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Second Camden teachers’ visit to Abu Dis strengthens
the link with Palestinian schools.
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At Heathrow at the beginning of the teachers’ visit: Gerry Badcock from SCCS, Nandita Dowson [CADFA co-ordinato]r, Ben Judge and Dave Pritchard from Edith Neville School, Lucy Braggins from SCCS, Helen Morriss from Camden School for Girls, Mark Grimshaw from Acland Burghley School, Remi Gil from SCCS, Mike Fletcher from Maria Fidelis, Nita Dhinsa from Hampstead School.


Nine teachers from Camden schools returned on Friday from a week of visits to schools and workshops with teachers in the Palestinian town of Abu Dis, funded by the British Council. This is the second formal teachers’ visit organised by the Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association to the Jerusalem suburb, while in October last year, a group of teachers from Abu Dis schools came to visit Camden schools for a week.

Teachers from Maria Fidelis School and South Camden Community School were delighted with the time they spent in the UN school in Abu Dis, which has become a new partner to both Camden schools. They found large classes of up to 45, but also a colourful school with great children. “They were fantastic and so responsive. What a will to learn!” reports Remi Gil from SCCS.

The first Camden school to make a twinning link with an Abu Dis school was Hampstead School with Abu Dis Boys’ School in 2007.  During this visit, Nita Dhinsa from Hampstead observed classes in the Boys’ School and did some teaching there herself. “We saw a couple of very good classes, but a lot of things were very hard indeed,” she said. “The classrooms are tiny and there are very few resources. The Israeli army comes in jeeps and taunts the boys in the school, creating a tense atmosphere, specially as arrests of the boys are a regular occurrence.”

There were many high points of the visit, including a concert by the Camden Band – a group of talented musicians who recently played at Rosslyn Hill Chapel in London – and drama and dance by the young people who meet at Dar Assadaqa, a community centre funded by Camden Abu Dis Friendship Association.  The teachers were able to see some of the historical sights in Jerusalem and Bethlehem and experience floating on the Dead Sea.

There were also many shocks as teachers discovered what life was like for the people they met. “It was impossible to get away from the fact of the Israeli occupation,” said Gerry Badcock from SCCS. “Israeli settlements are spreading across Abu Dis land but Palestinians themselves are trapped. There are pass laws and the huge Separation Wall, and there are checkpoints everywhere. Every evening we were driven back to Jerusalem to stay in a hotel there, but our friends in Abu Dis aren’t allowed to go there, although they live only a couple of kilometres from the middle of town and most of them were born there.”

While she was in Abu Dis, Nita made a point of visiting a student from the Boys’ School, Hamam Mohsen, who was shot by an Israeli soldier in the back of his head in December. “He is an amazing boy, clearly determined to survive, but of course it is heartbreaking to see what has happened to him.  In fact, this visit often brought me to tears,” she explains. “Just finding out what these people go through, trying to get on with their lives – everything is so difficult.”

All of the teachers were very moved by the visit. “I have never done or learned so much in a week,” said Ben Judge from Edith Neville School, which is linking with Abu Dis Elementary School.  

The teachers are planning to organise an exhibition of their pictures, and will be giving a report on their visit at the Camden Abu Dis conference at SOAS on Saturday 25th April.
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