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Familiarizing the University Professors with the Minimum Standards for Curriculum Development in Social Work with Refugees

1. Background

In 1993 Bulgaria acceded to the 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the Status of refugees and the 1967 Protocol and since then the country has received more than 15.000 applications for asylum. Over the years following its accession to the Geneva Convention Bulgaria has build a functioning asylum system thereby allowing people, fleeing persecution and other gross human rights violations to seek protection on its territory. The institutional framework of the national asylum system include the State Agency for Refugees – a separate administrative body within the Council of Ministers, responsible for adjudicating refugee claims, reception and care of asylum seekers as well as the development of the national policy related to refugees, and a number of non-governmental organizations that provide a wide range of social and legal services to refugees and asylum seekers. The 2002 Law on Asylum and Refugees provides the legal framework within which all administrative and legal procedures related to assessment of refugee claims take place and specifies the rights of recognized refugees and asylum seekers. 

The first years after the country’s accession to the 1951 Geneva Convention and its Protocol were focused almost exclusively on developing and strengthening the legal aspects of the national protection regime. Currently, however there is a wide understanding among all involved in the refugee field that protection of refugees includes social aspects as well and effective protection cannot be provided unless social and psychological needs of the refugees are met. In order to do so, of utmost importance is the qualification and skills of the people involved in the provision of social services to refugees, and particularly their capacity to respond to the specific protection needs of the refugees. 

In order to respond to the need for qualified human resources for social work with refugees and following the recognition that refugee and migration issues will grow in significance in the next years thereby posing specific demands on social work professionals and respectively on social work education, some academic institutions in Bulgaria started to incorporate the refugee perspective in their social work curriculum. 
This process has been largely facilitated by the Academic Refugee Study Initiative, established by the office of UNHCR in Bulgaria, which provided a forum for transfer of knowledge and skills from the field of refugee assistance and protection to the academic field whereby encouraging and helping the inclusion of refugee issues in a wide range of social science disciplines. 

The first steps towards the development of academic programs that make reference to social work with refugees were made in 2002 when New Bulgarian University – the largest and oldest private university in Bulgaria established the specialization “Social work with refugees’ within its Master’s program “Policies in social protection and activities with refugees”.  Later the university introduced specialized courses on social work with refugees in its Bachelor’s program “Policies in the social protection” as well. 

Gradually some aspects of the work with refugees were incorporated in the academic programs of other academic institutions that have programs for training of social workers. These include Shoumen University (establishment of a MA program “Social work with refugees” as of the academic 2003/2004) and Sofia University –the oldest and most prominent academic institution in Bulgaria (as of the academic 2004/2005). In Sofia University there has also been established and a “laboratory” for pedagogical and social research on refugees. In addition, two other higher education institutions namely the Burgas Free University and the University of Stara Zagora expressed interest and willingness to include refugee perspective in their programs for educating of social workers.

2. Perceived needs.

Currently there are three higher education institutions that have refugee issues incorporated in their academic programs for education of social workers and they are the Sofia University “Saint Kliment Ohridski”, Shoumen University and the New Bulgarian University. Some of them have introduced new specialized courses on different aspects of social work with refugees while others included a reference to refugee in their already existing courses. All these institutions and the Medical College in Sofia have made social work with refugees as a part of the practical training of their students.  Students are directly involved in social activities with refugees in the State Agency for Refugees or other refugee assisting organizations, thereby gaining important skills and knowledge related to the social work with this group.

However, the experience related to streamlining refugee issues in the academic programs of the higher education institutions has shown that academic staff is not well prepared to develop a curriculum, that reflects the most important areas of knowledge and skills related to social work with refugees as well as to lecture on these issues. Due to the novelty of the issue, the general lack of reference materials in Bulgarian language and lack of institutional experience in this field most university professors find it difficult to develop their lectures and course materials. Thus, for their theoretical knowledge on refugees they almost exclusively rely on the experience of and the materials developed and/or translated by the Bulgarian refugee assisting organizations and the office of UNHCR in Bulgaria, as well as on seminars, trainings and workshops, organized by the refugee assisting community. 

These materials and events however, are not always directly related to social work with refugees and therefore offer rather inconsistent and limited understanding of issues central to the work with refugees such as the factors that generate refugee movements, the role of the cultural differences in social work, the character of the refugee experience and its impact on the individual’s ability to function and integrate in the host society; the specific national policies in the area of reception and integration, etc. In a context where there is a general lack of literature and research on refugee issues in general, a thorough understanding of these issues can be acquired only through a specialized training, which is specifically targeted at, and designed for academic lecturers in social work. 

3. Aims of the project.

There is an interest among the academic institutions to include social work with refugees in their training programs. However, the lack of university professors, competent to develop courses and lecture on different aspects of social work with refugees, becomes a major impediment before streamlining the refugee issues into the existing academic programs for social work education. Moreover, it not only diminishes the quality of the education and training provided to the future social work professionals, but also hinders the academic research in this area. In the longer run these factors will negatively affect the capacity of the national asylum system to provide effective protection and assistance to refugees.

This project has been designed to address the need for university professors competent to develop curriculum for educating of social workers that reflects the fundamental areas of knowledge related to social work with refugee as set out in the Minimum Standards for Curricula Development for Higher Education Programs, as well as to lecture on these issues. It is planned and will be implemented within the framework of the Regional Competence Development Network and in accordance with its overall goal to strengthen the protection capacity of the individuals and institutions involved in the refugee filed. 
The project’s immediate aims are:

· to initiate and deliver a 5 day training course that will enhance the target group’s understanding of the fundamental issues related to social work with refugees as set out in the Minimum standards for development of curriculum for social work education;

· to initiate the establishment of a network of academic institutions offering education in social work with refugees, thereby allowing for exchange of knowledge and development of joint research initiatives in the area of social work with refugees.

The project’s longer term aims are:

· to help higher education institutions develop and adopt curriculum that reflect the fundamentals related to social work with refugees as set out in the Minimum standards for development of curriculum for social work education;

· to contribute to the development of qualified human resources competent to provide effective social protection to refugees.

4. Description of beneficiaries

Direct beneficiaries of the project are:

· Professors from higher education institutions offering education in social work. There is an estimated number of 15 professors, who are currently involved in lecturing social work with refugees in three Bulgarian universities – New Bulgarian University, Sofia University and Shoumen University as well as the Medical College in Sofia and who are in need of specialized training on the Minimum standards for development of curriculum for education in social work with refugees. In addition, there are 6 professors from Trakia University in Stara Zagora and the Burgas Free University who are interested in including refugee perspective in their courses and therefore need to be introduced to the key aspects of social work with refugees.

· Academic institutions. The quality of the education offered by the academic institutions involved in the training will be enhanced through the improved ability of the target group to develop educational programs on social work with refugees. 

Indirect beneficiaries:

· Social work students. Current and future social work students of the academic institutions, involved in the training will benefit from better developed and delivered courses and course materials, which will allow them to acquire important competencies related to social work with refugees;

· Refugees and the asylum system in general. In the future the national system for protection of refugees will benefit from qualified social workers competent to work with refugees.

5. Implementation arrangements.

The project will be implemented by the Association for Integration of Refugees and Migrants in close collaboration with the State Agency for Refugees at the Council of Ministers, UNHCR BO-Sofia, the Bulgarian Red Cross and other refugee assisting NGOs. 

The project implementation will be sole responsibility of the Association for Integration of Refugees and Migrants. UNHCR BO-Sofia will monitor the project implementation.

6. Description of activities:

The training event is scheduled for September and will last 5 days. It will take place at the premises of the State Agency for Refugees in Sofia. 

The training will consist of theoretical part (3 days) and practical part (2 days). The theoretical part is divided in modules, each covering an area of knowledge fundamental to the social work with refugees and set out in the Minimum Standards. The lectures included in the modules will be prepared and delivered by experts from the refugee assisting organizations in Bulgaria. 

The practical part will be held at the State Agency for Refugees, its integration and reception centers as well as in the other refugee assisting organization. It will allow academic lecturers to receive a direct impression of the work of these institutions and to benefit form their practical experience and knowledge.

Proposed program of the training:

Day 1. Module 1: Refugee protection regime.

Duration - 6 hours lectures and 1 hour discussions. 

This module seeks to provide the target group with understanding of the factors that generate refugee movements and the main elements of the refugee protection regime both national and international. It includes lectures on the following: types and forms of contemporary migration; factors that generate refugee movements; main international documents related to the protection of refugees (1951 Geneva Convention, 1967 Protocol, EU “acquis”); different forms of persecution and human rights violations; national asylum legislation – different forms of protection, legal procedures for adjudicating refugee claims, institutional arrangements of the asylum system.

Day 2: Module 2: National system for social support to refugees.

Duration - 6 hours lectures and 1 hour discussions.

This module seeks to introduce the target group to the main social and economic rights of the refugees as specified in the national legislation and the systems for formal and informal social support available at national level. The lectures included in this module address the following topics: legal framework for social protection of refugees and asylum seekers; needs assessment by using gender/age analysis; specific protection needs care arrangements for unaccompanied children, elderly, women, and disabled; assessment of individual and community recourses and approaches to refugee empowerment, national integration programs and problems. 

Day 3: Module 3: Specific aspects of the social work with refugees.
Duration – 6 hours lectures and 1 hour discussions..


This module seeks to familiarize the target group with the socio-cultural and psychological factors that influence the work with refugees. The lectures included will look at the following: socio-cultural profile of the refugee groups presented in Bulgaria (based on country of origin information); socio-cultural aspects of social work with refugees; refugee experience and its implications for social work.


The reference materials used for preparing the lectures are among those specified in the Minimum standards as well as some documents and research papers developed at national level.

Day 4: Module 4: Social work with refugees – the experience of the main national refugee assisting institutions and organizations.

Duration: 7 hours: presentations and discussions.

This module of the training will include visits to the integration and reception centers within the State Agency for Refugees and to the Bulgarian Red Cross and presentation of their experience related to social work with refugees. 

Day 5: Module 5: 


1. Presentation of the “Social Work with Refugees: Minimum Standards for Curricula Development for Higher Education Programs”. 


2. Sharing the experience of the university professors in their lecturing on social work with refugees.  


3. Presentation of the initiative for establishment of a network of academic institutions offering education in social work with refugees. 


4. Evaluation and proposal for follow-up.

Duration: 6 hours.  

7. 
Expected outcomes. 

The implementation of the proposed project will enhance the target group’s understanding of what are the fundamental areas of knowledge related to refugees that need to be incorporated in the academic curriculum in order to prepare future social workers to work with refugees and effectively respond to their specific protection needs. It is expected that the training event will supply the target group with knowledge and skills that would help them develop training programs or courses (or adjust the already created programs) in accordance with the Minimum standards and will improve their ability to teach on social work with refugees. 


Furthermore, the proposed project is expected to bring together academic lecturers from different higher education institutions that have programs for training of social workers and facilitate the establishment of a network between them. Such a network will help the exchange of knowledge and experience between the different academic institutions and will encourage the development of joint research initiatives on social work with refugees. 
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