
 

World Wide Education Project 

56 Statham street, Derby, DE22 1HQ, United Kingdom. UK registered charity: 1160396 

www.wwep.org.uk     info@wwep.org.uk     (+44) 07740082771     Twitter: @wwepuk 

 

Psychosocial tool “Tree of Life” - Kakuma refugee camp, Kenya 
 
Abstract 
 
The following paper discusses the implementation of the psychosocial tool Tree 
of Life (TOL) in Kakuma refugee camp, Kenya. This was delivered by myself to 26 
teachers, and then supporting the class teacher, to 56 year 7 students the 
following day in Hope Primary school. TOL was first used by REPSSI in 
Zimbabwe to developed better community relations, later it was taken to South 
Africa to work with Zimbabwean refugees and people effected by organised 
violence. This tool was chosen to be used within this school as there is still 
conflict between the warring South Sudanese tribes the Dinka’s and the Nuer’s, 
who are living side by side in the camp. This project was in conjunction with the 
teacher training being delivered (this project was supported by World Wide 
Education Project, WWEP) where volunteer teachers were delivering their work 
on separate days. The overall objective was to up skill the existing teachers to 
create sustainability within not only a newly established school, but a school that 
is situated in a part of the camp that is now home to the most recent inhabitants 
fleeing from conflict.  
 
 
Prior Planning 
 
As part of my work with WWEP, I also supported schools in the UK to further 
understand what it might be like to be a refugee. I decided to take this 
opportunity to introduce Tree Of Life (TOL) as part of these workshops to see if I 
could not only encourage communities in Hope Primary School, but also a global 
community between UK Primary schools and Hope in Kakuma. I completed this 
in two schools, the first was a school in Derby, and the second in Wimbourne. 
This gave me the opportunity to raise awareness of the challenges refugees face, 
and also ask them to send messages from one child to another via a paper leaf 
that would form part of an installation in one of the classrooms at Hope school. 
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As I would also be facilitating this workshop with the teachers prior to the 
learners, I also invited some of the teachers who were present in the UK schools 
to write on the leaves. I asked them to write something about themselves, and 
then a message they would like to give to the teachers in Kakuma. Before leaving 
the UK, I had managed to collect over 200 leaves that had been written on from 
children, and over 50 leaves for teachers with messages on from two different 
schools and a conference delivered in London called PeaceJam. One of which is 
the noble prize winner Jody Williams. I had also printed the same amount in TOL 
worksheets for both teacher and learners. The only difference being I had 
printed a picture of a ‘gardens’ tool box’ on the reverse side of the teacher TOL’s 
so we could think about what tools they needed as a teacher to work in such 
challenging circumstance. 

 
 
 
Arriving in Kakuma 
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Since first visiting the camp in November 2013 and witnessing the level of need, 
and planning for the past 3 months, I was thirsty to get back to Kakuma to 
implement my ideas. The 9 days of camp life started off with reacclimatising, 
including meeting many of the implementing staff members at Lutheran World 
Federation (LWF), both existing and new, and also adjusting to the soring 
temperatures and dry and dusty backdrop. The focus of the work was to support 
the stretched and exhausted teachers that live and breath this harsh 
environment. Giving them new skills and tools to continue the relentless work 
they do.  
 
After supporting the two teacher trainers that delivered their workshops on the 
Monday and Tuesday, my session was on the Wednesday afternoons training 
session. Upon reflection this had its pluses and minuses. The decision for the 
psychosocial training to be the last in the set of three was made because we as a 
team had hoped the teachers would have felt a trust was starting to form 
between us all, and therefore they would feel safe enough to share there 
experiences. Being refugees themselves, their stories were equally matched in 
traumatic content to that of the children they were desperately trying to support. 
On the downside, I had had little sleep and the previous 5 days, and we were all 
starting to feel the reality of twelve hour days in camp life. Supporting the 
teachers had been physically and emotionally demanding. Often being pinned to 
walls by hundred of curious and inquisitive children, reaching out to touch white 
skin never been seen before. Although a school uniform is in place, not all 
children have them. Most of the clothes they wear are ill fitting, ripped and dirty 
from the relenting dust storms that fill your mouth, eyes and ears.  
 
Feeling nervous by the Wednesday lunchtime, we made the 20min car journey 
again from the LWF compound to the edge of the camp where Hope Primary 
school is located. I started by explaining the definitions of Psychosocial and Art 
Therapy which I wrote on the chalk board of which all 26 teachers studiously 
copied. There was a mixed level of English which sometimes made it difficult to 
communicate with, and although I am a French speaker which came in use with 
teachers from the Congo and Burundi, this would have alienated the Sudanese 
teachers. I was also faced with the continuing background noise like a heard of 
locus’s from the excited learners, literally hanging from the classrooms outside 
wanting to understand why their teachers were in lessons. I was very conscious 
that we were about to go through some emotive content, and was aware that 
their learners may pick up on some of this, despite the task being predominantly 
written. I then remembered a paper I had read about an Art Therapist 
conducting a project in Haiti after the tsunami. Having similar problems of being 
unable to find a confidential space, she noted that actually this was a shared 
trauma. Also culturally, I had found all of the teachers being very verbally open 
with me on what their experiences had been up to becoming a refugee. I was 
struck by both the honesty and simultaneous emotional disassociation attached 
to the way they would casually slip in to conversation “My mother and father are 
dead, I came here alone as an unaccompanied child ten years ago”.  
 
Teacher Training 
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I had been given two hours to complete what had been initially been constructed 
as an eight day treatment plan for trauma. I felt very aware of needing to provide 
some form of closure to the end of the session as I did not want reopen a 
potentially healing psychological wound. If I had been concerned about any of 
the teachers, I had the contacts to signpost, however I would have not been 
available for any further follow up sessions as we were leaving the camp for the 
UK at the end of the week. I also had the dual hat on of training the teachers to 
understand this tool, whilst simultaneously providing them with a useful 
reflective space for themselves. Trying to accomplish this felt like trying to knit 
fog. However, as we went through the seven stages of the tree, there seemed to 
be a very engaged and almost tactile atmosphere descended upon the room. 
Working slowly from the roots (their history) all the way to the leaves 
(important people) and bugs (challenges they face), we completed the tree in 
just over an hour. I then asked the teachers who had an average age of around 
23, to turn to their partners and verbally exchange their completed tree. I told 
them that not everyone had to participate if they did not want to, and to be 
respectful of others stories. I asked them to focus on learning something new 
about their partner they did not know before, because I would ask them to shout 
this out to me at the end and we could discuss as a group. They seemed eager to 
exchange stories and began excitedly chatting away in a multitude of English, 
French, Swahili and other Sudanese dialects. The room seemed to out buzz the 
hum from the kids outside the classroom. After 5 minuets, I asked them to share 
what they had learned from the person sitting next to them. They all seemed to 
want to share their branches (Dreams) with the whole group. Doctors, Lawyers, 
Pilots and even a President were being chucked at me like verbal paper planes. 
For some of them, teaching was just a way of earning some money. This was not 
there real goal or ambition; it was just what fate had dealt them with as a way of 
financially supporting themselves and their families. I was reminded of being in 
the Primary schools in the UK not a fortnight prior, where I had been given 
similar responses by 6/7yr old, and wondered if any of these teachers had been 
given permission to be children, or indeed if anyone had listened to their dreams. 
After this, I invited the teachers to turn over the TOL sheet, where they found a 
picture of an empty toolbox. 
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This had been a cultural blunder on my part, as they were extremely confused by 
both the image and the word. I then explained what this was, and proceeded to 
hand out a colourful array of pipe cleaners to ‘make’ tools you might need as a 
teacher. Looking even more perplexed by both the objects I was handing them, 
and the symbolic metaphor I was trying to put across, I then modelled this by 
making an open ‘book’ as an example. I had chosen this as a dry art material as it 
combined softness with strength. Which seemed to reflect that of the teachers 
using them. After exploring this foreign object but touching and smelling them, 
they then erupted into play. All the while, the learners looking on enviously, 
skinny arms reaching through rusty wire mesh desperate to know what they felt 
like. The teachers reactions where like that of lions, hunched over their prize, 
unwilling to share the feast of colourful comfort. And then shapes started to 
appear; pens, chalk, cars, a boot. And then a heart. 
 

 
 
One of the teachers stood up and proudly said, “you need to have love, and give 
love to be a teacher”. At that point the group found its heartbeat and a chorus of 
approval followed.  
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We then followed with the last activity, which was the handing out of the leaves 
with messages from the teachers in the UK. I had explained the preparation I had 
completed prior to leaving for the camp. Many shocked faces that others outside 
the camp where aware of their existents followed. They enjoyed reading these 
messages, and I had wondered how many of them hoped for similar messages 
from their home country from lost loved ones. I then asked them to complete the 
back of the leaf with the information that they were willing to share of 
themselves on the other side. At the end, we would all tie them to the string so all 
the other teachers could read and learn what had been written. The idea behind 
this was to encourage team bonding to a very new group of co-workers. Often 
these teachers only have time to concentrate on their own learners, marking and 
personal situations. Once all the leaves had been written on and hung up, the 
group spent the last 10mins of the session reading everyone else’s on the string, 
even the head teacher, whose ambition is to be a diplomat. I then thanked them 
and took the string down, and invited them to take their leaf with them if they 
wished. They clapped and cheered as the session ended. I felt like we had packed 
a lot into a very short space of time. An emotional roller-coaster of; fear, loss, 
frustration, disappointment, resilience and then love and appreciation of 
community.  Many of them had mentioned that their co-workers were important 
people in their life’s, and I wonder if they had known that not 2 hours previously. 
 
Implantation with learners 
 
I had sat down with one of the only female teachers to have constantly attended 
all three training days, and asked if we could implement this with her grade 7 
class. Class 7b housed 130 leaners with an age range from 13-26yrs. However, 
due to a local football competition, I was only left with 56. Once in the class and 
starting at 9am, I drew the Tree of Life on the board, and had also attached the 
colourful laminates, with an image that related to the stage of TOL and the 
accompanying questions, on the mesh of the windows that had been developed 
by Jane Hewitt and I. Blocking out a few, but not many, of the enquiring eyes 
peering through to watch the foreigners in their school for now the fourth and 
final day in a row. I asked the teacher to lead the session, occasionally guiding 
and supporting the implementation. This teacher is 24 years old, she is from the 
Congo and doesn’t understand the Sudanese dialect. She is bright, intelligent, but 
has had limited teacher training. Yet she has a passion to learn, and translate that 
into teaching. We go through the stages step by step, as we had in the teacher 
training the afternoon before. She understands the concept of community 
cohesion, and what we are trying to achieve together. There is often much 
tension and fighting in this school between the Dinka’s and the Nuer’s, and we 
hope together this small drop in a big ocean of unease may pave the way for the 
next generation to live harmoniously. A tall order from a 2hr implantation 
session and not even 1% of the schools overall community, but we plough on 
regardless. However, this was delivered to over 50% of the teachers the day 
before, with accompanying resource packs.  
 
The children, eager to suck up this new knowledge, are intrigued by this new 
style of experiential learning. At first they are tentative about getting it ‘right’. 
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Once, they understand this is their story, and not a test, the majority fully engage. 
We go through at a similar pace as we did the day before with the teachers, and 
we find a rhythm in the questions and then answers. The teacher of the class 
gives both examples of her own perceived strengths, dreams and challenges to 
model what she is wanting from her class. Once the tree is complete, I then hand 
out the pipe cleaners once more, however this time I ask them to make a physical 
link with the person they are sitting next to once they have learned something 
new. At first, the teacher and I model this with each other so they have been 
given a visual, and an auditory instruction. Again the learners are intrigued by 
this foreign item, both inside and outside the classroom.  

 

 
 
We then turn to the leaves, I explain as I did with the teachers that they have 
been written by children in the UK. I give them the chance to read them, then 
explain they will write about themselves on the other side, just as the people are 
from the other side of the world. They really enjoy having a new pen pal, many of 
them approach me to ask what has been written, as a few of them find some of 
the handwriting difficult to read. We then continue with writing on the other 
side. As there are twice as many learners and teachers, I put string on both the 
front and the back of the class form and ask the teacher to split the class in half, 
the back half attach there leaves at the back, and the rest at the front. I ask them 
to read each others. 
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Once this has happened, I then invite the teacher to ask the class to either take 
their leaves home, therefore they can show their family/people they live with 
both what they have completed at school, and also share the information 
therefore pulling in the wider community, or to keep it pinned up to the back of 
the wall as their choice. The following leaf was given to me by one of the younger 
boys. He asked me to make sure I took it back with me to the UK and kept it safe 
for him. Feeling the pressure of lack of time and still many questions from the 
other learners about the other side of the leaves, I didn’t feel I could ask further 
questions about this boys background, but I knew it was important to me to keep 
his words safe, just like a transitional object. I wondered about who I was to him 
and who kept him safe.   
 

 
 
Once the session had been completed, I checked back in with the teacher and 
asked her how it went. She said she felt her learners had really engaged with the 
session and had a nice time learning new things from their fellow peers. I 
explained to the teacher that there were enough resources to do this with 
another class. Due to the fact that less then 50% had attended.  
 
Evaluation 
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Overall, considering the list of challenging circumstances including: class sizes 
and conditions, cultural and language barriers, lack of time and resources, 
extreme weather conditions and lack of confidential space, I feel I achieved the 
following outcomes. Supplying a reflective space for untrained and emotionally 
stretched teachers that allowed them to think about themselves, and also gave 
them the permission to be playful within in safe and facilitated environment. 
Also giving them the knowledge to take forward. 
 
If this were to be repeated next time, I could have thought more about what type 
of resources to use as the pipe cleaners and fragile paper wouldn’t last long in 
these conditions.  
 
Upon return 
 
Since returning I have taking this experience to supervision to further my 
thinking about the project and given me to space to ‘download’ which I felt was 
vitally important. I have also completed; a full days refugee education experience 
with the founder of WWEP Simon Devine, 2 follow up sessions with schools to 
explain the project in the camp (these were the schools that supported with the 
leaves to complete TOL in Kakuma) and 2 training sessions on how I used TOL in 
this environment with the Sheffield based counselling training organisation 
Academy SPACE.  
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