
Hi, Jessica. Thanks for meeting me today. Before we get to the 
main questions I would just like to know more about you and your time 
growing up around a very different Germany now than it was 2 decades 
ago. Could you introduce yourself to me and tell me more about your 
childhood in Germany? 
I am Freiburg from Southern Germany. My mother is American and father 
comes from Freiburg. I moved to berlin eight years ago. In my elementary 
school it was just a little village so there were just people from my village. 
I realized when I went to the high school suddenly there were children 
[from outside Germany]. There was this one girl from Afghanistan for 
example; there were one or two boys from Bosnia, one from Portugal, two 
from Poland. So I noticed that they attended just the school like me but i 
realized they were learning to speak German for example, so they would 
have some extra German classes. Besides it did not really make a big 
difference to me. I became good friends with this girl from Afghanistan, 
which was super interesting for me. Going to her home, I mean, 
everything was furnished in a very different way and the food was very 
exotic to me and I love that. They invited us to her brother’s wedding 
that was very different from German weddings. There were so many 
people! And so I kinda learned about people coming from other places to 
settle down. Personally it didn’t make a difference to me. 

Later after high school i wanted to travel and see other places, I was 
curious about seeing places that are not Europe. I went to Ghana for a 
couple of weeks, etc. when I started my college, every time there was an 
opportunity, i was like yes and I would do; so i went to Spain, to Russia, 
Scotland. I am just curious; meeting new people, and i have always had 
people from other places. When i moved to berlin, i had a close friend 
from Ukraine, i am friends with people from Spain. 

When i was a kid i noticed that my mom was different in certain ways, and 
I was always embarrassed. Mom was being childish. 

And then when I got here, the subject i studied was German as a foreign 
language, of course you know you will be working with people from other 
places; its part of the thing. I got involved in the tutoring program for 
foreign students- like a tandem program- you get a foreign student 
assigned to you and then help the student how German university works 
and helping her with other information like a buddy. That was a fun 
experience for me. 



How did you get involved in volunteering here at the Refugee Camp? 
It was during the summer of 2015 when i was reading the news and you 
also notice there are more and more people at the same time there is a 
thing happening at oranienplatz and kreuzberg, I don’t know if you heard 
about it, there was a protest camp. On one hand I knew what they were 
protesting about, but on the other hands i had other things on my mind. 
Suddenly it was on news all the time, as if nothing else was going on. You 
get so many different opinions and everybody is just like well, we should 
do this and that, there are so many different perspectives. 7:54  i felt 
like i couldn’t just sit there anymore and be like its not part of my life 
anymore. And i realized when i was riding my bike for example that there 
were people camping the tiergarden, on the ubahn you see people and 
families are obviously not from berlin or looked like tourists. I saw so 
many people sleeping under the bridge and on the streets, and i went to 
this bar (open-air), and i got chat with this guy from Libya and realized 
that he just wants to meet people, you know. He very open, he’s trying 
his best to learn German, and he was trying to meet Germans, and i felt 
like there is nothing i can do for this guy, but okay, i was not satisfied 
with just ignoring all of this, and continue my happy and comfortable life. 
Then i was like, i got to do something, but was thinking about what i can 
do? I realized that they need Germans and they need to learn 
the language, and it is my profession so i know what i am doing. so this is 
something i could contribute to, and i teach so much and taking 
responsibility for teaching an entire class on a regular basis would also be 
too much. so you have to be realistic as well. and then i looked for certain 
organizations; there is one just around the corner from here. they help 
people from syria to come here in a legal way and so they try to get a 
visa for these people and they had a great website and i was like okay i 
can do something there but they were like ah all we need is money, we 
have so many volunteers and cannot handle anymore. just give us money. 
noooo, that feels too easy, you know, just click buttons and send some 
umoney. And then a friend recommended a different organizations and I 
was like, that sounds really good and i went on their website and checked 
it out. When I got there they said “we have got so many volunteers, we 
have got way too much. Come back some other time.” Then i heard about 
this camp, and i said okay, maybe its a good place. Now i go there once a 
week and assist with the German classes there. And it is nice to just get 
in touch, talk with people, it’s not much, but i get better feeling for what 
the situation is like [which i wouldn’t otherwise reading the newspaper or 
watching the media] 



How do you overcome the language barrier? 
That’s a good question. The ones that I have met so for or have been in 
contact with spoke English, more or less, and in the class I teach, very 
often they have a girl who speaks Arabic and she translates a lot. I have 
never been in a situation where communicating has just been impossible. 
There was always somebody who could mediate between Arabic with 
English. 

After the recent Paris attacks, how do you thing that is going to change 
the current refugee situation? 
I believe that ones who are afraid have always been afraid. They have 
been protesting against the immigration. Of course they are more afraid 
and they will be like “we were right. you see what’s coming”. For my 
friends, I don’t think it changed anything for them, but they are also very 
involved like me. My mom is very much involved and she dedicates a lot 
of her time, more like all her time, for advising refugee like getting 
invitations for them, helping them with the visa documents, etc. It did not 
change anything for her, but everyone is definitely very aware of the 
tensions it has created in the community. 

What are you roles or duties or obligations while volunteering at refugee 
camp? 
I would say I do not have any set obligations, roles or duties. the only 
thing you do is as a volunteer is that you have to register at the front 
desk to be allowed to walk in, but that is all. But before you become a 
volunteer at one of these camps, you need to get a document from the 
police with your criminal and other state records and submit it. I applied 
to get those documents about 2 months ago and still haven’t received it. 
[the volunteer camp] still let me work here, which is a bit strange, yes. 
Usually its one on one session with people. I am mostly assisting someone 
else teach German and offer a different way of learning or understanding 
sometimes. But sometimes if the other teacher is busy, I would teach the 
class. 

Just being there and showing interest is important, and I have realized 
that they are very grateful to be here and for the opportunity to meet 
local people and practice their German, or just ask questions. They are 
very much interested in getting to know this country, customs, habits, 
culture, and how do you do this, why is like this or that, how things work 
here etc. 



I remember there was this discussion which was entirely in Arabic and I did 
not understand a word, and this [mediator] would translate it for me 
every few moments and she got very emotional and I asked her what is 
going on and she said “Yeah they were asking me about women and men, 
and their roles in the society. They had heard how men and women are 
supposed to be equal here, and [there are also] men who stay home and 
take care of the kids maybe, or do dishes or whatever. So they had this 
conversation asking what that is and what are these German men? And 
they used the word, ‘gay’ or ‘masculine’, and the girl got really upset and 
mad at that. She said “you know what, I have lived in Germany, and I have 
also lived in the Arab world, and all I know is that everything I didn’t like 
that is what I saw in the Arab world”. She [has been exposed] to both 
cultures; She is from Palestine but grew up here. I have realized that it is 
never that easy. 

There are all kinds of people, I have realized. For instance there was this 
guy who was always very critical, and was like “All I want is a job, and I 
don’t care about anything else. I don’t care about learning the language or 
anything else”. Later the girl told me that he is from a very little village in 
Syria and probably his school education is not so good.18:14  I think 
the question is that you cannot completely change who you are and if you 
grew up in a certain society with certain rules, you cannot just forget all 
of that. You can be interested and open, and I think this is what has 
happened in the last 4 decades as we had the guest workers scheme with 
immigrants. Of course some of them assimilated with Germany, and some 
did not. I actually had this discussion my Turkish friend who is totally 
against assimilation. He said, “all these Lebanese people have assimilated 
and lost their identities and blah blah”, but he is totally integrated as well. 
He seems to be very proud of originally a Turkish man, which is super 
interesting. Because these concept of assimilation and this concept of 
integration, this may mean different things to different people. Here, 
politicians are always talking about integration but you cannot force 
someone to integrate. What does that even mean? Does that mean that 
you go to a church and become Christian or become a Muslim? Or does 
that mean you obey the rules and law and maybe at home you will do 
your prayers and eat halal? That does not hurt anyone, so. I don’t think it 
is realistic to expect that people will integrate in such a way that the 
Germans think integration works. It is better to maybe focus on other 
important things first, and I think learning the language is an important 



thing. I have also noticed that many volunteers are also now interested in 
learning Arabic 
What are your future goals and aspiration, in general and as well as for 
volunteering? 
I don’t have any set plans whatsoever. I will be happy if I continue 
dedicating 2 to 3 hours a week. For me that’s a lot because I work a lot, 
and that is all I can do on an average, so that would be nice. 

Das ist wunderbar.  
Das ist wunderbar, ja. I hope I can do it because ja, of-course, there was 
so much engagement and power this summer, and so many people got 
involved. They were like “I got to something”, but I think I have realized 
there is so many other things going on, Christmas is coming up, and 
summer is over, vacation is over. I have to work more now and it is hard 
to keep with the motivation, especially people who have work and have a 
family. It is not easy to find time. 

(This was followed by her asking me more about this project and the 
future prospect of the same). 
 
 


