
 
 
 
 

Sky School - A Global High School for Refugees Who Want to Change The World 
 
An unpreceded 65.3 million people are currently displaced globally. Among them are 21.3 million refugees,               
and more than half are under the age of 18. As a refugee crisis becomes increasingly protracted, it leads                   
not only to a crisis of food, water and shelter, but also a crisis of education. 3.7 million refugee children and                     
adolescents are currently out of school and only 50% have access to primary education, compared with                
90% of non-refugee children. As they get older, the gap widens: only 22% of refugee adolescents go to                  
secondary school, compared to 90% of non-refugees. A mere 1% of refugees attend university, while 34%                
of non-refugees get this opportunity .  1

 
There is clear under-investment in refugee education overall, and secondary education in particular. Only              
2% of all emergency aid is spent on education, and the UNHCR only spends 13% of its education budget                   
on secondary schooling. Such lack of investment has profound consequences. Where local schools are              
open to refugees, overcrowding and a new language or dialect often prevents refugees from receiving an                
education. Many also do not have the correct documentation to enrol, such as birth certificates or past                 
school diplomas. If the educational programme - whether formal or informal - is not of sufficient quality,                 
families may choose not to send (and pay for) schooling, and instead send their children to find work or do                    
household chores.  
 
Education, and secondary education in particular has a protective function, as young people who are not                
meaningfully engaged e.g. through education and who feel hopeless about their futures are vulnerable to               
exploitation, radicalisation and other negative coping behaviours such as drugs and petty crime. There is               
also heightened risk of child labour, as well as forced and early marriages, especially for girls.  
 
Once a conflict ends, the affected country or the area needs to stabilise and recover. To do so, it needs                    
educated young people who have the right skills to rebuild their country and contribute to society. Education                 
plays a key role in ensuring economic growth. It is estimated, that for every additional year of school, an                   
individual’s potential income increased by 10% , and as income opportunities and life choices are               2

increased, especially for young people, this also reduces the likelihood of conflict.  
 
For many refugee learners, their school experience while they are displaced will be the only one they ever                  
know. This is the motivation behind our project, Sky School, a much-needed global high school for                
refugees. Sky School will provide access to quality secondary education programmes that create             
opportunities for displaced youth in emergencies. Our vision is to create systemic change in refugee               
education. To do so, we are re-imagining education, how it is taught, how programmes are developed and                 
delivered.  
 
A key innovation of Sky School lies in the curriculum, which will be co-designed with refugee learners to                  
ensure it caters to their needs. It will contain a combination of subject specific learning and a project-based                  
social entrepreneurship programme. A focus of the curriculum will be ensuring that learning is relevant and                
that students build skills as well as knowledge, and develop a global mindset.The curriculum will be                
designed in partnership with UWCSEA, one of the largest international schools in the world, who will also                 
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accredit the programme to ensure international recognition. While other international programmes exist,            
none are designed to cater specifically to the needs of refugees.  
 
Another innovation of Sky School is the model of delivery: a blended online/offline model, which has not                 
been attempted previously at secondary level. Subjects are taught by remote teachers, e.g. UWCSEA              
whose teachers volunteer and record lessons, offer reading material and other content which learners              
access through a web-platform. Students access content through tablets or mobile phones. In a local               
learning centre, “The Sky School Hub”, trained team-leaders facilitate learning and support students             
throughout the programme.  
 
This model gives the programme a high degree of agility and flexibility which traditional schools do not                 
have, as well as allowing us to scale and quickly begin operating in countries that have recently been                  
affected by conflict, ensuring that refugees do not need to wait for governments, or other agencies to build                  
capacity before they can access an education. In addition to the blended learning programme, the Sky                
School online platform will be open access, therefore allowing a large number of other refugee youths to                 
gain certificates for modules in the programme. 
 
We are currently making plans to pilot the programme in Amman, Jordan from September 2017. We will                 
enrol 60 students at our first Hub. In the first pilot-phase, we will be co-designing the curriculum alongside                  
the students, and testing the learning model and piloting two subjects, English and Maths. Once we have                 
trialed, tested and learnt from the pilot, we will refine the learning model and begin to scale the programme                   
from September 2018. By August 2019 we would expect 1000 students to be enrolled in Sky School Hubs,                  
and a further 5,000 students to be regularly accessing the Sky School online platform and gaining                
certificates for the modules they are taking.  
 
We will form partnerships with higher education and training institutions as well as workplaces to find                
pathways for Sky School students. A short term impact of the programme will be graduates having access                 
to an increased number of work and higher level study opportunities. A longer term impact will be evidence                  
of Sky School graduates applying the skills and mindset they have learnt at Sky School to their own                  
personal development, the development of their societies and to rebuilding their countries. Finally, we              
believe that Sky School’s innovative way of delivering education to populations in need could have a wider                 
impact on mobile learning solutions for other age groups and demographics.  
 
For the project to succeed, we will need a high quality web-platform, and we are currently identifying the                  
best option. We will also need volunteer teachers who are willing to dedicate time and expertise to the                  
programme to ensure the success of our students. Finally, it will be important for us to develop a clear                   
model for evaluation and impact measurement, so we can learn from our experience and continue to                
improve the programme. We have entered into conversation with potential donors, who are interested in               
funding the web-platform.  
 
We we have identified three key areas where we need support from the Awards Community. Firstly, we                 
would like support to further develop our business plan, considering different ways of generating an income                
and ensuring long-term sustainability of the project. Another area is impact assessment and measurement,              
which will need to be built into the programme from the beginning and will be used to improve the                   
programme following the pilot. Lastly, we would also greatly appreciate advice on developing a high quality                
volunteering programme for our mentors and other supporters of the programme.  
 
Mia Eskelund Pedersen and Polly Akhurst, have a background in international education management.             
Both have worked for UWC International, a global movement of 17 schools and colleges, which provide a                 
values-driven changemaker education to young people from over 150 different countries. In addition, both              
Polly and Mia have experience in running not for profit organisations, in communications, fundraising and               
volunteer management. 

 



 
 
Additional information: 
 
Contact: hello@skyschool.world  
Website: www.skyschool.world  
Phone: 07490255772 / 07549912812  
LinkedIn: Mia Eskelund/Polly Akhurst 
 
Sky School is a company registered in England and Wales and Limited by Guarantee, No 10671722 
 
We were recently featured in the online publication “News Deeply”, where we wrote an article about the                 
need for a global high school for refugees. The article can be found on News Deeply’s website here:                  
https://www.newsdeeply.com/refugees/community/2017/03/29/why-we-need-a-global-high-school-for-refug
ees  
 
References:  
 
Please feel free to contact the following individuals about our work and for character references:  
 
Bruno Della Chiesa, Visiting Lecturer of Education, Harvard Graduate  School of Education, 
bruno_della_chiesa@gse.harvard.edu  
 
Stuart MacAlpine, Director of Teaching and Learning, UWC South East Asia, smm@gapps.uwcsea.edu.sg  
 
Sara Heinrich, Schools & Colleges Programme Manager at Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 
sara.heinrich@ellenmacarthurfoundation.org  
 
Sari Samakie, student and scholarship recipient at the King’s Academy in Amman, Jordan and a member of 
the Sky School Advisory Board. Sari is also a refugee from Syria. samakie.saria@gmail.com  
 
Maya Alkateb-Chami, Director at Jusoor, mayakateb@gmail.com  
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