”

That small gesture made all the difference. For the first time in weeks, Amir didn’t feel alone. Mr.
Henderson wasn’t just a teacher; he was a lifeline.

Support Through Small Acts

Mr. Henderson arranged for Amir to get extra help. He set up weekly video calls where Amir could ask
questions, clarify concepts, and work through assignments. Slowly, Amir’s confidence grew. The lessons
began to make more sense, and he found ways to navigate the digital learning platforms. But it wasn’t just
the academic support that made a difference. Mr. Henderson took the time to check in on Amir’s emotional
well-being too, knowing that the pandemic and the isolation it brought were taking a toll on his students.

“I know this is tough, Amir,” Mr. Henderson would say during their calls. “But you’re doing great. You’ve
come so far. Keep pushing forward.”

Those words meant more than Amir could express. They were a reminder that he wasn’t just a name on a list
of students. He was seen, he was valued, and he mattered.

Yet, it wasn’t only Mr. Henderson who helped Amir feel like he belonged. The support came from
unexpected places as well. His neighbours, who had also been through their own struggles as immigrants,
checked in on him regularly. They would leave small care packages at his door, bags of groceries, fresh fruit,
or even homemade Pakistani sweets. Amir’s family didn’t have much, but the kindness of their community
made them feel rich in a way they hadn’t before.

One afternoon, as Amir sat in his room struggling to understand a math problem, his next-door neighbour,
Amina, knocked on the door. She was a few years older than him and had already completed her studies.
Amina, who had lived in Australia for longer, had always been a kind, supportive presence, but this time, she
had something even more valuable to offer.

“Hey, I heard you’re having a hard time with the online classes,” Amina said gently. “I’ve got some extra
time. How about we work through some of the assignments together?”

It was exactly what Amir needed. Amina sat with him for hours, helping him with his schoolwork,
explaining concepts, and even laughing together when something didn’t make sense. She didn’t just help
him with his homework, she helped him rebuild his confidence, reminding him that it was okay to ask for
help and that he wasn’t expected to do everything alone.

Building Strength from Shared Experiences

As Amir began to find his footing, he realized that he wasn’t the only one struggling. Many of his
classmates, other refugee students from all over the world, were facing similar obstacles. The online learning
environment had created a space where isolation was magnified, and those who had already felt displaced
now felt even further from the world around them.

11
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But this shared experience brought them together in unexpected ways. Amir reached out to his classmates
through social media, organizing study groups and video chats to help each other. They would meet online,
not just to study, but to check in on each other’s well-being.

They shared stories about their countries, their experiences of migration, and their dreams for the future.
These connections helped Amir realize that while they might come from different backgrounds, they were
all united by their struggles and hopes. It was through these small, meaningful interactions that Amir began
to understand the true value of community, especially a multicultural one.

As the months passed, Amir’s grades improved, but it wasn’t just the academic progress that mattered to
him. He had learned how to navigate adversity, how to seek help when he needed it, and most importantly,
how to find strength in connection. The lessons he learned during those difficult months weren’t just about
school; they were about life.

Looking Toward the Future

By the time the pandemic began to ease, and schools reopened, Amir had transformed. He had not only
caught up in his studies but had also become a leader within his school community, helping other refugee
students adjust to the challenges of remote learning. His resilience had been tested, but through the support
of his teachers, neighbours, and classmates, he had grown stronger.

He was no longer the shy, uncertain boy who had arrived in Australia. He was someone who understood the
power of connection, the importance of asking for help, and the strength that came from belonging to a
supportive community.

As Amir looked toward the future, he knew that his journey was far from over. The path ahead would have
its challenges, but he was no longer afraid. With the lessons he had learned and the community that
supported him, Amir was ready to face whatever came next.

And so, he carried forward, rooted in the knowledge that no matter where life took him, he would always
have a place to belong.

Chapter 4: A New Song in the Silence
The Struggles of Ana’s Journey

Ana's story began in a small village in Angola, far from the bustling streets and hurried pace of city life. She
was born to a family of musicians, where every day was filled with the vibrant rhythms of drums and the
soulful melodies of her mother's guitar. Music was the heart of her family, the pulse that bound them
together, and Ana had always dreamed of becoming a great singer like her mother, who had taught her the
power of music to heal and bring people together.

But war had torn her country apart. The fighting had come unexpectedly, first in the distance, but soon it was
too close to ignore. Her family fled, leaving behind everything they knew. The music they cherished fell
silent in the midst of destruction. The journey to safety took them across borders, through refugee camps,
and eventually to a new country: Australia. The pain of losing her homeland was heavy on Ana’s heart, and
though she was grateful to be safe, the absence of music in her life left a void that nothing could fill.

12
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The Hardship of New Beginnings

When Ana and her family arrived in Greater Shepparton, they were welcomed by the warmth of the local
community, but it didn’t ease the sense of loss that hung over her. Her father, once a skilled mechanic,
struggled to find work, and her mother, though she had a beautiful voice, found it hard to keep up with the
demands of life in a foreign country. The language barrier was one of the hardest things to overcome. Ana,
though only 14, found herself having to translate for her family during appointments and meetings, feeling
the weight of responsibility on her young shoulders.

She enrolled in school, but it was overwhelming. Every day felt like a battle, learning English, trying to
make friends, and adjusting to a culture so different from her own. The lessons were difficult, and though
her teachers were patient, Ana often found herself lost in translation. She missed the music, the language of
her soul, and the sense of connection that came with it.

One day, after months of struggling to fit in, Ana sat alone during lunch, staring out at the playground. She
didn’t know anyone well enough to join them, and the weight of homesickness pressed heavily on her chest.
Her mother, too, was struggling, isolated by her lack of language skills and the grief of leaving behind
everything familiar. Ana could see the sadness in her mother’s eyes every day, and it made her feel even
more alone.

The Grief of Isolation

As the months passed, Ana's struggles in school grew. The isolation was stifling, and the cultural gap
between her and her peers felt insurmountable. Though the school offered language support and after-school
programs, Ana was often too tired to participate after helping her family and trying to adjust to the new life.
The weight of trying to be both a daughter and a student was suffocating, and she began to fall behind.

But the hardest part was the silence in her heart. The music that had once filled her life was gone, and no
number of new lessons or new friends seemed to make up for it. Ana began to doubt herself. Would she ever
fit in here? Could she ever belong?

The Turning Point: A Gift of Music

One afternoon, during one of her regular online learning sessions, something unexpected happened. Ana’s
teacher, Mr. Reynolds, who had been trying to reach out to her, noticed that she was always silent in class.
He knew something was wrong but didn’t know how to help her. So, after class, he sent Ana an email asking
if she would like to participate in a small music class that he was organizing with the help of the local
community centre. He had heard that Ana came from a musical family and thought it might be something
she could use to connect with others.

At first, Ana was hesitant. She felt like she was too far behind in her studies, and she didn’t want to burden
anyone with her personal struggles. But something inside her sparked at the thought of music again, the
language that had always comforted her. She decided to take a chance.

The next Saturday, Ana walked into the community centre, where a small group of students from different
backgrounds gathered. There, she met Samira, a young girl from Syria, who played the oud, and Luis, a boy
from Brazil who loved playing the guitar. Together, they began playing simple songs, with Ana contributing
her voice.

13
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The moment Ana sang her first note in the group, something beautiful happened. The music was no longer a
distant memory. It was alive again, and for the first time since arriving in Australia, Ana felt like she was
truly part of something. The shared joy of music bridged the gap between her and the others, and for a few
precious hours, she didn’t feel like the outsider. She was a musician, just like everyone else.

Building Confidence Through Music

Over the next few months, Ana continued attending the music sessions, and slowly, her confidence began to
return. Her classmates, who had once been distant and unfamiliar, now became friends who shared her love
for music. She began to feel more connected to her new life, no longer lost in the silence of isolation. Her
schoolwork also improved, as she gained confidence in her ability to learn and ask for help.

Her mother, too, found solace in Ana’s journey. Though she was still adjusting, seeing Ana smile again and
hearing her sing with joy was a source of comfort. Ana’s family, once burdened by the weight of
displacement and grief, now found new hope through the shared connection of music.

A New Future

By the time the pandemic began to ease, Ana had found a new purpose. She no longer felt like the girl who
had lost everything. The music had helped her find herself again. It had been the key to unlocking her
strength, her resilience, and her ability to adapt. She dreamed of becoming a music teacher, to share the
healing power of song with others who, like her, needed something to hold onto in the midst of hardship.

Ana’s journey wasn’t easy, but it was one of transformation. From the silence of grief to the melody of hope,
she discovered that even in the darkest of times, there is always a song waiting to be sung.

The Lesson of Resilience

Ana’s story reminds us that resilience doesn’t just mean surviving; it’s about finding the strength to adapt, to
grow, and to embrace new possibilities, even when the path ahead seems uncertain. In the end, Ana’s
greatest strength wasn’t in her ability to sing; it was in her ability to keep going, to find music again, and to
share that music with others. Through her struggles, Ana learned that even in silence, there is always the
potential for a new song.

Chapter S: The Light Beyond the Shadows
The Story of Rakesh

Rakesh's journey was one that began in the bustling city of Mumbeai, India, where the streets were alive with
colors, sounds, and a constant sense of movement. He had grown up in a neighbourhood full of vibrant
markets, towering skyscrapers, and the rich scents of street food. His family, though not wealthy, had always
managed to make do with what they had. His father, a small-time businessman, worked tirelessly, while his
mother, a seamstress, often worked long into the night to provide for the family.

But despite the daily grind, Rakesh’s world was always filled with love. His parents had taught him the
value of hard work, kindness, and the importance of education. Rakesh had always dreamed of a future
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where he could become an engineer, a dream fuelled by the knowledge that education was his path to a
better life.

That dream, however, was shattered one fateful day in 2019 when everything changed.

It was the day the political protests in Mumbai turned violent. What started as a peaceful demonstration
spiralled out of control, leaving behind a trail of destruction. Rakesh’s family, like so many others, found
themselves caught in the chaos. His father’s shop, a modest place where they sold electronic goods, was
looted and destroyed. His mother’s sewing machine, the one piece of equipment she depended on to provide
for their family, was taken from their home.

The violence left Rakesh shaken, and the situation in Mumbai became unbearable. His father, devastated by
the loss, made the difficult decision to leave everything behind. He sold what remained of their belongings
and arranged for the family to leave India and seek refuge in Australia. Rakesh, though frightened and
uncertain, trusted his father’s decision.

A New Life in Australia

When Rakesh and his family arrived in Australia, the overwhelming feeling was one of relief, but also one
of complete unfamiliarity. The streets of Greater Shepparton, so quiet and devoid of the vibrant energy he
had grown up with, felt cold and distant. The language was different, the food was unfamiliar, and the
people seemed like strangers. For the first time in his life, Rakesh felt small and inconsequential. He missed
the sound of Mumbai’s bustling markets, the smell of spices in the air, and the warmth of his neighbours.

The initial days were tough, as Rakesh struggled to adjust to a new life. The hardest part was the language
barrier. Though he had learned some English in school in Mumbai, he had never been immersed in an
English-speaking environment, and he found it difficult to understand his teachers and classmates. School,
once a place of promise, became an overwhelming challenge.

Rakesh’s parents, though supportive, were preoccupied with their own difficulties. His father had a hard
time finding steady work, and his mother’s sewing skills weren’t recognized in Australia, leaving them both
feeling isolated. Rakesh, too, felt lost. His dreams of becoming an engineer seemed out of reach, clouded by
his inability to keep up with his schoolwork and the stress of adapting to a new culture.

The Strain of Remote Learning

In 2020, the world shifted. The COVID-19 pandemic forced schools to close their doors, and remote
learning became the new reality. For Rakesh, this was another blow. He had already been struggling to keep
up with his studies in a traditional classroom, and now, the shift to online learning only added to the
pressure.

At first, Rakesh thought the change would be temporary, something to endure until life returned to normal.
But as weeks turned into months, it became clear that this would be the new normal. The virtual classroom,
though convenient in some ways, posed new challenges. The lessons were difficult to follow, especially
when the internet connection at home was unreliable. With two younger siblings and parents who didn’t
speak much English, Rakesh had no one to help him with his schoolwork. The pressure was mounting.

There were days when Rakesh sat in front of his computer, staring blankly at the screen, unable to make
sense of the lessons. The assignments piled up, and his grades began to slip. The more he struggled, the
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more isolated he felt. He missed the physical presence of his teachers, the ability to ask questions and clarify
things in person. The lack of interaction left him feeling disconnected, and his motivation began to wane.

A Spark of Hope

One day, during an online class, Rakesh’s teacher, Mr. Williams, noticed that he had not been participating
much lately. Rakesh had always been a quiet student, but recently, he had been even more withdrawn than
usual. Concerned, Mr. Williams reached out to Rakesh after class to ask if everything was okay.

“I noticed you haven’t been joining in on the discussions much,” Mr. Williams said, his voice kind but firm.
“Is something bothering you?”

At first, Rakesh hesitated. He didn’t want to admit how hard things had been for him, how overwhelmed he
felt by everything. But something about Mr. Williams’ kindness made him open up. He explained how
difficult remote learning had been, how the language barrier and lack of resources were holding him back.

Mr. Williams listened patiently, offering words of encouragement. He assured Rakesh that he wasn’t alone in
his struggles and that he was there to help. Over the next few weeks, Mr. Williams arranged for Rakesh to
receive additional tutoring sessions, providing him with extra resources and support to help him catch up
with his studies.

But it wasn’t just the academic support that made a difference. Mr. Williams also encouraged Rakesh to find
something outside of school that brought him joy. He noticed Rakesh’s love for engineering and suggested
that he start working on small projects at home, using whatever materials he had available.

“You don’t need fancy equipment to build something great,” Mr. Williams said. “Start small but dream big.”

A Journey of Self-Discovery

Inspired by Mr. Williams’ words, Rakesh began to experiment with small engineering projects at home. He
started by dismantling old household appliances, trying to figure out how they worked and if he could make
something new from their parts. The process was slow and often frustrating, but there was something
immensely satisfying about creating something with his hands. It reminded him of his childhood in Mumbai,
when he had spent hours tinkering with broken gadgets and dreaming of the future.

Rakesh also started to reconnect with his roots. He reached out to the Indian community in Greater
Shepparton, where he met others who had similar backgrounds and experiences. These new friendships
became a source of support, helping him feel less isolated. They shared stories of their struggles, their hopes
for the future, and their love for their cultures.

As Rakesh’s confidence grew, so did his determination to keep moving forward. With the support of his
teacher, his newfound friends, and his family, he began to catch up on his studies. His grades improved, and
though he still faced challenges, he no longer felt defeated. He had a renewed sense of purpose.

The Dream Reborn

By the time the pandemic began to subside, and schools reopened, Rakesh had made remarkable progress.
He was no longer the quiet, withdrawn boy he had been when he first arrived in Australia. He had become
an active participant in class, confident in his abilities and proud of the progress he had made.
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His dream of becoming an engineer was no longer just a distant hope, it was a reality within reach. Rakesh
applied for a scholarship to pursue a degree in engineering at a local university, and to his delight, he was
accepted. His hard work had paid off, and he was now on the path to achieving his dreams.

A Family United

Rakesh’s family, too, had found their footing. His father had finally secured a steady job, and his mother had
started her own small tailoring business, helping others in the community with alterations and custom-made
clothing. Together, they had rebuilt their lives, finding strength in their shared experiences and
determination.

As the family gathered around the dinner table one evening, Rakesh looked around at the faces of the people
he loved. Though they had been through so much, they had come out stronger on the other side. He knew
the journey was far from over, but he had learned that no matter how dark the path, there was always light at
the end of it.

The Lesson of Resilience

Rakesh’s story is one of resilience. It’s a reminder that, no matter how difficult life may seem, there is
always a way forward. Through his struggles, Rakesh learned that even when everything is lost, there is
always the possibility to rebuild, to start again, and to find hope in unexpected places.

His journey was not easy, but it was his own. And in the end, he discovered that the true measure of success
wasn’t in the destination, but in the strength, he found within himself to keep moving forward, one step at a
time.

Chapter 6: A Journey of Healing and Hope
The Story of Sofia

Sofia’s story began in a small village in Syria, nestled between mountains that once stood as silent witnesses
to a life of peace and tradition. Her family had lived in that village for generations, cultivating the fertile
lands around them and weaving their lives into the fabric of the community. Sofia had always felt a deep
connection to her home, to the earth beneath her feet, and to the rhythm of daily life. She spent her
childhood playing with her younger siblings in the fields, learning to care for animals, and watching her
mother prepare meals with care and love.

However, like so many others, Sofia’s life was turned upside down when war arrived at their doorstep. The
peaceful hum of the village was shattered by the sound of bomb blasts, the cry of sirens, and the rush of
people fleeing. The security and stability that Sofia had once known disappeared overnight. Her parents,
filled with terror for their children’s safety, made the heart-wrenching decision to leave everything behind
and escape the violence that had overtaken their country.

The journey was long, harrowing, and filled with uncertainty. They crossed borders, sometimes walking for
miles, relying on the kindness of strangers, only to be faced with more obstacles at every turn. Sofia's family
eventually found refuge in a refugee camp in Turkey, where they spent months living in overcrowded tents,
their hopes of returning to Syria growing slimmer with each passing day. The trauma of displacement, the
fear for their lives, and the constant uncertainty took a toll on Sofia and her family.
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But through it all, Sofia clung to a sense of resilience. She was determined to survive, to find a way forward,
and to heal the wounds that war had inflicted on her. She knew that despite the hardships, life had to
continue, and she refused to let the darkness of war define her future.

A New Beginning in Australia

In 2017, after what seemed like an eternity, Sofia’s family was granted asylum in Australia. They arrived in
Melbourne, far from the memories of their past, but still haunted by them. The city was vibrant, filled with
people from all walks of life, and it offered Sofia and her family the chance to rebuild. Yet, even in the midst
of this new beginning, Sofia felt like an outsider. The language, the culture, the way of life, everything was
different. The streets of Melbourne felt foreign to her, and even though the city was full of people, Sofia
often felt more alone than ever before.

Her parents, despite the relief of safety, struggled to adjust. Her father, once a successful shopkeeper in
Syria, found it difficult to find work in Australia. He worked long hours in low-paying jobs, while her
mother focused on settling the family into their new life, attending language classes and learning the ins and
outs of the Australian healthcare and education systems. But despite their hard work, Sofia knew that they,
too, were struggling to heal from the trauma they had experienced. Their lives had been shattered, and they
were now trying to piece together what they could of their old selves.

Sofia found herself caught in the middle of her parents' struggles and the pressure to succeed in this new
world. She enrolled in a local high school, but language was a barrier. Though she had studied English in the
refugee camp, it was nothing like the language immersion that she was now facing. At school, she often felt
like an outsider, unable to connect with her classmates, unable to fully engage in lessons. She missed the
closeness of her old community in Syria, the sense of belonging that had once been so natural to her.

Despite these challenges, Sofia was determined. She did not want to be defined by the trauma of her past.
She pushed herself to learn, to fit in, and to build a future that was not shaped by fear and displacement. But
the weight of her experiences was always there, lurking in the background, making it hard to move forward.

The Struggles of Remote Learning

In 2020, as the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the world, Sofia’s life took another unexpected turn.
Schools closed, and remote learning became the new normal. For Sofia, this shift felt like another obstacle, a
mountain too high to climb. The language barrier was already difficult to navigate, and now the added
complexity of online classes left her feeling even more isolated.

Her family’s financial situation made it even harder to adapt. Though they had moved into a small apartment
in Melbourne, they still faced difficulties making ends meet. The internet connection at home was
unreliable, and they only had one old laptop to share between her and her siblings. Sofia’s younger brother
and sister also needed to use the computer for their lessons, so there were days when Sofia had to wait for
hours just to access her classes.

But it wasn’t just the technological difficulties that made remote learning challenging. The emotional toll of
the pandemic weighed heavily on Sofia. She had already been through so much losing her home, losing
family members in the war, and now dealing with the uncertainty of a global crisis. The isolation that came
with remote learning mirrored the loneliness she had felt when she first arrived in Australia. Without the
face-to-face interaction with her teachers and classmates, Sofia struggled to keep up with her assignments
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and lessons. The classroom that had once been a place of learning became a place of anxiety, a place where
she felt disconnected and overwhelmed.

The Importance of Support

Despite the difficulties, Sofia found solace in a teacher named Mrs. Roberts. From the moment they met,
Mrs. Roberts could sense that Sofia was carrying a heavy burden. She noticed how quiet Sofia was during
class, how often she seemed distracted, and how she hesitated to ask for help.

One afternoon, after class, Mrs. Roberts approached Sofia with concern. “Sofia,” she said softly, “I’ve
noticed that you’ve been struggling a bit lately. I know things have been tough for you. Is there anything I
can do to help?”

Sofia hesitated, unsure of what to say. How could she explain the weight of her past? How could she put into
words the deep ache of displacement, the feeling of being caught between two worlds? But Mrs. Roberts
didn’t push her. Instead, she simply sat with Sofia and listened.

Over the next few weeks, Mrs. Roberts continued to check in, on Sofia. She made sure that Sofia had access
to the resources she needed for remote learning, and she offered extra tutoring sessions to help her catch up
on the lessons she had missed. More than just academic support, however, Mrs. Roberts provided Sofia with
something more profound, a sense of belonging. She made Sofia feel seen, heard, and valued, which was
something that Sofia had longed for since arriving in Australia.

With Mrs. Roberts’ help, Sofia began to regain her confidence. She no longer felt like a stranger in the
classroom. Slowly, she began to catch up on her studies and improve her grades. But even more importantly,
Sofia started to realize that her past, though painful, did not define her. It was a part of her story, but it was
not the end of it. She had the power to move forward, to heal, and to build a new future.

The Healing Process

As the months passed, Sofia began to open up more. She started participating in class discussions, asking
questions, and interacting with her classmates. She found comfort in the friendships she began to form, and
she became more involved in extracurricular activities, like the school’s writing club. Through her writing,
Sofia was able to express her feelings, her hopes, and her dreams, which gave her a sense of agency and
control over her story.

In her writing, Sofia began to explore the themes of loss, resilience, and hope. She wrote about her
experiences in Syria, the pain of leaving her home, and the struggle to rebuild in a new country. But more
than that, she wrote about the strength she had found within herself and the hope that had carried her through
the darkest moments.

In one of her stories, she wrote, “We are like trees, broken by the storm, but still standing. We bend, we sway,
but we do not break. We find new roots, and we grow again.”

It was through her writing that Sofia began to see the power of her own resilience. She realized that, though
she had faced unimaginable hardships, she was still standing. And that was something worth celebrating.
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A Future Built on Hope

By the time the pandemic began to ease, and schools reopened, Sofia had transformed. She was no longer
the quiet, withdrawn girl who had arrived in Australia years ago. She had become a confident young woman,
strong in the face of adversity and ready to take on the world. Her dreams of becoming a psychologist, of
helping others heal from trauma, had become a clear and attainable goal.

Sofia applied to university, and to her joy, she was accepted into the psychology program at a local
institution. She felt a sense of accomplishment and pride, knowing that the journey she had taken, from the
devastation of war to the hope of a brighter future, was far from over, but that she was now equipped to face
whatever challenges lay ahead.

Sofia’s family, too, had found their place in Australia. Her father had secured steady work, and her mother,
who had been working in a local sewing shop, had begun to build a small business making clothing.
Together, they had rebuilt their lives and found a sense of community in their new home.

And through it all, Sofia had learned the most important lesson of all: no matter how dark the past, there is
always hope for the future. The road to healing may be long and filled with obstacles, but with resilience,
support, and hope, it is always possible to move forward.

The Power of Resilience

Sofia’s journey is one of healing and hope. It reminds us that even in the most difficult circumstances, we
have the strength to rebuild our lives and find peace. Her story is a testament to the power of resilience, the
ability to endure, to heal, and to move forward, no matter the challenges that life throws our way.

Chapter 7: The Strength to Start Over
The Story of Amir

Amir’s life had always been one of movement, of constant change, but it had not always been like that. In
his early years, he lived in a small neighbourhood in the heart of Baghdad, Iraq. It was a place filled with
laughter and music, the scent of grilled kebabs in the air, the sound of children playing, and the warmth of
extended family gatherings. He remembered the joy of birthdays celebrated with homemade cakes, the
warmth of his grandmother’s embrace, and the close-knit bond of a community that treated each other like
family.

But that peace was shattered by the relentless tides of conflict and violence that engulfed his country. Amir
was only eleven when the war came to his doorstep, when bombings and gunfire became a part of daily life.
It happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly, that it left Amir and his family reeling, unable to process the
depth of the destruction that followed. They had always been able to hear the distant echoes of conflict in the
background, but never had it felt so close, so dangerous.

The first signs of war reaching Amir’s home were subtle: the crackle of distant gunfire, the growing tension
in the air, and the stories from neighbours who had been forced to flee. His father, once a respected lawyer,
spoke of the uncertainty that lay ahead, of the need to make decisions that would protect their family. His
mother, though strong, began to show signs of exhaustion, constantly worrying about their safety, the future
of their children.
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One fateful afternoon, as Amir was returning home from school, the streets erupted in chaos. A bomb had
gone off nearby, and the shockwaves rippled through the city. Amir barely made it home. He arrived to find
his mother huddled with his younger sister and brother, eyes wide with fear. His father was already in the
process of gathering the essentials they would need to leave.

It was that day, the day the war officially entered Amir’s world, that everything changed. His family had no
choice but to leave. They packed what little they could carry, grabbing only the most important things:
clothes, photos, important documents. They fled their home and joined thousands of others on a journey to
find safety, never knowing where it would lead them.

The Refugee Journey

Amir’s family left Baghdad and travelled across borders, joining a sea of other displaced families. They
crossed into Jordan, where the reality of being refugees set in. Though they had escaped the physical
violence, they were now faced with the difficult task of rebuilding their lives in a new, foreign place. They
lived in a refugee camp for several months, where the overcrowded conditions and uncertainty of their
future weighed heavily on them. The basic needs of food, shelter, and security were met, but Amir’s sense of
home was lost, and the future seemed increasingly bleak.

During those months in the camp, Amir experienced a whirlwind of emotions: fear, sadness, hopelessness.
He missed his friends, his school, and the carefree days of his childhood. He longed for the familiarity of the
bustling streets of Baghdad, where he would walk to the corner store with his father or play soccer with his
friends. Everything was different now. The camp was full of families who, like his own, had been torn apart
by war, each of them carrying their own stories of loss, hardship, and trauma.

But amid the despair, Amir’s parents remained steadfast. They spoke to him about the importance of hope,
about the need to keep moving forward, no matter how difficult it might be. His father, though deeply
affected by the loss of his career and home, made it a point to tell Amir that life was about more than just
surviving. It was about preserving your dignity, finding the strength to push through, and never losing sight
of your humanity.

Eventually, Amir’s family was granted asylum in Australia. It was a new chapter, a chance for a fresh start.
But even the promise of a better life did little to assuage the sadness and confusion Amir felt. The trauma of
war lingered in his heart, and the transition to Australia felt like a forced reset, a life erased, a new identity
being imposed upon him.

The moment they landed in Sydney was overwhelming for Amir. The air smelled different, the sounds of the
city were unfamiliar, and everything around him felt foreign. His family was placed in temporary housing, a
small apartment in a multicultural neighbourhood. Amir’s parents were both excited and anxious. They were
grateful to have escaped the horrors of war, but they were also uncertain of how to begin again in a country
that was so different from their own. They had no family, no connections, and the language barrier made
even the simplest tasks seem insurmountable.

The Challenges of Integration

For Amir, the biggest challenge was school. He enrolled in a local high school, where he was thrust into a
world of unfamiliar faces, accents, and cultural norms. Though he had learned some English in the refugee
camp, it was far from enough to navigate the complexities of the Australian education system. His
classmates spoke quickly, with phrases and slang that he couldn’t understand, and he struggled to keep up
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with the lessons. The language barrier, combined with the emotional weight of his past, made every day a
battle.

Amir found it difficult to connect with his peers. While they made friends and laughed, he felt like an
outsider, a stranger in their world. He was consumed by thoughts of his lost home, his family, and the
uncertainty of what the future would hold. Every time he looked at his classmates, he was reminded of what
he had lost and what he would never get back.

At home, things were no easier. His parents, who had once been pillars of the community in Baghdad, now
struggled to adjust to their new lives in Australia. His father worked long hours in a factory, trying to make
ends meet, while his mother worked tirelessly to take care of the family. The burden of rebuilding their lives
weighed heavily on them, and the toll it took on their relationship was apparent. There were moments of
frustration, moments of anger, as they each faced the deep pain of displacement in different ways.

Amir became withdrawn. He stopped talking about his feelings, stopped sharing his thoughts with his
family. The trauma of war, compounded by the challenges of adapting to a new country, made him feel
isolated. Even his academic performance began to suffer as he lost interest in school, unable to focus on
anything other than the overwhelming weight of his emotions.

The Turning Point

It was during one of these low points that Amir found an unexpected source of support: his English teacher,
Ms. Walker. Unlike other teachers, Ms. Walker didn’t just focus on his grades. She saw beyond the struggles
in his work and recognized the silent pain that Amir carried with him. She noticed his withdrawal, his
reluctance to participate, and his tendency to disappear into the background.

One afternoon, after class, Ms. Walker approached Amir. “I know things have been tough for you,” she said
gently. “I want you to know that it’s okay to not be okay. You don’t have to pretend everything is fine.”

Amir felt a lump rise in his throat. No one had ever spoken to him like that before. No one had
acknowledged his pain, his struggles, and the trauma that lingered beneath the surface. It was a relief to hear
someone say it out loud: it was okay not to be okay.

Ms. Walker began to work with Amir, offering him extra support and guidance. She helped him with his
English, but more importantly, she gave him the space to talk about his past and his feelings. Over time,
Amir began to open up. He shared stories of his life in Baghdad, the fear of war, and the pain of losing
everything. And as he spoke, he began to feel lighter, like he was finally unburdening himself from the
weight he had carried for so long.

A New Sense of Purpose

With the support of Ms. Walker and his growing confidence in the classroom, Amir began to regain his sense
of self. Slowly, he found his place at school. He joined a cultural exchange club, where he met students from
different backgrounds who understood what it was like to start over, to feel displaced. They became his
friends, his support system.

Amir also began to engage more with his studies. Though the memories of war still haunted him, he found a
sense of purpose in learning. He realized that education was a powerful tool, one that could help him rebuild
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his life and create a better future. He started setting goals for himself, working hard to improve his grades,
and began to envision a future that was not defined by his past.

His parents, too, began to heal in their own way. His father found a steady job in a local business, and his
mother started volunteering at a local charity for refugee families. As they found their footing in Australia,
their relationship began to strengthen. They were no longer just survivors; they were building a new life, a
life where they could thrive and create new memories.

A Story of Resilience and Hope

Amir’s journey was far from easy. There were moments of doubt, moments of pain, and moments when he
felt like giving up. But through it all, he learned one crucial lesson: no matter how difficult the past may be,
there is always hope for the future. His story, like those of so many others who had fled war and hardship,
was one of resilience, of finding the strength to start over, even when everything seemed lost.

Amir’s future was no longer defined by the horrors of war. He was no longer the child who had lost
everything. He had grown into a young man with a renewed sense of purpose and a deep understanding of
the importance of perseverance and hope. And though the scars of his past would always be a part of him,
they no longer held him back. He was moving forward, building a future filled with promise, and honouring
the memory of all those who had not made it.

In his heart, Amir knew that the strength to overcome adversity lay not in forgetting the past, but in using it
as a source of strength to forge a better future. And with every step he took, he was moving closer to that
future, one where hope, resilience, and the courage to start over defined his journey.

Chapter 8: The Courage to Speak Up
The Story of Mei Ling

Mei Ling had always been a quiet person. Growing up in a small village in China, nestled between the green
mountains of Jiangxi Province, she had learned the art of silence early. Her family’s home was modest, a
simple two-story house surrounded by rice paddies and fields of tea plants. Mei Ling’s parents, hardworking
farmers, had taught her the value of discipline, respect, and, above all, the importance of family.

For most of her childhood, Mei Ling’s life had been simple. She spent her days helping her parents in the
fields, tending to animals, and attending the small school in the village. Life was predictable, the rhythm of
each day revolving around the seasons and the harvest. Her mother, a gentle woman with strong hands,
would tell her stories about the old ways, the wisdom of their ancestors, and the importance of preserving
tradition. Mei Ling had always taken comfort in those stories, finding a sense of security in the familiarity of
them.

But all of that changed when Mei Ling was twelve years old. It was the summer of 2013 when the storm
came. It wasn’t a literal storm, but a figurative one, a storm that swept away everything Mei Ling had ever
known. That summer, her parents received word that they were being relocated to the city of Shenzhen, a
bustling metropolis in southern China. The government had begun a policy of urbanization, encouraging
families in rural areas to move to the city for better job opportunities, education, and living conditions. It
was an offer many couldn’t refuse, and though Mei Ling’s parents were hesitant, they saw it as an
opportunity to improve their children’s future.
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The move was nothing short of overwhelming. Mei Ling had never been to a city before, and the sheer scale
of Shenzhen, its towering skyscrapers, neon lights, and relentless pace, was like a foreign world to her. Gone
were the quiet fields of rice and the stillness of the village. In their place, there were endless rows of
apartment buildings, crowded streets, and a constant hum of activity. Mei Ling’s family moved into a small
apartment on the outskirts of the city. They had little more than what they could carry with them. The city
was overwhelming, and the language, too, was different. Mei Ling had learned some Mandarin in school,
but in Shenzhen, the dialect was different, and the people were often too busy to stop and explain things to a
confused newcomer.

For the first time in her life, Mei Ling felt completely out of place.

The Struggles of a New Life

School in Shenzhen was even harder. Mei Ling was enrolled in a local high school where the students were
mostly from wealthy, urban backgrounds. They spoke quickly, used slang Mei Ling couldn’t understand, and
wore clothes she could never afford. She felt like an outsider, someone who didn’t belong. The other
students, even though kind at first, quickly grew distant when they realized how different she was. They
would speak to her in Mandarin, but they spoke so fast that she could barely keep up. In class, she struggled
with the assignments, unable to understand the rapid-fire lectures. She would sit in the back of the room, her
eyes lowered, trying to hide her discomfort and embarrassment.

Her classmates would talk about their families going on vacations to other countries, eating in fancy
restaurants, and attending exclusive parties. Mei Ling couldn’t relate. Her family had no money for luxuries
like that. She felt humiliated every time someone mentioned their weekend plans, knowing that her family
had spent their last few years scraping by in a village, just making enough to survive.

Even though she tried to make friends, Mei Ling struggled to connect. At first, she tried to speak up in class,
but the language barrier made her feel self-conscious. She was afraid of making mistakes, of not being
understood. In group activities, she would quietly listen to others talk, wishing she could participate, but
never quite finding the courage to speak up. She had always been a quiet person, but now, in this city of
strangers, her silence seemed to grow deeper.

The isolation wasn’t just emotional. Mei Ling also struggled academically. She had always been a good
student in her village school, but here, in the high-pressure environment of Shenzhen, her grades began to
slip. She couldn’t keep up with the workload, and her self-doubt grew with each failed test. She would come
home and tell her parents about the challenges, but they didn’t fully understand. They were focused on their
new lives in the city, working long hours in jobs that were far below their qualifications, and they didn’t
notice how deeply Mei Ling was struggling.

For months, Mei Ling’s life in Shenzhen felt like a constant battle. She missed her village, her old school,
and her old friends. She missed the calm, predictable pace of life. But what hurt most was the feeling that
she had lost her voice. She no longer felt like Mei Ling, the girl from the village who loved to read and
dream. In the city, she felt small and invisible.

The Turning Point

One afternoon, everything changed. Mei Ling was sitting in her classroom, feeling particularly defeated
after a long, difficult day. The teacher had just assigned a group project, and Mei Ling was paired with three
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other students. They were all fluent in Mandarin, and Mei Ling immediately felt the familiar pang of
anxiety. They spoke quickly as they assigned tasks, leaving Mei Ling behind. As they discussed the project,
Mei Ling sat quietly, staring at the paper in front of her, feeling a wave of frustration rise in her chest.

That’s when one of her classmates, Yao, turned to her. Yao was a student who had always been kind to Mei
Ling, though they had never spoken much. Yao, a tall girl with a bright smile, had noticed how quiet Mei
Ling had become over the past few months. “Mei Ling,” she said gently, “do you have any ideas for the
project?”

Mei Ling hesitated, unsure of what to say. She could feel the eyes of the others on her, waiting for her to
contribute. But instead of shrinking back, she took a deep breath. This was her chance. She was tired of
feeling small.

“I think we should focus on the environment,” Mei Ling said, her voice shaky at first, but growing stronger
as she continued. “We can talk about pollution and how it affects both the countryside and the city.”

Her classmates paused. Mei Ling had rarely spoken up in class, but her suggestion was thoughtful, and it
was clear that she had been thinking deeply about the issue. Yao smiled and nodded, “That’s a great idea!
We can definitely work with that.”

For the first time in months, Mei Ling felt a surge of pride. She had done it. She had spoken up, and her idea
had been accepted. Over the next few days, Mei Ling worked hard on the project, contributing research and
ideas. She communicated openly with her group members, and they worked together smoothly, respecting
her input. By the time the project was completed, Mei Ling’s self-confidence had begun to grow. She had
proved to herself that she could contribute, that her voice mattered.

Finding Her Voice

The success of the group project marked the beginning of a transformation in Mei Ling. She began to speak
up more in class, answering questions and offering her opinions. She made an effort to connect with her
classmates, finding common ground in their shared interests. She joined a cultural club at school, where she
could share stories of her life in the countryside and learn about her peers’ experiences in the city. Slowly
but surely, Mei Ling’s circle of friends began to expand.

Her academic performance also improved. With the support of her teachers and classmates, Mei Ling began
to understand the lessons better, her grades rising steadily. She found that by participating more in class, she
was able to retain information more easily. And while she still faced challenges, Mei Ling no longer felt
overwhelmed. She had learned the value of speaking up, of sharing her thoughts, and of trusting in her own
abilities.

A New Chapter

Years passed, and Mei Ling eventually graduated from high school with Honors. She was accepted into a
prestigious university in Beijing, where she continued to excel academically and socially. She chose to
major in environmental science, inspired by the project that had helped her find her voice. She knew that the
work she had done with her classmates, learning to speak up, learning to collaborate, and learning to share
her ideas, had given her the strength to pursue a career that would allow her to make a real difference in the
world.
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Looking back on her journey, Mei Ling knew that the road had not been easy. The pain of displacement, the
loneliness of starting over, and the pressure of adapting to a new life had all been difficult. But through it all,
she had learned the power of resilience. She had learned that her voice mattered, that her ideas were
valuable, and that she had the strength to overcome any obstacle.

Mei Ling’s story was one of courage, of finding the strength to speak up when silence seemed easier. And as
she stood on the threshold of her future, she knew that her journey was just beginning. With the courage to
speak her truth, she was ready to take on whatever challenges lay ahead.

Chapter 9: Embracing the Unknown
The Story of Ahmed

Ahmed had always felt a deep sense of pride in his family’s history. Born and raised in Cairo, Egypt, he
grew up with stories of his ancestors, their triumphs, and their hardships. His parents were both teachers,
well-respected in their community for their dedication to education. From a young age, Ahmed was taught to
value knowledge and the importance of perseverance. His home was filled with books in both Arabic and
English, and he spent countless hours poring over them, fascinated by the world beyond his city.

But despite the love for learning that ran through his family, there was always an unspoken pressure on
Ahmed to succeed. His father, a stern but loving man, had high expectations for him. He wanted Ahmed to
follow in his footsteps, to become a scholar, someone who could carry the weight of the family’s legacy with
pride. There was no room for failure in Ahmed’s world; anything less than perfection was simply not an
option.

The pressure, though well-intentioned, often felt suffocating. Ahmed’s classmates were no different. His
school was full of ambitious students, each one striving to achieve the same level of success that had been
set by their parents. The competition was fierce, and Ahmed, despite his natural intelligence, often found
himself drowning in the expectations placed upon him. It was as though there was no space to just be—no
space for mistakes, no space for failure, no space for the unknown.

Ahmed’s journey, however, was about to take an unexpected turn, and it began with something that, at first,
seemed like the worst possible news.

A Sudden Departure

In the summer of 2016, Ahmed’s father received a job offer from an educational institution in the United
States. The opportunity was one his father couldn’t pass up, a chance to further his career, to expand his
knowledge, and to bring international recognition to his work. At first, the idea of moving seemed
impossible. Ahmed had never imagined leaving Cairo, the city that had shaped his identity, the place where
his roots ran deep. His friends were here, his school was here, his life was here.

But his father, ever determined, made the decision quickly. The whole family would move. It was an
opportunity that could not be ignored, and they would be leaving Egypt for a new life in the United States.

The decision came like a shock to Ahmed. He felt as though the rug had been pulled out from under him.
The life he had worked so hard to build, the friendships he had cultivated, the familiar streets of Cairo—all
of it was slipping away. He had always seen himself as someone rooted in his culture, proud of where he
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came from, and now he was being thrust into an unknown future, with no clear understanding of what lay
ahead.

As the days passed, the reality of the move sank in. The language barrier was the first obstacle. Though
Ahmed was fluent in English, the cultural differences between Egypt and the U.S. seemed vast. He was also
anxious about fitting in at a new school, would he be accepted? Would he find his place among a group of
strangers?

On the plane ride to the U.S., Ahmed sat by the window, gazing out over the clouds. His mind was a whirl of
emotions, fear, sadness, confusion. He didn’t know what the future held, and that uncertainty gnawed at him.
The thought of starting over, of finding a new identity in a foreign place, seemed overwhelming.

A New Beginning

The family settled in a small town in Pennsylvania, far removed from the bustling streets of Cairo. The
culture shock was immediate. The town was quiet, with wide, tree-lined streets, a far cry from the crowded
urban sprawl of Cairo. The school was different too. The students, though friendly, didn’t understand
Ahmed’s background. His accent was a source of both curiosity and, at times, amusement. His classmates
would ask him questions about Egypt, about his life there, but the questions felt shallow, as though they
were only interested in a version of him that fit into the stereotypes they had in their minds. Ahmed had
difficulty relating to the students at first. Their experiences seemed so different from his own, and the
language, though he was proficient in it, was not enough to bridge the gap between his old world and this
new one.

At first, Ahmed struggled to find his footing. He felt lost in a sea of unfamiliar faces, surrounded by people
who seemed to have everything figured out. He missed his friends in Egypt, the shared history, the common
language, and the deep sense of community. Here, it felt as though everyone was too busy to notice him. He
was just another new student, another foreigner in a place that didn’t quite seem to want him.

And yet, as the months passed, something began to shift. It was subtle at first, a conversation with a kind
teacher who saw his potential, a friendship that blossomed with a fellow student who was also from a
different background, a small victory when Ahmed completed a difficult assignment and received praise
from his teachers.

One of the keys turning points came when Ahmed joined the school’s debate team. Initially, he had
hesitated. He wasn’t sure if his English was strong enough to compete, or if he could stand his ground
among students who had grown up in this culture. But his teacher, Mrs. James, encouraged him to give it a
try. ““You have a unique perspective, Ahmed,” she told him. “Your experiences matter. The world needs to
hear your voice.”

Taking a deep breath, Ahmed decided to take the leap. He signed up for the debate team and began preparing
for his first competition. The first few weeks were challenging. He stumbled over words, second-guessed his
arguments, and often felt overwhelmed by the pace of the discussions. But gradually, he began to improve.
He learned to express himself more clearly, to argue with conviction, and to embrace the strength of his own
experiences. His accent, once a source of insecurity, became a unique part of his identity. He realized that his
background, his experiences in Egypt, his knowledge of different cultures, his perspective on the world,
were valuable, and they added depth to his arguments.

The turning point came at the regional debate competition, where Ahmed was asked to argue about the
importance of global cooperation in addressing climate change. It was a subject he had studied deeply in
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Egypt, and he knew he had a strong point of view. When his turn came, he stood in front of the judges, his
hands shaking, his heart racing, but he spoke with confidence. He spoke about the challenges his country
had faced due to environmental issues, the impact of climate change on the people of Egypt, and the
importance of collaboration between nations to solve global problems. His argument was powerful, and the
judges seemed impressed. By the end of the competition, Ahmed’s team had won first place, and his name
was called out as the best speaker of the day.

That victory was a turning point for Ahmed. It wasn’t just a win in a debate, it was a recognition of his
strength, of his ability to adapt and succeed in a world that had once seemed so foreign to him. Ahmed had
embraced the unknown, faced his fears, and emerged stronger than he had ever imagined.

Embracing His Identity

In the years that followed, Ahmed continued to grow and thrive in the United States. He became an active
member of his school community, participating in a range of activities, from volunteering to helping
organize cultural exchange events. His experience on the debate team inspired him to pursue a career in
international relations, where he could continue to use his voice to bridge cultural divides and make a
difference in the world.

As he approached graduation, Ahmed looked back on his journey with pride. He had arrived in the U.S. as a
nervous, uncertain teenager, unsure of his place in the world. But through hard work, determination, and the
willingness to embrace the unknown, he had transformed. He had found his voice and had learned to
navigate the complexities of his identity as an Egyptian in a foreign land. And, perhaps most importantly, he
had learned that the unknown was not something to fear, but something to embrace, a source of strength,
opportunity, and growth.

Ahmed’s journey was one of resilience and self-discovery. It was a reminder that, even in the face of
uncertainty, we have the power to redefine ourselves and create a future that reflects the strength and
courage we carry within. And as he stepped out into the world, ready to face the challenges ahead, Ahmed
knew that his journey was just beginning. The unknown no longer seemed like something to fear, it was a
world of endless possibilities, waiting for him to explore.

Chapter 10: The Strength of Family
The Story of Farzana

Farzana sat quietly at her desk; her eyes fixed on the blank screen in front of her. The world outside her
window was calm, the late afternoon sun casting a soft glow across the room. But inside, Farzana’s mind
was anything but calm. It had been a difficult few months, months filled with uncertainty, pain, and
overwhelming change.

Born in a small town in Pakistan, Farzana had always been close to her family. She was the youngest of
three siblings, and her parents had worked hard to provide for their children, instilling in them the
importance of education and perseverance. Farzana's father was a hardworking man who ran a small grocery
store in their neighbourhood, while her mother was a teacher at the local school. Despite their modest
means, Farzana’s parents made sure that their children had the best opportunities possible, encouraging them
to dream big and achieve even more.
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As a child, Farzana had always been a dreamer. She loved school, loved reading, and loved the idea of a
future where she could help others. She often daydreamed about becoming a doctor, someone who could
make a difference in people’s lives. Her family supported this dream, always reminding her that no goal was
too big, no dream too far out of reach.

But her world had been turned upside down when, in 2015, her family was forced to leave Pakistan due to
rising political instability and escalating violence in their region. They had been fortunate enough to secure
refugee status in Canada, where they started anew in a small community in Ontario. The transition was
difficult. Farzana was suddenly thrust into a foreign world, far removed from the familiarity of her
homeland. The language barrier was immediate and challenging, and the cultural differences were
sometimes overwhelming. But through it all, Farzana remained determined. She knew that she had the
power to make a life for herself in Canada, no matter how difficult the journey seemed.

The Pandemic’s Arrival

By the time Farzana had begun to settle into her new life in Canada, the world changed once again. The
COVID-19 pandemic hit in early 2020, forcing schools to close and society to adapt to new ways of living.
For Farzana, the change felt both surreal and painful. Remote learning was a challenge she wasn’t prepared
for.

The technology that she had once considered a tool for opportunity now felt like a barrier. Her family didn’t
have a reliable computer at home, and the internet connection was often slow and unreliable. But what
weighed on Farzana the most was the isolation. Gone were the days of seeing her friends at school, laughing
together between classes, and feeling a sense of normalcy. Instead, she was confined to her room, facing a
computer screen, struggling to keep up with her lessons.

Farzana tried to focus, but it wasn’t easy. She missed her friends. She missed the rhythm of school, the face-
to-face interactions, the support from her teachers. Even though she had always been a hard worker, the
isolation made everything seem ten times harder.

Her parents, though incredibly supportive, were dealing with their own stress. Her father’s grocery store had
been significantly affected by the lockdown. With fewer customers and fewer hours, his income had dropped
dramatically, and her mother, who had been a teacher in Pakistan, was now working as a part-time cleaner in
a local building. They were both doing everything they could to make ends meet, but the pressure was
mounting.

Farzana often saw the worry in her parents’ eyes, even as they tried their best to shield her from the harsh
realities they were facing. They didn’t talk about it much, but Farzana could tell that their lives had been

turned upside down. Her father, who had always been a pillar of strength, seemed a little more tired each
day. Her mother, who had always been a beacon of calm and optimism, now seemed preoccupied with

WOTrTYy.

Despite their own challenges, Farzana’s parents never once faltered in their support for her education. They
encouraged her to keep studying, to keep going, even when things seemed impossible. But Farzana couldn’t
shake the feeling that she was failing them. The stress of remote learning, combined with the emotional
weight of everything happening around her, was starting to take its toll.

A Life-Altering Loss
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One afternoon, as Farzana sat at her desk, staring at her computer, her mother came into her room with a
look on her face that immediately caused Farzana’s heart to race.

“Farzana,” her mother said, her voice quiet and trembling. “There’s something we need to talk about.”

Farzana turned away from her screen, her heart pounding. She knew that something was wrong. She had
seen the tears in her mother’s eyes, the way her father had been pacing back and forth in the living room.
Her mother sat on the edge of Farzana’s bed, taking her daughter’s hands in hers.

“It’s your uncle,” her mother said, her voice breaking. “He... he passed away yesterday.”

Farzana froze, her body going cold. Her uncle, her mother’s older brother, had been living in Pakistan. She
hadn’t heard from him in weeks, but that wasn’t unusual. Communication in their region was often difficult,
and her uncle had always been the kind of person who kept to himself. He had been a strong man, physically
and mentally, and Farzana had always admired him for his resilience.

But the news of his passing hit Farzana like a punch to the stomach. Her mind raced. What had happened?
Why hadn’t anyone told her sooner? Her mother explained, through tears, that her uncle had contracted
COVID-19. His health had deteriorated quickly, and despite the best efforts of his family, he had passed
away before they could get him the care he needed.

Farzana couldn’t understand it. How could this happen? Why did so many lives have to be lost, and why did
it have to happen to someone so close to her? She wanted to be with her family in Pakistan, to mourn with
them, to comfort her mother, but the pandemic had made that impossible. The borders were closed. She
couldn’t even attend the funeral. The feeling of being so far removed from everything that mattered, from
the family that had always been her anchor, was unbearable.

The Power of Family Support

In the days that followed, Farzana withdrew. She couldn’t focus on school. Every time she tried to study, her
mind would drift back to her uncle, to the loss, to the ache in her chest. But as much as she wanted to shut
herself off from the world, her family refused to let her. They rallied around her, providing the support she
needed, even if they couldn’t fix the pain she was feeling.

Her father, despite his own grief, made sure she knew that her education was important, that she had a future
to build. “Your uncle would have wanted you to keep going, Farzana,” he said one evening, his voice hoarse
from a long day of work. “He believed in you, just like we all do.”

Her mother, too, was a constant source of strength. “Grief will come and go, my dear,” her mother said,
gently brushing a strand of hair from Farzana’s face. “But your journey is yours, and you must continue to
walk it, even in times of sorrow.”

With the love and support of her family, Farzana slowly began to find her footing again. She joined a virtual
support group for students who were dealing with the stresses of remote learning and the impact of the
pandemic. She spoke with her teachers, who were more than willing to help her catch up on the lessons she
had missed.

Over time, Farzana’s grades improved, and so did her confidence. She began to feel that, while her uncle’s
passing had shaken her to the core, she could still Honor his memory by continuing to strive for the dreams
he had always encouraged her to follow.
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In the end, Farzana realized that while the pain of loss never truly goes away, it does become part of who we
are—a part of the strength that drives us forward. She learned that family, no matter how far apart, could
always provide the support she needed to move forward. And as she stood at the threshold of her future,
Farzana knew that her journey was just beginning. She would carry her uncle’s memory with her, and she
would Honor him by continuing to build the future she had always dreamed of.

Chapter 11: The Road to Healing

The Story of Hassan

Hassan sat by the window in his small apartment, looking out over the bustling streets of Sydney. The city,
filled with life and opportunity, had become his new home after fleeing the turmoil of Iraq. But as he gazed
out at the busy sidewalks, all he could feel was a deep, gnawing sense of loneliness.

Hassan’s story began many years ago, long before the pandemic made its way across the globe. Born and
raised in Baghdad, he had lived a life that was marked by uncertainty. Growing up in the shadow of war,
Hassan had never truly known peace. The bombs, the sound of helicopters overhead, the constant fear, these
were the defining aspects of his childhood. Despite this, Hassan had always been an optimistic young man.
He believed that education could lead him to a better future, away from the violence that had consumed his
homeland.

When the situation in Iraq grew unbearable, Hassan and his family were forced to make a heartbreaking
decision: they had to leave their country behind in search of safety. The journey to Australia wasn’t easy. It
was a long and perilous path, one that saw Hassan and his family go through refugee camps, face numerous
challenges, and deal with the psychological trauma that comes from living in constant fear. But through it
all, Hassan held onto his dream of education. He wanted to become a civil engineer; someone who could
help rebuild the broken infrastructure of his homeland. This dream was his guiding light, the one thing that
kept him moving forward.

Eventually, after years of waiting and hoping, Hassan and his family found refuge in Sydney. The transition
was difficult, though. While the peace and stability of Australia offered a sense of security, the cultural and
language barriers felt insurmountable at times. Hassan enrolled in school, but adjusting to a new country, a
new language, and a new way of life proved to be challenging.

The COVID-19 Pandemic: An Unforeseen Hurdle

In the midst of these challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic struck, adding yet another layer of complexity to
Hassan’s already difficult life. At first, he didn’t fully comprehend the gravity of the situation. News reports
from back home had always seemed distant and unrelated to his daily struggles. But soon, the world as he
knew it began to unravel. Schools closed. Businesses shuttered. People were forced into isolation. And once
again, Hassan found himself trapped, this time not by war, but by an invisible virus.

Remote learning became a new challenge Hassan had to face. While he had always been a hard worker, the
sudden shift to online schooling left him feeling isolated and disconnected from his classmates and teachers.
He had grown accustomed to the rhythm of in-person learning, the group discussions, the personal
interactions with teachers, and the camaraderie of his friends. But now, those connections were gone. The
days blurred together, and Hassan found himself staring at his computer screen, struggling to understand the
lessons. Even though he had made great strides with his English, the language barrier was still an issue. The
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lectures were in English, and though he could follow most of them, the technical terms for engineering and
other subjects proved difficult to grasp.

To make matters worse, Hassan’s family, who had always been his pillar of support, was also struggling. His
father, who had been working as a driver, lost his job due to the pandemic’s economic impact. His mother,
who worked in a local restaurant, was also out of work for months. The financial strain put added pressure
on the family, making it harder for Hassan to focus on his studies. They shared one computer in the small
apartment they lived in, and often, Hassan would have to wait his turn to access it for school.

The isolation, the uncertainty, and the pressure to keep up with his studies in the face of everything that was
happening felt like a heavy weight on Hassan’s shoulders. His father, who had always been a source of
strength, was visibly exhausted, trying to find work, pay bills, and make sure his children were okay. His
mother, too, was frazzled, trying to keep the family together during these trying times.

One evening, after a particularly difficult day of remote learning, Hassan sat in the kitchen, his head in his
hands. The overwhelming weight of everything, the stress of school, the financial strain, the loneliness—
seemed too much to bear. He had always been taught that hard work would lead to success, but no matter
how hard he tried, it seemed like things weren’t improving. The dream he had held onto for so long,
becoming an engineer, contributing to the rebuilding of his country, felt more distant than ever.

The Struggle for Support

Hassan didn’t talk much about his struggles to his family. He didn’t want to burden them further. They were
already dealing with so much. He often kept his feelings bottled up, pushing through each day, hoping things
would improve. But as the weeks turned into months, the weight became unbearable. Hassan’s grades started
to slip. He couldn’t focus on his assignments. He would stay up late, working in his room, only to wake up
feeling exhausted and defeated.

It wasn’t until one of his teachers, Mr. Walker, reached out that Hassan began to realize that he wasn’t alone.
Mr. Walker had noticed the sudden decline in Hassan’s participation and performance and had sent him an
email asking if everything was okay. Hassan, initially reluctant to open up, found himself pouring his heart
out in the response. He explained the difficulties he was facing, his family’s financial struggles, the
challenges of remote learning, and the isolation he felt in this foreign country.

Mr. Walker’s response was immediate. He expressed concern, offered words of encouragement, and assured
Hassan that he didn’t have to face this alone. But more importantly, Mr. Walker offered practical support. He
arranged for Hassan to receive extra tutoring sessions, connected him with resources for mental health
support, and made sure that he had access to the technology he needed to succeed in his studies.

Hassan, who had always been proud and independent, felt a sense of relief he hadn’t experienced in a long
time. The support from Mr. Walker reminded him that there were people who cared, who wanted him to
succeed. It was a small but significant moment—one that helped Hassan understand that it was okay to ask
for help.

A Path Toward Healing

With the support of his teacher, Hassan slowly began to regain his confidence. The tutoring sessions helped
him catch up on the material he had missed, and the mental health resources provided him with tools to
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manage his stress and anxiety. He also started to reconnect with his classmates through virtual study groups,
where they would help each other with assignments and provide emotional support.

Hassan’s family, too, began to find ways to cope with the challenges they were facing. His father found
temporary work as a delivery driver, and though the pay was lower than what he had been making before, it
provided some financial relief. His mother, too, was able to find work in a nearby grocery store. Slowly,
their financial situation began to stabilize. While things were far from easy, Hassan found solace in the fact
that his family was together, and they were supporting one another.

In time, Hassan’s grades began to improve. The isolation and loneliness that had weighed so heavily on him
started to fade as he reconnected with the world around him. He realized that while the pandemic had been a
great challenge, it had also taught him the importance of resilience, community, and the value of seeking
help when needed.

As Hassan approached the end of the school year, he found himself looking forward to the future with
renewed hope. Though his journey had been difficult, he now understood that he was stronger than he had
realized. The lessons he had learned, about perseverance, family, and the power of support, would stay with
him as he moved forward in his pursuit of a career in civil engineering.

He knew that the road ahead would still have its challenges, but with the support of his family, his teachers,
and his own determination, Hassan was ready to face whatever came next. He was no longer just a refugee

from a war-torn country, he was a young man with a future, a dream, and the strength to make that dream a
reality.

Chapter 12: A Future Reclaimed
The Story of Laila

Laila sat on the small balcony of her apartment in Melbourne, gazing out at the bustling city below. To the
world, it seemed like life was returning to normal people walked along the streets, the hum of the city was
constant, and the sound of cars whizzing by created a rhythm to the day. Yet, for Laila, it felt like a strange
disconnect. The pandemic had stripped so many of her dreams and plans away, leaving her to pick up the
pieces of a life that seemed far from what she had imagined when she first arrived in Australia.

Just over a year ago, Laila and her family had fled the violence of their homeland, Syria, hoping to find
safety and peace in Australia. They left behind a life marked by uncertainty, the constant threat of war, and
the trauma of losing loved ones. They had arrived in Australia filled with hopes of rebuilding their lives,
Laila, in particular, dreamt of becoming a doctor and giving back to the community that had given her a
second chance. But then COVID-19 arrived, and everything changed.

The lockdowns, remote learning, and isolation felt like yet another hurdle in the journey she had only just
begun. Language barriers, cultural differences, and financial struggles all intensified under the weight of the
pandemic. Laila had always been determined, but the virus threatened to take everything away from her.

The Dark Days

The first few months of the pandemic were especially hard for Laila. She had barely gotten used to her new
school, made a few friends, and started to improve her English when the country went into lockdown.
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Remote learning became the only option, and she quickly realized how difficult it would be to continue her
studies without face-to-face interactions.

Her teachers were kind and patient, but Laila struggled to keep up. She had always been a bright student, but
the language barrier and lack of support at home left her feeling frustrated and isolated. Her family, while
supportive, couldn’t help her with her studies. They had their own worries, her father, who worked in
construction, had his hours reduced, and her mother, who worked in a supermarket, was constantly
exhausted from balancing multiple jobs. Laila tried to stay positive, but there were days when the pressure
felt unbearable.

It wasn’t just the academic challenges that wore on her; the emotional toll of the pandemic made everything
seem much harder. She missed her friends, the sense of connection she had felt when she first arrived in
Australia. Now, all that was left were virtual classrooms and endless hours in front of a screen. She felt
disconnected from everything and everyone, and her dreams of becoming a doctor seemed more and more
distant with each passing day.

There were moments when Laila wanted to give up. The sadness of being far from home, the weight of
isolation, and the mounting challenges at school made her wonder if it was all worth it. Would she ever
achieve her dreams? Would she ever truly feel at home in this new world?

The Turning Point: A Spark of Hope

It was during one of these darkest days that Laila received an unexpected message from her teacher, Mrs.
Harper. Laila had been falling behind in her assignments, and Mrs. Harper, noticing that Laila’s participation
had declined, reached out with a message of encouragement.

“I’ve noticed that you haven’t been participating as much in our online lessons, and I just wanted to check in
and see how you’re doing,” Mrs. Harper wrote. “I know things are difficult right now, but I want you to
know that you’re not alone. If you need any help or just want to talk, I’'m here.”

Laila stared at the screen, her eyes welling up with tears. For the first time in months, someone cared enough
to ask how she was feeling. It wasn’t just about schoolwork; it was about her well-being. Mrs. Harper wasn’t
just concerned about her grades, but about Laila as a person. That simple gesture, a genuine inquiry into her
life, reignited a spark of hope that Laila had nearly forgotten existed.

Laila replied to the message, pouring her heart out. She explained how hard it had been to adjust, how the
isolation and the fear of the future were taking a toll on her. Mrs. Harper responded with understanding and
compassion. She reassured Laila that it was okay to struggle and that she didn’t need to face it alone. She
offered to set up regular tutoring sessions to help Laila catch up with her studies and provided her with extra
resources.

The Road to Healing

In the weeks that followed, Mrs. Harper’s support became a lifeline for Laila. The one-on-one tutoring
sessions gave her the personalized attention she needed to make progress, and the regular check-ins helped
her feel less isolated. Laila began to feel like she was no longer fighting the battle on her own. She started to
improve her English and catch up on the lessons she had fallen behind in.
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But the real transformation came in the form of her renewed sense of hope. Laila realized that while the
pandemic had taken away many of the things she had taken for granted, it hadn’t taken away her drive or her
passion. She wanted to become a doctor, not just for herself but for her family and her community. She had
seen so much pain and suffering in Syria, and she wanted to be the one who could heal and help others.

She started to take her studies more seriously, focusing on the subjects that would help her achieve her
dream. Laila’s grades improved, and the cloud of doubt that had hung over her for so long began to lift. With
each lesson, each small victory, she felt more and more confident in her ability to succeed.

A New Beginning

As the pandemic restrictions eased and life began to return to some semblance of normalcy, Laila’s world
slowly started to brighten. She reconnected with her classmates, and while things were still not the same as
they had been before, there was a sense of solidarity among them. Everyone had faced struggles, but
together, they had weathered the storm.

Laila’s relationship with her family also grew stronger during this time. The pandemic had brought them
closer in unexpected ways. They had been through so much together, loss, hardship, and fear, but they had
survived. And now, as the world slowly started to open up again, they held onto each other more tightly,
understanding that no matter what happened, they had each other.

Laila’s dreams of becoming a doctor were still alive. Though the journey ahead was long, she now had the
confidence to pursue it. She applied for university, and to her joy, she received an acceptance letter from one
of the top medical schools in the country. It was a moment of triumph, a moment she had worked so hard
for, a moment that felt like the culmination of all the struggle, the pain, and the sacrifices.

A Dream Realized

As Laila stood on stage at her high school graduation, the weight of everything she had overcome washed
over her. She thought back to the days when she felt so lost, so uncertain of her future. The isolation, the
fear, the language barrier, everything that had seemed like an insurmountable obstacle now felt like part of
her journey.

She had come so far, from the young girl who had arrived in Australia with nothing but hope, to the young
woman standing before her peers, ready to take on the world. She had proven to herself that no matter the
hardships she faced, she could overcome them. She had the strength to persevere, to learn, and to grow.

Laila knew that this was just the beginning. The road ahead would continue to have challenges, but she was
no longer afraid. She had discovered within herself a resilience she hadn’t known existed. The pandemic had
tested her, but it had also shown her what she was capable of.

As she walked off the stage, Laila smiled. Her future was no longer a distant dream, it was within reach. And
nothing, not even the hardest of times, could take that away from her.
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Chapter 13: A Path to Redemption
The Story of Nia

Nia sat quietly on the worn-out couch in the small apartment she shared with her mother and younger
brother. Her eyes, tired from hours of studying, were fixed on the screen in front of her. It was the middle of
the afternoon, but the grey clouds outside and the quiet in the house made the day feel darker than it really
was. The distant hum of traffic from the street below was the only sound in the otherwise still room.

The world outside seemed to be moving on. People were going back to work, life was gradually returning to
its pre-pandemic rhythm, but for Nia, it felt like everything was still frozen in time. It had been months since
the pandemic began, and yet, in her heart, she still felt stuck. Stuck in a place that felt far removed from the
hope she once had.

Nia’s story began in a small village in Sierra Leone. She and her family had been living relatively peacefully
when civil unrest began to seep into their lives. Like so many others, they fled, leaving behind everything
they knew. The road to Australia was long, difficult, and filled with uncertainty. They had hoped to find a
safe haven, a new life where they could heal from the wounds of war and start fresh.

But no one had warned Nia how difficult it would be to build a new life. Her family arrived in Melbourne
full of hope, but they were immediately faced with the challenges of resettling. Nia’s mother worked long
hours cleaning houses and taking care of children, trying to make ends meet. Nia’s younger brother, a lively
and curious child, had trouble adjusting to his new environment as well. He missed his friends, the familiar
sounds of home, and the language he once spoke fluently.

For Nia, the biggest challenge was learning English. She had attended school in Sierra Leone, but the
language of her new home was foreign to her. Every day felt like a struggle to understand even the simplest
of words. Though her teachers were kind, the gap between what they were teaching and what she could
comprehend seemed insurmountable. She often found herself sitting at the back of the classroom, too shy
and afraid to speak up.

But Nia was determined. She wasn’t going to let language barriers stand in her way. Every day after school,
she would return home, sit at the kitchen table, and try to teach herself English. Her mother, though busy
with work, would encourage her, telling her that no matter how hard it was, the hard work would pay off.

Then, just as Nia thought she was getting the hang of things, the pandemic hit. Her world, already turned
upside down by migration and language barriers, was now further shaken. Schools closed, and remote
learning became the new norm. The very thing Nia had struggled with in the classroom now seemed
impossible in front of a screen. There were days when she felt like giving up. She didn’t have the resources
that some of her classmates did, no personal laptop, no stable internet connection.

Worse, the isolation from the rest of the world made it even harder. Nia could no longer rely on the support
of her friends at school. The classmates she had begun to connect with now seemed distant. Her teachers,
though supportive, were stretched thin, trying to help dozens of students at once.

But the hardest part was the emotional toll. Nia’s mother worked even longer hours during the pandemic to
make up for the lost income, leaving Nia to care for her younger brother. She felt alone in the struggle,
unsure if anyone could truly understand what she was going through. The stress of adjusting to a new culture
and the loss of her once-happy school environment made her question whether she would ever truly belong.
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A Small Act of Kindness

It was during one of the hardest days that Nia received an email from her teacher, Mr. Thompson. Nia had
been struggling with the assignments, falling behind on her tasks, and her participation in virtual lessons had
been minimal. Mr. Thompson noticed her silence during the online sessions, and he reached out to her in a
simple but heartfelt way.

“Nia, I’ve noticed that you haven’t been speaking up much in class. I understand that remote learning can be
tough, especially when it feels like you’re doing it all on your own. But I want you to know that I’m here to
help. If you need extra support or if there’s anything at all you want to talk about, please reach out. You’re
not alone in this.”

Reading those words, Nia felt a sense of relief that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She hadn’t realized how
much she needed someone to acknowledge her struggle. She had kept so much inside, pretending that
everything was okay, when in reality, she was overwhelmed and unsure of how to keep going.

Nia replied to Mr. Thompson’s email, pouring her heart out about the challenges she was facing—not just
with her studies, but with the loneliness and fear that had taken over. Mr. Thompson responded quickly,
offering to schedule one-on-one sessions to work through her assignments and provide additional support.
He also suggested that Nia take breaks when she felt overwhelmed, and he encouraged her to stay connected
with her classmates, even if it was just through online chats.

That small act of kindness changed everything for Nia. It wasn’t just about getting extra help with her
schoolwork; it was about being seen. For the first time in months, she felt like someone cared about her as a
person, not just as a student. That simple email, full of empathy and understanding, reminded Nia that she
wasn’t invisible.

The Turning Point: A Path Forward

With Mr. Thompson’s support, Nia slowly began to regain her confidence. She started attending the online
sessions more actively, participating in discussions, and asking questions when she didn’t understand
something. The more she engaged, the more she realized that she wasn’t as far behind as she had thought.
She began to catch up on her assignments and felt a sense of accomplishment when she completed them.

But Nia’s transformation didn’t stop at school. As the days passed, she began to notice small changes in
herself. She had always felt like an outsider in Australia, constantly battling language barriers and cultural
differences. But now, she began to see her journey as a strength, not a weakness. She started speaking out
more in class, offering her unique perspectives, and feeling proud of the experiences that had shaped her.

Nia’s relationship with her family also improved. She became more involved in her brother’s education,
helping him with his studies after school, and she even started cooking meals for her mother when she came
home tired from work. Their bond grew stronger during the pandemic, and Nia realized that the struggles
they faced together were an important part of their story.

As the year went on, Nia’s confidence continued to grow. She started applying for scholarships to pursue
further education and began to dream again about a future that seemed possible. She realized that no matter
how difficult life had been, she was capable of overcoming any obstacle.

Nia’s story wasn’t just about surviving; it was about thriving despite the odds. She had faced the challenges
of language barriers, isolation, and the weight of her family’s expectations. But she had emerged stronger,
more determined, and ready to carve out a future for herself.
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A New Dream

When the day came for Nia to graduate from high school, it felt like the culmination of a journey she had
almost given up on. She walked across the stage, her heart pounding, but this time, there was a sense of
pride in her steps. She had overcome so much, and she knew that the road ahead, though still difficult, was
full of possibilities.

The pandemic had tested her resilience, but it had also revealed her strength. Nia had learned to embrace her
story, to see her challenges as stepping stones toward a brighter future. And now, as she prepared to attend
university and pursue a degree in international relations, she knew that she was ready for whatever the future
held.

Her dreams were no longer just dreams, they were becoming her reality. She knew that no matter where life
took her, she had the strength to face it. The path to redemption had not been easy, but it had led her to a
place of hope, strength, and an unwavering belief in her own potential.

Chapter 14: A New Dawn

The Story of Arjun

Arjun sat on the rooftop of his small apartment in New Delhi, staring at the skyline, which seemed to stretch
endlessly before him. The golden hues of the setting sunbathed the city in a warm glow, but Arjun’s mind
was far from peaceful. His thoughts were a chaotic swirl, tangled between the memories of his past and the
uncertainty of his future. He had never felt more alone, despite being surrounded by the hustle and bustle of
India’s capital city.

Born and raised in a modest neighbourhood, Arjun’s family had always struggled to make ends meet. His
father worked as a taxi driver, while his mother took care of the house and their two younger siblings.
Despite the challenges, his parents were always determined that their children would receive an education
and have opportunities they never had. Arjun was a good student, bright, focused, and determined to do well
in school. But no matter how hard he worked, the financial strain of his family’s situation often
overshadowed his ambitions.

When the pandemic hit in 2020, it felt like the weight of the world came crashing down on Arjun. The
streets, usually filled with the constant hum of traffic, were eerily silent. Schools were closed, and remote
learning became the new reality. Arjun had always been a diligent student, but this new way of learning
presented challenges he wasn’t prepared for. In a country like India, where internet access was patchy at
best, and many students lacked the resources to participate in online classes, Arjun’s situation became even
more difficult.

Arjun's family did not have a personal computer or even a reliable smartphone that could be used for online
learning. His father’s old phone, which Arjun had to share with his younger siblings, had a poor internet
connection, and even if it worked, there were constant distractions, his siblings needed the phone for their
own schoolwork, and his parents would often call him for help with household chores or translating English
documents for them. The constant pull between his responsibilities at home and his desire to learn created a
toxic mix of stress and frustration.
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But it wasn’t just the technology gap that troubled Arjun. He felt the weight of a dream that seemed
increasingly distant. Arjun had always wanted to become a doctor. From a young age, he had seen the way
his community struggled with access to healthcare, and he wanted to change that. He dreamed of going to
medical school, of being the person who could offer hope to those who had no one else to turn to.

But with each passing day, that dream seemed more and more out of reach. The pressure to provide for his
family and the daily struggles that came with it made Arjun feel like he was falling behind. Every time he
tried to focus on his studies, he was reminded of the financial burden his family faced. How could he afford
medical school? How could he even finish high school when his resources were so limited?

The Breaking Point

One day, Arjun’s world seemed to implode. His father’s taxi was involved in an accident, and although his
father wasn’t severely injured, the car was totalled, and his father’s ability to work was compromised. The
family’s financial situation went from bad to worse. His father could no longer work, and his mother had to
take on extra work cleaning houses and doing odd jobs, just to keep the family afloat.

Arjun’s hope began to fade. The pressure of having to take care of his family while juggling his studies felt
too overwhelming. He spent many sleepless nights staring at the ceiling, wondering how he could continue
to pursue his dreams when it seemed like everything was falling apart.

It was during one of these sleepless nights, when the weight of his worries seemed unbearable, that Arjun
received a phone call from his teacher, Mrs. Sharma. She had noticed that Arjun had been missing from
classes for the past week and hadn’t been engaging with his online assignments. Concerned, she reached out
to check on him.

“Arjun, I’ve been trying to reach you. I noticed you haven’t been attending your online classes. Is everything
okay?” Mrs. Sharma’s voice was gentle, but there was an unmistakable concern in her words.

At first, Arjun didn’t know how to respond. He had always been quiet, not one to share his personal
struggles. But something about Mrs. Sharma’s kindness broke down the walls he had built around himself.
He confessed the truth, that he was struggling with his family’s financial situation, that his father’s accident
had made everything worse, and that he just didn’t know how he could continue to pursue his studies with so
many obstacles in his way.

Mrs. Sharma listened patiently, offering words of comfort and reassurance. “Arjun, I understand that this is a
difficult time. But I want you to know that you don’t have to go through this alone. We are here to help you.
If there’s anything I can do, if you need extra help with your studies, or if you need support in any way,
please let me know. You have so much potential, Arjun, and I believe in you.”

For the first time in a long while, Arjun felt a glimmer of hope. Mrs. Sharma’s support gave him the strength
to push through his self-doubt. The next day, she arranged for Arjun to borrow a tablet from the school to
use for his online lessons, and she helped him access additional resources that would assist him with his
studies. It wasn’t a miracle, but it was a lifeline.

A New Perspective

Over the next few weeks, Arjun’s attitude began to shift. With the tablet, he was able to attend his online
classes more regularly, and his engagement with his schoolwork increased. But more than that, he began to
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see things in a new light. Instead of feeling defeated by his circumstances, he started to focus on the ways in
which he could make progress despite them.

Arjun also became more involved in his community. He began volunteering at a local clinic, helping
distribute medicines to people in need and assisting with the health checkups for those who couldn’t afford
to see a doctor. The experience reminded him of why he wanted to be a doctor in the first place, he wanted
to help those who had no access to healthcare, just as his family had struggled to find medical assistance
during the hardest times.

Through his volunteer work, Arjun discovered a deep sense of purpose. He realized that no matter how hard
things were at home, he could still make a difference in the lives of others. This gave him the motivation to
push through his challenges and focus on his education, despite the obstacles in his way.

Arjun’s grades improved, and so did his mental outlook. With the help of Mrs. Sharma, he applied for a
scholarship to a local college, where he could pursue a pre-medical program. His application was accepted,
and Arjun’s dream of becoming a doctor seemed closer than ever.

The Road Ahead

As Arjun stood on the rooftop of his apartment, looking at the city that had once seemed so overwhelming,
he felt a sense of calm. He had come a long way from the young boy who had struggled to keep up with his
studies, drowning in worry and fear. Now, with a sense of purpose and determination, Arjun was ready to
take on the world.

His journey was far from over, but Arjun knew that with the support of those who believed in him, he could
accomplish anything. The pandemic had tested him in ways he never imagined, but it had also shown him
his own strength and resilience.

Arjun’s story wasn’t just about surviving the challenges life threw at him; it was about rising above them,
learning from them, and using his experiences to create a better future, for himself, his family, and the
community he served.

With his eyes set on medical school, Arjun knew that the road ahead wouldn’t be easy. But he also knew that
no matter how many obstacles he faced, he would never stop moving forward. For Arjun, the future was
brighter than it had ever been, and he was ready to chase his dreams, no matter what.

Chapter 15: The Call of the Highlands

The Story of Kelepi

Kelepi sat alone on a large rock at the edge of the stream near his village in the Highlands of Papua New
Guinea. The cool, clear water rushed past him, its sound a gentle reminder of the life that continued to flow
all around him, despite the turmoil he felt within. He stared down at the reflection of the sky, broken only by
the occasional ripple caused by the water’s motion. His thoughts were far from peaceful. The challenges of
his life weighed heavily on his shoulders, and at that moment, the future seemed like a distant dream he
couldn’t touch.

Born in a small, rural village nestled in the mountainous region of Papua New Guinea, Kelepi had lived his
whole life surrounded by the beauty of the land and the warmth of his family. His parents were farmers,
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growing crops such as sweet potatoes, yams, and taro, and they lived a simple but content life, closely
connected to the earth. Despite their humble living, Kelepi’s parents were firm believers in the importance of
education. They wanted him to have a life beyond the fields, a life where he could go to school, learn, and
build a future.

However, education in Papua New Guinea was not easy to come by, especially in the remote highlands
where Kelepi lived. Schools were few and far between, and they often lacked the resources needed for a
proper education. Kelepi had to travel hours each day, walking barefoot through rugged terrain, just to attend
the closest school. But his love for learning and the dreams of a better future kept him going.

When the pandemic hit in 2020, the world came to a sudden, jolting halt. Schools closed across the country,
and for Kelepi, this was the moment everything he had worked toward seemed to slip through his fingers.
The country’s infrastructure had always been underdeveloped, but now, without access to proper internet or
technology, remote learning became an impossible challenge for many students like Kelepi.

His family, though full of love, had no means to provide the technology Kelepi needed to continue his
education. His parents’ small farm had struggled in the wake of the economic downturn caused by the
pandemic, and the money they had set aside for his school fees had quickly dwindled. Their income was
uncertain, and food security became a growing concern as the lockdowns disrupted their usual market-based
trade.

Kelepi, who had once walked for miles to attend school, now found himself trapped in a remote village with
no access to online classes, no teachers to guide him, and no way to continue his education. The weight of
uncertainty bore down on him every day. It felt as though his dreams of becoming a doctor, of one day
helping his community by providing better healthcare, were now as distant as the stars in the sky above him.

The Struggle to Keep Going

Days turned into weeks, and weeks into months. Life in the village became more isolating as the pandemic
spread, and Kelepi’s sense of purpose began to fade. He spent his days helping his parents with the farm,
tending to the crops, and doing what he could to support his family, but his heart was heavy with the thought
of his lost education. His friends, many of whom had also been pulled out of school, seemed to have lost
their hope as well. Some began to speak about abandoning their education altogether, choosing instead to
stay home and work on the farm. The idea of a future beyond the village seemed more and more like an
unattainable dream.

One afternoon, while Kelepi was walking home from the fields, he overheard a conversation between his
parents. They were talking about how difficult it was to keep the family together, how they feared the
pandemic would take away the opportunity for their children to get an education, just as it had for so many
others in the village. His father’s voice was filled with worry, and his mother, though calm on the outside,
was clearly distressed.

“I don’t know what will become of Kelepi,” his father sighed. “We’ve given him everything we could, but
without school, his future feels uncertain.”

Hearing his parents’ concern filled Kelepi with a mix of guilt and determination. He knew they had
sacrificed so much for his education, and he couldn’t let their hard work go to waste. But how could he
continue when the world seemed to be shutting down? How could he keep his dream alive when everything,
even the basics of education, seemed so far out of reach?

41



Through Their Eyes: The Untold Journeys of Refugee Students During COVID-19 Written by Hussam Saraf, 2020

The next morning, after helping his parents in the fields, Kelepi sat down and wrote a letter to his school. He
poured his heart into it, explaining the struggles his family had faced during the pandemic and how his
education had been halted because of the lack of resources. He shared his dream of becoming a doctor and
how he wanted to help others in the Highlands who didn’t have access to healthcare. He didn’t know if the
letter would change anything, but it was all he had left.

A Glimmer of Hope

To his surprise, a few weeks later, Kelepi received a reply from his school. The letter was simple but
encouraging. It explained that the school, despite the difficulties posed by the pandemic, was working hard
to provide support for students in remote areas like Kelepi. The school had partnered with a local charity to
distribute printed learning materials to students without internet access, and they were organizing small,
socially distanced learning groups in the villages.

Kelepi’s heart leapt with hope. It wasn’t a solution to all his problems, but it was a lifeline. The letter also
mentioned that, while the pandemic had delayed the start of many programs, they had set up a fund to assist
students who were facing financial hardships, ensuring they had the materials needed for their studies. This,
Kelepi knew, could be his chance.

With the help of his parents, Kelepi was able to collect the necessary documents and apply for assistance. A
few weeks later, he was granted a small scholarship that provided him with the resources he needed to keep
learning. The school also sent a local teacher to his village, who began tutoring Kelepi and several other
students in person. The lessons were basic, but they reignited Kelepi’s passion for learning and gave him a
sense of purpose once more.

Rising Above

As the weeks passed, Kelepi’s situation slowly began to improve. Though the pandemic still cast a shadow
over the village, the support from his school, the scholarship, and the tutoring sessions allowed Kelepi to
stay on track with his education. His grades improved, and he felt more confident in his abilities. He
continued to help his parents on the farm, but now he saw a way forward. Education, he realized, was still
the key to changing his future and the future of his community.

His journey wasn’t easy, and there were many days when he felt like giving up. But through it all, Kelepi
remained determined. He had learned the value of resilience, of holding on to hope even when the road
ahead seemed uncertain. His dream of becoming a doctor was still alive, and with each small victory, Kelepi
took another step toward achieving it.

The pandemic had forced him to confront his deepest fears and uncertainties, but it had also strengthened his
resolve. Kelepi knew that no matter what the future held, he was ready to face it. His education, his family’s
sacrifices, and his unwavering belief in the importance of healthcare in his community were the driving
forces that would guide him forward.

A Future for the Highlands

One year later, as the pandemic’s grip on the world began to loosen, Kelepi stood at the edge of the same
stream where he had sat months before, but this time, he looked out at the water with a sense of optimism.

42



Through Their Eyes: The Untold Journeys of Refugee Students During COVID-19 Written by Hussam Saraf, 2020

He had completed his high school education, and with the support of his community and school, he had
secured a scholarship to attend university in Port Moresby, the capital city of Papua New Guinea. There, he
would pursue his dream of becoming a doctor.

Kelepi’s journey had been filled with hardship, but it had also been a journey of growth, resilience, and
hope. He knew that the road ahead would be challenging, but he was no longer afraid. He had learned that
with determination and support, no obstacle was too great to overcome.

As he looked out over the village he had grown up in, Kelepi felt a deep sense of gratitude. His dreams were
no longer just distant thoughts; they were real, and he was taking the steps to make them come true. With a
heart full of hope and a mind set on the future, Kelepi was ready to embrace whatever came next. And in
doing so, he hoped to one day return to his community as a doctor, bringing healthcare and hope to those
who needed it most.

Chapter 16: The Strength of the Spirit

The Story of Kateryna

The sun had barely risen over the village of Ivanivka, a small town in eastern Ukraine, yet Kateryna was
already awake, her eyes scanning the room as she lay on her bed. The walls were covered with faded posters
of Ukrainian landscapes, family photos, and childhood drawings she had created. But the comfort those
familiar sights once brought her was now overshadowed by the reality of the world she had known for the
past two years: a world turned upside down by war.

Kateryna’s life had been filled with dreams, dreams of becoming a scientist, of exploring the mysteries of
the world, of studying at a university in Kyiv. She was known for her curiosity and intelligence. At
seventeen, she was already excelling in her studies and had set her sights on a future of academic
achievements and professional success. However, those dreams had come to an abrupt halt in 2022, when
the war in Ukraine changed everything.

Like so many others, Kateryna’s family had been caught in the middle of a conflict they never wanted. Her
home in Ivanivka, a rural village near the eastern border, had always been peaceful. The warm, fertile land,
where her father grew vegetables and her mother tended to their garden, had once been a symbol of security
and stability. But when the war began, everything shifted. The peaceful life Kateryna had known was
replaced by air raid sirens, constant threats of violence, and a community fractured by the unimaginable.

One early morning, the sounds of explosions echoed through the village, rattling the windows of her
family’s home. Kateryna’s parents, both teachers, had always been her emotional anchors, encouraging her
to pursue her education. But when the bombs began to fall, they told her they had no choice but to leave.

"Kateryna, we must go," her mother said, her voice trembling as she packed their few belongings. "We’ll be
safe in the west, far from the fighting. You must continue your studies, and we’ll rebuild our lives."

Kateryna, though terrified, agreed to leave everything behind—her school, her friends, and the place she had
always called home. The journey west was difficult and exhausting. There were days when they couldn’t
find enough food to eat, and nights spent in makeshift shelters, huddled together for warmth. But amid the
chaos, there was one constant in Kateryna’s mind: the belief that education was her way out, her path to a
better future.
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The Struggle to Adapt

After weeks of fleeing from the violence, Kateryna and her family finally reached the relative safety of Lviv,
a city in western Ukraine. Though the war had not yet reached this region, the atmosphere was tense, and
people had already begun to adjust to life under the shadow of conflict. Many families, like Kateryna’s, had
left their homes behind and were now living in temporary housing, sharing apartments or staying with
relatives who had room to spare.

Kateryna found it difficult to adjust. The loss of her home and the trauma of the war weighed heavily on her,
but even more challenging was the disruption to her education. Schools had closed in the early months of the
war, and even when they reopened, they did so with restrictions that made learning a challenge. There was
no longer the sense of normalcy that had once defined her life. The digital platforms for remote learning
were unreliable, and many of her teachers had been displaced, leaving gaps in her studies.

Despite the challenges, Kateryna remained determined. She found solace in the books she carried with her—
the ones her father had packed in a small suitcase before they fled. Every day, she set aside time to read and
continue her studies on her own. Her family, though financially strained, did everything they could to
support her education. Her mother, who had been a history teacher, taught her what she could, and her father
helped her with mathematics and science, often using makeshift materials they had on hand.

But the emotional toll of the war was becoming increasingly difficult to bear. Her once-clear goals of
studying science and contributing to the world felt distant now. Every time she heard about the destruction in
her home village or saw images of her friends who had been separated from her, a heavy sadness clouded
her mind. She missed her home terribly and wondered if she would ever return. She felt disconnected from
the life she once knew, unsure of what the future held.

Her thoughts turned to her friends who had also been affected by the war. Some had lost family members,
while others had been forced to flee their homes, just like she had. The constant uncertainty weighed on her
heart. Kateryna often wondered if her dreams of becoming a scientist would ever come true. Would she ever
have the chance to study at a university? Would there even be a place for students like her in the post-war
Ukraine?

The Unexpected Turn

One afternoon, as Kateryna sat in a small room, trying to complete her physics homework, her mother came
to her with news.

"Kateryna," her mother began, "there’s an online learning platform that some universities in the United
States and Europe are offering to students affected by the war. It’s free of charge for students from Ukraine.
They are offering courses and scholarships to continue our education while the situation here remains
uncertain. Maybe this is an opportunity for you."

Kateryna’s heart raced. An online platform? A chance to continue her studies while staying safe? The
thought of being able to study again, even remotely, reignited a spark within her that she had thought had
long been extinguished.

After researching the program, Kateryna learned that the initiative, which was part of an international effort
to support Ukrainian students, provided access to a wide range of online courses, from science and
technology to the humanities. It was an incredible opportunity, but there was one catch: she had to apply,
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and she needed to prove she was ready to take on the academic challenge despite everything that had
happened.

Determined not to let this chance slip away, Kateryna worked tirelessly on her application, carefully
preparing her statement of purpose and gathering the required documents. She wrote about her passion for
science, her dreams of studying physics, and her desire to contribute to rebuilding her country after the war.
The application process, though exhausting, gave her a renewed sense of purpose.

A few weeks later, a letter arrived in the mail.

"Congratulations, Kateryna," it began. "We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted into the
online learning program. We believe you have the potential to excel and make a significant impact on your
community and the world."

Kateryna’s hands shook as she read the words. She had done it. Against all odds, she had found a way to
continue her education.

The Path Forward

With the online courses now available to her, Kateryna threw herself into her studies. She took physics,
mathematics, and environmental science, subjects that had always fascinated her. Despite the many
distractions around her, the ongoing conflict, the uncertainty of her family’s future, the constant worry about
friends and relatives still trapped in war zones, she remained focused.

The experience of studying online, though challenging, gave her a sense of stability. It reminded her that
education was still possible, that even in the face of adversity, the pursuit of knowledge could continue. And
as she dove deeper into her studies, she began to see the future more clearly. She dreamed not just of
becoming a scientist, but of contributing to the rebuilding of Ukraine after the war, helping to develop
sustainable energy solutions, and working toward a more resilient, self-sufficient nation.

Her journey was far from easy, but every small victory brought her closer to her dream. Kateryna found a
sense of peace in the process, knowing that, despite the war, she was still moving forward.

A New Beginning

Months later, after the intensity of the conflict had subsided, Kateryna and her family returned to their home
in Ivanivka. The village was scarred by the destruction, but the people had not lost hope. The rebuilding
process was slow, but it had begun. And as Kateryna walked through the village once more, she could feel a
sense of belonging, even amidst the ruins.

Her education, which had seemed impossible to continue just a year before, had become her anchor. It had
kept her grounded and given her a sense of direction, even when everything around her felt uncertain. She
knew that, no matter the obstacles, she would keep moving forward. Her dreams of a brighter future were

alive, and she was ready to contribute to the rebuilding of her community, her country, and the world.

The war had stolen much from her, her childhood innocence, her sense of safety, her home, but it had also
shown her the strength of her spirit, the power of education, and the resilience of the human will. Kateryna
was ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead, for she knew that knowledge, hope, and determination
were the keys to a brighter future.
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Chapter 17: The Resilience of a Dream

The Story of Nawras

Nawras sat at his small desk in the corner of the room, his fingers tracing the edges of a crumpled notebook
that had been with him for as long as he could remember. His room was simple, with only a small wooden
bed and a bookshelf filled with tattered textbooks and notebooks from the school he had once attended in
Kabul. The walls were bare, except for a small map of the world his mother had pinned up, a reminder of a
future he still dreamed of, even amidst the turmoil that surrounded him.

Life had never been easy for Nawras. Born in Kabul, he had grown up amidst the chaos of a country long
torn apart by war. The sound of gunfire, the roar of bombs, and the sight of soldiers patrolling the streets
were all part of his childhood. But despite the violence and instability, Nawras had always had a passion for
learning. He excelled in his studies, and his teachers had often praised him for his sharp mind and his
determination to succeed. He dreamed of becoming an engineer one day, to build roads and bridges that
would connect the cities and villages of Afghanistan, to help rebuild the broken infrastructure of his
homeland.

But those dreams, like so many others in Afghanistan, had been shattered by the ongoing conflict that had
ravaged the country for decades. When the Taliban returned to power in 2021, everything changed. Schools
were closed, families were forced into hiding, and the world Nawras had once known seemed to vanish
overnight.

The Loss of Education

The first blow came when the school Nawras attended was shut down, along with thousands of others across
the country. The education system, which had been in a state of disrepair for years, collapsed entirely.
Teachers were forced to flee, and the classrooms once filled with eager students were now empty, their desks
collecting dust. Nawras’s parents, both former teachers, were devastated. His father, who had once taught
mathematics at a local university, could no longer teach, and his mother, a history teacher, was unable to
share her knowledge with the young minds who once looked up to her.

Nawras’s own education came to a sudden halt. The books that had once inspired him now gathered dust in a
corner of his room. Without access to school or any form of formal learning, his dreams seemed out of
reach. The days blurred into each other as he struggled to cope with the uncertainty of the world around him.
The violence that had always been present in Afghanistan now felt even closer, as the Taliban imposed strict
new rules that affected every aspect of life. For Nawras, it was a time of deep confusion and sorrow. How
could he continue his education when everything seemed to be falling apart?

But despite the overwhelming sadness and fear, Nawras refused to give up on his dream. He had seen too
much suffering in his young life to let the hardships of war take away his future. He knew that education
was the key to breaking the cycle of violence and poverty that had held his country in its grip for so long.

The Call for Change

One evening, as Nawras sat in his room, trying to read a science book his father had given him before the
school closures, his mother entered the room with a hopeful expression on her face. She had been quiet for
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the past few weeks, her spirit weighed down by the loss of her teaching career and the uncertainty of the
future.

"Nawras," she said, her voice soft but determined. "I’ve heard about an online education program being
offered to students in Afghanistan. It’s an international initiative, meant to support students like you who are
determined to continue learning despite the difficulties."

Nawras’s heart skipped a beat. Online learning? It seemed like a lifeline, a way to continue his education
even when everything else around him seemed to be collapsing.

His mother explained that there were various platforms offering free online courses to students in countries
affected by conflict. Some of them were even offering scholarships to attend universities abroad. For the
first time in months, Nawras felt a glimmer of hope. This could be the opportunity he had been waiting for, a
chance to pursue his dreams and learn despite the war.

With the support of his parents, Nawras began researching the online programs. He spent hours every day
searching for opportunities, reading about the courses available, and learning about the universities that were
offering scholarships to Afghan students. Despite the difficulty of accessing the internet in Kabul due to
frequent power outages and limited connectivity, Nawras remained determined. He knew that if he could
access these courses, it would be his way forward.

The Struggle to Stay Focused

The process of applying to online programs was not easy. Nawras had to navigate the complexities of online
platforms while also dealing with the day-to-day challenges of living in a warzone. The electricity was often
unreliable, and the internet connection was slow, making it hard to access the materials he needed. He could
hear the distant sounds of gunfire at night, and the news of attacks and bombings in Kabul filled him with
anxiety. But even in the midst of this turmoil, Nawras’s resolve only grew stronger.

With his parents’ encouragement, he managed to submit several applications to different programs. He wrote
about his passion for engineering, his desire to rebuild Afghanistan’s infrastructure, and his determination to
continue learning despite the obstacles in his path. The process was slow, and the uncertainty of the situation
weighed heavily on him. But he never stopped working toward his goal.

Weeks passed, and Nawras began to lose hope. He had not received any responses from the programs he had
applied to, and the situation in Kabul continued to deteriorate. Every day, he would check his email, hoping
for some news, but all he received were automated replies, or nothing at all. It felt like the world had
forgotten about him and the millions of other students like him who had been denied the chance to learn.

The Unexpected Email

One afternoon, while Nawras was sitting with his mother, reading a book by candlelight due to a power
outage, his phone buzzed. It was an email from one of the international programs he had applied to.

“Nawras,” his mother called out, “come quickly! You have an email.”
With trembling hands, Nawras opened the message. His heart raced as he read the words on the screen:

"Dear Nawras,
We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted into our online engineering program. We are
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excited to offer you the chance to continue your studies, and we believe you have the potential to make a
meaningful contribution to the world of engineering. Welcome to the program."

Tears filled Nawras’s eyes as he read the email over and over again. He had done it. Against all odds, he had
been accepted into a program that would allow him to study engineering online, from the safety of his home
in Kabul. This was the opportunity he had dreamed of, the chance to learn, to grow, and to eventually
contribute to the rebuilding of his war-torn country.

The Path Forward

With the scholarship secured, Nawras threw himself into his studies. The challenges were far from over, but
now he had a purpose, a reason to keep moving forward. Every day, he woke up early to attend his classes,
listening to lectures, completing assignments, and working on engineering projects with students from all
over the world. The subjects he once dreamed of studying in a formal classroom were now within his reach,
even if the classroom itself was his small bedroom in Kabul.

The online program gave Nawras the opportunity to learn from some of the best professors and experts in
the field of engineering. It also connected him with a network of students who shared his passion for
learning and who, despite their own struggles, were determined to build a better future.

Though he still faced the uncertainty of life in Afghanistan, Nawras no longer felt helpless. He knew that
with education, he could change the course of his future, and, in time, contribute to the rebuilding of
Afghanistan. He dreamed of becoming an engineer who would design roads and bridges to connect the
people of Afghanistan, who would help restore the country’s infrastructure, and who would create a better,
safer future for the next generation.

Nawras’s journey was far from easy, but it was one filled with hope and resilience. His determination to
continue learning, even in the face of war, had opened doors that had once seemed closed forever. And
though the road ahead would be long and filled with challenges, Nawras was ready. His dreams, forged in
the fires of conflict, would never be extinguished. He would continue to build, to learn, and to grow, no
matter what.

Chapter 18: Teaching Through the Storm

The Struggles of Mr. Thompson

Mr. James Thompson had been teaching English for over fifteen years, but never had he faced a challenge
like this. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, and the Australian government shut down schools across the
country, Mr. Thompson found himself standing at the edge of a precipice. He was a teacher at the
Shepparton English Language Centre (SELC), a place dedicated to helping new arrivals, primarily refugees
and migrants, learn English and adjust to life in Australia. His students came from all corners of the globe,
Afghanistan, Sudan, Syria, Myanmar, Iraq and beyond. They had fled war, persecution, and hardship,
seeking refuge in a new land that promised safety and opportunity. But now, with the virus spreading, his
classroom, once filled with voices from many languages, was suddenly silent.

The Shepparton English Language Centre had always been a hub of activity, with students collaborating in
groups, practicing their English skills, and sharing their experiences of navigating a new life in Australia.
But now, everything had changed. The shift to online learning was inevitable, but it didn’t come without its
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own set of challenges, especially for a class so diverse, with students speaking a myriad of languages and
having limited access to technology. For Mr. Thompson, it was like learning to teach all over again.

The New Reality of Online Teaching

When the government issued the orders to transition all learning to online platforms, Mr. Thompson tried to
remain optimistic. He had always been a teacher who believed in adaptability and creativity, qualities he
thought would serve him well in this unprecedented situation. However, as the days passed, his optimism
began to fade. The first few classes were a chaotic blur of technical difficulties, miscommunications, and
frustrated students.

"Mr. Thompson, the video isn’t working on my phone!" Mariam, a young refugee from Afghanistan, said as
she held up her cracked phone screen, her face barely visible through the pixelated video feed.

"Is anyone else having trouble hearing me?" asked Alex, a middle-aged man from Syria. His voice echoed
strangely through his device, and he looked more confused than ever.

"Sorry, Mr. Thompson. I can't find the Zoom link," said Mohammed, a student from Sudan, his voice
apologetic as he tried to navigate his smartphone in search of the meeting link that had been sent earlier.

For Mr. Thompson, these were just a few examples of the chaos he was grappling with every day. Many of
his students had never used a computer before. The language barriers were difficult enough, but now they
were compounded by the complexities of technology. Even something as simple as navigating Zoom was a
hurdle for many of them.

Diverse Languages, Diverse Needs

SELC students were often a mix of backgrounds, with over fifteen different languages spoken in the
classroom. While English was the common goal, their means of communication were vastly different. Some
of the students were completely illiterate in their native languages, having grown up in rural areas with
limited access to education. Others, like Alex, were educated professionals but had fled war and now found
themselves unable to use their skills because of the language barrier.

Each student brought their own story to class, but as the pandemic unfolded, it became clear that these
stories were now even more difficult to share. While students could no longer meet in person to practice
conversation and build relationships, the importance of these personal connections had never been clearer.
For Mr. Thompson, this was the heart of the challenge: how could he foster a sense of community and
connection when everyone was isolated at home?

There were also practical barriers to online learning. Many students did not have reliable access to the
internet. Some lived in overcrowded housing, with shared Wi-Fi connections that constantly dropped out.
Others had children at home or were working multiple jobs just to make ends meet.

"I can't do this, Mr. Thompson," said Leila, a quiet student from Myanmar, one afternoon. "My children are
home, and there is no one to look after them. The internet keeps cutting out, and I can't hear you properly."
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Mr. Thompson’s heart sank as he saw the exhaustion in Leila’s eyes through the small screen. She had barely
spoken in class before, and he knew she was struggling even before the pandemic hit. But now, the weight of
her responsibilities was becoming too much.

"I understand, Leila," he replied gently. "Is there any way you can get some quiet time in another room? If
not, we can arrange for you to catch up on the lessons later. Please don’t worry."

The flexibility to make individual arrangements for each student was an important part of Mr. Thompson's
teaching philosophy, but it was also a tremendous strain. With such a large class and so many different
challenges, he often found himself stretched thin, trying to accommodate every student’s needs while still
delivering lessons on grammar, vocabulary, and conversation.

Adapting the Curriculum

At the Shepparton English Language Centre, the students were all at different stages of learning, and Mr.
Thompson knew that online teaching would only work if he could find ways to make it more accessible. He
spent hours rethinking his lessons. The usual methods he employed in the classroom, writing on the board,
using real-life scenarios, and organizing group activities, were impossible to replicate in the virtual world.

He adapted by making short, interactive video lessons, using visuals, flashcards, and subtitles to aid
understanding. For students with limited literacy skills, Mr. Thompson made audio recordings of vocabulary
lists and key phrases. For others, he created simple quizzes to test comprehension.

He also realized that the students’ emotional and mental health was just as important as their academic
progress. Many were dealing with anxiety over their families back home, and the added strain of isolation
was beginning to take a toll.

“I know this is difficult for all of us right now,” Mr. Thompson said during one class, his voice kind but firm.
“But we are in this together. We will get through this. And when the world starts to open up again, we will
be ready.”

Building a Sense of Community Online

The most rewarding part of Mr. Thompson’s day came during the informal moments after class. Though his
students were separated by screens, they had begun to form bonds with one another. They would check in on
each other, asking about family members, sharing news from their home countries, and offering words of
encouragement. These small acts of kindness meant everything to Mr. Thompson. He realized that the
emotional support his students offered one another was just as important as the lessons he was teaching.

During one of the online sessions, Mariam from Afghanistan, who had been struggling with the material,
suddenly spoke up.

“Mr. Thompson,” she said hesitantly, “can I help Leila? I think she is having a hard time.”

Mr. Thompson smiled, feeling a surge of pride for Mariam. It was moments like these, when his students
went out of their way to support one another, that reminded him of the true strength of community.
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The Light at the End of the Tunnel

As the months passed, Mr. Thompson slowly began to see progress. Despite the challenges, his students
were learning. Leila, who had once struggled to make sense of even basic English, began to participate more
actively in class. Mohammed, who had initially been shy and reluctant to speak, started engaging with his
classmates, helping them with their pronunciation.

Despite the challenges of online teaching, Mr. Thompson witnessed the resilience and determination of his
students. They had come to Australia seeking a better life, and though the pandemic had thrown yet another
obstacle in their path, they had found a way to push through.

The days of isolation began to feel less daunting as the students made small, but meaningful, strides forward.
Mr. Thompson knew that when things returned to normal, his students would be stronger for having faced
the challenges of the pandemic. They had adapted to an entirely new way of learning, and in doing so, they
had shown incredible strength and perseverance.

And for Mr. Thompson, that was the greatest lesson of all.

As he sat at his desk one evening, watching his students laughing together after a particularly fun class, he
realized that despite the challenges, teaching had never felt more rewarding. He might have started this
journey overwhelmed and uncertain, but now, he was filled with hope. The storm had been long and
difficult, but as he saw his students grow, he understood that they were not only learning English, but they
were also learning to rebuild their lives, and that was something far more profound than any lesson on a
screen.

Chapter 19: Teaching in the Midst of Chaos
The EAL Teacher's Struggles

When the COVID-19 pandemic forced schools across Australia into lockdown, teachers found themselves
navigating an educational landscape they never imagined. For Ms. Emily Carter, an English as an Additional
Language (EAL) teacher at the local high school, the transition to online teaching was nothing short of a
challenge. Not only had her to adapt her teaching methods to a completely digital environment, but she also
had to meet the needs of her students, many of whom had only recently arrived in Australia from war-torn
countries.

The students in her class came from a range of countries, including Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Myanmar, and
Sudan. Their backgrounds were as varied as their native languages, Arabic, Dari, Pashto, Kurdish, and
Karen, making every day in the classroom a unique challenge. Some students had fled conflict, others were
escaping persecution, but they all shared a common goal: to learn English and to build a better life in
Australia.

Ms. Carter had been teaching for over a decade, but nothing in her career had prepared her for the crisis of
the COVID-19 pandemic. When her school switched to online learning, the abrupt change left her feeling
unprepared and overwhelmed. The logistics of setting up virtual classes, managing time zones, and
troubleshooting technical problems were only the beginning. The real struggle lay in trying to teach students
who had already experienced so much trauma and who now faced additional barriers to learning in a digital
environment.
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The Hurdles of Technology

One of the first problems Ms. Carter encountered was the lack of access to technology among her students.
For some, the internet was spotty at best. Others didn’t have personal computers, instead relying on
smartphones with limited functionality. Some students had never used a computer before, and now they
were expected to engage in lessons that were entirely dependent on digital platforms.

"I don’t understand Zoom," said Amir, a young man from Iraq, during the first online class. His voice
crackled through the connection, and his face was barely visible on the screen.

Ms. Carter smiled as reassuringly as she could, “It’s okay, Amir. We’ll work through this together. Can you
hear me now?”

But Amir’s connection was weak, and as the lesson proceeded, Ms. Carter could hear his frustration through
the muftled sound of his voice.

Other students like Amina, a teenager from Syria, also struggled with technology. “Ms. Carter, my little
brother is using the Wi-Fi. It’s very slow,” she explained in a soft voice, her camera flickering as her siblings
ran around the house in the background.

Ms. Carter could feel the weight of their struggles. She knew that it wasn’t just about learning English, it
was about providing a sense of stability in their lives, a small semblance of normalcy during a time when
everything seemed to be falling apart.

Despite her efforts to provide support, the technical difficulties continued to mount. Some students would
freeze mid-sentence, others were cut off entirely, and the internet connection would drop repeatedly. Trying
to keep an entire class engaged while managing the technology was exhausting.

The Language Barrier Intensifies

While the technology issues were challenging, Ms. Carter's biggest hurdle was the language barrier.
Teaching English to students with limited or no proficiency in the language was difficult in the best of
circumstances, but in the online setting, it was even more complicated.

The students in her class had varying degrees of English language proficiency. Some could speak basic
phrases, others could understand more but had trouble forming sentences, and a few were completely new to
the language. On top of that, they spoke so many different languages among themselves. Ms. Carter’s class
often felt like a cacophony of voices from different parts of the world, each struggling to understand the
other.

“Ms. Carter, I don’t understand,” said Hassan, a young man from Sudan, his face filled with confusion. He
had been silent for much of the class and now raised his hand timidly.

“I’m not sure what you mean, Hassan. Can you explain?”

He repeated his question in broken English, but the connection was poor, and his words were almost
inaudible.

“I... no understand,” he said, his frustration evident.

Ms. Carter's heart went out to him. She knew that teaching students from different backgrounds, each with
their own language, was always going to be difficult, but the online setting amplified the problem. It was
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harder to provide immediate feedback, harder to clarify misunderstandings, and harder to build the kind of
rapport that made learning easier.

She switched to using visual aids, photos, and simple phrases to help convey meaning. Yet, even the most
basic vocabulary seemed to take forever to sink in. Some students were more comfortable reading and
writing than speaking, while others had difficulty with even basic literacy skills in their own languages.

To further complicate things, Ms. Carter was limited in her ability to incorporate the diverse languages
spoken by her students. In the physical classroom, she could rely on peer support—students who spoke
similar languages would help each other with translations or explanations. But in an online classroom, that
sense of peer support was difficult to replicate.

“Please, be patient,” Ms. Carter said to her students one day. “We are all learning, and we will get through
this together.”

The Strain of Isolation

The emotional and psychological toll of the pandemic weighed heavily on Ms. Carter as well. Her students
were living in a time of unprecedented isolation, and many of them were still adjusting to life in Australia.
They had already been separated from their families, and now they found themselves cut off from their
communities, unable to visit the places they had once felt safe.

For some, the pandemic brought back memories of the trauma they had experienced in their home countries.
Mariam, a student from Afghanistan, had often spoken in class about the violence and hardship she had
endured before fleeing to Australia. Now, she was isolated in her small apartment with no social contact.

“My family is far away,” Mariam said during one class, her voice tinged with sadness. “I worry about them.”

Ms. Carter knew that it wasn’t just about learning English, it was about supporting her students emotionally
as well. They were living through an experience that few others could understand. Some of them had not
seen their families in years, and the inability to visit home was like another layer of loss on top of everything
else.

“I understand, Mariam,” Ms. Carter replied. “I know it’s hard. But we are all here for you. We’ll keep
working, and I’m proud of how hard you’re trying.”

Ms. Carter spent hours after classes ended checking in with her students individually. She sent them
messages, offered extra help with homework, and arranged one-on-one meetings for those who struggled
more with technology. These efforts were her way of letting her students know that, despite the barriers, she
was still there to support them.

Small Triumphs

Amid the difficulties, there were small triumphs. One afternoon, a breakthrough moment occurred when
Mohammad, who had struggled the most with speaking, answered a question in full sentences for the first
time.

“What is your Favorite food?” Ms. Carter had asked.
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Mohammad hesitated, then with a look of determination, said, “My Favorite food is rice and chicken. My
family makes it every Friday.”

Ms. Carter’s face lit up. It wasn’t a complex answer, but for Mohammad, it was a significant step. He had
never been able to speak in complete sentences before, and now he had done so with confidence.

“That’s wonderful, Mohammad! Well done!”

It was moments like this, moments when students overcame their own self-doubt and made progress, that
kept Ms. Carter going. She knew that teaching English to students with such diverse backgrounds wasn’t
easy, but it was a challenge worth facing. She also knew that, despite the chaos of the pandemic, her students
were resilient. They had survived war, displacement, and the upheaval of their entire lives. They would get
through this, too.

A New Kind of Classroom

As the months wore on and the pandemic showed no signs of ending, Ms. Carter found herself learning just
as much as her students. She had learned to be more patient, to be more creative, and to find new ways of
building connections in a digital space. She had learned that teaching was not just about lesson plans and
grammar exercises, it was about listening, supporting, and adapting to the ever-changing circumstances of
her students’ lives.

The isolation that COVID-19 had forced upon her class had only strengthened the bond between her and her
students. They may have been scattered across the country, separated by screens, but they were united by
their determination to learn and to overcome. Ms. Carter realized that in many ways, this virtual classroom
had become more than just a place of learning, it had become a space where resilience and hope could
flourish.

As she sat at her desk one evening, watching her students participate in an impromptu conversation about
their Favorite foods and childhood memories, Ms. Carter felt a surge of gratitude. Despite everything, they
were still learning. And for Ms. Carter, that was the greatest victory of all.

Chapter 20: Bridging Worlds in Times of Crisis

The Role of the Multicultural Liaison Officers

The COVID-19 pandemic had reshaped the world in ways no one could have anticipated, and in schools
across Australia, teachers, students, and families had to adapt to an entirely new reality. For students of
multicultural backgrounds, this transition was even more complicated. Many had recently arrived in the
country, and most spoke little to no English. As these students navigated the new world of online learning,
one group of unsung heroes rose to the challenge, the Multicultural Liaison Officers (MLOs).

The MLOs, often the first point of contact for new migrant families, had long been instrumental in helping
students and parents adjust to life in Australia. But when the pandemic hit, their roles became even more
crucial. MLOs found themselves balancing between virtual meetings, home visits, and translating important
COVID-19 materials for families who didn’t speak English. They were more than just a link between
students and schools, they were the bridge that connected families to the outside world, often under
extremely stressful and difficult circumstances.
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Juggling Technology, Language, and Logistics

For Sofia Khan, an MLO in the northern suburbs of Melbourne, the pandemic had been nothing short of
overwhelming. Sofia’s job was to ensure that students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds
received the support they needed to thrive in an educational environment. This included helping families
navigate the complex world of online learning.

"Every day, it feels like I'm jumping from one Zoom call to another," Sofia said, her voice tired but steady.
"We have to make sure that teachers understand their students' needs, and at the same time, we’re translating
everything for the parents. It’s a constant juggle."

One of the biggest challenges Sofia faced was helping students and their families set up for online learning.
While many Australian students had access to laptops and a reliable internet connection, many of Sofia’s
students came from families that didn’t own a computer, and many lived in areas where internet access was
spotty at best.

"I had to visit students' homes multiple times to make sure their computers were working and that they had
everything they needed to connect to school," Sofia explained. "It’s not easy, but these families are so
grateful for the support. Without us, they’d be completely isolated."

Sofia wasn’t alone in her struggle. Her colleagues, including MLOs like Ahmed, Lara, and Rania, faced
similar challenges in their own regions. The task of helping so many different families, often speaking
different languages and from different cultural backgrounds, felt like an insurmountable challenge. Yet,
through determination and a deep sense of responsibility, they continued to press on.

Ahmed, who worked with families from Afghanistan and Syria, recalled the frustration of managing
multiple Zoom calls in a single day. "We were essentially supporting teachers, students, and parents all at
once. Some parents don’t speak a word of English, so I would often find myself trying to explain things over
the phone, then switching to a Zoom meeting to explain them again to teachers. It felt like the entire system
was on my shoulders."

To help alleviate this, MLOs would often translate documents sent by the government and the schools into
the students’ native languages, such as Arabic, Dari, Pashto, and Somali. This included information about
COVID-19 safety measures, government health guidelines, and school updates, all of which needed to be
carefully translated and communicated to parents.

"COVID-19 material was a huge issue," said Lara, who worked with families from Myanmar, Sudan, and
Ethiopia. "We had to make sure parents understood the importance of health guidelines, social distancing,
mask-wearing, hand hygiene, and we had to communicate that in their own languages. Sometimes we would
use visual aids, like pictures and diagrams, to make sure they understood."

The Risk of In-Person Visits

While most of the communication took place via Zoom or over the phone, there were instances where the
MLOs had to take risks and visit families in person to ensure they were receiving the help they needed. This
was especially true for students who lived in remote or low-income areas, where technology gaps were more
pronounced, and families struggled to access the necessary resources.
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Sofia had to travel through Melbourne’s outer suburbs to visit one such family, a newly arrived group from
Afghanistan. The family had no computer, and the father was unable to navigate the digital tools required for
his children to attend their online classes. Despite the risks posed by the pandemic, Sofia knew she had to

go.

“I put on my mask, grabbed some hand sanitizers, and made my way there,” Sofia recalled. "I knocked on
the door, and I could see the relief in the father’s eyes when I showed him how to set up the laptop for his
kids. I could feel his anxiety about his children missing out on their studies, and I knew I had to help."

In addition to teaching the parents how to set up and use the devices, Sofia ensured that the children had the
support they needed to attend their online lessons. This included translating instructions, helping the students
log in, and making sure they understood their class schedules.

"I don’t know what would have happened if we hadn’t done those in-person visits," Sofia said, shaking her
head. "The children would have been completely lost, and I couldn’t let that happen."

Rania, another MLO, worked with families from South Sudan. She explained how cultural attitudes toward
health and education varied greatly among her students’ families, and how she had to spend extra time
clarifying health guidelines and educating parents on the new virtual learning model.

"The language barrier is only one part of it," Rania said. "Sometimes, the parents are nervous about the
technology, or they don’t fully trust online education. It’s important for me to build that trust, so they feel
comfortable sending their kids to school, even if it’s online. I spend time explaining how important it is for
their children’s futures, even if the learning is virtual."

Language Barriers and Cultural Sensitivity

Aside from logistical challenges, MLOs also had to contend with language barriers. In a multicultural
community, where families speak dozens of different languages, providing clear, accurate translations was
essential. But it wasn’t just about translating words, it was about conveying meaning in a culturally sensitive
way.

Ahmed, for instance, faced significant challenges when he was helping a family from Afghanistan. The
father, who spoke little English, had misunderstood the guidelines for social distancing, thinking it was
acceptable to only wear a mask at home and not outside. Ahmed had to take time to explain, not only the
importance of following the safety measures, but also how the virus spread, and why social distancing was
necessary, all while being mindful of cultural differences.

"It’s not just about translating words," Ahmed explained. "It’s about translating the concepts. Some things
are culturally specific, and it’s important to ensure that the information makes sense in their cultural
context."

Rania, who worked with families from South Sudan, shared a similar experience. "Some parents had never
used the internet before. They were unfamiliar with the technology, and many didn’t have access to the
devices that were required for online learning," she said. "We had to walk them through every single step,
and sometimes we needed to simplify things further to ensure the message got across."

Rania also spoke about how some parents didn’t understand the necessity of remote learning, especially in
countries where education was often less accessible or not as prioritized. "It’s not just a matter of learning
English or keeping up with assignments, it’s about building trust and understanding that the education
system in Australia is different from what they’re used to. It’s a challenge, but it’s something I’m passionate
about helping them with."
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A Growing Sense of Community

Despite the many challenges, the work of the MLOs helped foster a deeper sense of community during a
time of widespread isolation. The parents who once felt alienated in a new country now felt connected, not
only to the schools but to the broader community. The students, too, found a sense of belonging through the
MLOs, who ensured they had the tools they needed to continue learning.

"What kept me going," said Lara, "was seeing the progress that the students made. It wasn’t just about
learning English, it was about giving them hope. Hope that despite everything, they could still succeed.
Hope that they could continue their education, even in the middle of a pandemic."

As the months went on, the MLOs saw their efforts pay off. More students began attending their online
classes regularly, and parents became more confident in their ability to support their children’s education at
home. There were still obstacles, but the resilience of the families, and the tireless work of the MLOs,
created a new kind of community, one built on empathy, support, and mutual understanding.

"What really moved me," said Rania, "was how grateful the parents were. They were dealing with so much,
new country, new language, and then the pandemic hit, but they still appreciated every little bit of help we
could give. It made me realize how much my work meant. And, of course, seeing the kids succeed online,
seeing them grow in their learning, it made it all worthwhile."

The Heart of the Community

At the end of the school year, as the world continued to grapple with the pandemic, Sofia reflected on
everything she had witnessed during those challenging months.

"We were more than just a team of multicultural liaison officers," she said. "We were a lifeline. In a time
when the world seemed disconnected, we became the thread that held everything together."

She paused for a moment, her eyes glistening with emotion. "We gave our students a chance to stay in touch
with their education, with their future. And that’s something I will never take for granted."

Despite the adversity, the MLOs had proven that even in the most difficult times, connection and hope could
flourish. They were the unsung heroes who helped navigate the complexities of language, culture, and
technology, ensuring that no student, no matter where they came from, was left behind. They helped bridge
the gap between new arrivals and the wider Australian community, proving that with determination,
compassion, and collaboration, even the most daunting challenges could be overcome.

The END
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uprooted by conflict and forced to seek refuge in new, unfamiliar lands. With years of experience working
with humanitarian organizations and multicultural communities, Hussam has become a steadfast voice for
those who have been silenced by the struggles of war, displacement, and the challenges of starting anew in
foreign countries. His professional journey, rooted in personal experience, drives him to help tell the untold
stories of refugees and ensure their voices are heard.

Hussam’s commitment to raising awareness and fostering understanding has been a constant in his work,
both in humanitarian efforts and in his writing. Through his stories, he aims to amplify the narratives of
refugees, offering a window into their lives and struggles. He believes that through storytelling, we can
break down barriers between cultures and build empathy, bridging the gap between those who have
experienced displacement and those who have not. His ultimate goal is to encourage a compassionate and
supportive global community that offers help and solidarity to those who need it most.

Originally from Iraq, Hussam's own life was forever changed by the devastation of war and displacement.
His personal experiences shaped his dedication to working with refugees and advocating for the rights of
displaced families. After arriving in Australia in 2009, Hussam found his calling in working with newly
arrived migrants, particularly in the education sector, where he has spent years helping students from diverse
backgrounds navigate the complexities of language barriers, cultural differences, and the challenges of
settling into a new country. As a teacher’s aide, Hussam was able to work directly with students, ensuring
they received the support they needed to thrive in their new educational environment.

Now, in 2020, Hussam continues his work in Shepparton, where he plays a vital role in supporting refugee
and multicultural communities. He works diligently to provide an inclusive, supportive learning
environment where all students, regardless of their cultural or linguistic background, can succeed. Through
his efforts in education and his volunteer work, Hussam helps create spaces where refugee children and
families can feel heard, valued, and empowered.

In Between the Ashes and the Stars: A Window into the Lives of Refugee Students, written in 2017, Hussam
shares the stories of these resilient young individuals. His writing draws upon his extensive experience and
deep empathy for the families and children he works with daily. Through this book, Hussam seeks to give
these students a platform to share their journeys and, in doing so, inspire action, build understanding, and
create a more compassionate world.

Hussam’s dedication to the cause of refugees and his tireless advocacy for inclusive education continue to
leave a lasting impact on the communities he serves. With each story shared and each student supported, he
contributes to building a future where every child, regardless of their background, has an equal opportunity
to succeed.
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