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MIT D-Lab
MIT D-Lab works with people around the world to develop and advance 
collaborative approaches and practical solutions to global poverty 
challenges. The mission is pursued through our academics program 
of more than 15 MIT courses and student research and fieldwork 
opportunities; research groups spanning a variety of sectors and 
approaches; and a group of participatory innovation programs.

The MIT D-Lab Humanitarian Innovation Program has pioneered a new 
approach to humanitarian innovation, which is training refugees and 
displaced persons in the design process and the use of tools, so that 
they can create the kinds of things they need—cookstoves, fans, water 
coolers, and pumps, for example—to improve their lives and ultimately 
improve the way humanitarian work is delivered.

Faros
Faros helps unaccompanied children and refugee youth find safety, 
discover their worth, and build a future perspective. They work 
holistically and take responsibility for each refugee child and youth and 
provide individual tailored care. Through this, they wish to see every 
unaccompanied child and refugee youth live with dignity and hope 
and to be equipped to make a positive change in society. They aim to 
contribute to a more efficient child protection system by conducting 
independent research, bringing best practices, and partnering with 
experts around the world.

Photos front cover: Top left: MIT D-Lab student teaching a refugee youth to safely use a table saw. 
Center left: A refugee student learning to create stop-motion videos. Center right: A chair designed by 
refugee youth students. Bottom (and rear cover): Faros staff with the proud students graduating from 
Part 1 of Design Your Future, showing their certificates. Photos: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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Executive summary

In 2017, Faros, an NGO in Athens, Greece, had 
been running a shelter and drop-in center for un-
accompanied refugee minors (UAMs) and refugee 
youth for a couple of years. They knew firsthand 
the mental and emotional toll on these young 
people who had crossed the Mediterranean to 
Greece as asylum seekers. When MIT D-Lab ap-
proached Faros about offering a participatory de-
sign workshop for the young refugees, Faros was 
ready to embrace design education as an innova-
tive approach to serving refugee youth. 

Faros was interested in an alternative way to look 
beyond the vulnerability of youth to see their po-
tential. D-Lab thought that Creative Capacity 
Building (CCB), a participatory design curriculum 
developed at D-Lab in 2009, could provide these 
youth with skills to make things they could use 
and give them a grounding for vocational train-

MIT D-Lab student training refugee youth in safe woodworking skills at the Horizon Center, January 2019. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab

ing. Both organizations felt that the outcomes for 
participants in CCB workshops in other countries 
could be achieved for refugee youth and would 
help catalyze their creativity and potential; en-
hance their confidence, resilience, and agency; 
and teach them problem solving and teamwork — 
all of which could help them navigate their futures.

The first CCB training that D-Lab led with Faros 
in Athens in 2017 had a transformative impact 
on the 15 refugee youths who participated, con-
vincng Faros and D-Lab to collaborate on devel-
oping a longer-term program. Velux Foundations’ 
grant to Faros in 2019 made it possible to estab-
lish the Horizon Center that year and launch a 
five-year program to teach design and vocational 
skills to refugee youth and UAMs. Faros ran the 
center, providing a safe space for youth, and con-
nection to a wide array of services, and support. 
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MIT D-Lab developed the curricula, trained Faros 
staff as design and technical instructors, led spe-
cialized workshops on site with MIT staff and stu-
dents, and continued to develop new content and 
modules.  

The program began in 2019, at the height of the 
crisis of UAMs in Greece, when 5,000 youth were 
overwhelming the vastly inadequate services and 
supports available to them. They faced challenges 
meeting their most basic needs for food and shel-
ter; they had suffered trauma, abuse and violence 
on the journey; and were subject to abuse and ex-
ploitation in Greece. 

Over the five years of the project, two major driv-
ers divided the project into three separate time 
periods, each with its own programmatic foci and 
slightly different subgroups within the refugee 
youth population. One driver was changes in the 
situation of refugee youth and UAMs during the 
life of the program because of geopolitics and 
attempts to stem migration to Europe. In 2024, 
the refugee youth and UAMs are a significantly 
smaller, more stable, and better supported pop-
ulation than they were in the crisis of 2019. The 
pandemic was the other major force shaping the 
program, closing the Horizon Center the second 
year of the project and forcing the staff to rede-
sign the program.

In 2019, the overall project goal was to keep the 
UAM and refugee youth from getting lost in ex-
ploitation, depression, and neglect by providing 
a new kind of training that offered hard and soft 
skills. The Horizon Center Design Program com-
bined design and vocational training, while con-
necting the youth to an array of support and 
services. The curriculum had a transformational 
impact on the young refugees who participated, 
noticeably changing behaviors, enhancing confi-
dence, and shifting mindsets, while giving them 
vocational skills. However, it was hard to measure 

the depth and extent of these impacts since the 
yourths saw Greece as a way station and their 
transience meant no single cohort completed the 
six-to-nine month program in the first year. 

The closure of the in-person program during the 
pandemic forced D-Lab and the Horizon Center 
staff to rework the original curriculum into a vir-
tual, and eventually hybrid, program called the 
Toolbox program. At the request of other NGOs, 
the Horizon Center ran this virtual program in 
11 shelters for 314 UAMs who were in more sta-
ble and supported situations than many of those 
who had attended the first year. The aim was to 
keep these youth tethered to some kind of educa-
tional experience that would keep them engaged 
in learning during the isolation of lockdowns and 
increase their confidence in their abilities. There 
was a 90% participation rate in these virtual 
classes and high numbers of participants joined 
the Horizon Center when it reopened in 2023.

The final iteration of the design program post- 
pandemic was divided into two tracks. The Design 
Process Essentials courses taught technical skills 
to solve a design challenge and served as an in-
troductory experience for the broader population 
of refugee youth. Design Your Future was a pro-
gram focused on job readiness and integration 
for older, motivated youth with certain qualifica-
tions who wanted to study or work in Greece. This 
was a highly successful program graduating five 
cohorts of a total of 81 youth, who aquired techni-
cal skills and teamwork experience and reported 
improved behavior, mindset, and confidence — all 
helping move them toward job readiness.

The tangible, quantifiable results from the pro-
gram were as follows:

 » 6 sets of curricula developed: Activity Classes, 
Basic Training, Introduction to Design (levels 1, 
2, and 3), the Toolbox program, Design Process 
Essentials, and Design Your Future. 
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Refugee youth problem framing as part of the Design Your Future pro-
gram. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab

 » 4 D-Lab student-led workshops: two in August 
2019, one in January 2020, and one in January 
2024.

 » 24 D-Lab students sent to Greece to co-lead 
the workshops.

 » 12 Horizon Center staff trained by D-Lab as 
design and technical instructors. 

 » 819 youth participated in the program:
• 242 in Year 1 in Activity Classes, Basic 

Training, and Introduction to Design 
• 314 in hybrid and virtual trainings in Years 2 

and 3, including Advanced Design
• 81 in Design Your Future in Years 4 and 5
• 212 in Design Process Essentials in Years 4 

and 5 

The intangible results of the program were 
harder to quantify. Overall, income generation 
and job readiness were not significant outcomes 
of the program, except for the Design Your Future 
program in the last two years. Originally, Faros 
and D-Lab had envisioned that the vocational 
skills part of the program would lead to those 
outcomes, but the determination of the refu-
gee youth to travel through Greece to Western 
Europe, the legal bar riers to income generation, 
and lack of a skills ac creditation process posed 
persistent challenges to achieving these goals. 

The most significant outcomes of the program 
were the most intangible: the transformation 
around behavior, mindsets, and confidence, and 
expanding the youths’ horizons. D-Lab and Faros 
staff were extremely agile in being reworking the 
program three times to respond to the crisis of 
vulnerable youth in 2019, the restrictions of the 
pandemic, and the need to support youth who 
were staying in Greece post-pandemic. Although 
the depth and extent of the transformation were 
hard to measure given the youths’ transitory sta-
tus in Greece, many participants went on to ed-

ucation and employment, and shared how the 
program changed their image of themselves and 
expanded their horizons. Faros and D-Lab’s orig-
inal vision — that a combination of design and 
technical training could help vulnerable youth in a 
precarious situation believe in their own potential 
— turned out to be fundamentally correct.
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Basic Training class in progress at the Horizon Center. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab

“I remember the evaluations at the end of the project [workshop] clearly,” Faros co-founder Dan 
Biswas says. “A 16-year-old Afghan boy said he had always dreamed of becoming a mechanic or en-
gineer, but after being on the move for so long he had let go of his dream. He said the workshop gave 
him hope. It was a powerful moment. This learning gives students a belief in themselves. They have 
faced so many hardships, but we’ve seen now time and time again if we can just give these students a 
reason to believe in themselves, they can be very resilient.”

“A 16-year-old Afghan boy said he had always dreamed of becom-
ing a mechanic or engineer, but after being on the move for so 
long he had let go of his dream. He said the workshop gave him 
hope. It was a powerful moment. This learning gives students 
a belief in themselves. They have faced so many hardships, but 
we’ve seen now time and time again if we can just give these stu-
dents a reason to believe in themselves, they can be very resilient.”   
    — Dan Biswas, Faros Co-founder
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In 2017, when Faros and MIT D-Lab began work-
ing together, unaccompanied refugee minors in 
Greece were living precariously and were highly 
vulnerable to risk and exploitation. This included 
both unaccompanied minors (UAMs) and refugee 
youth under the age of 18 who had some family 
with them in Greece. 

In contrast to other emergency responses to ref-
ugee youth in Greece, Faros and D-Lab wanted 
to incorporate a transformational element in their 
programmatic response. It was obvious that youth 
needed support for basic needs, but both organi-
zations felt that for the youth to chart a better 
future, they needed to learn useful skills, restore 
their self-confidence, improve their self-esteem, 
and believe in their own potential. These were 
necessary components to help vulnerable youth 
move towards the kinds of further education or 
employment that could improve their lives.

This idea of transformation was at the center of 
Faros and D-Lab’s vision, and in 2018, the two or-
ganizations began to develop the project that be-
came the Horizon Center Design Program. 

In 2019, when the crisis of unaccompanied minors 
in Greece was at an all-time high, Faros received 
funding from the Velux Foundations to establish 
and run the Horizon Center for five years. They 
partnered with D-Lab to design the curriculum, 
mentor and train the Faros staff, and continue to 
develop new training content. 

The global pandemic and the changing context 
of refugee youth in Greece were the two main 
factors that reshaped the contours of the pro-
gram over its five years. This required dexterity 
in program planning and design to adapt to the 
changing situation while remaining steadfast to 

programmatic objectives. In order to adapt to 
the challenges precipitated by the Covid-19 pan-
demic in March 2020, D-Lab and Horizon Center 
staff had to redesign the existing program to one 
that could be taught remotely in the UAM shel-
ters, and then adapt it again to a hybrid program 
once very limited in-person classes were sanc-
tioned — first outdoors, and finally, in December 
2022, back in the Horizon Center.  

The changing situation of the UAMs in Greece 
was the other driving force reshaping the pro-
gram. By 2022, the combined impact of the pan-
demic and the policies targeted at restricting 
migration to Greece by sea, sharply reduced 
the number of asylum seekers in Greece. While 
there are fewer UAMs now, services for these 
young refugees have increased and improved 
so that the majority of them now live in shelters, 
are enrolled in public school in Greece, and have 
greater access to services and support than most 
did in 2019. The overall emphasis for UAMs is now 
on completing their schooling in Greece and im-
proving the English, Greek, and computer skills 
they need to do so. 

These changes drove a transition in the Horizon 
Center in Year 5 of the project, from a design pro-
gram to an alternative education center in Athens 
that offers academic support to refugee youth to 
enhance their formal education. 

This report provides an overview of the develop-
ment and evolution of the Horizon Center and 
MIT D-Lab’s contributions to the five-year project 
including activities and achievements, the diverse 
ways the program was adapted and refined to 
meet the changing context, and lessons learned 
from the process.

I. An innovative program moving refugee youth 
towards confidence and resilience
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A refugee youth participant from the first design workshop showing the sketch models he made for a power bank case. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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A. Overall refugee crisis in Greece
In 2017, when MIT D-Lab and Faros began their 
partnership for working with refugee minors in 
Greece, Europe was still struggling to cope with a 
refugee crisis, with over 5.2 million refugees and 
migrants seeking asylum there beginning in 2015. 
Armed conflict, and the desperation of Syrian ref-
ugees marooned in refugee camps in Türkiye for 
years, motivated millions of refugees and asylum 
seekers to flee to Europe from war-torn regions 
of Afghanistan, Syria, and Iran. Typical migration 
routes into the Mediterranean region are shown 
in Figure 1, and both Greece and Italy have served 
as gateways into Europe. 

In 2015, at the peak of this unprecedented mi-
gration, Greece was merely a transition coun-
try, an entry point into the European Union (EU). 
By 2019, however, many countries within the EU 
had adopted stricter border policies that pre-
vented individuals seeking asylum from cross-
ing their borders. By 2019, the responsibility of 
accommodating tens of thousands of refugees 
and asylum seekers gradually settled on Greece, 
transforming it from a transit country to a host 
country despite the long-term economic crisis 
it had suffered since 2011. In that year, Greece 
hosted approximately 186,200 refugees and asy-
lum-seekers, with over 74,600 new arrivals. The 

II. Adressing the crisis of refugee youth in 
Greece in 2019

Figure 1: Sample refugee migration routes from violent regions. Afghanistan, Iran, and Syria were the most common source countries for refugees in 
Greece, which became a final destination for the vulnerable population. (Tenali, S. 2020 Design and evolution of creative capacity building program 
for refugee youth empowerment [Unpublished undergraduate thesis] Massachusetts Institute of Technology.)
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majority were from Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan, 
with a growing number from Pakistan as well. The 
only legal means of accessing the rest of Europe 
by that time was through family reunification, es-
pecially pertinent for minors. However, there con-
tinued to be a high rate of undocumented migra-
tion from Greece to the rest of Europe through 
trafficking routes. 

From 2016 onwards, asylum seekers arriving 
in the Greek islands faced dire conditions that 
never really improved. They waited for process-
ing as asylum seekers in unsanitary, unsafe, and 
vastly overcrowded processing centers with inhu-
mane conditions. The refugees and asylum seek-
ers continued to arrive and overwhelm the avail-
able resources, which meant they often lacked 
adequate healthcare, food, sanitation, and shel-
ter. Under the pressure of the continued arriv-
als, the initial support and compassion shown 
by Greeks hardened into intolerance and hostil-
ity, and Greek government policy became more 
restrictive.

The refugee situation in Greece in 2024 is quite 
different from the situation in 2019, when the 
project began. The number of people seek-
ing asylum in Greece have gradually decreased 
from 850,000 in 2015 to 74,000 in 2019, and to 
36,000 in 2023. Increasingly, the only option for 
the asylum seekers who attained refugee sta-
tus in Greece is to settle there or return to their 
countries of origin. Given the reduction in num-
bers, most international humanitarian organiza-
tions have left Greece. The robust array of or-
ganizations, programs, and services available to 
refugees and asylum seekers in Athens in 2019 is 
now drastically reduced.

B. Unaccompanied minors and 
refugee youth
Unaccompanied minors (UAMs) are defined 
according to the Greek Presidential Decree 

220/2007 as, “Any third-country national and 
stateless person below the age of eighteen who 
arrives in the territory of Greece unaccompanied 
by an adult responsible for him and for as long as 
he is not effectively taken into the care of such a 
person or a minor who was left unaccompanied 
after having entered Greece.” 

Increasing numbers of UAMs arrived each year in 
Greece within the overall refugee population un-
til 2020. Most had suffered violence or conflict 
situations in their home country and additional 
violence and abuse en route. Many lost family 
members on the journey, arriving alone in a new 
country without the protection of an adult. Once 
in Greece, most could not easily connect to ser-
vices, and as a result, lived in precarious situations 
that made them vulnerable to exploitation and 
sexual abuse by predators.

Homeless, engaging in risky survival strate-
gies, and trying to move onward from Greece to 
other countries in Europe, the UAMs initially fell 
through the cracks of the humanitarian response. 
In 2016, international nongovernmental organiza-
tions (INGOs) began more targeted programs for 
the youth, such as shelters, drop-in centers, and 
soccer programs in the places where they con-
gregated. The problems of connecting youth to 
a dramatically inadequate service structure, the 
lack of quality programming, and the challenge of 
keeping them safe persisted from 2015 through 
2022, and were exacerbated by bureaucratic hur-
dles and a dearth of funding.

By 2019, the number of UAMs climbed to over 
5,000, far outstripping the services available to 
them. With only 40% of UAMs living in safe sit-
uations (Figure 2), many lived in government-run 
detention centers, flophouses, or in the streets. 

In 2018, a guardianship law passed in Greece 
requiring that every UAM have an established 
guardian to help the minor with administra-
tive procedures and ensure their basic safety. 
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However, implementation was delayed and the 
resources to comply with the law were inade-
quate, leaving hundreds of youths to navigate an 
increasingly hostile asylum system by themselves. 
Uncertain asylum status, familial separation, past 
trauma, and abuse and exploitation are threaten-
ing stressors on the emotional and psychological 
well-being of the youth, and ones that are rarely 
addressed. The relentless struggle that young 
refugees have faced to survive and keep moving 
forward has often damaged their sense of iden-
tity, self-esteem, and confidence. For many, being 
seen as a refugee in Greece became an increas-
ingly negative identity that they despised.

The shelters for UAMs established between 2016 
and 2019 provided an element of stability, but 
youth there often felt in limbo. It was illegal for 
them to find work until their paperwork was com-
plete, and most did not have marketable skills or 
the languages needed to work. In a forced migra-
tion context, formal schooling and other educa-
tional experiences can be psychosocial interven-
tions, powerful tools for reclaiming agency and 
improving resilience. However, in Greece, the re-
source-strapped public schools could not offer 

this kind of support to the UAMs. To even enroll 
in school, they needed a guardian, and there were 
far too few guardians for far too many youths. 
Refugee youth who have been through war and 
forced migration have significantly different de-
velopmental needs than children of their age 
group who grew up in stable situations. In Athens, 
the youth were put in classes with small children 
and struggled to learn in a language they could 
not speak. Even when they did persist, they often 
suffered humiliation and prejudice. 

In 2019, when the Horizon Center Design Program 
began, the situation for both UAMs and refugee 
youth was still a crisis. There were services, le-
gal aid, language and sports programs, shelters, 
and drop-in centers, and the guardian system was 
stabilizing. However, most of the approximately 
5,000 UAMs in Greece at that time suffered from 
some or all of the following challenges: lack of 
stable housing, struggles to navigate the asylum 
system, antagonism from the general population, 
lack of language skills, hostile school environ-
ments, family separation, lack of marketable skills 
for employment, the frustration of living in limbo, 
and a paucity of mental health services.  

Figure 2: Living situation for unaccompanied minors in Greece 2019. 40% were in safe accommodation, whereas 60% were in potentially unsafe 
living conditions, as reported by Refugee International. Data from 31 December 2019.  (Tenali, S. 2020 Design and evolution of creative capacity 
building program for refugee youth empowerment [Unpublished undergraduate thesis] Massachusetts Institute of Technology.)
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Sign on the front of the the original Horizon Center advertising training programs for refugee youth. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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A. MIT D-Lab’s approach: Creative 
Capacity Building
In August 2017, MIT D-Lab proposed to Faros 
that they lead a participatory design workshop in 
Athens as a summer program for refugee youth 
and UAMs. They wanted to see if teaching basic 
technical skills through the design cycle would 
be an effective way of engaging youth and build-
ing their confidence. D-Lab proposed using their 
Creative Capacity Building (CCB) methodology. 
CCB is an approach to strengthening the innova-
tion capacity of individuals, teams, and local com-
munities that D-Lab first piloted with internally 
displaced persons in Northern Uganda in 2009. 
Since then, CCB workshops have been held in 23 
countries, with current CCB programs in 11 coun-
tries, including many humanitarian contexts. 

Through CCB, a hands-on participatory design 
training, participants acquire practical skills by 
using basic hand tools while learning the design 
process. They work in teams to identify a problem 
they want to solve and design and build a func-
tional prototype as a solution. It is a creative pro-
cess that teaches both hard and soft skills. D-Lab 
staff have observed that CCB is a highly success-
ful means of teaching people in low-resource 
contexts how to problem-solve, give and receive 
feedback, improve resilience and persistence, en-
gage in teamwork, master basic skills with tools, 
and make practical items for use in daily life. 
Participants demonstrate enhanced confidence 
and increased creativity.

In the last few years, MIT D-Lab staff, the MIT 
D-Lab CITE program funded by USAID, and The 
Research People have completed studies on the 
impact of CCB on individuals, groups, and com-
munities, adding to the academic literature and 

III. A programmatic response to the situation 
of unaccompanied minors and refugee youth

developing a Theory of Change. In 2021, MIT 
CITE conducted a series of key informant inter-
views to articulate and categorize the following 
outcomes of CCB training for individuals:

 » Enhanced self-confidence 
 » Greater creativity  
 » New/enhanced knowledge
 » Improved technical skills 
 » Changed mindset  
 » Improved analytical skills
 » Enhanced motivation  
 » Strengthened sense of belonging1 

In 2022, The Research People conducted an eval-
uation of hard and soft skills learned in the CCB 
program in Uganda’s Rhino and Imvepi refugee 
camps, and identified key skills learned by CCB 
participants as: problem solving, resilience and 
persistence, improved technical skills, new knowl-
edge and ideas, ability to give and receive feed-
back, improved public speaking, social cohesion, 
and ability to work in teams.2 These are highly 
consistent with the CITE findings for outcomes. 

Given the challenges faced by the refugee youth, 
all they had suffered in their places of origin, their 
journeys as refugees, and their precarious situa-
tions in Greece, D-Lab and Faros believed that 
using a participatory design approach like CCB 
could have a transformational impact. The hope 
was that CCB would help youth increase their 
confidence, build resilience, and develop prob-
lem solving abilities while teaching them practical 
hard skills they could use to improve daily life.

1. Hoffecker, E., Hegde M., (2021) “Identifying Common Outcomes of 
CCB: Key Informant Interviews with Practitioners” in MIT D-Lab CITE 
Evaluating Capacity for Local Innovation. Cambridge MA: MIT D-Lab.
2. Ahimbisibwe, L., Komuhangi, C and Tanner, L., (2022) CCB Evaluation 
Report MIT D-Lab. The Research People. London, UK. 
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B. Piloting CCB with refugee youth
The 10-day CCB training for 15 UAMs and refu-
gee youth in August 2017 was a remarkable suc-
cess and delivered the hoped-for outcomes. 
The young refugees were highly engaged, they 
learned to use hand tools, were adept at using the 
design process to successfully identify and solve 
challenges, and worked well in teams to build and 
prototype solutions. In addition, staff noticed that 
the youth had increased confidence, expressed a 
new belief in their ability to solve problems, per-
sisted until they mastered skills, showed pride in 
what they learned and built, and deeply appre-
ciated the sense of belonging they got from the 
training. 

On the final day, there was a showcase in which 
the participants presented the solutions they had 
designed to a group of NGOs and UN organiza-
tions. Audience members were unanimously im-
pressed to see the youth acting from a position 
of confidence, explaining what they had learned, 
and demonstrating their prototypes. Several or-
ganizations approached Faros and D-Lab to say 
this gave them a completely new perspective on 
the refugee youth since it highlighted their poten-
tial and abilities rather than their vulnerabilities. 
A representative from the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) offered 
Faros financial support for developing ongoing 
trainings, and Faros and D-Lab began to plan a 
joint program using participatory design training 
as the framework.

C. Envisioning a new program
Focusing on the potential, not just the vulnerabil-
ity, of the UAMs and refugee youth became the 
touchstone for developing a joint vision between 
MIT D-Lab and Faros. For the next year and a half, 
D-Lab collaborated with Faros to lead a series of 
design workshops and hands-on activities for ref-
ugee youth and Faros staff, building the founda-

tion for a permanent program. Below is a timeline 
with key events during that period:

 » December 2017: Alejandra Villamil, a D-Lab 
collaborator from C-Innova in Colombia, led a 
two-week workshop of hands-on projects for 
UAMs and refugee youth in Athens.

 » April 2018: D-Lab staff and consultants com-
pleted a visioning plan with Faros for a perma-
nent program.

 » July 2018: UNHCR provided Faros with initial 
funds to rehabilitate a school building for the 
Horizon Center and establish a skeleton staff 
to teach language, woodworking, and tailoring. 

 » September 2018: D-Lab staff and consultants 
ran an initial training in CCB for Faros staff to 
familiarize them with the methodology.

 » September-October 2018: D-Lab consultants 
led a two-week workshop on building a 3D 
printer with refugee youth.

 » December 2018: Alejandra Villamil conducted 
staff training on how to develop projects for 
the youth and ran a workshop for the youth.

 » January 2019: D-Lab staff brought 6 MIT 
D-Lab students to run a 10-day design work-
shop for refugee youth and UAMs.

 » January-April 2019: D-Lab’s Heewon Lee 
worked with Faros to develop curriculum, train 
new staff, lead workshops, and begin imple-
mentation of the Horizon Center.

During this time, D-Lab and Faros staff were 
struck by impact the different workshops had 
on the refugee youth, even though they were of 
short duration. The young people who partici-
pated demonstrated increased pride and confi-
dence by the end of each workshop, as well as 
an improved ability to focus and apply them-
selves. Despite an initial reluctance to collabo-
rate with strangers, the youth quickly responded 
to the teamwork approach and began to collabo-
rate across language and cultural barriers. In fo-



MIT D-Lab Report to Faros & the Velux Foundations Design Education Program for Refugee Youth: 2019-2024

13

cus groups and interviews, D-Lab staff and MIT 
students also observed that the youth were now 
looking for new ways to use the design principles 
they were learning. 

For example, in the 3D printer workshop, one 
student chose to design parts to fix his friend’s 
glasses. Most workshops and activities focused 
on teaching students to make a useful object 
which filled them with pride and increased their 
interest in learning. Besides the obvious pride in 
learning to make things, by the end of each work-

shop, the youth showed a keen sense of belong-
ing, an interest in learning, openness to try new 
things, persistence in developing new skills, and 
increased confidence in their own abilities — all 
desired outcomes.

In 2019, Faros secured a five-year grant from the 
Danish Velux Foundations, which made it possible 
to set up the permanent vocational and design 
training program for unaccompanied refugee mi-
nors, anchored in a new training space called the 
Horizon Center.

MIT D-Lab’s Creative Capacity Building (CCB) design cycle. Graphic: MIT D-Lab
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9

MIT D-Lab student supervising refugee youth engaged in a woodworking project at the Horizon Center in 2018. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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A. Program objectives
When it began in 2019, the Horizon Center Design 
Program was a unique approach to working with 
the UAMs. While solidly rooted in an understand-
ing and care for the vulnerability of the youth it 
served, the aspiration was transformational, with 
a focus was on recognizing and developing their 
potential. The overall goal was to keep the UAMs 
and refugee youth from getting lost in exploita-
tion, abuse, depression, and neglect by offering 
a training program based on the design process 
that provided them with both the hard and soft 
skills that could set them on a new path for the 
future. In addition to D-Lab’s CCB curriculum 
and training in vocational and computer skills, 
the Horizon Center program provided a warm 
and welcoming environment for youth, with a 
full range of the services needed by the young 
refugees. 

The three primary objectives of the program 
were to:

 » Engage the youth (bring them in) 
 » Have the youth go through a course of work-
shops and training designed to help them sta-
bilize and get used to being in an educational 
setting again (keep them in)

 » Send them out (help them chart a plan for 
their future)

D-Lab designed the curriculum, provided train-
ing resources, trained the Horizon Center staff in 
delivering the curriculum and led additional work-
shops. Faros provided a welcoming atmosphere 
with food and other necessary support, the de-
sign and vocational instruction team, psychologi-
cal support, social workers, and connection to ser-
vices such as housing, legal aid, and healthcare. 

IV. Relevance of the Horizon Center program 
as a response to the challenge

B. Integrating lessons learned
D-Lab and Faros realized that they could not 
implement CCB the way it was implemented in 
other countries, where people in low-resource sit-
uations used CCB to develop appropriate tech-
nologies to improve their daily lives. It was neces-
sary to use the approach as a blueprint, but adapt 
it to the reality of life for refugee youth in Athens. 
They designed the new five-year program based 
on the learnings gained from August 2017 through 
January 2019.

Activities had to be designed to both 
sustain the engagement of youth and fit 
into the the program goals:

 » Youth responded well to using the design pro-
cess to make things, but needed more time to 
master and understand it than they could do 
through a short workshop.

 » Youth liked doing fun activities, but what really 
engaged them was making things that were 
useful or needed for their daily life.

 » Learning and mastering useful skills, both tan-
gible and intangible, was important to them, 
even if they were initially frustrated in the 
process.

 » Many youths were not used to being in struc-
tured learning environments and needed 
support.

 » Their behavior demonstrated that working 
with their hands was therapeutic. 

 » The emphasis on working in teams on practical 
activities was crucial to success. As youth went 
through a workshop, their behavior notice-
ably changed for the better — less aggression, 
more self-control, improved ability to deal with 
frustration, and increased collaboration.



MIT D-Lab Report to Faros & the Velux Foundations Design Education Program for Refugee Youth: 2019-2024

16

Teaching design and vocational training at the 
Horizon Center required a specialized approach. 
Many of these youth had faced traumas at home 
and on the journey to Greece, and had never had 
access to the kind of support they so critically 
needed. Abuse and exploitation ate away at their 
self-esteem and sense of self, prompting many of 
them to engage in harmful coping strategies, self-
harm, and other difficult behaviors. 

Despite the fact they were adrift, it was often 
challenging to engage youth in a sustained pro-
gram of activities.  Activities and programs had to 
be attractive and fun to engage them. They were 
no longer used to being in formal education pro-
grams or structured learning environments, and it 
was hard to make the shift when their future was 
so uncertain. They wanted to learn, but failure 
could easily discourage them. Many felt their ex-
periences had robbed them of their adolescence, 
but they were still immature in many ways, and 
badly needed to learn life skills to cope with the 
challenges they faced. 

The fact that many did not trust adults posed an 
additional challenge. They were facing continuing 
existential problems such as lack of shelter and 
food insecurity. Finally, many were focused on 
getting to other parts of Europe and were being 
pressured by their families to earn money.

This was a challenging context for running a de-
sign and vocational program. Staff had to be un-
derstanding of the youth, patient, and willing to 
provide a range of physical and emotional sup-
port. Youth sometimes arrived in crisis mode and 
needed immediate help from social workers, with-
out which they could be very disruptive. Youth 
could become extremely frustrated when they 
struggled to learn things, and they could also be 
unexpectedly resilient. Staff had to find a contin-
ual balance between flexibility and maintaining a 
programmatic structure that could provide sta-
bility. It required patience, consistency, and per-
severance to connect with the youth, and energy 
and creativity to continue to engage them in the 
program. Finally, staff had to be able to build 
trusting relationships with young people who had 
lost a lot of trust in adults.  

In one-on-one interviews and in the post-work-
shop evaluation focus groups about the train-
ing workshops held between 2017 and 2020, the 
youth talked about the internal changes they ex-
perienced. The trainings helped them, “feel like 
people again,” and have pride in what they ac-
complished. This returned some of their dignity, 
and many reported that in the workshops, they 
felt they were taken seriously as people with po-
tential, and they now felt they could be scientists 
or designers. For youth living as best they could in 
makeshift conditions, the design workshops pro-
vided more than just survival or recreation, they 
also enabled the youth to re-engage with new or 
forgotten dimensions of themselves. This poten-
tial for transformation in the refugee youth was at 
the heart of the Horizon Center. 

Finished lamp project designed by a refugee youth student in the 
Introduction to Design class at the Horizon Center. Photo: Courtesy MIT 
D-Lab
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C. The Horizon Center Theory of 
Change
The expected outcomes of the Horizon Center 
project developed in 2019 stated that, through a 
sustained and systemic curriculum of learning the 
design process and vocational skills, the refugee 
youth would:

 » learn how to use design to solve problems 
they encounter and see themselves as prob-
lem solvers,

 » build skills in carpentry, sewing, metalwork, 
fabrication, and electronics that would enable 
them to make products they needed or could 
develop as income-generating activities,

 » develop technical and business skills to pre-
pare them for employment,

 » realize and demonstrate their potential and ca-
pacity as capable and skilled youth, and

 » find a bridge to recover their identity and build 
their self-confidence so that they can improve 
their lives.

This Theory of Change was reworked through an 
intense collaborative process in 2021 to adapt to 
the new context and serve as the underpinning 
for the new Design Your Future program in Years 
4 and 5. 

The second version of the Theory of Change had 
10 outcomes, with more specificity around incor-
porating a growth mindset and articulating spe-
cific skills that were needed in the job market of 
the future.

MIT D-Lab student teaching young refugee boys to solder at the Horizon Center in 2019. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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A team-building exercise in the Activity Class in 2020.  Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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A. Year 1: April 1, 2019 – March 31, 
2020
D-Lab’s program responsibilities during Year 1,   
July 2019 to April 2020, included:

 » Development and delivery of the design pro-
gram curriculum for Faros Horizon Center

 » Development and delivery of monitoring and 
evaluation instruments for the design program 

 » Initial evaluation of the design program and 
delivery of report

 » Delivery of multiple workshops in July and 
August 2019

 » On-site training of Faros staff
 » Remote support and mentoring of Faros staff

Context
2019 was the year with the highest numbers of 
UAMs in Greece. Most existing programs in the 
country focused on engaging the youth in recre-
ation rather than putting them on a path towards a 
future. In those programs, there were few require-
ments for the youth to show up consecutively or 
follow a sequenced program. Though there were 
one or two specialized programs providing train-
ing in computers or other technical skills, the ap-
plicants needed to be over 18, speak English, and 
have at least some high school education. 

Most of the refugee youth did not meet these 
qualifications and subsequently were shut out of 
job training programs. The Horizon Center, on 
the other hand, offered a unique opportunity for 
UAMs and refugee youth of any nationality or ed-
ucational level to enter a non-formal education 
process with a set curriculum that provided hard 
and soft skills, a sequential program for technical 
skills, and individualized attention.

V. Program achievements, activities, 
challenges, and modifications by year

Achievements
 » A viable design and vocational skills training 
curriculum, iterated twice over the course of 
the year to incorporate learnings and respond 
to challenges encountered in the first few 
months. The final program began with Activity 
Classes, offered nine Basic Training mod-
ules, and then moved into levels 1, 2, and 3 of 
Introduction to Design.

 » Development and implementation of Activity 
Classes as an entry point to the design pro-
gram. These shorter, simpler classes provided 
a way to introduce the program and help 
youth transition to a more structured learning 
environment. 

 » A strong and confident Faros Horizon Center 
instructor team trained by Heewon Lee, a de-
signer and research associate from MIT D-Lab 
who led the development of the curriculum 
at the Horizon Center and the training of the 
staff members.

 » A total of 242 youth engaged in the Horizon 
Center program during the course of this year.

 » Youth reported they felt they gained both 
intangible and tangible benefits. They built 
friendships, regained self-confidence and 
pride in newly acquired skills, and achieved a 
belief that they were able to learn new things. 
On the tangible side, they learned practical 
skills in carpentry, sewing, computers, CD 
printing, and electronics, and learned to de-
sign and build objects for use in their daily 
lives. 

Activities
In Year 1, the program activities followed MIT’s 
deliverables in the original contract:
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1. Development and delivery of the design 
program curriculum for Faros Horizon 
Center
Heewon Lee of D-Lab traveled to Athens with the 
MIT student team in January 2019, then stayed 
for three months to develop a curriculum, train 
the Faros team, and help them set up the design 
training program. The initial program was devel-
oped during this time, but it underwent two major 
changes during the first year. There were four dif-
ferent stages of the program during this first year.

Stage 1: April – July 2019
Heewon and the team established a three-month 
Basic training program that included classes in 
technical drawing, ideation, woodworking, tailor-
ing, electronics, sketch modeling, CAD and 3D 
printing, and video. Once the boys in the classes 
completed the Basic Training, they moved into 
Introduction to Design classes with three levels, 
each with a project of increasing complexity.  

Introduction to Design 1: Design a Lamp for 
Yourself!
In this level, the boys learned to apply the design 
process by designing a lamp for themselves. This 
gave them practical experience in the steps of 
the design process: collecting information, ide-
ation, choosing the best idea, sketch modeling, 
building, giving and receiving feedback, iterating 
the design based on feedback, and utilizing/com-
bining different Basic Training skills to design and 
build the final product. 

Introduction to Design 2: Design for a Friend!
This project took the boys through the design cy-
cle again, with two critical changes. They went to 
the market to source and cost materials for what 
they made. Designing for another person gave 
them a deeper experience of how to understand 
a user and think on another’s behalf, to both make 
and receive something useful and enjoyable. 

Introduction to Design 3: Design a Chair Together!
In this project, the participants all worked on the 

same team, gaining valuable lessons in communi-
cation, collaboration, and teamwork to design and 
build a chair. Introduction to Design 3 culminated 
in a showcase for the public that gave the refugee 
students an opportunity to practice their presen-
tation skills.

Following the summer workshops taught by MIT 
D-Lab students, the team paused the program 
to refine the curriculum. The boys who had com-
pleted the three levels of Introduction to Design 
were the program’s strongest success. They 
formed strong bonds, worked well together, and 
demonstrated emotional growth that allowed 
them to adapt to the more formal work environ-
ment in Introduction to Design. 

Stage 2: September – December 2019
Heewon and the Faros team adapted the pro-
gram, adding the Activity Classes to introduce 
the students to a more structured learning en-
vironment before they went into Basic Training.  
These classes enabled the refugee youth to dis-
cover their learning style and potential under 
mentorship, and they could go at their own pace. 
A psychologist or social worker was present to of-
fer support, take notes, and identify learning is-
sues and problematic behaviors. 

These classes helped build confidence and 
self-esteem, and the fun activities allowed the 
boys to expand friendships, build social networks, 
and process some of their feelings. The activity 
program was a key stabilizing force for transition-
ing boys into the rest of program.

Stage 3: January – March 2020
Heewon and the Faros team made two key 
changes to the program, a modular Basic Training 
program and the introduction of ideation earlier 
in the process. A bottleneck had developed in the 
Basic Training program, which had a linear struc-
ture. Some youth got discouraged going through 
all the qualifying technical classes in order, get-
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ting stuck on ones they found particularly difficult 
or leaving the country before they finished. There 
was a long waiting list for the program, but no new 
boys could be admitted until the existing ones 
went through the entire Basic Training program. 
The staff transformed the Basic Training into a 
modular program where boys could sign up for 
classes as they wanted and proceed at their own 

pace. This broke the bottleneck and reduced the 
drop-out rate. Ideation was also introduced ear-
lier in the program, which catalyzed the process 
once boys made it into the Introduction to Design 
levels. The changes in the new year were highly 
successful in terms of improved attendance, re-
duced waiting lists, and continually increasing de-
mand for the program.  

Reflections from MIT D-Lab Student Shruthi Venkata 

“On the last day I was in Greece, the Monday after I taught my last class, I came into the 
Horizon Center to see a couple of the boys with whom I had become close. As we dis-
cussed gender norms and the feeling of safety within a community, he told me about how 
he felt he couldn’t walk around Kabul at nighttime for fear of violent assault, and about 
how he had stopped going to school to start working at age eight. 

His younger brother later told me that his greatest regret was coming to Greece at all. 
He and his brother were fending for themselves in Athens, physically and psychologically 
unsecure whether on the street or in a shelter, and 
unsure of when or where they would be going in 
the future, having left all their loved ones and fam-
ily behind. Their situation in Greece presented new 
horrors that nullified the worth of the sacrifices 
they made to be there. 

This last conversation put lots into perspective for 
me—all along, I had co- templated the worth of 
the classes we were offer- ing at the Horizon Cen-
ter. How much could our classes do for kids who 
had much more immediate and grave concerns outside of the classroom? 

As the Faros staff had pointed out during our week 2 debrief, the class was undoubtedly 
about much more than learning how to make videos. Being in a classroom is a return to 
normalcy for many of the boys who don’t go to school, or who have less structure in their 
lives. The relationships we built with the boys, and that they built with each other, made 
it worth coming. Across our classes, from the video class to woodworking to Arduino, we 
experienced D-Lab’s fundamental principle that design is empowerment. 

The result is that teens, whose lives as refugees have made them believe it practical to 
aim lower, continue aspiring towards careers such as computer engineer or astronomer, 
as one of the boys very seriously did.”

Teens, whose lives as 
refugees have made them 
believe it practical to aim 
lower, continue aspiring 
towards careers such as 
computer engineer or 
astronomer, as one of the 
boys very seriously did.
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Stage 4: March 17 – March 31, 2020
The global pandemic began to change the world 
in early March 2020. In mid-March, the Greek 
government, in concert with other governments 
worldwide, imposed a wide range of restrictions 
on the general population in the interest of pub-
lic health, including shutting down all educational 
institutions. Accordingly, the Horizon Center shut 
down on March 17th, 2020.

2. Development and delivery of monitoring 
and evaluation instruments for the design 
program 
In addition to the constant process of monitoring 
the program by Heewon Lee and the Faros staff, 
who had twice weekly reflection sessions to feed 
their learning back into the design of the pro-
gram, Horizon Center staff, D-Lab students, and 
D-Lab staff conducted individual interviews and 
focus groups with the youth to gauge the impact 
of the program on them.  

In July 2019, D-Lab began to develop additional 
evaluation tools. Susy Tort, a consultant, worked 
with Heewon to develop visual and interactive sur-
veys that they piloted with the boys in the Horizon 
Center in October 2019. It was challenging be-
cause written surveys were a completely new ex-
perience for the boys who felt they were being 
tested. Through the translators, they found out 
that the boys were very reluctant to say anything 
negative because they thought that was impolite. 
After thorough consultation, Susy and Heewon 
developed a second version and Heewon and a 
group of MIT students piloted it in January 2020 
with the boys in the Horizon Center. 

The new version was better, but still problematic. 
Boys copied each other and asked the translators 
for the “right answers.” With input from partici-
pants and Horizon Center staff, Susy and Heewon 
worked on a third version (see Annex 2) that was 
to be piloted in March, but then put on hold for 
the duration of the pandemic.

3. Multiple workshops in July & August 2019
A group of 11 D-Lab students traveled to Greece 
in July and August under the supervision of 
D-Lab Humanitarian Innovation Specialist Martha 
Thompson and Susy Tort. The team divided into 
two sub-teams, one offering two sequential one-
week design summer camps for youth at the 
Horizon Center and the second offering two se-
quential Introduction to Design workshops for the 
refugee women in the Faros-run Blue Dot center. 
The summer design workshops at the Horizon 
Center focused on teaching some of the ba-
sic training classes, with the MIT students serv-
ing as additional instructors for classes in video, 
computer skills, carpentry, 3D printing, and intro-
duction to Arduino. This also eased some of the 
bottlenecks in Horizon Center around the basic 
training courses.

4. On-site training of the Faros staff and 
remote mentoring
Heewon Lee did the on-site training for the 
Horizon Center team from February to April. 
Once he returned to the US, he worked remotely 
with the Faros staff three mornings a week on de-
briefing, mentoring, continued training in teach-
ing the design process, adapting the program 
based on a joint reflection process, and improving 
the curriculum. He returned to Greece for a two-
week staff training in September to model lead-
ing the adapted design program, and returned 
in January with a group of MIT students to work 
with the staff on implementing the second set of 
changes to the program.

Challenges
The bottlenecks and waiting lists were solved with 
adapted programming, but another key challenge 
remained: D-Lab and Faros had overestimated 
how long the youth would remain in Greece. Both 
organizations felt that the refugee youth needed 
a solid grounding to prepare them for the future. 
They estimated it would require six months to en-
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gage youth, have them go through the program, 
and graduate them out to work or further educa-
tion in Greece. 

While D-Lab and Faros, in common with other 
organizations working with youth in Greece, 
thought that the increased restrictions on move-
ment to Western Europe meant that the youth 
would remain in Greece, the youth themselves 
and their families turned to human traffickers to 
leave Greece. The young refugees felt that real 
opportunity was only possible in Germany or the 
Scandinavian countries. The restrictions on entry 
to Western Europe made them attempt extralegal 
(and highly risky) means of entry. Youth who were 
doing well in the program would disappear with-
out warning to travel to western Europe without 
documentation. For obvious reasons, they would 
not alert people to their departure. There was a 

steady level of attrition due to this transience, and 
it was disruptive to the program. By March 2020, 
many of the first cohort of boys who had started 
Advanced Design at the Horizon Center were al-
ready in Western Europe. 

Conclusion
By February 2020, the refined modular curricu-
lum provided a solid foundation of content, peda-
gogy, and approach that was very promising (see 
Annex 3). The boys were enthusiastic, the bottle-
necks had cleared, and the activity program en-
abled a much smoother entry into the design pro-
gram. Just as Faros and D-Lab were beginning 
to assess how to adjust the program to what was 
proving a transitory population, the Covid-19 pan-
demic shut down Greece on March 17th including 
the Horizon Center, and everything changed.

Refugee youth building a project in the Introduction to Design class.  Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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B. Year 2: April 1, 2020 – March 31, 
2021
D-Lab’s responsibilities for Year 2 (April 1, 2020 to 
March 31, 2021) included:

 » Mentoring of Faros in the development of the-
Horizon Center

 » Development and delivery of new design pro-
gram curriculum for the Horizon Center (in 
collaboration with the Faros team) 

 » Delivery of adapted evaluation instruments for 
the design program

 » Delivery of a progress report 
 » Sending two MIT D-Lab students with staff to 
lead a workshop in Greece

These responsibilities had to be adapted to the 
conditions of the pandemic. D-Lab continued to 
train the Horizon Center staff at Faros through-
out the year. They designed a new curriculum that 
responded to the restrictions of the pandemic, 
rather than following the natural evolution of the 
existing program. The evaluation instruments had 
to be placed on hold as the pandemic effectively 
halted the in-person program. MIT suspended all 
student travel in the program until 2022.

Context
The pandemic derailed the development of the 
original program for almost two years. Faros and 
D-Lab were determined to pursue the original 
goal of the program as best they could under the 

The Advanced Design students using Miro to share ideas with each other during the online class. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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lockdown by switching to an online format but 
there were huge challenges. It wasn’t possible 
to continue any in-person classes in the first few 
months, which meant safely teaching most voca-
tional skills was impossible. The Horizon Center 
staff and D-Lab realized that it was not a simple 
matter of just switching content online, they had 
to reinvent how to teach it. Even after the most se-
vere restrictions of the first lockdown were lifted 
in June 2020, there were new episodic national 
lockdowns, and at times, shelters were shut down 
because of Covid-19 cases. Since the youth kept 
moving in and out of isolation, Faros and D-Lab 
were continually adapting and changing the pro-
gram activities as they switched back and forth 
from remote activities to hybrid to in-person 
during different stages of the pandemic.

The Horizon Center staff and Faros faced three 
key challenges in developing the first remote pro-
grams for the youth:

1. Mobile phone data: To participate re-
motely on phones, the refugee youth 
needed data, but they often couldn’t pay 
for it. Initially, the government offered 
free internet, but after they rescinded it, 
many youths needed funds for data to 
access videos or upload their work.  

2. Isolation: The lockdown immediately cut 
youth off from services, support, and re-
lationships, causing many to lose some of 
the ground they had so clearly recovered 
in terms of rebuilding trust, confidence, 
and developing new social networks. Youth 
reported depression, uncertainty, feel-
ings of disconnection, and being in limbo. 

3. Lack of basic needs: the lockdowns and 
cutbacks on in-person services had 
an immediate negative impact on ref-
ugee youth’s access to food, health, 
counseling, friendship, and shelter.

For Horizon Center staff, providing the youth with 
stability through meaningful activity, maintaining 
contact to connect them with essential supports, 
and continuing to stoke their interest in future ed-
ucation or employment were the key objectives 
driving the program throughout Year 2.

Achievements
 » A new remote teaching platform and de-
sign activities were developed in the first two 
months, allowing meaningful student-teacher 
interactions in a virtual environment.

 » Each of the remote design activities incorpo-
rated reflection and socio-emotional elements 
to help students better navigate the crisis. 

 » D-Lab and Faros developed a stand-alone, 
remote training program called the Toolbox 
program, with physical kits of materials and 
equipment to engage youths in shelters and 
semi-independent living situations (SILS).

 » 145 youth in nine shelters registered for the 
Toolbox program, expanding Faros’ collabora-
tion with other NGOs.

 » Graduate students at the Rhode Island School 
of Design (RISD) collaborated with the Horizon 
Center staff to develop and pilot 11 new re-
mote design activities.

 » A nine-month remote Advanced Design pro-
gram was delivered for transnational refugee 
minors (UAM who were in the original pro-
gram but had left Greece for other countries).

Activities by phase
There were four distinct program phases in this 
year to adapt to the changing situation.

Phase 1 — Remote teaching: March 2020 – 
mid-June 2020
This was the most difficult time, when the Greek 
government imposed a comprehensive lockdown. 
This stage went through three phases.
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1. March 18 - March 29: Connecting and engag-
ing with activities over Facebook
This immediate response focused on reaching 
out to connect to the youth in the program and 
keep them engaged through fun activities over 
Facebook. The Horizon Center staff and Heewon 
immediately created a Faros Facebook page and 
posted simple hands-on activities that could be 
completed with paper, scissors, and tape. 

2. March 30 – April 26: Education and pandemic 
awareness

Seeing that the youth needed more challenging 
activities, the Horizon Center staff and D-Lab 
replaced all content with material educating 
and raising awareness about Covid-19. They also 
changed the medium used for instruction, making 
YouTube videos and vlogs about mask-making, 
Covid-19 transmission, and handwashing, Covid 
-19 updates, and myth busters based on science. 
To ameliorate the lack of data, they did screen-
shots and translated instructions into Farsi. While 
the pandemic-centered content was important, 
they soon realized they needed to expand and 
vary activities to continue to engage students.

3. May 1 – June 10: Design activities with instruc-
tor-made YouTube videos 
Heewon and the Horizon Center staff returned to 
remote training with more advanced design and 
hands-on activities using YouTube videos. They 
introduced synchronous feedback sessions and 
initiated a Horizon Cup challenge, publicizing 
winners each week. However, making the videos 
was time-consuming and stressful for staff. 

Collaboration with graduate students in the Rhode 
Island School of Design: To expand program con-
tent and reduce stress on staff, Heewon created 
a class at the Rhode Island School of Design 
(RISD), which was dedicated to developing de-
sign activities for the Horizon Center. In the first 
year, 18 RISD students and the Horizon Center 
staff co-created 11 design activities. During the 
first two weeks of June, the Horizon Center staff 
piloted these activities with the youth. The new 
content provided relief to the Horizon Center 
staff and brought back many boys into the pro-
gram over May and June. The RISD students initi-
ated the use of GIF, which circumvented some of 
the data issues (see Annex 4).

RISD Humanitarian Innovation Design students developing new activities for the Horizon Center Program. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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Phase 2 - Hybrid programming: June 22, 
2020 – March 31, 2021
In mid-June, the government lifted some of the 
lockdown restrictions allowing people to gather 
in small groups. The Horizon Center staff pre-
pared and distributed class-specific toolkits and 
materials to all participants and began a schedule 
of conducting outdoors team-based activities in a 
nearby park. This really brought youth back, who 
were thrilled to be in-person and happy to be us-
ing materials and tools again which allowed them 
to do more practical hands-on activities.

By July, the Horizon Center staff could pilot 
in-person classes in the Horizon Center for very 
small groups combined with remote instruc-
tion. They began with three weeks of intense hy-
brid classes, returning to Activity Classes, Basic 
Training, and Introduction to Design. Since only 
three to five people could be in a classroom at a 
time, in-person program numbers were quite low 
throughout the year. 

Phase 3 - Design workshops for refugee 
youth in shelters in lockdown: September 
2020 – March 2021
Concerned by the impact of periodic govern-
ment and shelter lockdowns on the refugee 
youth, a Greek NGO, Nostos Verona, requested 
that Faros organize a remote design workshop 
for UAMs in their shelters during a lockdown. 
Heewon and the Horizon Center staff designed 
a two-week virtual design workshop delivered by 
Horizon Center staff over Zoom. Faros prepared 
and delivered boxes of tools and materials to the 
shelter along with instructions for a staff member 
to support the youth during the Zoom classes. 

Other NGOs, including Hellenic Red Cross, the 
International Organization for Migration Greece 
(IOM), and the Society for the Care of Minors 
and Youth in SILS, quickly requested that Faros 
run the program in their shelters and for youth in 

the SILS. By March 2021, the program was in nine 
shelters, girls were included for the first time, and 
attendance was consistently around 90%. This 
significantly expanded the reach of the program 
as boys and girls could do some hands-on work 
under supervision of the staff in their shelters 
and a limited number could come to the Horizon 
Center.

Phase 4 - Advanced Design classes for 
transnational refugee minors: December 9, 
2020 – August 2021
Former Horizon Center students who had mi-
grated to other parts of Europe were isolated 
from services during the pandemic. Due to their 
strong connection to Heewon and the Horizon 
Center, these youth turned to them for help. 
Heewon created and led a nine-month Advanced 
Design class composed of 22 one-and-a-half-
hour to three-hour classes over Zoom for eight 
of these students. They learned more advanced 
design and problem-solving skills, including col-
laboration and research tools such as Miro and 
Google Scholar, and creative design for social is-
sues. One participant designed a solar-powered 
ceiling fan with a light kit for refugee camps, an-
other a first aid kit for unaccompanied refugee 
children. These alumni from the Advanced Design 
class expressed that this class was a lifeline for 
them.

Challenges
The beginning of the pandemic completely over-
turned the program. The loss of in-person classes 
in a well-equipped, safe indoor space severely re-
stricted the kinds of essential activities that the 
program could offer. The staff had to continually 
adapt pedagogy and content to changing circum-
stances,                  while coping with the stresses 
of the pandemic. Throughout this year, the staff 
was under pressure to cope with the challenges 
of providing effective remote learning.
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Conclusion 
The beginning of the year was incredibly stress-
ful, but the work done to maintain connection 
with the boys while they were in isolation was ex-
tremely valuable. Resuming in-person classes al-
lowed the Horizon Center to return to its origi-
nal program structure, but at drastically reduced 
numbers and scope. The Horizon Center staff 
compensated for this by expanding their reach 
through the Toolbox program. By the end of Year 
2, the situation began to stabilize, and the staff 
was no longer in emergency response. 

C. Year 3: April 1, 2021 – March 31, 
2022
D-Lab’s responsibilities in Year 3, April 1 2021 to 
March 31, 2022, included:

 » Remote support and mentoring of Faros staff
 » One student/staff member to travel and help 
lead a workshop with Faros staff

Rather than monitoring ongoing programs, this 
year was focused on adapting the in-person pro-
grams at the Horizon Center after the pandemic, 
while continuing some remote training. Heewon 
Lee traveled to Greece in February 2022 to lead a 
new ICT Toolbox workshop with Android phones, 
but MIT still did not permit student travel.

Context
These 12 months signified the beginning of transi-
tion out of Covid restrictions and toward the for-
mulation of a newly adapted in-person program 
at the Horizon Center. The year began with the 
Horizon Center staff still running a full suite of re-
mote Toolbox classes in 11 shelters, supported by 
a set of in-person classes, and ended with the re-
sumption of a new comprehensive in-person pro-
gram at the Horizon Center

When the Velux program started in Year 1 (2019), 
the high number of UAMs in Greece (over 
5,000), was overwhelming the available services. 

By October 2021, the number had fallen to a low 
of 2,149 — a 60% reduction. Although it climbed 
to over 3,000 in subsequent years, the crisis was 
over and no longer driving the response. The gov-
ernment was moving youth out of shelters into 
semi-independent living situations and there was 
a growing number of youth who concluded their 
best option was to stay in Greece.

Achievements
 » The Toolbox program was refined and ex-
panded, reaching a total of 11 shelters.  

 » A new Theory of Change was developed with 
10 program outcomes.

 » The original six- to nine-month program was 
converted into two different programs: Design 
Process Essentials, a series of short introduc-
tory courses, and Design Your Future (DYF), an 
intensive two-part program that helped partic-
ipants develop relevant tangible and intangi-
ble skills for employment.

 » A total of 244 participants took courses 
through the Horizon center, with 169 new reg-
istrants in 2021.

 » A new two-week Toolbox program for training 
youth in ICT on Android phones was devel-
oped and piloted using phones donated by 
Samsung in February 2022.

 » Eight new activities for the Toolbox program, 
tied to program outcomes, were developed by 
RISD students and piloted with youth by the 
Horizon Center staff.

 » A new curriculum of Activity Classes was de-
veloped for the drop-in center and launched in 
December 2021.

Activities

1. The Toolbox program
D-Lab and the Horizon Center staff continued to 
develop and adapt content for the Toolbox pro-
gram, expanding to two new shelters run by the 
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IOM. Participants were enthusiastic, and the 169  
new registrations represented an increase of 24 
youth from the previous year. The Toolbox pro-
gram became more consistently hybrid over the 
summer and fall, as the remote training was bol-
stered by in-person classes permitted by the eas-
ing of restrictions on social distancing.

2. Collaboration with the Rhode Island 
School of Design: additional activities for 
the curriculum
This collaboration continued with Heewon Lee 
organizing a second graduate-level class on de-
signing new activities with the Horizon Center 
staff. The students developed eight new activities 
that were piloted in the spring and incorporated 
into the program long-term.

3. A new curriculum of Activity Classes for 
the drop-in center
In December 2021, the easing of pandemic restric-
tions made it possible for Faros to run the drop-in 
center again, transferring the activity program 
there to save space at the Horizon Center. D-Lab 
and the Horizon Center staff developed updated 
Activity Classes, introducing youth to simple cre-
ative problem-solving techniques and teamwork. 

Sessions were designed to accommodate a broad 
range of participants in terms of age, language, 
education, and commitment level. They could 
be delivered in indoor or outdoor situations and 
required minimal equipment. As in Year 1, the 
Activity Classes were a positive way to transition 
youth into the Horizon Center program.

Design a Stool project, a component of the remote Toolbox program. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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4. Resetting the Theory of Change and 
program outcomes 
The Horizon Center staff and D-Lab took several 
months in the middle of 2021 (Year 3) to articulate 
a Theory of Change and program outcomes that 
could serve as a basis for a revamped in-person 
design program that was relevant to the new con-
text for UAMs and refugee youth. While the situa-
tion of refugee youth in Greece was more stable, 
most continued to suffer from a lack of formal ed-
ucation and a need to earn income.

To figure out how best to use the design train-
ing framework to equip refugee youth with the 
mindset and skills for employment, Faros com-
missioned a market study in mid-2021 to deter-
mine what soft skills are priorities in today’s work-
force. Working with D-Lab, they used the results 
of the market study as a basis for developing a 
new Theory of Change and more specific pro-
gram outcomes for the design training program. 
The most important soft skills flagged by the 
market study included creative problem solving, 
teamwork, resiliency, and a creative mindset. In 
more stable situations, youth might acquire those 
soft skills through formal schooling, their parents 

and elders, and in supervised recreational activi-
ties. For refugee youth, the Horizon Center and 
D-Lab wanted the revamped design program to 
offer classes to develop these skills. They worked 
to align the new program outcomes with those 
articulated by the World Education Forum, the 
McKinsey Report, and the OECD.

According to the Theory of Change, outcomes 
for participants who completed the new program 
would include: 

1. Comprehending and applying problem iden-
tification and solving methodologies in re-
al-world situations

2. Understanding the methods required to ef-
fectively generate ideas and cultivating the 
generation of ideas in others

3. Developing many of the hallmarks of a “growth 
mindset,” including:

 » Active learning and the belief that 
their skills and abilities can be further 
developed

 » Increased self-awareness of their strengths 
and shortcomings

Horizon Center refugee student using measurment techniques in a design class for a project. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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 » An appreciation of the benefits of learning 
from failure

 » An appreciation of process over outcome
 » Perseverance when confronted with chal-
lenges and a determination to discover a 
solution

4. Developing the ability to set attainable goals, 
the confidence to pursue them, and the un-
derstanding of how to achieve them

5. Understanding, through experience, how to 
positively contribute to teams, by knowing: 

 » The dynamic nature of roles in a team and 
the importance of fostering inclusiveness

 » The importance of asking questions, ac-
tive listening, and providing constructive 
feedback

 » The importance of communicating pro-
ductively with others, or presenting ideas 
publicly

 » Appropriate initiative-taking and basic 
leadership qualities

 » How conflicts can arise in teams, and ap-
proaches to resolving them

 » The importance of time management
6. Having a deeper understanding of the bene-

fits of formal and informal education

7. Developing basic competency in a diverse 
range of essential technical skills as a basis for 
confidently approaching further vocational 
training, leading to employment

8. Having a foundational proficiency in the use 
of digital tools, such as:

 » Word processing apps/software
 » Spreadsheet apps/software
 » Digital communication, collaboration, and 
productivity apps/software

 » Visual storytelling and video editing apps/
software

Along with these, developing an understand-
ing of the internet as a useful researching tool 
and to identify reliable sources

9. Having knowledge of emerging technolo-
gies, their current uses, and possible future 
applications

10. Understanding the evolving nature of the 
global labor market and its relevance to them

Outcomes 1, 2, and 3 and parts of 5, 7, 8, and 9 
were designated as outcomes of the design pro-
gram and were the responsibility of MIT D-Lab. 
Outcomes 4, 6, and 10 were designated as out-
comes of the job readiness and integration pro-
gram, and were the responsibility of Faros along 
with elements of 5, 7, 8, and 9.

4. Revamping the Design Program into 
Design Your Future
Learning from experience, D-Lab and the Horizon 
Center team wanted to develop a shorter pro-
gram aimed at providing youth with hard and 
soft skills, prioritizing integration into Greece and 
training in job readiness. From September 2021 
to January 2022, they worked to understand the 
needs of the future workforce; comprehend the 
current situation, goals, and interests of refugee 
youth through focus groups; reach out to possi-
ble employers; develop the curriculum; and pilot 
modules with youth and get feedback. They took 
the original six-month design program (activity 
class, basic skills, design training and advanced 
design) and,using the design framework as an ed-
ucational pathway, they embedded the hard and 
soft skills they had identified in a concentrated 
two-part program called Design Your Future or 
DYF.

Part 1, Design for Social Impact and Employment, 
is a 10-week course that develops creative prob-
lem-solving mindsets and relevant technical skills 
by walking youth through the design process, in-
cluding the core principles of design thinking, re-
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search methods, problem-solving tools, and ap-
proaches to teamwork. Once the participants 
were familiar with the design process and learned 
the basic technical skills, they applied what they 
learned to address a concrete social problem in 
Greece. D-Lab was responsible for designing this 
curriculum.

Part 2, Employment and Integration, is a 15-week 
program for graduates of Part 1 and is aimed at 
comprehensively preparing the refugee youth to 
succeed in a rapidly evolving labor market, effec-
tively integrate into Greek society, and help them 
prepare for job interviews and internships. The 
Faros team was responsible for designing this 
curriculum.

The Design Your Future program was aimed at 
youth committed to staying in Greece for at least 
a year after being hired in a job. To participate, 
they needed to be able to communicate in Greek 
and English and hold an asylum card.

5. Two-week pilot Toolbox program with 
Samsung phones, February
The quality of the available technology for 
video and audio was a continual challenge for 
the remote instruction in the Toolbox program. 
D-Lab saw an opportunity to improve that when 
Samsung offered to donate high-quality Android 
phones for use in the program. To make maximum 
use of these new devices, Heewon Lee traveled 
to Greece to pilot a two-week ICT Toolbox work-
shop with the phones in February 2022 in one of 
the Red Cross shelters. Aimed at giving youth a 
much more sophisticated understanding of elec-
tronics and multiple uses of devices, this became 
a highly popular program. 

Challenges
It was difficult for staff to balance supporting on-
going programs while also researching and de-
signing a new program to fit the context. They 
were able to finalize the new Design Your Future 

curriculum but were not able to finalize the new 
Design Process Essentials curriculum, during this 
year. 

Conclusion
By the end of Year 3, the Horizon Center staff had 
developed a new version of the in-person design 
program at the Horizon Center that responded 
to the changing demographics of refugee youth. 
While the numbers of UAMs in Greece contin-
ued to decline, those over 18 who had aged out 
of most programs and services were still stuck in 
Greece, no longer eligible for family reunification 
and with few programs for their age group. The 
Design Your Future program was designed both 
for 17 year-old minors and youth over 18.

D. Year 4: April 1, 2022 – March 31, 
2023
D-Lab’s responsibilities for Year 4, April 1, 2022 to 
March 31, 2023, included:

 » Remote support and mentoring of Faros staff. 
 » One student/staff member to travel and help 
lead a workshop with Faros staff.

 » Conduct final evaluation of design program 
and delivery of report.

 » Feedback to content of project website

Rather than following a continuous thread  of 
program development reflected in these out-
comes, D-Lab’s aims in Year 4 were to implement 
and support the new in-person programs in the 
Horizon Center.

Context
The lower numbers of UAMs caused several shel-
ters to shut down and some NGOs to close their 
programs during 2022. To support the majority of 
UAMs who were now in the Greek public school 
system, the remaining NGOs focused heavily on 
Greek and English language classes and home-
work support programs. Faros identified a new, 
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larger site and focused time and resources on 
renovating and preparing to move there. There 
were also staff changes as Faros expanded some 
of their educational offerings. As some staff tran-
sitioned out of the design program towards the 
latter half of the year, new staff were hired to pro-
vide language and homework support.

Achievements
 » Four cohorts completed Phase 1 of Design 
Your Future, Design for Social Impact, with a 
total of 63 youth in the program. 

 » The new Design Process Essentials course was 
launched at the Horizon Center in October 
2022, and 91 youth completed courses be-
tween October and March 31st.

 » Heewon Lee ran a comprehensive two-week 
workshop with Horizon Center staff and 
Heewon Lee to evaluate the new programs.

 » A draft of the Design Your Future handbook 
completed.

Activities

1. Transition from virtual and hybrid classes 
to in-person classes at the Horizon Center
The remote Toolbox and Toolkit programs in the 
shelters wound down in May 2022 as youth tran-
sitioned back to in-person classes at the Horizon 
Center. The Toolbox activities were re-worked for 
use in the Activity Classes at the drop-in center. 

2. Design Process Essentials courses
Heewon Lee traveled to Greece to work with 
the Horizon Center staff on combining content 
from the original Basic Training courses and the 
Introduction to Design 1 into the Design Process 
Essentials courses. These four-week to six-week 
courses began in October 2022 and combined 
technical training with basic design thinking. In 
each one, participants went through the design 
cycle, learning technical skills such as CAD and 
3D printing, woodworking, tailoring, technical 

drawing, and electronics to solve a very simple 
design problem and produce a prototype solu-
tion. Design Process Essentials aimed at providing 
participants with an understanding of the design 
process and some basic technical skills. It also 
served as a conduit for those wishing to join the 
Design Your Future, or DYF, program. 

3. Design Your Future program
Many of the youth in DYF were originally UAMs or 
had experienced similar types of trauma in their 
places of origin and on the journey to Greece. 
These experiences, along with the lack of a family 
environment and other support, made it difficult 
for them move into adulthood. DYF was carefully 
designed to support them in that process and is 
subsequently a “high-touch” program requiring 
significant investment of staff time. It was some-
what challenging to find youth who had all the 
qualifications for participation, requiring a lot of 
work with other NGOs to identify them. Those 
who qualified and completed the program have 
been highly enthusiastic about the kinds of skills 
they learned and the level of preparedness and 
personal growth they felt they achieved by the 
end of the program.

Four cohorts successfully completed Part 1 of the 
DYF program, Design for Social Impact:

 » Cohort 1 began in March 2022 and graduated 
in June 2022.

 » Cohort 2 began in June 2022 and graduated 
in October 2022.

 » Cohort 3 began in November 2022 and gradu-
ated in January 2023.

 » Cohort 4 began in February 2023 and gradu-
ated in May 2023.

For their final team project in Phase 1 of DYF, par-
ticipants designed a solution for a social prob-
lem. Cohorts 1 and 2 designed a variety of things 
needed by homeless people, working in coordi-
nation with the local NGO Home Away. Cohorts 
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3 and 4 designed culturally and contextually rele-
vant activities for youth in the drop-in center.

DYF cohorts completed Part 1 and moved to Part 2, 
Employment and Integration. The Horizon Center 
staff then helped transition some of them into in-
ternships in Greek businesses, such as Alfa-Beta 
Vassilopoulos, Alter-Ego Facilities Management, 
Manifest Services SA, Melia Hotel, Electra Hotels 
& Resorts, and Radisson Blu, or supported them 
in looking for a job. 

4. A comprehensive two-week workshop to 
evaluate the new Horizon Center program
Heewon Lee and the Horizon Center staff spent 
two weeks in 2022 performing a detailed analysis 
of the revised program, documenting successes, 
challenges, and key considerations for the future 
(see section VII Key learnings and Annex 6).

5. Completed draft of the Design Your 
Future handbook
D-Lab and the Horizon Center staff developed an 
exceptional resource in the DYF curriculum with 

the potential to be used in other situations with 
vulnerable youth. A draft of the curriculum was 
consolidated as a handbook.

Challenges
The DYF program was highly successful, but it re-
quired heavy staff investment to recruit and find 
eligible youth, develop and maintain relation-
ships with businesses to provide internships, and 
run the training.  In this year, the Design Process 
Essentials program did not achieve the vibrancy 
and energy of previous iterations. With most of 
the youth in school, there were more compet-
ing demands on their time which reduced the 
frequency of their attendance, and their level of 
commitment. Finally, staff departures from the 
design program meant the loss of key people 
with experience and relationships for DYF.

Conclusion
Given the new context, Faros had to make deci-
sions by the end of this year about where to invest 
resources and time to best serve the emerging 
needs of the refugee youth. Towards the end of 
the year, they began to explore transitioning the 
design program into other kinds of educational 
support. 

Year 5: April 1, 2023 – March 31, 
2024
Context
Year 5 saw the end of the formal design program 
at the Horizon Center and the transition to an al-
ternative education program driven by the chang-
ing context for UAMs in Greece. In April and May 
2023, Faros moved the Horizon Center to a new, 
much larger, renovated site. In the fall they began 
to develop an alternative education program to 
support UAMs in homework, English and Greek 
language, and computer skills. Given the available 
resources, this meant a corresponding reduction 
in and eventual closure of the design program. Design Your Future outreach project to people experiencing homeless-

ness in Athens. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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The DYF program delivered high value, but it re-
quired high investment. Faros made the decision 
to use available resources for an educational pro-
gram more focused on academics. In accordance 
with this plan, as the design instructors’ contracts 
came to an end, they were replaced with instruc-
tors for language and other academic subjects. 
The Design Process Essentials classes continued 
through the end of September 2023, but then 
wound down. 

Achievements
 » 131 students completed Design Process 
Essentials courses.

 » Cohorts 3 and 4 graduated from Phase 2 of 
the DYF program, and Cohort 5 completed 
both phases of the DYF program with a total 
of 31 completing the entire DYF program (13 
of them are from the previous cohort taking 
more classes, and 18 are new students).

 » A group of 5 MIT students traveled to Greece 
and delivered a workshop in January 2024 to 
20 refugee youth.

Activities

1. Move to new building: March - April 2023
The move to a renovated, more spacious, and 
more commodious New Horizon Center near 
Victoria Square took up most of March and April. 
In September 2023, there was a formal inaugura-
tion of the new building.

2. Design Process Essentials courses
A total of 131 students completed these courses. 
but they were gradually discontinued after the 
fall due to the move and the transition out of the 
design program. Participants in these programs 
showed the same positive change and mindset 
shifts that were evident in the Basic Training and 
Introduction to Design program in the first year, 
but at a slower rate due to a considerably lower 
frequency of attendance.

3. The Design Your Future program
The final three cohorts successfully completed 
the program and graduated, and many went on to 
internships and further education. (See Section 
VI for more details on the outcomes of DYF). 

4. MIT student-led workshop: January 2024
January 2024 saw the first MIT D-Lab student-led 
workshop in the Horizon Center since January 
2020. Six students led by D-Lab alum Caroline 
Morris facilitated a five-day workshop at the 
Horizon Center for 20 youth from Afghanistan, 
Sierra Leone, Palestine, Egypt, and Somalia called 
Designing Dreams. It used the design cycle as a 
path to identifying problems in their community, 
and coming up with solutions using artificial intel-
ligence (AI). 

Youth formed teams around issues including elec-
tricity, food and water, or health and environment; 
learned how to use AI to describe both problems 
and solutions; and went through the design pro-
cess to frame the problem and develop a solution. 
This was the same design process used through-
out the program, but focused on AI rather than 
physical building skills to devise a prototype solu-
tion. Through the workshop, youth learned the 
art of storytelling and how to leverage it to com-
municate problems they identified and solutions 
they developed.

Conclusion
It was fitting to end the year with a workshop led 
by D-Lab collaborators and students, as the cat-
alyst for beginning the program was a D-Lab-led 
workshop with students back in 2017. 

Although these workshops were far apart in time 
and style, the fundamentals were the same. In 
each workshop, the design cycle served to teach 
refugee youth life skills, build confidence and 
resilience, learn problem solving, develop per-
sistence, and work as a team.



MIT D-Lab Report to Faros & the Velux Foundations Design Education Program for Refugee Youth: 2019-2024

36

Entrance to the new Horizon Center near Victoria Square in Athens, which opened spring 2023. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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VI. Impact of the program on refugee youth: 
Theory of change and outcomes
The Horizon Center design program had three distinct periods with different expected outcomes and 
impacts on refugee youth.

PERIOD EXPECTED OUTCOMES IMPACTS

Year 1: The first year 
of the original design 
program, when the 
UAM crisis was at its 
highest point.

Original five expected out-
comes of the project

 » Youth are stabilized
 » Youth are connected to adult support and services
 » Youth regain confidence in themselves
 » Youth learn hard and soft skills
 » Youth begin to see a path forward

Years 2 and 3: The 
pandemic, with 
remote classes and 
hybrid learning

Strong focus on connecting 
with dispersed youth and 
keeping them engaged with a 
program

 » Staff maintain communication with youth during 
isolation

 » Youth stay connected to a learning program
 » Youth learn both hard and soft skills 

Years 4 and 5: Rede-
signing the program 
with  Design Your 
Future and Design 
Process Essentials.

New theory of change and 
the 10 new outcomes, some 
of which were specifically for 
Design for Social Impact and 
others including Employment 
and Integration

 » Youth develop soft and hard skills 
 » Youth learn to work in teams
 » Youth learn to develop a growth mindset
 » Youth regain confidence in themselves
 » Youth are prepared for the job market

A. Methodologies
Five main methodologies were used to evaluate 
the impact of the program on refugee youth at 
the Horizon Center. 

 » Focus groups: These were used throughout 
the program, after cohorts of youth completed 
different phases, to check how learning ob-
jectives were fulfilled, to assess the impact of 
modifications to the program, and with each 
cohort in the DYF program. Because having 
youth fill out written surveys presented chal-
lenges around veracity of information, the staff 
often used focus groups as a more reliable way 
to collect information or a means of triangulat-
ing it.

 » Surveys: There were two rounds of written sur-
veys used to evaluate learning. The first was in 
Year 1 for the original program and the second 
was in Years 4 and 5 with the DYF program. 

Using the written survey in Year 1 was espe-
cially challenging, although there were three 
iterations of the form, each one incorporating 
feedback to be more user-friendly and simpler. 
The youth experienced great difficulty with 
the concept, felt any criticism was discourte-
ous, consulted each other, copied each other’s 
replies, and were convinced that there was a 
right answer they had to find. 

The second application of written surveys in DYF 
was more successful, but some of the same issues 
persisted, albeit to a reduced degree. Spectrum 
mapping still seemed to be difficult for many par-
ticipants, and they appeared to overestimate their 
skill levels on the pre-surveys and be more realis-
tic on the post-survey. 

 » Individual interviews: These were carried out 
on a random basis (to ensure a general appli-
cation) with different groups during the entire 
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program to gauge response to classes, levels 
of satisfaction, how participants could articu-
late what they learned, and changes they saw 
in themselves. 

 » Observation and reflection: Design instructors 
met regularly to discuss what they observed in 
class, the progress of individual students, and 
the overall success and challenges of different 
iterations of the program. In 2022, the Horizon 
Center staff and Heewon Lee met for two 
weeks to carry out a comprehensive in-depth 
evaluation of the existing program, the chal-
lenges, successes, and considerations for the 
future (see Annex 6).

 » Completion of design projects: In all classes or 
phases of the design program, except for the 
Activity Classes, students are required to make 
a product that meets a basic set of standards 
to progress to the next phase of the program.

B. Outcomes at different stages of 
the design program
The first year of the design program: original the-
ory of change and outcomes:

1. Evaluation methodologies used
 » Observation
 » Focus groups
 » Individual interviews
 » Written survey
 » Completion of design projects

The staff conducted focus groups and individual 
interviews with students covering these themes:

 » How do they explain the design process? Can 
they apply it to other parts of their lives? How 
so?

 » What were the most important things they had 
learned?

Advance Design class students refining the design of the chair they designed and built at right. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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 » How did they feel about coming up with new 
ideas and brainstorming?

 » Did they feel that they could transform those 
ideas into solutions?

 » How did they feel about making mistakes?
 » How did they feel about giving and receiving 
feedback?

 » How did they feel about being at the Horizon 
Center?

 » What did they learn about working on a team? 
What do they like and not like about it?

 » Did the program change how they think? How 
so?

 » Has their idea about what they want to do in 
the future changed?

At the end of the first year, the challenges posed 
by the survey prompted D-Lab and Horizon 
Center staff to rely more heavily on staff observa-

tion of students, completion of coursework, and 
the responses to individual interviews and focus 
groups to collect information about the five ex-
pected outcomes of the original program.  

2. The five original outcomes of the de-
sign program
The overall goal was that the youth who attended 
the design program at the Horizon Center would: 

i. Learn how to use design to solve problems 
they encounter and see themselves as 
problem solvers
When asked in interviews and focus groups, 
the youth who were in levels 1, 2, and 3 of the 
Introduction to Design programs could describe 
the steps of the design process since they used 
it in each project and individuals could also eas-
ily highlight which stage of the design process, 
they liked best. Focus groups and interviews 
showed that approximately 60% of participants 

Design Thinking Empowers Refugee Student in Higher Education 

In early 2022, a graduate of the Advanced Design program at the Horizon Center 
achieved a significant milestone by gaining admission to one of Greece’s top universities. 
This student, now studying computer science, stands out as the sole refugee in his class 
year and initially faced intimidation due to his unique circumstances.

During a semester-long project in one of his computer science classes, the professor 
assigned students to form groups and identify an everyday problem that could be ad-
dressed through coding. Facing a challenge where his teammates lacked direction and 
began discussing disparate ideas, the student applied the design process he had mas-
tered at the Horizon Center.

Drawing on his training, he took the lead in guiding the team through problem definition, 
idea generation, testing, and, ultimately, the creation of an elegant solution. This proac-
tive approach not only resolved their initial confusion but also bolstered his confidence 
in the classroom.

Today, he stands out as one of the brightest students in his cohort, illustrating how design 
thinking not only enhances problem-solving skills, but also empowers individuals to thrive 
in new and challenging academic environments.
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in the Introduction to Design classes considered 
the design process as a path to problem solv-
ing and could offer examples of how they used 
it. The same number felt they could solve prob-
lems more easily because of the program, with 
several stipulating that they could not completely 
solve a complicated problem, but they could at 
least solve part of a problem. This was a signifi-
cant finding for a group that did not feel empow-
ered when they entered the program.

“I see the design process as a way I can 
solve other problems in my life.” Male 
participant

“I use the design process to help me 
work through problems at school.” Male 
participant

“We are getting help from different organi-
zations, but the homeless are not getting 
support; we want to help them with our 
design project, to give back to our commu-
nity.” Goal for a project as articulated by 
the Advanced Design class

Build skills that enable them to make 
products that they need or could develop as 
income-generating activities
To move into the Introduction to Design classes, 

the students had to be able to make a wooden 
box or phone stand in carpentry, use a computer 
to make a 3D-printed object, develop a function-
ing sketch model, sew a T-shirt or bag in tailoring, 
know how to take basic measurements, become 
familiar with using a computer, and learn basic 
electronics (simple electrical circuits, batteries, 
and soldering). They had to be able to use hand 
tools and one or two electrical tools in carpen-
try, as well as electric sewing machines, to gradu-
ate from basic skills to design classes. Once they 
graduated into Introduction to Design, they would 
develop and improve the basic skills needed for 
their specific project. By the end of the Advanced 
Design class, students were designing and build-
ing chairs, lamps, and other articles they could 
use or give to others, 

At all stages of the program, youths were eager to 
make things they could use, such as T-shirts, bags, 
lock boxes, phone stands, and chess pieces, or 
simple things they could sell to other boys, such 
as plastic action figures, or key chains made with 
3D printing. Making useful and tangible objects 
demonstrated their technical skills, but the pride 
and self-sufficiency they felt and articulated was 
equally important. In interviews and focus groups, 
all the students repeatedly talked about how 

Discovering a Passion: From Refugee to Aspiring Aerospace Engineer

After graduating from the Horizon Center program, a student resettled in Germany and 
discovered a deep passion for design. His aspiration is to become an aerospace engineer 
specializing in building airplane engines. Recognizing the need for guidance, he reached 
out to us seeking mentorship to navigate his journey.

We connected him with a seasoned mentor—a PhD graduate from MIT’s aerospace pro-
gram—who now mentors him monthly. This mentorship has provided invaluable insights 
and guidance as the student prepares to apply to MIT himself.

With a clear goal in mind, he is determined to pursue his dream of studying aerospace en-
gineering at MIT, driven by his newfound passion and the support of a dedicated mentor.
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proud they felt to know they could make some-
thing tangible and useful with their own hands.

“I would see my friends come back to the 
shelter and they would show me the things 
that they made, I wanted to try and make 
those things.” Male participant

“My friend dropped out and then he saw 
us coming back and showing all the things 
we made. He came back and asked if he 
could re-register.” Male participant

“I don’t have to worry I can make a shirt if I 
need one.” Male participant

“I feel confident making things.” Male 
participant

However, making things for income generation 
proved an unrealistic outcome for the Horizon 
Center program. Legal restrictions prevented 
the youths from making things to sell for steady 
income. One cohort did make two copies of a 
chair they designed and sold them to visitors for 
225 euros, which was a great success! A few boys 
also did a good trade in 3D keychains they made 
and sold to friends. However, Greek laws did not 
permit a nonprofit organization to produce goods 
for profit, and the prohibitions around refugee 
minors earning money were formidable barriers 

to making income generation a part of the pro-
gram. Although D-Lab and Faros initially thought 
income generation could be a programmatic out-
come, by the end of the first year, it was clear that 
this was not possible.

Develop technical and business skills to 
prepare them for employment
This was envisioned as an outcome for the latter 
years of the program, not the first year. In Years 4 
and 5, The DYF program focused on the develop-
ment of these skills and preparation for employ-
ment (see section 3 below on DYF, Outcomes in 
Design for Social Impact).

Realize and demonstrate their potential and 
capacity as capable and skilled youth
Through observation, interviews, and focus 
groups, staff saw that most of the youth, be-
tween 70% and 75%, noticeably increased their 
self-confidence as they moved from the Activity 
Classes through the completion of Basic Skills 
into Introduction to Design. In the Activity Classes, 
most youth did not want to present their work, and 
few wanted to speak up in front of others. By the 
time they completed a few Basic Training mod-
ules, almost all youth were confident in speaking 
in front of others and presenting their work. By 

Achieving Independent Living: From Refugee to Hotel Employee

A participant in the Design Your Future program has successfully transitioned to inde-
pendent living despite turning 19 and no longer receiving government or refugee organi-
zation support. Through the program’s efforts, he secured a job placement at a hotel in 
Athens.

Employed now, he has attained financial stability and is diligently saving towards his goal 
of pursuing higher education. This job not only supports his immediate needs, but also 
empowers him to plan for a brighter future.

His journey exemplifies the program’s effectiveness in facilitating self-sufficiency and em-
powering refugee youth to achieve their educational and personal aspirations.
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the time they got to Introduction to Design, they 
were willing to request feedback on their work 
from peers. Presenting in front of others was a 
new skill that they highly valued. Once they had 
completed three to four Basic Training modules, 
all of the youth in interviews and focus groups-
expressed an elevated level of positivity around 
their ability to learn new skills. They highly valued 
knowing that they could learn something new. 
Once in the Introduction to Design class, the boys 
expressed strong confidence that they could 
learn new things, even if they admittedly found 
them difficult.

“This makes me more confident and feel 
better in myself in front of other people.” 
Male participant

“This makes me more confident I can do 
things; I feel I can speak up in front of 
other people even if I don’t know them.” 
Male participant

“I like making new things, I feel I can help 
my community.” Male participant

“Oh, ok, I do it again, until it is right.” Male 
participant

The Horizon Center policy was that those youth 
who finished any task or project first should help 
the others to complete theirs, and it was consis-
tently observed that helping others built their 
confidence. Approximately a quarter of the youth 
in the Activity Classes or Basic Training would 
express some level of frustration or anger at 
themselves when they were trying to learn spe-
cific skills in the beginning stages of the program. 
However, repetition, support from other boys, pa-
tience of the staff, and the ability to work at their 
own pace visibly helped them overcome frustra-
tion, and a high percentage of the boys persisted 
through their difficulties in mastering the skills in 
each module.

Attrition in the program did not occur because 

students were frustrated, but rather because 
some would leave to travel to Western Europe. 

Find a bridge to recover their identity and 
build their self-confidence so that they can 
improve their lives
Enhanced confidence showed up in other behav-
ior changes. From interviews and focus groups in 
the first year, almost all (more than 80% of the 
youth) highly valued working in teams. Their abil-
ity to work well in teams, to cooperate and collab-
orate with each other, increased noticeably the 
longer they stayed in the program. Giving and 
receiving feedback is part of each round of the 
design cycle, and youth learned to both do it re-
spectfully and value it as they moved through the 
program. An even higher percentage (over 90%) 
highlighted the importance of the Horizon Center 
as a place to make friends. They expressed a 
sense of belonging and support there.  

At the beginning of the program, in focus groups 
with MIT students, several boys articulated the 
importance of not being seen as “just a refu-
gee.” That label had a negative connotation for 
them, and they wanted people to see them as 

“something more.” While the boys were in Basic 
Training, many talked about being tailors, carpen-
ters, or electricians. These were familiar and re-
assuring occupations that they regarded as pro-
viding reliable income. Once they graduated into 
the second or third level of Introduction to Design, 
there was a noticeable change. Over 50% of the 
boys in levels 2 and 3 of Introduction to Design ar-
ticulated new hopes for their future: they aspired 
to finish high school and go on to college to study 
science, design, engineering, or computers. 

“I didn’t know much before but now I feel I 
am a scientist!” Male participant

“I like helping and mentoring the others 
when I know something.” Male participant

Faros provided a range of services including food, 
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psychological help, shelter, and connected youth 
with legal assistance and health services. The pro-
gram became a doorway for youth to access other 
supports. Engaging youth in the design program 
was the primary goal but just bringing them in the 
door could help them solve ever-present existen-
tial problems and broaden their access to help 
and support. Staff were highly dedicated, and 
not only instructed youth but listened to them, 
showed care, provided material aid from the cen-
ter and connected them to services. Youth fre-
quently mentioned in the individual interviews 
how staff members helped them get health care, 
connected them to legal aid or helped them find 
a place to stay. This helped the youth rebuild 
trusting relationships with adults that were as im-
portant to their stabilization process as the con-
crete assistance.

“I feel safe at the Horizon Center.” Male 
participant

3. The pandemic: Year 2 outcomes
There were two separate stages of the program 
during the pandemic: the initial lockdown stage, 
where isolation was the major challenge, and the 
year and a half of shutdowns, reduced access, re-
mote training, and limited hybrid classes.  

During the first stage, the primary desired out-
come was to maintain contact with the youth 
through devices, engaging them in activities as 
often as possible so that they had some kind of 
reference point in isolation. The initial shutdown 
immediately cut youth off from steady access to 
food, relationships, and a whole range of support 
including access to data and phone charging. For 
many of them, there was no place to “be.” This 
significantly increased their vulnerability, espe-
cially for the 40% of UAMs, who were not in shel-
ters but in camps, detention centers, or highly 
risky situations. 

MIT D-Lab’s Heewon Lee providing remote instruction for refugee youth in the Design Your Future program. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab



MIT D-Lab Report to Faros & the Velux Foundations Design Education Program for Refugee Youth: 2019-2024

44

It was not possible to do surveys, focus groups, or 
interviews during the first year of the pandemic. 
The clearest indicator of success in the program 
throughout the pandemic was simply whether 
youth participated remotely. If they were inter-
ested and engaged, they would show up. If they 
were not, they didn’t. Horizon Center staff and 
D-Lab support were endlessly creative in their 
determination to develop viable ways to keep a 
core of youth engaged in the first months of the 
pandemic. 

The second stage of the programmatic response 
to the pandemic was dominated by the virtual 
and hybrid classes through the Toolbox pro-
gram. Again, this was a case where participants 
voted with their feet. Either youth in the shelters 
attended the program remotely or they opted 
not to. A total of 145 youth in shelters and SIMS 
participated consistently in the first year of the 
Toolbox program with a 90% participation rate 
and 169 participated in the second year. It was 
their interest and enthusiasm that motivated shel-
ter administrators to reach out to Faros for the 
Toolbox program.

4. Design Your Future: Outcomes for 
design or social impact

Evaluation methodologies used
 » Observation
 » Focus groups
 » Individual interviews
 » Written survey
 » Completion of design projects

As explained earlier, in 2021, the Horizon Center 
staff and D-Lab reworked the theory of change 
and developed ten new outcomes, 6 of which are 
relevant to Part 1 of DYF, Design for Social Impact. 
Horizon Center staff held individual interviews 
or focus groups, both for the first four cohorts, 
and supplemented these with written surveys. 

By the time the fifth DYF cohort ended, there 
was only one Design instructor as the program 
was winding down, and that negatively affected 
documentation. As stated previously, there were 
some of the same problems existed with identi-
cal answers and issues with the spectrum map-
ping, which raised some concerns about veracity 
of information in the written surveys, so the data 
was triangulated with the information collected 
in focus groups, individual interviews, and staff 
observation. 

Outcomes for Design for Social Impact
1. Comprehend and apply problem identification 
and solving methodologies in real-world situa-
tions 
In written surveys, on a scale of 1-10, over 65% of 
the participants moved from a value of below 5 in 
seeing problems more as challenges, to a value of 
8 and above in seeing them as opportunities. In 
focus groups and interviews, the DYF participants 
clearly articulated that they felt they learned to 
identify and solve problems though the course. 
Over 70% of youth in DYF understood the design 
process as a problem-solving process that helped 
them get to a solution. In the words of one stu-
dent from the first DYF cohort,

“In Design for our Future, they helped us 
to learn teamwork and to be able to face 
problems through the solutions we can 
provide.” Female participant

When DYF participants were asked if they just 
went out to do something to help the homeless, 
would they get the same quality of product with-
out using the design process, they said:

“No because we don’t have any plan and 
without the design process…we don’t have 
anything. We don’t have the [necessary] 
information, and we don’t know how to do 
it.”  Female participant

“When we use this process, we find some 
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solution, we can’t find the whole [Solution], 
we find some solution and we make some 
things for the homeless. We managed to 
make something with this process.” Male 
Participant

“The design process is affecting my life. I 
noticed that when I have many things 
where I mess up, what I have to do for ex-
ample in one month, I put them in an order, 
so that is how it impacted my daily life.” 
Male participant

2. Understand the methods required to effec-
tively generate ideas and cultivate the genera-
tion of ideas in others
Students in each cohort had to learn and use di-
verse types of ideation and brainstorming build 
off each other’s ideas, and finally work together 
to organize ideas and choose the best one. The 
instructors saw that each team spontaneously 
experimented with separate ways of generating 
ideas and choosing the best one. For example, in 
the first DYF cohort, the staff made the following 
notes on how each of the three teams completed 
the ideation and sketch modeling process in di-
verse ways:

 » Team 1 worked very closely together from 
the beginning and produced two very similar 
sketch models. Team collaboration and con-
sensus was achieved throughout the process.

 » Team 2 took a more individual approach. Each 
team member ideated and created four differ-
ent sketch models and then combined them.

 » Team 3 split into two sub-teams and worked 
relatively independently from one another, 
producing two very different sketch models. 
This team relied heavily on the Pugh Chart 
process to finally come to an agreement over 
their final idea.

In focus groups, staff asked the participants, “You 
did research online for ideas for solutions, but 
then we did the ‘Imagine’ [brainstorming] stage. 

How do you think that helps you develop the solu-
tion as a team? Do you think it helps you design 
something different than something you might 
find online, or not?”

Participants responded:

“It would be difficult to create something …
if we didn’t have [the] imagine [stage]. My 
idea and (X’s) idea is not the same. It will 
be difficult to make something because 
we will have many ideas and we can’t se-
lect one because I will come with my idea, 
(X) will come with his idea, and another 
student. It will be difficult. We need to 
make ideas together and choose.” Male 
participant

“Yes, because if we don’t have the ideation, 
we don’t know what we have to make. It is 
so important.” Male participant

“The most helpful of the Horizon Center 
was the discussion. Asking questions, get-
ting answers, and making team work to-
gether. You know, brainstorming and 
thinking a lot about what the important 
thing was. You will get a lot [of ideas]. You 
know when we were doing this program, 
we were making a lot of brainstorming to 
get some ideas, which makes you grow 
in your mind. That was a very important 
thing.” Male participant

3. Develop many of the hallmarks of a growth 
mindset, including:

 » Active learning and the belief that their skills 
and abilities can be further developed

Responses to this question showed an almost 
complete overlap with the written survey results 
and information collected from interviews and fo-
cus groups. Participants were strongly in agree-
ment that they were active learners, and after the 
program ended, they could continue to learn new 
skills and develop their abilities. 
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“I just thank you because we learn some-
thing new and we didn’t know anything, we 
didn’t know tailoring, PowerPoint and now 
we know so many things and we know how 
to make some plans, even in life.” Female 
participant

 » An appreciation for learning from failure

This seemed to be a difficult issue, because for 
many of them it meant moving from the strongly 
held belief that mistakes are negative and not al-
lowed, to understanding they could learn from 
failure. From the written surveys, approximately 
60% of participants moved from below a value of 
5 (which were categorized as “never” to “seldom”) 
on a scale of 1-10 towards values between 5 and 
10 which were categorized as between “some-
times” and “always”. The written surveys showed 
that the majority felt that they could sometimes 
learn from failure, with the preponderance in 
the middle of the scale, or “sometimes.” Quotes 
from the focus groups and interviews show some 
stronger appreciation and more nuance around 
this concept. 

“I used to get so upset when I made mis-
takes, I would get so angry at myself, now 
I try to see it different.” Female participant

“Yes, sometimes you are going to make mis-
takes, but you keep trying. I try that now.” 
Male participant

“I remember before when I play [soccer], 
I didn’t like to take a penalty. When we 
talk about failing and the penalty, I’m not 
happy, I will lose every time when we have 
penalty, but now, it’s good now, I take the 
penalty. If you’re afraid, you can’t do any-
thing. You must fight.” Female participant

 » An appreciation of process over outcome
Surveys showed that students made less prog-
ress on moving towards appreciating process over 
outcome, with a median of 5 out of 10 across all 
cohorts. It is not clear if they fully understood the 
questions, as many students answered the same 
on both the pre- and post-surveys. Information 
from interviews and focus groups demonstrated 
a higher level of understanding the question than 
the surveys, but participants did not demonstra-

A young refugee girl creating a circuit board for an LED flashlight in an Introduction to Electronics unit of the Basic Training program. Photo: 
Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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bly articulate this conclusion, and they were still 
quite focused on outcome. 

 » Perseverance when confronted with chal-
lenges and a determination to discover a 
solution
“I was learning how to imagine my goal 
and build my goal and these things are 
very valuable to me.” Female participant

“This was my first time in a team, learning 
teamwork helps me in everything, it helps 
me in studies, I used to just study alone 
but now I understand how important it is 
to work and study in a team, it helps me 
more.” Male participant

In written surveys and focus groups, students put 
a high value on working as a team being the best 
way to persevere through difficulties and arrive 
at a solution. In the focus groups, over 70% of 
the participants identified working together as a 
team as the most helpful way to persevere, and 
in the surveys, they placed the highest value on 
teamwork.

4. Understand, through experience, how to posi-
tively contribute to teams, by knowing: 

 » The dynamic nature of roles in a team and the 
importance of fostering inclusiveness

 » The importance of asking questions, actively 
listening, and providing constructive feedback

 » The importance of communicating produc-
tively with others, or presenting ideas publicly

 » Appropriate initiative-taking and basic leader-
ship qualities

 » How conflicts can arise in teams and ap-
proaches to resolve them

 » The importance of time management
In the survey questions, the strongest focus was 
on team-building, working in teams, and the value 
of a diverse team. On the written surveys, over 
90% percent of the respondents moved into the 

8-10 range (out of 1-10) from the pre-surveys, to 
show their high appreciation for working in teams. 
These responses demonstrated their recognition 
of the high value not only of team work, but also 
the importance of teams made up of diverse peo-
ple with distinct kinds of ideas. The quotes below 
from the interviews and focus groups show sev-
eral aspects people valued about teamwork, in-
cluding the importance of working through differ-
ences. Most students clarified that they had never 
worked in teams like this previously. 

“Every person has different ideas, but we 
can help each other make decisions. We 
can make mistakes by ourselves. But in a 
team if I do something wrong, someone 
can tell me, ‘See if you do this it will not be 
a positive outcome.’ We discuss and then 
we can make something better because 
some people have better ideas.” Male 
participant.

“Teamwork helps me do things easy and 
fast.” Female participant

“Teamwork is important because every-
one has different ideas and it will help you 
learn things from someone, not only in the 
project you are doing but in everything.” 
Male participant

“We learned how to work as a team 
through difficulties and in a short time as 
well.”  Female participant

“My experience in the classes was that 
we could collaborate in a group with any-
one from any country and any language, 
and more importantly, we could think of 
and help people who are financially low.” 
Female participant

When asked in interviews and focus groups 
about how they felt about presenting or speaking 
in public, all respondents affirmed that the pro-
gram helped them significantly improve in this 
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area. In focus group discussions, approximately 
80% of participants felt they moved from being 
shy or uncertain to feeling comfortable speaking 
in front of others. This same group felt they had 
improved their communication skills with people 
they did not know. 

“I know how to approach people, to talk 
with new people.” Male participant

5. Develop basic competency in a range 
of essential technical skills for confi-
dently approaching further vocational 
training, leading to employment
Indicators for this outcome are performance 
based. Both Design Process Essentials students 
and DYF students must demonstrate that they 
can make things through tailoring, 3D printing, 
carpentry, etc., and meet basic standards of profi-
ciency before they can move to the next program 
phase. Several of the DYF students emphasized 
how they enjoyed learning to make things and 
noted how it might help them in their future. 

“I learned new things in this course, and 
I did not know how to sew at all, but I 
learned to sew.” Female participant 

“I learned woodworking, how to make 
something with wood, and the last week 
with tailoring machine to make clothing. 
And before I didn’t know how to speak as 
much but now, I know.” Male participant

“I have learned a lot in this program. The 
computer, 3D printing. I didn’t know it 
when I came here. I learned a lot about 
the 3D printing that we have here and the 
woodworking. It was the first time that I 
did [them]. I didn’t do it in my home country. 
It was my first time using my hands to do 
something and make something, using the 
computer with 3D printing. Yes, I learned a 
lot in this program.” Male participant

6. Have a foundational proficiency in the 
use of digital tools such as:

 » Word processing apps/software
 » Spreadsheet apps/software
 » Digital communication, collaboration, and pro-
ductivity apps/software

 » Visual storytelling and video editing apps/
software

Along with these tools, participants will develop 
an understanding of the internet as a useful re-
search tool and learn to identify reliable sources 
of information.

In focus groups, testimonials, and interviews, stu-
dents were keen on the importance of learning 
computer skills. In the pre-surveys, it seemed 
like many students overestimated their abilities 
in computer skills, especially in Microsoft Word, 
PowerPoint, and Excel, before they took the pro-
gram. Over 50% of them were not used to us-
ing Google as a search engine. Most of them 
were more familiar with social platforms such as 
WhatsApp and Facebook. 

In written surveys at the end of the program, over 
60% of the students identified themselves as be-
ing in the middle of the 1-10 scale for proficiency, 
rating themselves as “somewhat comfortable,” 
while about 14% were below 5 (“not very comfort-
able”) and the rest (26%) were distributed evenly 
across the 6–10 point range (“pretty comfort-
able” to “very comfortable”). Most students, ap-
proximately 75%, fell within the 5-7 point range, 
from “somewhat comfortable” to “pretty comfort-
able.” It is significant that some students rated 
their knowledge a little higher or the same on 
the pre-survey than on the post-survey, despite 
reporting that they learned new computer skills. 
In the focus groups, several students explained 
that once in the Horizon Center program, they 
learned that the computer programs were more 
complex than they originally thought. All con-
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curred they would like more computer training 
and saw it as essential for further education.

7. Have knowledge of emerging technol-
ogies, their current uses, and potential 
future applications
The written surveys demonstrated that over 75% 
of the DYF students felt that by the end of their 
course, they had knowledge of emerging technol-
ogies. In the focus groups. there was more discus-
sion of how they had learned to see the value of 
emerging technologies, how they saw that having 
a positive impact on their life, and the importance 
of learning about and embracing recent technol-
ogies to improve life outcomes.

8. Develop empathy
Although empathy was not one of the articulated 
outcomes in the new Theory of Change, all the 
respondents in the focus groups and interviews 
talked about how the Design for Social Impact 
project changed their thinking about others and 
gave them a sense of empowerment about mak-

ing positive change. From the responses, this ap-
pears to be one of the most transformative as-
pects of the DYF program, especially for the first 
cohorts who chose helping the homeless as their 
social change project.

“The most exciting thing was to help the 
homeless people and meet their needs. It 
was a wonderful project.” Male participant

“I felt that I have gained more empathy, like 
as someone who has lived in Greece for 
some time. When we go outside, hang out 
with friends, we see homeless, but we don’t 
really think of how they live and what they 
go through every day. So, in this process 
that we went and thought about homeless, 
we wrote down things and the next day 
for example, we went outside and some of 
us talked with them. I feel like I’ve gained 
more empathy towards the homeless and 
don’t really think of them as drug addicts 
but more like people with hardships.” Male 
participant

Lamps and speakers designed by refugee youth in the Introduction to Design class. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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“I always wanted to help people who re-
ally needed it, but I did not know how. 
But with your help I was able to do it and 
I am very happy that I was finally able to 
do something and help people.” Female 
participant

“I have really learned a lot from the expe-
rience and knowledge of refugees and 
homeless people and how to help them.” 
Male participant

“In the future if I go back to my home-
land or in another place, I will try to make 
this program to help others and to teach.” 
Male participant

In the focus groups and interviews, DYF students 
returned repeatedly to this issue. They felt they 
were able “to stand in their [the homeless peo-
ple’s] shoes.” They clearly articulated both the 

change this made in their own attitudes and the 
pride it gave them to do something positive for 
others. They understood that they could not 
make assumptions about the homeless, but that 
they had to talk to them and learn about their 
needs. These responses provide a valuable les-
son about the transformative power generated 
by engaging youth in the kinds of projects where 
they become of aware of and reach out to peo-
ple in need. Participants moved from feeling that 
they were people who needed help to becoming 
people capable of helping others.

C. Reflections on outcomes
Both the original and revised outcomes of the 
program, which have to do with behavior change 
and acquiring technical skills, can be grouped in 
the following five categories:

1. Learning to be problem solvers through 
the design process

2. Learning technical skills to make useful ob-
jects, including:
 » Computer skills
 » New technologies

3. Learning technical and business skills to 
prepare them for employment

4. Developing a growth mindset, including:
 » Enhanced confidence and ability to 
demonstrate potential

 » Active learning 
 » Learning from failure 
 » Prioritizing process over outcome
 » Perseverance

5. Learning to work in a team

The information collected through evaluations 
shows that the program had great success in 
achieving these outcomes. Participants could 
articulate the outcomes in their own words and 

Teaching refugee youth from a Red Cross shelter to create story 
boards and stop motion videos. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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demonstrate their understanding of the soft skills 
and how they impacted their lives. This project 
aimed to incorporate a transformational aspect 
and this information shows that the design pro-
gram achieved that for many of the youth in soft 
skills areas that Faros and D-Lab had identified 
as important: enhancing their confidence, help-
ing them become problem solvers, building re-
silience and persistence, teamwork, speaking in 
public, and strengthening their belief in their abil-
ity to learn new things. These are all consistent 
with the outcomes in other parts of the world 
where D-Lab does trainings in participatory de-
sign, particularly in Creative Capacity Building 
(CCB). Participants across these diverse situa-
tions reported very similar outcomes: enhanced 
confidence, persistence and resilience, ability 
to problem solve, technical skills to make things, 
mindset shifts, enhanced learning, and ability to 
give and receive feedback.3 

The one area of soft skills in the revised set of 
outcomes with no clear indication of progress is 
around two specific aspects of the growth mind-
sets: an appreciation of process over outcomes, 

and of learning from failure. In another iteration 
of Design Your Future, work could include how to 
better teach and improve outcomes around these 
aspects.

All participants clearly indicated they valued the 
technical skills, and those in DYF indicated they 
wanted more practice in computer skills. These 
skills are important in the job market, and in an-
other iteration of the program, it would be good 
to explore how much additional practice and sup-
port is needed to better master them. For D-Lab, 
this program again demonstrates the importance 
of teaching soft and hard skills together as part of 
a design process. Allowing the youth to practice 
soft skills as they work together to produce some-
thing concrete seems to be an excellent peda-
gogy for developing life skills. 

Comments and reflections from the refugee 
youth consistently make it clear that it is these 
mindset shifts that enable them to see themselves 
differently in relation to the world around them.

MIT D-Lab’s Martha Thompson and D-Lab students in Athens together after completing the first of two workshops with refugee youth in August 
2019. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab

3. Ahimbisibwe, L., Baracaldo, L., Pearson, G., and Tanner, L. (2022) 
Building Social Cohesion through Local Innovation Systems in South 
Sudan, Local Innovation Ecosystem in South Sudan. The Research 
People. London, UK.
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A weekly Activity Class at a Red Cross shelter in Athens as part of the remote Toolbox program in February 2022. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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The following are key learnings that Faros and 
D-Lab drew from the program on the method-
ology, the process, and discrete elements of the 
program. (For a more complete list, see Annex 
6 from the two-week evaluation workshop that 
the Horizon Center team and Heewon Lee com-
pleted at the Horizon Center in 2022.)

A. Participatory design combined 
with training in practical skills can 
be a transformational process to 
build the confidence and skills of 
refugee youth 
Learning the design process consistently proved 
to be transformational for a significant number of 
youths going through the program even if they 
did not complete the entire set of classes. This 
was most apparent in the first year of the program 
and in the Design Your Future project.

 » Using the design process as a program frame-
work with refugee youth worked very well as 
an approach to engage disaffected youth and 
bring them into a more stable situation.

 » The combination of tangible and intangible 
skills in the program is unique and promoted 
creativity, agency, and enhanced confidence in 
the youth.

 » Deliberately weaving life skills (getting and 
receiving feedback, resilience, perseverance, 
teamwork) into the sessions on teaching the 
design process was an excellent way for youth 
to learn life skills in a practical application. 

B. Target beneficiaries
During the project, it became clear that there 
were two distinct populations among refugee 
youth and UAMs, and it was necessary to have a 
two-pronged approach to respond to both: those 
youth who were in transition through Greece and 
those who had no other option but to stay.  

Faros and D-Lab did not really distinguish be-
tween the two populations at the beginning of the 
program because, like most NGOs working with 
youth in Greece, no one really understood that in 
2019 and 2012, most of the UAMs in Greece saw 
it as a way station. Having such a transitory pop-
ulation was challenging. The fact that youth were 
traveling with traffickers and human smugglers 
meant that they would not divulge that they were 
leaving or when they left: they just disappeared. 
In the early part of the program, this meant that 
there were no cohort groups graduating and go-
ing on to jobs in Greece.

In the last two years of the program, when the 
context had changed and there was a group com-
mitted to staying longer in Greece, it made sense 
to develop a more targeted program for them, 
DYF, while retaining a more general program, 
Design Process Essentials. The DYF program ran 
for one and a half years. It is clear from the eval-
uations that the curriculum delivered; it provided 
important skills to the cohorts they didn’t get in 
other places. They went through mindset shifts, 
gained confidence, and learned skills valued in 
the labor force. However, many other factors af-
fected whether they would get a job as a result 
of DYF. It would be necessary to have at least one 
more year of follow-up and support in this pro-
gram to figure out whether and how the program 
translates into jobs or higher education for the 
youth involved, and what additional kinds of sup-
port may be needed.

C. Stability – what did it mean?
When Faros and D-Lab envisioned helping the ref-
ugee youth and UAMs stabilize, the understand-
ing was that it meant going through a six-month 
program, learning technical skills, and graduating 
out to some kind of job or further schooling in 
Greece. This was seen as a successful outcome. 

VII. Key learnings
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But this was not the case. In the first year, few 
youths stayed around for six months. Students 
who completed both parts of DYF and moved on 
to internships or jobs seemed to follow that blue-
print for a trajectory towards stabilization, but it 
is still not clear as to what the final results of that 
program were in terms of employment.

After five years collecting data from interviews, 
focus groups, and surveys, as well as staff obser-
vations, it seems clear that the original idea of sta-
bilization did not fit the aspirations of the youth in 
the beginning of the program (although the DYF 
cohorts are much closer to achieving this original 
vision).

The crux of the issue may be how we define what 
contributes to stabilization. It seems that Faros 
and D-Lab underestimated how effective and 
important the soft skills in the program were in 
terms of stabilization for all the youth who par-
ticipated, even for a limited time. The behavior 
changes, mindset shifts, and renewed confidence 
that participants bring up consistently in all the 
data obviously contributed to helping them feel 
more stable in their situations. 

The Horizon Center was a place where they felt 
they belonged, could find friends, could work 
with others, and discovered their ability to learn 
new skills and think differently about themselves. 
For many, it seemed to open their minds to the 
idea that there were paths forward for them out 
there. For many of the youth, although this did 
not translate to a job in Greece, these mindset 
shifts would serve them in other parts of their 
lives, wherever they landed. Faros and D-Lab at-
tributes importance to these soft skills from the 
very beginning which is consistent with outcomes 
in all CCB programs. However, the responses of 
the participants give additional credence to the 
importance of these skills in stabilizing them in 
precarious and challenging environments, where 
they had lost some confidence, and felt vulnera-

ble, even if their experience is much shorter and 
more fleeting than was originally envisioned.

D. Maintaining curricular integrity 
in a challenging context
D-Lab and Horizon Center staff had to constantly 
balance the requirements of a cohesive sequen-
tial program containing substantial content with 
the realities of a transitory adolescent population, 
many of whom had experienced trauma and were 
facing difficulties in fulfilling their basic needs. 
They had to try to set rules for students to prog-
ress through the program, but also allow partic-
ipants enough flexibility to remain, even when 
they couldn’t always follow the rules. Instructors 
were always trying to balance quality of the pro-
gram with flexibility to maintain engagement.

After the pandemic, youth were enthusiastic to re-
turn to the Horizon Center in person. At the end 
of Year 3 and during Year 4, the Horizon Center 
staff employed student mentors, opened mixed- 
gender classes, and re-aligned design projects 
to implement the in-person program. This clearly 
improved student outcomes in DYF. However, in 
Year 5 it became clear that the Design Process 
Essentials program was not achieving the ele-
vated level of vibrancy that had been evident in 
the Basic Training courses in Year 1. The context 
had changed, and post-pandemic challenges per-
sisted in the Design Process Essentials program, 
resulting in low commitment from many students. 
The difficulties of combining different age groups 
in cohorts caused some problems with collabo-
ration. The competing demands for participants’ 
time meant that youth came much less frequently 
to the center. Instead of coming three to five days 
a week, as they did in Year 1, they often came one 
afternoon per week which had a significant im-
pact on the outcomes. There were limited oppor-
tunities for interaction among cohorts, and stu-
dents did not easily bond in teams as they had 
before. Lower frequency of attendance meant 
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that students took longer to learn skills and fin-
ish their projects. In contrast, the DYF program 
had a highly motivated and slightly older group 
of youths with clear goals, it was much easier to 
maintain curricular integrity, even though this 
group also struggled with competing demands 
on their time. 

E. Certification and accreditation
The accreditation/certification process has not 
been resolved satisfactorily. The Horizon Center 
certificates given to youth when they complete 
a course have proven to be of some limited use. 
Youth have reported that certificates were use-
ful in the asylum process because they showed 
youth were involved in an educational program. 
Since the Horizon Center was not on track to get 
accredited as a vocational, technical, or ICT train-
ing center, students skills’ did not translate into 
formal accreditation. A formal certificate might 
have been an incentive for some refugee youth 
to remain in Greece, (although this was not re-
searched or verified). D-Lab and Horizon Center 
also underestimated the time, energy, challenges, 
and resources needed to apply for and receive 

formal accreditation or a comparable alternative 
for the Horizon Center participants.

F. The Toolbox and Toolkit program
This program was a highly creative and relevant 
response to the pandemic that demonstrated re-
markable dedication to continuing the program. 
This successful project was highly valued by other 
NGOs and helped them understand the value of 
the Horizon Center Design Program. It proved to 
be an excellent way to expand the programmatic 
reach to new groups of refugee youth that might 
not have heard of the program and provided 
many of them with an educational and creative 
outlet when no other was available. 

The Toolbox program is an unforeseen output of 
this project. It is now a standalone programmatic 
component with a curriculum, lists for necessary 
equipment and materials, and instruction guides. 
It has great potential for replication and imple-
mentation in remote learning programs for youth. 
Successful replication, however, would depend 
on having sufficient staff resources and strong 
commitment from on-site partners.

G. Design Your Future program
The Design Your Future program was successful, 
enabling youth to acquire a variety of life skills, 
practical skills and job readiness training not avail-
able elsewhere. Linking DYF graduates to em-
ployment opportunities will continue to be chal-
lenging given the economic climate in Greece 
and the team needed more time to hone and im-
prove this process. The small numbers in the pro-
gram allowed the youth to work through some 
of their challenges in behavior, distrust, and lack 
of support that would not have been possible in 
larger programs. This program requires a high in-
vestment of time and resources but based on the 
evaluations, it provides essential focused support 
that youth really need but are not getting in other 
venues. 

Student in the tailoring class as part of Basic Training. Photo: Courtesy 
MIT D-Lab
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A toolkit distributed to Horizon Center youth that contained safe tools and materials for them to take home and utilize for activities during the 
height of the Covid-19 pandemic. Photo: Courtesy MIT D-Lab
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Faros and D-Lab’s original vision for a design 
and vocational training program was a linear one. 
They envisioned that they would engage UAMs 
and refugee youth who would move through the 
entire program in sequence, and graduate co-
horts of students every six to nine months, ready 
for future training, employment, or education. 

Instead, the dramatic changes in the situation of 
refugee youth and the global pandemic divided 
the project into three discrete time periods, with 
distinct results for each. Rather than operate as a 
conveyor belt, the program functioned more like 
a map for three groups of youth, each beginning 
their journey from a different starting point with 
a distinct kind of map drawn up for their naviga-
tion needs. 

Year 1: Responding to the crisis 
In the first year, the program was highly success-
ful at engaging a significant number of vulnera-
ble UAMs and refugee youth in the design and 
vocational training program. That year, the pro-
gram connected 242 UAMs and refugee youth to 
services, provided them with a safe space, taught 
them both the design process and technical skills 
to make useful objects, and, throughout the pro-
gram, helped them rebuild their confidence, en-
hance their creativity, and develop skills in team-
work, resilience, and perseverance. Making things 
by hand proved very therapeutic for these young 
refugees.

With the goal of trying to intervene positively in 
the lives of many as possible, the program cast 
a wide net and was open to all vulnerable youth 
who expressed interest. Repeatedly, in interviews 
and focus groups, participants highlighted the 
transformative aspect of engaging in the pro-
gramming, noting how it changed the ways they 
thought and acted. 

However, in this year, the program did not grad-
uate defined cohorts of boys every six months 
to move on to vocational school, jobs, or school. 
No cohorts graduated that year. Since most of 
the refugee youth were passing through Greece, 
only a small group were moving towards the 
Advanced Design class when the pandemic shut 
the program down. This group demonstrated the 
changes mentioned above to a significant degree, 
but they did not remain in Greece to complete 
the classes offered. While there was consistency 
in the kinds of changes youths went through in 
the program, the degree to which those changes 
were assimilated is hard to know since so many 
did not stay in Greece to finish, limiting their ex-
perience of the program. However, in interviews 
and focus groups with boys in Basic Training 
courses, fairly early on in the program, responses 
indicated that they gained some or all of the fol-
lowing: confidence, new concepts of their poten-
tial, problem solving, resilience, practical skills, 
and teamwork, even with limited exposure.

It seems that many of the desired changes the 
program sought to have on behavior and mind-
sets wasn’t dependent on the youths finishing the 
entire program, but its not possible to know the 
extent or depth of impact. There was no compa-
rable program in Athens like this for the refugee 
youth in 2019, no program that supported them 
on a path of sequential trainings, building their 
capacities and skills, providing a range of other 
services and existential support, or a highly val-
ued space to make friends and build a social net-
work. What seems apparent is tha,t for vulnerable 
youth in precarious situations, this kind of pro-
gram can have a significant impact. This argues 
that the impacts on behavior and mindsets were 
the main outcomes of this kind of program, more 
than employment or education.

VIII. Conclusion
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Years 2 and 3: The pandemic
The program had two different kinds of impact 
during the pandemic. For a varying core group 
of youth from the original Horizon Center, the 
set of virtual activities that Horizon Center staff 
and D-Lab quicky put together over Facebook 
and WhatsApp was a lifeline of connection and 
engagement for refugee youth in the first four 
to five months of the pandemic. The program’s 
content was relatively simple and determined by 
the medium, but its value was the connection be-
tween the youth and people they trusted, who 
could support them and give them hope during 
those months of uncertainty and isolation.

As restrictions eased, the goal for the next year 
and a half was to engage refugee youth, mostly 
UAMs in shelters and slightly older youth in 
semi-independent living situations (SILS), keep-
ing them involved in learning and ensuring they 
were tethered to some kind of educational pro-
cess. These youth were not in the same types of 
crises as they had been in 2019, they were all in 
shelters or supported living situations, but many 
were not yet in school, had lost interest, or their 
schooling was continually interrupted by lock-
downs. Through virtual and hybrid modules, 
Horizon Center staff led the Toolbox program for 
314 youth in 11 shelters for a year and a half. For 
these youth, it provided mental stimulation, expo-
sure to new content, confidence in learning, dis-
covery of new abilities, acquisition of some tech-
nical skills, and a connection with learning. The 
fact that the majority of new youth enrolling in 
the Horizon Center after the pandemic came out 
of the Toolbox program is a clear measure of the 
success of Toolbox in achieving its aims.

Years 4 and 5: The new post-
pandemic Horizon Center program
After the pandemic, the basic skills classes were 
reorganized with more design content and con-

verted into Design Process Essentials, a set of 
four- to six-week courses. Over a year and a half, 
212 youth completed them. This program did not 
achieve the vibrancy and high-level impact of 
the first year for a number of reasons. Youth had 
many more support options in 2023 and 2024, 
and were on track to finish public school. While 
youth still learned and developed soft skills to 
varying extents, they did not need the program in 
the same way or have the same commitment to it 
as those in the first year. It seems that the original 
design program had higher value for vulnerable 
youth in a more precarious situation.

However, this was not the case for the 81 youth 
who went through the Design Your Future pro-
gram. This new program was built on the original 
vision of bringing youth in, putting them through 
the program to ready them for employment and 
education, and sending them out. The program-
matic goal was to prepare participants for the job 
market and equip them with the skills needed in 
the modern workplace. Five cohorts completed 
the two-part program, Design for Social Impact 
and Employment and Integration, so it was easier 
to measure the impact on participants. This pe-
riod of the program was aimed at a very specific 
population in comparison to the other two peri-
ods. The participants had to be highly motivated, 
possess English and Greek language skills, and 
have asylum cards. Although many experienced 
some or all of the challenges of the first target 
group, they were in a stable situation with some 
resources by the time they arrived in this program. 

The portion of the DYF program for which D-Lab 
was responsible, Design for Social Impact, clearly 
met the desired outcomes for these cohorts. 
Participants consistently articulated shifts in their 
mindsets and enhanced confidence, and demon-
strated improved technical skills (although some 
needed more work in this), abilities in problem 
solving, success working in teams, perseverance, 
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and resilience, and felt they were active learners. 
One of the strongest outcomes of this program 
was the empathy participants developed for the 
homeless and the empowerment they felt in help-
ing others through their design project. The out-
comes in terms of behavior change and acquisi-
tion of skills were met. Several of the students 
went on to internships, jobs, and further educa-
tion but the program ended before it was possi-
ble to monitor employment and educational out-
comes over the subsequent year. 

This report, outlining the outcomes and the re-
sults achieved, marks the end of the project for 
MIT D-Lab, Faros, and Velux Foundations. But 
this is not the end of the project’s outcomes for 
the youth who were changed by it. There were 
tangible results: 819 youth went through the 
Horizon Center programs. Six different sets of 

curricula were developed and 12 Horizon Center 
staff were trained as design instructors. Many 
lamps, chairs, and other products were designed 
and built. Hundreds of youths learned basic skills 
in tailoring, carpentry, 3D printing, electrical cir-
cuitry, and computers. 

Beyond these quantifiable results, the intangible 
impact of the program on the lives of the youth 
who participated will continue to unfold beyond 
our capacity to observe and monitor. For those 
youth who gained a new belief in their potential, 
those who feel they can learn anything they put 
their minds to, and those now willing to persevere 
through failure, we don’t yet know what they will 
do or how this will shape their lives. The three sto-
ries of participants included in this report give us 
real confidence that those youth whose lives were 
deeply impacted by this program will go far. 

Youth participant creating a sketch model in a workshop run by MIT D-Lab students, January 2024. Photo: Courtesty MIT D-Lab
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Annex 1: MIT News Article
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Annex 2: Horizon Center Design Program Pre-Survey - Sample Pages
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Annex 2: Horizon Center Design Program Pre-Survey - Sample Pages
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Annex 2: Horizon Center Design Program Pre-Survey - Sample Pages
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Annex 3: Design Program Roadmap
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Annex 4: Activities Co-Created by Faros and RISD Students

Heewon Lee taught two different courses at the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) between 2019 and 
2023: MIT Studio, and Humanitarian Innovation Design. During those years, as part of their coursework, RISD 
students developed 19 different design activities under Heewon’s tutelage with the guidance of the Horizon 
Center staff. These were implemented through Horizon Center’s virtual training, The Toolbox program, as 
part of the sessions delivered in 11 different shelters for unaccompanied minors during the pandemic. Some of 
these were later adapted for the Activities program in the drop-in center.

1. Collaborative Maze Making: In this activity, students learn about teamwork and the basic design process 
(Learn, Imagine, Create, Test) through maze design. Students work in teams to create their own mazes, with 
each team member contributing their ideas. The goal is to create a maze that is challenging but not impossible 
to solve. Through this activity, students learn about the importance of teamwork, communication, and collab-
oration in the design process.

2. Inventor Card Game: This activity is designed to teach rapid idea generation and communication skills 
through a card game. The game involves drawing cards that contain different prompts, such as "design a tool 
for gardening" or "create a new type of transportation." Players then have a limited amount of time to come up 
with an idea and present it to the group. Through this activity, students learn to think creatively and express 
their ideas clearly and succinctly.

3. Looking Card: In this activity, students learn about the basics of how colour and materials can trigger dif-
ferent emotional responses that can be applied to design. The activity uses a custom-designed Instagram fil-
ter for the refugee youth to use their phones to capture assorted colors and materials then share with their 
classmates. Through this activity, students learn how to use color and materials to evoke specific emotions in 
their designs.

4. Land of adVentuRe: This activity involves a virtual reality (VR) experience and construction activity. Students 
use new technology to comprehend and apply problem identification and solving methodologies in real-world 
situations. Through this activity, students learn about emerging technologies and how they can use them to 
solve problems.

5. Animal Mixing: In this activity, students learn how to use the design process (Learn, Imagine, Create, Test) 
to design their own animal character and make it into an animation. Through this activity, students learn about 
the importance of iteration and testing in the design process.

6. Let’s Get it! Factory! This activity involves a higher level of teamwork and physical prototyping through-
out the activity. Students work in teams to design and build a prototype of a product, such as a toy or a piece 
of furniture. Through this activity, students learn about the importance of collaboration, communication, and 
physical prototyping in the design process.

7. Launch the Ball: In this activity, students design a ball-launching tool out of limited materials and build a 
model to test it and shoot a ball into a goal. Through this activity, students learn about the ideation process, 
modeling skills, testing, and reiterating the design process.

8. Cardboard Chair: In this activity, students learn the basic properties of materials and techniques to design 
a cardboard chair. Through this activity, students learn about the importance of sustainability and using mate-
rials in a creative way.

9. Better Chopstick: This design challenge is for new students to experience the design process and how to 
work in teams. Students design a better chopstick, considering aspects such as functionality, aesthetics, and 
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sustainability. Through this activity, students learn about the importance of empathy, problem identification, 
and iteration in the design process.

10. Strong Wind: This design challenge is for new students to experience the design process and how to work 
in teams. Students design a wind turbine that can generate energy in strong winds. Through this activity, stu-
dents learn about the importance of renewable energy and designing for the environment.

11. I am the Star: In this activity, students use videography techniques and technology to create their own 
emojis for WhatsApp. Students learn about several types of emotions and express them using green screen 
technology to capture themselves and turn them into emojis they can use. Through this activity, students learn 
about the importance of self-expression and using technology creatively.

12. Horizon Center Magic School: In this activity, students at the Horizon Center learn how to perform and 
create magic tricks, which they can showcase in front of an audience. The goal of the activity is to help students 
develop their interpersonal skills, build confidence, and improve their public speaking abilities.

13. AR Shoes: This activity is designed for students at the Horizon Center (Greece) and involves designing a 
pair of shoes based on a specific design constraint, such as for rainy days or hiking. Using the AR Canvas App, 
students can bring their shoe designs to life and try on their own and other designs.

14. Empathy Design: This design activity involves students at the Horizon Center working in pairs to design ei-
ther a pair of headphones or a piece of jewelery for their partner. Students ask questions to understand their 
partner's design preferences, and then create a design for them. The design is imported into an AI image gen-
erator that generates variations of the design, and the partner chooses their favourite.

15. AI Can Show Us the World: This activity is designed for drop-in center students and aims to improve lan-
guage acquisition skills and provide better systems for ideating. Utilizing technology such as QR codes and AI 
imagery generators, students collaborate and share ideas without relying on verbal instruction. Through the 
activity, students gain exposure to various elements of design and have fun while doing so.

16. Critical Thought and Conversation: This activity encourages idea generation through multiple-choice 
questions, aiming to provoke critical thought and conversation. The activity utilizes Google's translation tech-
nology and a custom digital drawing interface to help students overcome language barriers. Students justify 
their design choices and gain confidence in their ability to generate creative solutions to emotional, physical, 
and social design problems. This activity lays the foundation for successful design practice.

17. MINI SYNTH: This activity has an accompanying web app called MINI SYNTH, a beginner-friendly music 
composition tool. The app simplifies music creation and aims to break language barriers. The activities that ac-
company the app teach basic music theory and help convey emotions through music.

18. AI Drawing Tool: This activity is about teaching students to use Midjourney, an AI drawing tool, through a 
mode of combining creative design challenges using themed cards. The activity has a regular and advanced 
version and aims to show how AI tools can amplify personal work efficiency and make previously difficult pro-
fessions more accessible.

19. NFC Button Pins: This activity instructs students about the programming and design of NFC (Near Field 
Communication) tags while creating personalized button pins. Students learn about the capabilities of NFC 
tags and how to program them, and they can take home their NFC-tagged button pins as a tangible result of 
the activity.
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Annex 5: RISD News Article
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Annex 6: LESSONS LEARNED TOWARDS DESIGNING A COMPREHENSIVE 
CURRICULUM FOR THE NEW HORIZON CENTER

During March and April 2023, Heewon Lee and the Horizon Center staff engaged in a two-week-long delib-
eration to reflect on the lessons learned from the Horizon Center spanning from 2019 to the present. The ob-
jective of this discussion was to assess successful aspects, identify encountered challenges, and determine key 
considerations for further enhancing the current program. By thoroughly examining these matters, they were 
able to pinpoint crucial categories that significantly contribute to the program's success. Each category has 
been organized around successful aspects, challenges, and key considerations. (Martha Thompson edited this 
document for the Annex.)

1. Program/Class Learning Outcome and Goals
The Horizon Center has dedicated extensive time and collaboration to develop explicit learning outcomes and 
goals for its program and classes. However, challenges have arisen, including a lack of clarity among students 
regarding their learning objectives and occasional lapses in emphasizing these objectives during instruction. 
To address these challenges, effective communication of learning outcomes to students is crucial, ensuring 
their understanding and appreciation of the purpose behind their attendance. Equipping staff members with 
a comprehensive understanding of the learning outcomes for each class and emphasizing these objectives 
during instruction is essential. Additionally, implementing a robust assessment framework allows for accurate 
measurement of student progress and necessary adjustments to facilitate individual growth. By addressing 
these challenges and considering key aspects, the Horizon Center aims to enhance learning outcomes and 
goals, creating a vibrant learning environment for its students.

Successes

• The Horizon Center has meticulously developed learning outcomes through an extensive collaborative ef-
fort spanning several months.

• We have formulated explicit learning outcomes and goals for every activity we have designed, and they 
are thoroughly documented.

Challenges

• The students at the Horizon Center are experiencing a lack of clarity regarding their learning objectives. It 
is crucial for the staff to provide comprehensive information about the content and purpose of each class 
and the overall program.

• Although we have well-defined learning outcomes and goals for our classes, the instructors occasionally 
fail to effectively emphasize these objectives during their teaching. It is imperative that instructors are fully 
aware of the learning outcomes for each class they teach and possess the ability to highlight these objec-
tives appropriately. Additionally, depending on the students' current progress, the learning outcomes may 
need to be adjusted accordingly.

Key considerations

• How can we effectively communicate the learning outcomes and goals to our students, ensuring their un-
derstanding and appreciation of the purpose behind their attendance at the Horizon Center?

• How can we ensure that every staff member possesses a comprehensive understanding of the learning 
outcomes associated with each class they teach and is equipped to emphasize these objectives during 
their instructional sessions?
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• How can we accurately assess the progress of each student across all classes and make necessary adjust-
ments to the learning outcomes to facilitate their individual growth?

2. Design Process: Learn-Imagine-Create-Test
The design process (Learn-Imagine-Create-Test) has been successfully integrated into activities and programs 
at the Horizon Center, enabling refugee youth to learn and apply it to their projects. Design instructors profi-
ciently teach the process, emphasizing hands-on activities and practical application. Challenges include ensur-
ing students' comprehension of the design process, showcasing real-life examples of its application, and bridg-
ing the integration phase of the DYF program with the design process. Key considerations involve creating 
prime examples that effectively demonstrate the design process, refining the curriculum to create a seamless 
learning experience, and exploring ways to apply the design process in the integration program. By address-
ing these considerations, the Horizon Center aims to enhance students' understanding and application of the 
design process, fostering their problem-solving and creative abilities.

Successes

• The design process (Learn-Imagine-Create-Test) has been successfully integrated into most of our activ-
ities and programs at the Horizon Center, enabling refugee youth to learn and apply the design process 
to their projects.

• Each phase of the design program delves into the design process at varying depths, allowing refugee 
youth to grasp the intricacies of the process.

• Our design instructors at the Horizon Center are proficient and confident in teaching the design process 
to the students.

• The design process heavily emphasizes hands-on activities, prioritizing "doing" over lectures. This ap-
proach enhances refugee youths’ understanding of the process through active engagement.

• In addition to learning the design process, our design activities and projects also incorporate various life 
skills, such as teamwork, communication, creativity, and conflict resolution, further reinforcing these skills 
through hands-on projects.

Challenges

• Some refugee students find it challenging to comprehend how the design process works in the creation of 
a project. To address this, we need to develop prime example projects that effectively demonstrate how 
the design process is utilized in project development.

• It is important to showcase examples of how the design process can be applied in the daily lives of refugee 
youth. Illustrating how these principles can be used to solve problems and create opportunities is crucial.

• The integration phase of the DYF program, focused on job training, sometimes feels disconnected from 
the design process that students have been learning. We need to find ways to bridge these programs more 
effectively, such as by using the design process to facilitate goal-setting within the Integration Program.

Key considerations

• What types of prime examples should we create to effectively demonstrate and explain how the design 
process is used to identify problems and develop solutions? Would examples like the charcoal briquette 
press used in MIT D-Lab's CCB be relevant and relatable to the refugee youth?
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• How can we refine the curriculum of the DYF Integration Program to ensure that similar teachings bridge 
over from the DYF Design Program, creating a cohesive and seamless learning experience for the students?

3. Program/Class Duration
The Horizon Center has implemented program adjustments to cater specifically to the needs of refugee stu-
dents, considering their average length of stay in Greece, which is approximately three months. Advanced 
programs are tailored for individuals intending to settle in Greece, providing comprehensive training in cre-
ative problem-solving and job skills. However, challenges arise regarding communication of program duration, 
project time frames, varying class durations, and program efficiency. Clear communication of program dura-
tion and modifications to align projects with class time frames are crucial. Considerations include evaluating 
sufficient time for learning outcomes, balancing quantity and quality of students, and streamlining program 
phases. By addressing these challenges and considerations, the Horizon Center aims to optimize the program 
duration, offering a quality educational experience that supports refugee students' integration and equips 
them for success.

Successes

• The Horizon Center has implemented program adjustments to specifically cater to the needs of refugee 
students.

• The duration of our program is based on the average length of stay for refugee youth in Greece, which is 
approximately three months.

• Advanced programs are tailored for individuals who have been residing in Greece for a longer duration 
and intend to settle there.

• Many refugee youth have expressed a desire to remain in Greece due to improved language skills, school 
attendance, cultural understanding, and community ties.

• To facilitate the integration of these students into Greek society and the job market, the Horizon Center 
extends its program to provide comprehensive training in creative problem-solving and job skills.

Challenges

• Some students at the Horizon Center are uncertain about the duration of their enrollment in the program. 
It is essential for the staff to clearly communicate the number of classes required for program completion.

• Certain projects within our curriculum are exceeding their ideal time frames. We must design projects that 
align with different learning levels, allowing students to complete them within the designated time frame.

• Depending on the student group, we occasionally assign varying durations to individual classes. It is nec-
essary to determine appropriate time allocations for each class, considering that some students may find 
an hour too long, while others may find it too short.

• We have observed that having an excessive number of program phases at the Horizon Center does not 
yield optimal results. We should explore strategies to streamline or consolidate certain components of our 
existing programs.

Key considerations

• How can we effectively communicate the program duration to our students at the Horizon Center, ensur-
ing they understand the number of classes required for program completion?
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• How can we modify our design projects to align with the number of classes students need to take, en-
abling them to complete the projects within the designated time frame?

• Considering that some students only attend once a week, is this sufficient time for them to achieve the in-
tended learning outcomes and successfully finish their projects?

• Are we prioritizing the quantity of students over the quality of their educational experience, or vice versa?

4. Language
Language at the Horizon Center presents both successful practices and challenges. The hands-on approach 
and use of visual materials reduce reliance on translators and overcome language barriers. Offering Greek and 
English classes attracts new students who recognize the value of learning these languages. However, mixing 
students with different language skills can lead to loss of non-English-speaking students. The changing de-
mographic of students poses challenges in effective communication. While language classes are attractive, 
the Horizon Center is not certified for language instruction, and other institutions specialize in teaching lan-
guages. Key considerations involve determining which language courses to offer, hiring certified instructors 
if integrated into core programs, defining eligibility criteria, and integrating language curriculum with design 
programs. By addressing these considerations, the Horizon Center aims to optimize language instruction and 
enhance students' language skills in alignment with their educational and professional goals.

Successes

• The hands-on approach of the design activities and projects reduces the reliance on translators in the 
classroom, as the students can understand what they need to do through visual cues and demonstrations.

• The use of visual materials and low-literacy-friendly designs facilitates better understanding among stu-
dents, overcoming language barriers.

• Offering Greek and English classes attracts new students to the Horizon Center, as many refugee youth 
recognize the value of learning these languages, depending on their plans for the future.

• Having instructors who can speak some of the languages spoken by the refugee students is advantageous 
in facilitating communication and understanding.

Challenges

• Mixing students who have strong English language skills with those who do not may lead to the loss of 
non-English-speaking students who struggle to keep up.

• The changing demographic of refugee students, particularly from North African countries, presents lan-
guage challenges in effectively communicating with them during classes.

• While language classes are attractive to students, the Horizon Center is not a certified institute for lan-
guage instruction, and there are other certified institutions that focus on teaching languages.

Key Considerations

• Determining which language courses to offer (Greek, English, or both) requires careful consideration and 
assessment of student needs and preferences.

• If language classes are integrated into the core programs, hiring certified instructors proficient in teaching 
the chosen languages becomes necessary.
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• Defining the eligibility criteria for students allowed to participate in language classes, such as limiting it to 
Design Your Future (DYF) students, helps maintain focus and allocate resources effectively.

• Exploring ways to integrate the language curriculum with the design program, such as teaching English 
vocabulary related to design tools during English classes, can enhance students' understanding and appli-
cation of design concepts.

5. Differentiated Instruction
Implementing differentiated instruction at the Horizon Center has yielded successful outcomes by adapting 
teaching materials to cater to different learning levels and designing specialized curriculum for specific student 
groups. However, challenges arise when mixing students with varying learning levels, leading to an unfavor-
able learning environment and disrupting program schedules. Key considerations involve developing a simple 
assessment tool to effectively group students based on their learning levels at the beginning of the program 
and utilizing activity classes as a means of conducting assessments to identify key skills. By addressing these 
considerations, the Horizon Center aims to create a more tailored and effective learning experience for refu-
gee students.

Successes

• Adapting teaching materials based on the learning levels and dynamics of student groups has proven 
effective.

• Designing curriculum specifically for certain student groups has resulted in longer program engagement.

Challenges:

• Mixing students with different learning levels can create an unfavorable learning environment for refugee 
students.

• Constantly adapting to individual student needs disrupts the program schedule and can lead to a lack of 
stability for the refugee students.

• Determining the learning level of each student from the beginning without prior knowledge can be 
challenging.

Key considerations

• To address the issue of mixed learning levels, we need to develop a simple assessment tool that allows us 
to group students effectively at the beginning of the program.

• Activity Classes can serve as a means of conducting simple assessments by instructors. We need to iden-
tify the key soft and hard skills we want to assess in order to implement this approach effectively.

6. Student Dynamics: Mindsets, Relationships, and Commitment
The dynamics of student mindsets, relationships, and commitment at the Horizon Center have led to success-
ful outcomes, including close relationships, therapeutic experiences, positive behavior changes, confidence- 
building, and collaborative learning. Clear program structures, student mentors, mixed-gender classes, and 
aligned projects have contributed to student commitment and mindset shifts. Challenges include low commit-
ment, age differences hindering collaboration, disruptions from new students, limited opportunities for inter-
action among cohorts, and insufficient class frequency for effective learning. Key considerations involve find-
ing a balance in class sizes, determining class capacities, fostering broader student connections, developing 
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a clear program structure, reassessing class attendance frequency, and providing guidelines for staff to build 
positive relationships. By addressing these considerations, the Horizon Center aims to enhance student dy-
namics, foster commitment, and create an inclusive and supportive environment for refugee students.

Successes

• Small groups of students foster close relationships and enable deeper learning experiences.

• Engaging in hands-on activities and creating things by themselves provides a therapeutic experience for 
the refugee students, boosting their self-esteem.

• Acceptance of the Horizon Center culture (welcoming, working together, open-minded, fun, sense of be-
longing, etc.) leads to positive transformations in student behavior.

• Having refugee students serve as mentors or teaching assistants enhances their confidence and works 
well.

• Mixing gender in classes, despite cultural norms, has been successful in promoting collaboration and learn-
ing among refugee students.

• Students who come to the Horizon Center of their own volition demonstrate higher commitment and lon-
ger-term engagement.

• Clear program structures facilitate student commitment.

• Adjusting class compositions based on learning paces helps ensure effective learning experiences.

• A welcoming space and positive relationships with staff contribute to a supportive environment that en-
courages student commitment.

• Introducing projects (e.g., Social Impact Design projects where they focus on helping the homeless in 
Athens) aligned with student interests boosts their commitment and fosters mindset and relationship 
changes.

• Studio classes are implemented as a valuable addition to the regular curriculum at the Horizon Center. By 
offering students an open workspace to collaborate with their peers, work on projects, and seek guidance 
from instructors, the center promotes increased attendance and active participation. This extended time 
allocation enables students to enhance their comprehension of the subject matter, foster closer connec-
tions with their classmates, and dedicate more energy to their projects.

Challenges

• Low student commitment disrupts classes and hampers the learning experience for others.

• Mixing groups with significant age differences hinders collaboration and learning.

• Students missing classes in project-based courses pose challenges in catching up and maintaining team 
dynamics.

• New students joining ongoing classes can cause disruptions.

• Cohorts moving together to different phases of the design program limit opportunities for students to 
meet and interact with other refugee students.

• The current practice of having refugee youth attend the program only once a week is insufficient for ef-
fective learning, building relationships, and fostering commitment. This limited frequency has resulted in 



MIT D-Lab Report to Faros & the Velux Foundations Design Education Program for Refugee Youth: 2019-2024

76

a significant number of new students leaving the program. Recognizing this challenge, it is essential to 
reevaluate the scheduling to provide increased opportunities for learning, relationship-building, and sus-
tained engagement.

Key considerations

• Finding a balance between smaller class sizes, which facilitate better learning experiences, and the num-
ber of students accepted into the program requires careful consideration.

• Determining the capacity for each class in the new Horizon Center, considering factors such as activity 
class size, basic training, essentials class, and DYF, helps ensure optimal class compositions.

• Creating opportunities for small groups of students to interact with other Horizon Center students is im-
portant to foster broader connections.

• Developing a clear program structure that outlines student activities, accomplishments, and progress can 
enhance student commitment and understanding of their journey within the program.

• The limited number of classes attended per week by refugee youth leads to reduced commitment and 
fewer learning opportunities. It is crucial to thoroughly reassess the frequency of their attendance in both 
regular classes and studio sessions. By reevaluating the number of days students are expected to partici-
pate, we can provide them with increased commitment and a more extensive learning experience.

• Establishing guidelines for staff, including new staff members, on building positive relationships with refu-
gee students helps maintain a supportive and inclusive environment.

7. Activity Classes
Activity classes at the Horizon Center have been successful in promoting team building, integrating new refu-
gee students, and teaching essential soft skills. The simplicity and accessibility of the materials allow anyone to 
effectively engage students, while following the design process provides a step-by-step approach. The align-
ment with learning outcomes ensures coherence in the program, and mixing students of different levels fosters 
collaborative learning. Challenges include students initially struggling to grasp the purpose of activity classes 
and maintaining the interest of those who perceive them as too easy. Key considerations involve emphasizing 
the value of activity classes, refining materials for alignment and optimization, utilizing them as pre-assess-
ments, providing training for activity class leaders, and exploring opportunities for sharing materials with other 
organizations. By addressing these considerations, the Horizon Center aims to enhance the impact of activity 
classes and provide a strong foundation for students' learning journey.

Successes

• Activity classes have proven successful in promoting team building and helping new refugee students feel 
comfortable and integrated into the Horizon Center program.

• The simplicity and accessibility of the activity class materials have allowed anyone, regardless of prior de-
sign knowledge, to effectively teach and engage students.

• By following the design process in activity classes, students gain an understanding of the step-by-step ap-
proach that will be further developed in subsequent program phases.

• Activity classes have provided a platform for teaching and developing essential soft skills, such as team-
work and communication, which are valuable for the refugee youths’ personal and professional growth.
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• The connection between activity class materials and the Horizon Center's learning outcomes ensures 
alignment and reinforces the program's objectives.

• Incorporating a mix of current and new students in activity class teams has fostered collaborative learning, 
with experienced students guiding and supporting newcomers while valuing their input and ideas.

• The availability of different learning level materials in activity classes caters to the diverse capabilities and 
needs of the students.

• Reflection sessions at the end of activity classes have facilitated meaningful discussions about students' 
learnings, fostering a deeper understanding of the design process and its application.

Challenges

• Some students may initially struggle to grasp the purpose of activity classes, as they focus on shorter de-
sign challenges that do not result in finished products.

• Sustaining the interest of students who perceive activity classes as too easy and not beneficial to their de-
velopment poses a challenge in maintaining their engagement with the Horizon Center program.

• Assessing the readiness and dynamics of new students before presenting them with activity class materi-
als can be challenging, particularly if instructors have limited interaction with them.

Key considerations

• Emphasizing the value of activity classes to new students is crucial to maintain their interest and ensure 
they understand the foundational role these classes play in their learning journey.

• Reviewing and refining the existing bundle of activity class materials should be prioritized to reinforce the 
alignment with learning outcomes and optimize the learning experience.

• Activity classes can serve as effective pre-assessments, providing valuable insights into students' language 
levels, teamwork abilities, communication skills, creativity, and practical aptitude. This information can in-
form the formation of cohesive and productive student groups for subsequent design classes.

• Providing training and support for leaders in activity class teams will enhance their facilitation skills and 
enable them to effectively guide and engage students.

• Exploring opportunities to share activity class materials with other organizations focused on refugee youth 
can amplify the impact of the Horizon Center program and benefit a broader audience.

8. Design Your Future Program
The Design Your Future (DYF) program at the Horizon Center has emerged as a successful flagship program, 
combining design education and integration-focused job training. It features a well-defined curriculum, explicit 
learning outcomes, and projects focused on Social Impact Design. Students develop a transformative mindset 
by addressing real-world problems and engaging with local organizations. However, challenges include identi-
fying eligible students, language proficiency barriers, limited class availability for beginners, and difficulties in 
securing full-time positions for graduates. Key considerations involve evaluating the entry criteria, prioritizing 
the DYF program, facilitating job opportunities or internships, and establishing effective procedures for hiring 
program graduates as interns or volunteers. By addressing these challenges and considerations, the Horizon 
Center aims to enhance the DYF program's impact and support the career aspirations of refugee youth.
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Successes

• Design Your Future (DYF) currently stands as the flagship program at the Horizon Center.

• Students appreciate this class for its unique blend of design education (creative problem-solving) and in-
tegration-focused job training.

• The program boasts a well-defined curriculum, duration, and explicit learning outcomes and goals.

• Participation in the class requires students to meet minimum criteria, ensuring that classes comprise indi-
viduals with similar learning levels and commitment to the program.

• The design projects within DYF concentrate on Social Impact Design, addressing real-world problems in 
collaboration with local organizations.

• By tackling community issues and presenting self-designed solutions, students develop a transformative 
mindset, realizing their potential as creative problem solvers capable of effecting change and making an 
impact in their community.

• Learning experiences outside the classroom, such as engaging with stakeholders and conducting inter-
views, deepen student immersion in their projects. Field trips, whether related or unrelated to their proj-
ects, broaden their perspectives.

• Organizing career days featuring previous students sharing their learning experiences and showcasing 
their jobs inspires current students. Additionally, inviting professionals from fields of interest to students 
helps them gain insights into those industries.

Challenges

• Identifying students who meet the criteria to participate in the DYF program can be a challenge.

• Students with limited English proficiency may struggle to keep up with the class.

• Depending on each DYF cohort, some students attend classes 2-3 times a week, which reduces the num-
ber of classes available to beginner-level students.

• Despite graduating from the DYF program, many students have faced difficulties securing full-time posi-
tions with local partners who have signed MOUs with the Horizon Center. Most companies seek full-time 
employees, while students prefer part-time positions to balance work and school commitments.

• There is a need to provide clearer explanations on labor rights and how the labor market functions within 
the DYF program.

Key considerations

• Should we maintain the current criteria for the DYF program, or should we consider lowering the entry re-
quirements to allow more students to participate?

• Given the substantial focus and resources allocated to the DYF program, should we continue to prioritize 
it over other programs?

• How can we facilitate job opportunities or internships for refugee youth who have successfully com-
pleted the DYF program? If job placements are challenging, are there alternative means of support we 
can provide?

• We aim to maintain the practice of hiring interns and volunteers from among the Horizon Center program 
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graduates. What is the most effective approach to accomplish this, and what qualifications and procedures 
should be followed?

9. Horizon Center Toolkit & Toolbox
The Horizon Center successfully collaborated with local refugee youth organizations through the Toolkit & 
Toolbox initiative during the pandemic, extending support to a larger number of refugee youth and raising 
awareness of the center within the humanitarian sector in Greece. Challenges include the time and effort 
required for class preparation and the capacity of partner organizations to effectively deliver activities. Key 
considerations involve the continuation and expansion of the Toolkit & Toolbox program, potential transfer of 
knowledge and resources to other organizations as an open-source solution, and the feasibility of creating ed-
ucation packages for distribution to other humanitarian crisis locations. By addressing these considerations, 
the Horizon Center aims to sustain and potentially replicate the success of the Toolkit & Toolbox program, ben-
efiting a broader range of beneficiaries and organizations.

Successful

• The Horizon Center successfully collaborated with numerous local refugee youth organizations, such as 
Red Cross and IOM, during the pandemic to extend support to a larger number of refugee youth.

• The Toolkit & Toolbox initiative facilitated the establishment of relationships with multiple local refugee 
youth organizations, raising awareness of the Horizon Center within the humanitarian sector in Greece.

• The Toolkit & Toolbox program has proven effective in reaching out to refugee youth who may not have 
the means to physically attend the center, allowing them to enroll in our classes remotely.

Challenges

• The preparation of classes for the Toolkit & Toolbox program requires a significant amount of time and 
effort from Horizon Center design instructors and staff. Similarly, partnering organizations need to invest 
effort in preparing their students to participate.

• During the pandemic, teaching activities to refugee youth solely through conference calls or in-person 
sessions presented challenges. Although attempts were made to train partner organization staff on deliv-
ering activities, many lacked the capacity and incentive to effectively learn and teach them.

Key considerations

• Should we continue to explore and expand the Toolkit and Toolbox program? Given its value in reaching 
out to beneficiaries and organizations, continuing this program seems beneficial. However, it requires ded-
icated staff, both full-time instructors and support personnel, to run online and in-person classes for other 
beneficiaries.

• If we lack the capacity and financial support to sustain the program, can we transfer the knowledge and 
resources of the Toolkit & Toolbox program to other humanitarian organizations as an open-source solu-
tion for their own programs?

• Is it feasible to create Toolkit & Toolbox education packages that can be distributed to humanitarian crisis 
locations or organizations? While this would require financial support, it could enable the replication of 
our successful model with the assistance of a full-time staff dedicated to designing and teaching these kits.
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10. Certificates
Certificates at the Horizon Center have proven useful for refugee youth when applying for asylum cards and 
serve as motivation for program participation. However, the lack of official recognition by government author-
ities, other EU countries, and certified organizations diminishes their value compared to certified certificates. 
Reviewers may struggle to understand the content and significance of Horizon Center certificates due to in-
sufficient information. 

Key considerations involve exploring ways to make the certificates more official and recognized, establishing 
connections with organizations offering internationally recognized certificates, awarding certificates upon pro-
gression in the program, incorporating additional information desired by reviewers, and assessing the feasibil-
ity of having certified instructors to guide students towards obtaining official certificates. 

By addressing these considerations, the Horizon Center aims to enhance the value and usefulness of certifi-
cates for refugee students, providing them with valuable credentials for their future endeavors.

Successes

• Certificates (hard copy) from the Horizon Center are useful for refugee youth when applying for their asy-
lum cards, providing motivation for them to participate in the program.

• Providing digital copies of certificates upon request helps prevent loss or damage.

• Documenting the types of classes and skills learned before issuing certificates ensures clarity for the 
students.

Challenges

• The certificates provided by the Horizon Center are not officially recognized by the Greek government, 
other European Union countries, or certified organizations, diminishing their value compared to certified 
certificates.

• Reviewers such as immigration officers, lawyers, and teachers may have difficulty understanding the con-
tent and significance of the Horizon Center certificates due to insufficient information.

Key considerations

• Exploring ways to make the Horizon Center certificates more official and recognized would increase their 
usefulness for refugee youth.

• Establishing connections with organizations that offer internationally recognized and certified certificates 
could provide refugee students with additional opportunities to acquire valuable credentials.

• Considering the option of awarding certificates to students when they progress to different phases of the 
design program would account for the short duration of many students' stays in Greece.

• Identifying the additional information that immigration officers, lawyers, social workers, and teachers 
would like to see on the Horizon Center certificates would help them gain a better understanding of the 
students' accomplishments.

• We should assess the feasibility of having certified instructors in the Horizon Center program, such as cer-
tified coding or language teachers, who can guide and prepare refugee students to obtain official certifi-
cates that hold value for their future.
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Conclusion: Achievements in Empowering Refugee Youth Through Design
The Horizon Center Design Program has achieved remarkable milestones through its dedicated efforts and 
collaborations over the past two years, from June 2021 to June 2023. Despite the unprecedented challenges 
posed by the Covid-19 pandemic and government restrictions, the program not only adapted but thrived in its 
mission to empower refugee youth in Greece, leaving a lasting impact on their lives.

In response to the limitations imposed by the pandemic, the program swiftly transitioned to a blended learning 
approach, combining online and in-person activities to ensure continuity in education and skill-building. While 
online programs were implemented, the program team also organized in-person classes at partner NGOs, pri-
oritizing the safety and well-being of participants. This flexibility and commitment to finding alternative solu-
tions enabled the program to continue reaching out to refugee youth even during uncertain times.

Through strategic partnerships with local NGOs like the Red Cross and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), the Horizon Center program expanded its reach and established stronger connections 
within the community. By collaborating with these organizations, the program effectively reached a broader 
audience, enabling more refugee youth to benefit from the empowering opportunities it provided.

The program's comprehensive curriculum catered to individuals with varying levels of design knowledge and 
skills. The Tool Box courses, Activity Class courses, and Design Process Essential courses offered a wide range 
of learning opportunities, covering diverse areas such as problem-solving methodologies, transferable skills, 
and technical training in fields like CAD & 3D printing, woodworking, tailoring, technical drawing, and electron-
ics. By tailoring the courses to different proficiency levels, the program ensured that participants could engage 
at their own pace and build a strong foundation in design.

The flagship initiative, the Design Your Future (DYF) program, was developed and improved during this pe-
riod. The program's curriculum combined design education with job training and integration-focused services, 
offering a holistic approach to preparing refugee youth for employment and successful integration into Greek 
society. The Design for Social Impact and Integration Course equipped students with creative problem-solv-
ing mindsets, technical skills, and a deep understanding of the design process. Simultaneously, the Integration 
Services component focused on job market readiness and supporting students in their journey towards be-
coming productive members of society. Through strategic partnerships with Greek businesses, the program 
facilitated job placements for graduates, fostering economic independence and self-sustainability.

The Horizon Center program's collaboration with Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) students brought valu-
able expertise and fresh perspectives to the program. Co-creation of 19 new design activities by RISD students 
and Horizon Center design instructors enhanced the program's hands-on learning experiences. These activ-
ities not only incorporated emerging technologies but also focused on critical areas such as teamwork, idea 
generation, color theory, and virtual reality. This collaboration enriched the program's learning outcomes and 
ensured its alignment with the needs and aspirations of the refugee youth.
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