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CONNECT BY MUSIC

"Connect by Music brings healing spaces to refugee camps
where children and young adults can experience safety, peace,
and comfort while exploring creativity and fostering their
resilience and strength".
-Adriaan Kok, Chairman
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want to be better person, and I think
playing music can help me do that."

Mostafa, 17, Afghanistan

OVERVIEW
Mission
Connect by Music Greece is committed to providing psychosocial
support and relief from traumato young adults and child refugees
through music education.The organization aims to improve the
overall well-being and mental health of refugees. Its mission is to
use music, education, and student/teacher relationships as vehicles
to assist in the restoration and healing from devastating migration
trauma and loss. Our program is designed to begin to restore
harmony and connection, hope and dignity to the lives of refugees
through music, music education, and therapy. Also, we design our
programs to build inter/intra group relations, which in turn will allow
for a better future integration into a new society.

Who We Are
Connect by Music Greece developed out of and was inspired by
Connect by Music Netherlands, which was created in 2016 to
identify and respond to the needs of refugees in transit camps. In
2017, Connect by Music Netherlands began operating in Greece and
building relations in the field, but it wasn’t until the beginning of
2020 that Connect by Music Greece was officially established and
became the sole, on the ground, implementing organization
officially registered in the Ministry of Migration and Asylum and got
recognized by the Greek authorities. Currently, the organization
operates in four refugee camps in Greece located in Lesvos,
Eleonas, Malakasa, and Thermopyles.

The Challenge
In refugee camps, refugees do not have much access to education; sometimes they don’t have
access to clean water, basic hygiene, medical care, and enough food.
Children, the most vulnerable population among refugees, and young adults suffer on a daily
basis and live in uncertainty and despair. It is difficult for them to see a positive future. Surviving
trauma is an everyday pursuit. Eighty-six percent of them come from Afghanistan; the rest come
from African countries, such as Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Somalia and Arabic
countries such as Iraq, Kurdistan, Yemen, and Syria. These countries are being stricken by war,
armed conflicts, ethnic cleansing, extreme poverty, misery, persecution, exploitation, and torture
for certain groups of people. After living a life of despair, refugees flee their countries,
undertaking a difficult journey that can last from months to years, to end up in a refugee camp
where human rights are not guaranteed. All refugees, old and young, bear trauma with them,
most of them, complex trauma, which has even more layers and is more difficult to heal,
especially when living in a precarious and re-traumatizing environment.
Because of the conditions refugee children are subjected to in the camps in Greece and the
strain their minds and bodies suffer as a result, we consider our specialized pedagogical
approach to be a fundamental and valuable element of our program. When working with
displaced and severely traumatized children, education becomes the most powerful tool we
can use to support and empower them. Education is a vehicle to increase resilience and effect
positive change, with the development of knowledge, music, social and emotional skills, good
behavior, safety, healthy bonding, trusting relationships, cooperative activities, and so forth.
When working with such a vulnerable population, appropriate pedagogical methods are crucial
to the success of any educational program.

The Solution
We have seen how our music education program, and the healing relationships that develop out
of membership and participation in it, help refugee children and young adults hold onto their
developing minds and selves to survive in the most degrading of conditions. Our program meets
some of their ongoing developmental needs. Music has been proven to have a significant and
beneficial neurological impact on the developing human brain and mind. It reconnects links in
the brain that hold memory, create novel experiences, develop cognitive abilities, and more.
Music can help us recognize ourselves. Often the refugee migratory experience is so full of
mourning and loss that it can destroy personal and group identity. Also, music assists refugees
in the rediscovery of their spirit and desire to go on living.
Connect by Music has a responsibility and commitment to provide best pedagogical practices
according to the needs of our beneficiaries, the children and adults who rely on us to grow in
this difficult period of their life. According to academic research, music education has a notable
positive impact on mental health and is a creative way to let the person self-express, create,
grow, heal, and learn about themselves. Music provides self-discipline, which is a paramount
need in displaced children for two reasons: they lack mental structure after what they have been
through and they need this characteristic in order to survive the long asylum application
process.
Asylum-seeking children grow in unstable and victimized environments and need to rebuild
their dignity, find their voice, and identify and integrate into the host community. Our vision is
that music becomes a powerful healing tool that, mixed with the right PSS-informed practices,
can be a discipline that supports, empowers, and motivates children by letting them succeed at
and have control of something. The present curriculum, based on a psycho-social centered
approach, aims to foster human empowerment and the development of socio-emotional skills
and is a crucial tool to offering trauma-aware programming.
Music is a universal language. It allows us to connect to our deeper selves and to feeling alive. It
is a bridge that connects us to our past, present, and future, and to each other, and provides a
window and access into our psychology and capacities to think—the very opportunities and
capacities that refugee trauma threatens to degrade and destroy.

"Music helps me forget.”

Bryan, 14, Syria

A YEAR IN REVIEW
JANUARY
Our program starts after Christmas in Lesvos, Elaionas, Malakasa, and Thermopyles.

FEBRUARY
Operations are affected in Lesvos because of the violent outbreak against
humanitarian organizations by the local community: our program is
canceled for three weeks and our international staff evacuated.

MARCH
The Covid-19 pandemic surges in Europe. Our programs get suspended in mid-March to meet
world health measures.
“Tango to Evora” performance and videoclip in Malakasa, with the support of IOM
“Amara ya amara” performance and videoclip in Thermopyles

APRIL
No updates

MAY
The Ministry of Education’s Kindergarten Program starts.

JUNE
We restart operations in Lesvos, resuming lessons, with the pertinent Covid-19 measures.

JULY
We restart operations in Malakasa, resuming lessons, with the pertinent Covid-19 measures.

AUGUST
The Ministry of Education’s Kindergarten Program ends.

SEPTEMBER
Moria Camp burns down. All operations on Lesvos are suspended due
to the needs arising from the emergency. The Connect by Music team
collaborates with Home for All for food distribution during the two weeks of emergency.

OCTOBER
The Better Days PSS Consultancy starts.

NOVEMBER
We restart operations in Thermopyles, resuming lessons, with the
pertinent Covid-19 measures.

DECEMBER
CBM Greece closes its first operational year.
International Day of Children’s Rights activity
in collaboration with IOM
Better Days PSS Consultancy ends

Adapting our new program to a new reality: Covid-19
In March 2020, a global pandemic struck the world. We all had to learn how to navigate this
provisional new reality we are living, which has had a tremendous social impact globally. In
the humanitarian aid sector, work has become dramatically complicated, leading some
organizations to cease operations because of the multiple set-backs, and others, such as
Connect by Music, to strive for resilience, in compromise with the community we serve.
Connect by Music adopted a series of safety measures to adapt to the new needs and be able
to deliver our program and continue creating a positive impact despite the circumstances:
Hand sanitizer is available at the beginning and end of the session and any time a student
requests.
Heater/air-conditioning is used only in extreme weather conditions and for a short
period of time.
Instruments and chairs are cleaned with antiseptic wipes by the music teacher or music
therapist at the end of every session.
Only five students are allowed per space.
1’5m social distance is required between all attendees.
Use of masks is mandatory at all times.
Shorter sessions: Before the pandemic, there would be up to 17 students in one class;
after decreasing the number to 5, the teams decided to do shorter sessions in order to
include all the students registered in the program.

‘’Learning to play the guitar just
makes me so happy!”

Ahmed, 13, Palestine

Moria’s fire: Emergency Response (Lesvos)
On September 8th, 2020, a fire razed Moria Camp, leaving 12.000 refugees homeless. Over the
course of two weeks, thousands of people lived in the roads and in the adjacent olive groves,
day and night, without anything but the few possessions they could grab before fleeing the
camp.
Grassroots organizations took a stand for refugees, supporting in any way needed while the
authorities and the UN were discussing next steps.
Connect by Music partnered with Home for All to support covering the emergency at its most
primary level. For two weeks, the Lesvos team helped Home for All with food distribution.
Every day, the team prepared food packs in their premises and then distributed them around
the roads and olive groves with a van, stopping at any necessary location in coordination with
other actors. We also distributed diapers for mothers with small babies and toddlers.

Better Days Consultancy on PSS
In the last trimester of 2020 (October to December), Better Days Greece offered Connect by Music
a consultancy on PSS (psychosocial support). Our organization had been long wanting to further
develop the PSS component, and an external professional was the perfect fit to make it possible.
For 3 months, the PSS consultant worked alongside Connect by Music Lesvos and the
management to create a program tailor-made to the mission of the organization but also to the
needs of the teams on the ground. In order to build team capacity and foster best practices, we
received :
Extensive training on child protection and PSS-informed pedagogical practices.
A renewed child protection policy.
A new trauma-informed curricula.

Ministry of Education’s Kindergarten Program
From May to August 2020, the Ministry of Education had its own Kindergarten Program in
Malakasa. Connect by Music was invited to provide music therapy sessions to children
aged 4 for 4 months. During May and June, we did 3 hours a week; we increased to 5 hours
a week in July and August.
In our collaboration with the Ministry of Education, we provided music therapy sessions
based of the Orff approach* and worked on the following topics:
Early music education
Rhythmic and melodic exercises
Social skills
Language skills
Cognition skills (such as memory or attention)

*The Orff approach is a method of teaching children about music that engages their minds and bodies through a
mixture of singing, dancing, acting, and playing percussion instruments. For instance, the Orff method often uses
instruments such as xylophones, metallophones, and glockenspiels. A key characteristic of this approach is that lessons
are presented with an element of play, which helps the children learn at their own level of understanding.

“Music is a gift because it is the only
thing that can calm me down.”

Hiba, 17, Iraq

HOW WE MAKE A DIFFERENCE
Why Music?
The psychological effects of music can be powerful and wide-ranging. Music therapy, for
example, is an intervention often used to promote emotional health, help people cope with
stress, and boost psychological well-being.
Neuropsychology professor Erik Scherder explained aspects of brain function during an
interview with Connect by Music (see video here). The prefrontal cortex (behind the forehead) is
the area of the brain where moderation and structure take place, and from here, it is distributed
to the rest of the brain. The prefrontal cortex is also where emotions (especially negative
emotions) are generated. It directly impacts the amygdala, a tiny area in the inner part of the
brain that calibrates emotions and has a special sensitivity for fear. The amygdala and prefrontal
cortex are connected, but people who have fled their homes, who are traumatized, or
experience PTSD, show a disconnectedness between the two areas.
Playing instruments gives a massive boost to the frontal lobe, allowing the amygdala to activate
and restore the connection with the prefrontal cortex, which will result in the rest of the brain
being moderated. By letting the children sing or giving them an instrument in group activities,
we are giving the brain the ingredients it needs to initiate the aforementioned process as the
child's brain is developing. We give the brain what it wants: learning something in a short period
of time, which gives people an experience of success.
Let’s take a deeper look at the therapeutic benefits of music practice.
Music can improve cognitive performance.
Music can reduce stress.
Music can improve memory.
Music can help manage pain.
Music may improve sleep.
Music can improve motivation.
Music can improve mood.
Music may reduce symptoms of depression.
Music can improve endurance and performance.
With all this in mind, Connect by Music decided to bring music to one of the most vulnerable
populations on the planet. Most refugee children and young adults in Greece don’t have access
to regulated education, but rather only limited non-formal education provided by a few
independent NGOs. Music was a gap in the camps because it was not the priority for any
educational actor. However, Connect by Music knew that it had the potential to make a
significant impact to those living there because of the proven benefits of music on mental
health conditions such as depression, trauma, and schizophrenia, to name a few. Music acts as a
medium for processing emotions, trauma, and grief, but it can also be utilized as a regulating or
calming agent for anxiety or dysregulation.

Our programs
Our focus is to provide quality music education and music therapy to refugee children, the
most vulnerable population among the displaced population, in order to bring balance,
normalcy, and well-being into their lives. Further, we offer a child-friendly space where they
can be playful and creative while learning and socializing with their peers. Ultimately, we want
them to be stimulated by the power of music. We also provide music literacy programs for
adults. Currently, we work at approximately 70% with children and 30% with adults.
In 2020, we operated in the following locations: Elaionas, Malakasa, Thermopyles, and Lesvos.

Lesvos
The island of Lesvos island has been one of the ports for massive landings since 2015. Because
of the large number of refugees living in the island, and thanks to the collaboration with our
partners, our program on Lesvos became our biggest operation in 2020. We have provided
music education and music therapy in our own premises but also in programs from our partner
organizations, such as:
TAPUAT (family support center by Iliaktida AMKE)
Gekko X (non-formal education program for unaccompanied minors by Better Days)
Home for All (food distribution and dignifying space provider by Home for All)
Wave of Hope School (self-organized school run by refugees for refugees by Wave of
Hope for the Future)
Moria Camp (in Section A, Section B, and Safe Zone with unaccompanied minors and in
Harmony Area for children and adults)
Kara Tepe Camp (camp for families with recognized vulnerabilities)
Our Lesvos Program provides guitars to the students once they reach an advanced level, which
has increased the motivation and commitment of the student body.
Our Lesvos Program suffered the most this year because of the instability of the work
environment. After overcoming the lockdown and being fully operative during the summer,
Moria Camp burnt to ashes on September 8th, destroying every organization’s facilities and
leaving almost 12.000 refugees homeless in the adjacent roads where they wandered for two
weeks. The team, in collaboration with our partner organization Home for All, responded to the
emergency with food distribution until all refugees were settled in a new facility and the team
could resume activities.

Elaionas
Elaionas hosts approximately 1,500 refugees from Afghanistan (37%), Syria (16%), Iran (9%), and
Iraq (7%). They live in over 300 prefabricated housing units.

Malakasa
Over 1.300 residents live in Malakasa, coming from Afghanistan (50%), Syria (17%), Iran (6%)
mostly. Around 900 residents live in containers (200), more than 200 in tents (50), 120 in two rubhalls, and 51 in buildings, all inside the same camp.
There are no educational programs inside the camp because, legally, refugee children are
entitled to go to Greek Public School, which happens only for fewer than half, meaning that half
the children in the camp are left without any access to education. Connect by Music represents
the only access to education, creativity, and monitored recreation.

Thermopyles
Thermopyles is a small refugee camp with capacity for approximately 300 residents coming
from Syria, Iraq, Kurdistan, Kuwait, and Palestine. It’s an old hotel from the 1960s and therefore a
building, where each family has a room of their own.
The camp is isolated, far away from the closest village. The only actors operating in the camp
are IOM, Solidarity Now, Happy Caravan, and Connect by Music. Once more, Connect by Music,
alongside Happy Caravan, becomes one of the only two educational and recreational spaces
for children in the camp.
Our Thermopyles Program also gives guitars to students who reach an advanced level.

‘’When I wake up and until the
afternoon, I keep looking at the
watch all the time, looking forward
the time for music session, because
when I am here I feel I am doing
something positive and important.”

Hiba, 17, Iraq

CONNECT BY MUSIC IN NUMBERS
Number of students in 2020

Ages range

Instruments played

1.514

3–46

7

Types of session content

18

Hours of classes

220/week
880/month
9.240/year

Coordinators

4

Teachers and music therapists

Volunteers

Guitars provided

10

13

59

“Music expresses that which
cannot be put into words and that
which cannot remain silent.”

-Victor Hugo

