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ABOUT THE 
COLLABORATING PARTNERS

RE-IMAGINING MIGRATION is a non-profit educational organization driven by the  
understanding that—belonging begins in schools. Re-Imagining Migration believes that 
communities thrive when schools build belonging among all their students. The inverse is also 
true. Communities suffer when schools don’t meet the needs of their changing populations.

Re-Imagining Migration addresses this challenge at the root by providing high-quality learn-
ing opportunities and resources to help educators create inclusive learning communities 
where all students develop the knowledge, skills, and understanding they need to navigate 
a world on the move.

PRINCIPE PRODUCTIONS is a non-profit film production company specializing in artfully 
crafted documentary films including Simple as Water, Lost Boys of Sudan, and Smile Pinki. 
Our work is directed by filmmaker Megan Mylan, who has been recognized with an Academy 
Award®, an Independent Spirit Award, Producers Guild, Emmy, Peabody nominations, and a 
Guggenheim Fellowship. Our films enjoy wide international release and are complemented 
by extensive social action campaigns that have raised millions of dollars for charitable caus-
es, mobilized thousands of volunteers and informed public policy.

The ARAB FILM AND MEDIA INSTITUTE (AFMI) is a non-profit organization founded by the 
team behind the largest and oldest Arab Film Festival in North America. Through film, ed-
ucation, mentorship, and new media, AFMI’s mission is to enhance public understanding of 
Arab culture and provide insight into the beauty, complexity and diversity intrinsic to the 
Arab world.  Our work is organized around 4 pillars: The annual Arab Film Festival, AFMI Ed-
ucation provides schools with a curated series of Arab films and related curriculum to nur-
ture dialogue and challenge regional stereotypes.  AFMI Creators designed to connect Arab 
American filmmakers with each other, resources, mentorship, and opportunities. AFMI Industry 
connects emerging Arab American filmmakers with the film industry at large through part-
nerships, showcases, and industry events. AFMI is the first organization of its kind outside the 
Arab world.



INTRODUCTION

Globally, 108.4 million people are forcibly displaced as of 2022.[2] Why did they leave home? 
Where will they go? How will they rebuild their lives? And what do they need to ensure they 
have the opportunity to thrive?
 
According to the UNHCR, “more than 14 million Syrians have been forced to flee their homes…” 
because of the Syrian Crisis. Meanwhile, “more than 6.8 million Syrians remain internally  
displaced in their own country.[1] Syrians who have been forced to flee their homes are not 
alone.
 
Migration is a fundamental right acknowledged in international law. The Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights explicitly addresses migration in three of its 48 articles. Furthermore, the 
1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Refugee Protocol establish the definitions of refugees 
and asylum seekers, as well as the responsibilities of signatory nations. However, amidst the 
numbers and legal frameworks, it is crucial to recognize the significance of individual stories. 
Stories help us grasp the human impact of migration, build empathy, and highlight the need 
to support those escaping persecution.
 
The documentary Simple as Water, epic in scope but intimate, tells the story of Syrian  
refugees by focusing on the elemental bonds between parent and child. Academy Award- 
winning Director Megan Mylan’s film is a masterful look at the impact of war, separation, and 
displacement. Simple as Water takes us into Syrian families’ quests for normalcy and through 
the whirlwind of obstacles—to build life anew. Filmed in Turkey, Greece, Germany, Syria, and 
the US, Mylan’s sensitive camera reifies the universal importance of family.

1 https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-explained/ 
2 https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
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https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
https://www.unhcr.org/media/1951-convention-relating-status-refugees-and-its-1967-protocol


HOW TO WATCH THE FILM
Simple as Water is available to stream through Max, Hulu, 
and the non-theatrical service SWANK.

If none of those services are available to you or your organization, please contact the film 
team through simpleaswater.org or Jasmin Younis at jasmin@arabfilminstitute.org

 
Mylan’s Simple as Water raises profound questions for viewers, whether they watch the film 
at home, in classrooms, or in community screenings. Educators will recognize that the stories 
highlight critical themes about global responsibility, justice, and human rights. The guide 
connects these themes with a research-based approach for teaching about migration: 
The Re-Imagining Migration Learning Arc. Teaching suggestions in the guide touch on each  
section of the learning arc from life before migration, the impact of borders, and humans’ 
responsibility towards each other.
 
The documentary highlights individual stories of refugees and asylee seekers, offering  
profound insight into the process of adjusting to life after having to flee their homes. Each 
of the film’s sections features the daily experiences of individuals seeking safety after  
fleeing and the family ties that sustain them as they work to make a new life. In response,  
viewers have the opportunity to reflect on how individuals and communities can take action to  
create inclusive and sustainable societies and the well-being and thriving of those on the 
move and displaced from home.
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https://play.max.com/movie/9a1d1e77-42f9-4fce-aa85-6bd74fb89da2
https://www.hulu.com/movie/simple-as-water-eng-sub-aef796a4-1dee-4639-9b08-f9ffd0b0b74d
https://www.swank.com/patient-entertainment/details/66179-simple-as-water-hbo-documentary
http://simpleaswater.org
mailto:jasmin%40arabfilminstitute.org?subject=
https://reimaginingmigration.org/learning-arc/
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
This guide is intended to provide educators and discussion facilitators with ideas for teach-
ing and discussing Simple as Water in ways that support nuanced and respectful learning 
about the lives of the individuals and families experiencing displacement and opportunities 
for reflecting on their roles in connecting with and helping people who are displaced as well 
as the moral, ethical, and legal responsibilities communities have towards refugees.

When asked why students should watch the film Simple as Water, director Megan Mylan 
explained:

“…I’VE SEEN STUDENTS BE GREAT WELCOMERS. FROM MY EXPERI-
ENCE MAKING THIS FILM …AS WELL AS WITH LOST BOYS OF SUDAN, 
WHICH FOCUSED ON YOUNG SOUTHERN SUDANESE REFUGEES …I’VE 
FOUND THE SINGLE BIGGEST DIFFERENCE IN SOMEONE’S EXPERIENCE 
WHEN THEY COME TO A NEW COMMUNITY IS A PERSONAL CONNEC-
TION.  IT’S SOMEONE EMBRACING THEM AND HELPING A NEW COM-
MUNITY FEEL LIKE THEIR COMMUNITY. YOUNG PEOPLE HAVE SUCH AN 
OPENNESS TO EXPANDING THEIR CIRCLE OF FRIENDS, EXPANDING 
WHO THEY CONSIDER THEIR COMMUNITY, ALONG WITH ENERGY AND  
CREATIVITY TO FIND WAYS TO CONNECT. THAT’S POWERFUL  
WHETHER IT’S A SMALL THING LIKE A FRIENDLY FACE AT LUNCH 
OR A LARGER COMMITMENT TO VOLUNTEERISM AND ACTIVISM. 
YOUNG PEOPLE’S DRIVE TO UNDERSTAND AND ENGAGE WITH THE  
EXPANSIVENESS OF OUR WORLD INSPIRES ME.”



The guide’s teaching suggestions are based on the Re-Imagining Migration framework,  
developed by Veronica Boix-Mansilla from Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Proj-
ect Zero, with Carola Suárez-Orozco of the Immigration Initiative at Harvard, Marcelo 
Suárez-Orozco, Chancellor of the University of Massachusetts Boston, and Adam Strom, the 
Executive Director of Re-Imagining Migration. The activities in the guide aim to cultivate key 
dispositions, such as empathy, understanding, perspective-taking, and civic empowerment, 
which are essential for navigating an increasingly diverse and complex world. The framework 
and activities provide a structured approach to teaching about migration.
 
The guide is structured to support viewing the film as a whole or in individual segments, each 
focusing on one individual or family. We begin the guide with suggested previewing activities, 
followed by recommended viewing and post-viewing activities for each segment. Finally, a 
post-reviewing reflection activity you can use to transition from understanding to action.
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/a-framework-of-opportunity/
https://pz.harvard.edu/
https://pz.harvard.edu/
https://immigrationinitiative.harvard.edu/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/


ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

•   Why do individuals and their families leave their homes to settle somewhere 
else?

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•   What is our responsibility to others? How might we use our voice and spheres 
of influence to create and sustain inclusive and welcoming communities for 
displaced people?

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
Simple as Water intimately highlights the stories of families facing displacement due to 
the Syrian Crisis. The following sources can provide explanations of terminology related to  
displacement and migration and background on the Syrian crisis.

a UNHCR: What Is a Refugee
a UNESCO: Migrants, Refugees, or Displaced Persons?
a UNHCR: Syria Refugee Crisis Explained
a Al Jazeera: Syria War Explained from the Beginning
a The New York Times: The Long Isolation of Syria’s al-Assad Is Over
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https://www.unrefugees.org/refugee-facts/what-is-a-refugee/
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/migrants-refugees-or-displaced-persons
https://www.unrefugees.org/news/syria-refugee-crisis-explained/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/4/14/syrias-war-explained-from-the-beginning
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/05/18/world/middleeast/syria-assad-arab-league.html
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INTRODUCTION TO THE FIVE 
STORIES IN SIMPLE AS WATER
The film Simple as Water is told through five stories. You might choose to watch the film as 
a whole or focus on the individual stories. We have designed the guide so you can use it  
however you choose to screen the movie.

Yasmin is a young mother with four small children living in a tent in the port of Athens, Greece. 
She wades through complex bureaucracies to reunite with the children’s father, stranded 
across closed borders in Germany. She does her best to create safe and loving routines that 
offer the children a glimmer of their life before the war and makes a point to talk about a 
beautiful future to come.
 
On the Syrian border with Turkey, Samra, a young widow, can barely support her five young 
sons and is grappling with the decision to leave them at an orphanage so they might get an 
education and have a better life.
 
22-year-old Omar, in Pennsylvania, has taken on the role of parent of his younger brother 
Abed. He helps him navigate the challenges of American high school while they wait to hear 
if they will be granted asylum in the US or sent back to Syria.
 
Half of all Syrians have fled the country, and Diaa is part of the half that remains. She search-
es tirelessly for her adult son, who has been forcibly “disappeared” while enduring the pain of 
not knowing his fate. 

In Butzbach, Germany, Safwan and his roommate Abdullah are like many Syrian fathers,  
living together in temporary housing as they wait on asylum decisions that would enable 
their families to reunite. They work entry-level jobs and lament missing their children’s passing 
milestones of birthdays and lost teeth. We were introduced to Safwan’s family in the film’s first 
section. Here, we are immersed in his experiences and see the situation from his perspective.



PREVIEW ACTIVITIES

The following suggested activities can be used to prepare viewers to watch Simple as Water 
in segments or its entirety.

All of us develop our identities within a social and cultural context. To a certain extent, that 
context influences the opportunities we have in life and our ability to express ourselves as 
we wish. Psychologist Uri Bronfenbrenner tried to capture the influence of the environment 
on people’s identities in what he called the Ecological Theory of Identity. In it, he tried to  
identify the various forces that shape the way we develop our sense of self. Identifying 
the way each layer of the ecological model relates to our identity is particularly helpful for  
exploring the ways that immigrants, migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers develop their 
identities in a new land because they, or their family members, have recently transitioned 
from one social and cultural context to another. Therefore, the relationship between their 
identities and their environment has changed. Helping to isolate those changes can help to 
clarify the way people navigate their lives in a new land.

Before beginning a discussion of the film, encourage students/viewers to create an ecolog-
ical identity map for themselves using the following model.

Throughout the guide, we encourage students to create a similar map for the people they 
encounter in the film.

Ask viewers to consider why people might leave their homes to settle in another country. 
Consider what is similar about those reasons and what might be different.
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urie_Bronfenbrenner
https://reimaginingmigration.org/ecology-of-identity/


Let viewers know that as of 2022, there were 108.4 million people who were forcibly displaced 
from their homes. They did not choose to leave their homes; they were forced to because of 
war, violence, and increasingly human-made climate change. Ask viewers to reflect on the 
essential question for the guide: When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs 
to happen to ensure safety, security, and a thriving future? Who needs to be involved?  
Consider pairing viewers or asking them to discuss those questions in groups before sharing 
with the large group.

If you are using the film in a classroom, Invite students to begin a K-W-L chart on the Syrian 
civil war and the Refugee Crisis. Because there is a lot of misinformation about the war and 
the Syrian refugee crisis, help students think about the difference between what they know 
and what they think they know, as well as how they “know it.”
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https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/k-w-l-charts?utm_term=&utm_campaign=DSA&utm_source=adwords&utm_medium=ppc&hsa_tgt=dsa-19959388920&hsa_grp=75449327748&hsa_src=g&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_mt=&hsa_ver=3&hsa_ad=333182733493&hsa_acc=4949854077&hsa_kw=&hsa_cam=1635938820&gad=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwrranBhAEEiwAzbhNtVHqdYYq-Dpdmk-hr3EE1kqVeapjRBRR65tiEbCuKvNP4r86Thl3JBoCxK0QAvD_BwE
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•  Why do individuals and their families leave their homes to settle 
somewhere else?

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen 
to ensure safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•  What is our responsibility to others? How might we use our voice 
and spheres of influence to create and sustain inclusive and  
welcoming communities for displaced people?

COMMUNITY SCREENING
DISCUSSION PROMPTS
Below are a set of questions and activities to draw from when sharing the film in a community 
setting.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

Essential questions are deep, fundamental questions that guide learning. 
They are often not easy to answer and are meant to stimulate thought and provoke inquiry. 
They are open-ended.

•   They are thought-provoking.
•   They require higher-order thinking.
•   They point toward big transferable ideas.
•   They raise additional questions.
•   They require justification.

You might encourage viewers to reflect on the essential questions below before and after 
viewing the film.
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•  What is universal about the stories told in the film?

•  What is particular to the experiences of these individuals?

•  How much control do migrants have over their journey, and what 
are the choices and dilemmas they face?

•  What do displaced people need to enable them to thrive?
•  Who are the people, and what are the systems that impact the 

life opportunities of displaced people?•  How does the border and 
border policy impact people’s lives?

• What impact do global human rights commitments have on  
people’s lives?

• How do individuals and societies respond to people with an  
ambiguous legal status?

• What are our responsibilities toward people on the move with  
ambiguous legal status?

•   How can individuals and groups support displaced people before, 
during, and after settling in a new community?

GUIDING QUESTIONS

What are guiding questions?

A guiding question is a question that encourages people to think more deeply about a topic. 
It should guide discussants toward answers without giving the answers directly. 
 Guiding questions should be open-ended, meaning they cannot be answered with a simple 
“yes” or “no.” 
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SEGMENT ONE: YASMIN’S STORY

Yasmin is a young mother with four small children living in a tent in the port of Athens, Greece. 
She wades through Kafkaesque bureaucracies to reunite with the children’s father across 
closed borders in Germany. She does her best to create safe and loving routines that offer 
the children a glimmer of their life before the war and makes a point to talk about a beautiful 
future to come.

Simple as Water director Megan Mylan observed how even while fleeing war, Yasmin and her 
children managed the everyday aspects of life with an eye toward the future. 

“THERE’S A DETERMINATION TO NOT JUST PHYSICALLY SURVIVE, BUT ALSO 
THRIVE. FOR ME, THAT REALLY LANDS RIGHT AT THE BEGINNING [OF THE FILM]. 
THE PLAYFULNESS. THROUGHOUT WE SEE YASMIN ENCOURAGING THE KIDS 
TO PLAY AND BE BRAVE AND KEEPING UP THEIR ROUTINES OF BATH TIME AND 
NAPS. WE WERE ALWAYS TRYING TO WEAVE IN A SENSE THAT THERE IS THIS 
TREMENDOUS RESILIENCE AND FORWARD FOCUS. WHEN THE VERY BASICS OF  
HAVING YOUR FAMILY SAFE AND TOGETHER ARE RIPPED AWAY AND MUCH OF THE 
WORLD SEEMS NOT TO CARE—IT’S NOT JUST ABOUT ESCAPING BOMBS AND NOT 
DROWNING, IT’S ALSO ABOUT PROTECTING YOUR CHILD’S SPIRIT, THEIR SENSE 
OF PLAY AND A SENSE OF POSSIBILITY.  AS A MOTHER MYSELF, I KNOW I HAVE 
TO KEEP MY CHILD SAFE PHYSICALLY, BUT AFTER THAT, I SEE JOY AS MY NEXT  
BIGGEST RESPONSIBILITY. HOW DO YOU PRESERVE A CHILD’S RIGHT TO JOY AND 
TO MOVE OUT OF INNOCENCE AT THEIR OWN PACE.  I OFTEN WONDER HOW I 
WOULD REACT IF I WAS IN YASMIN’S SITUATION WHERE SO MUCH HAD BEEN LOST 
AND WAS BEYOND MY CONTROL...” 



GUIDING QUESTIONS

•   How much control do migrants have over their journey?
•   What are the choices and dilemmas they face?

STUDENT OUTCOMES

In this section of the film and guide, consider focusing on perspective-taking. 

PREVIEW

Consider facilitating a discussion on perspective-taking. What do we need to do to under-
stand someone else’s perspective? How do our own perspectives shape how we respond to 
other people’s stories?

Before viewing the film segment about Yasmin’s family, consider asking students to reflect on 
their own migration stories. You might use Carola Suárez-Orozco’s Moving Stories protocol 
and teaching ideas from Re-Imagining Migration’s website to guide these discussions.

To extend this previewing activity, ask students to write a six-word version of their migration 
story to be posted. Time permitting, students could circulate quietly to read the migration 
stories of their classmates, noting similarities and differences between them.

Afterward, you might lead them in a debriefing discussion: How are people’s migration  
journeys similar and different from one another?

VIEWING ACTIVITY: PERSPECTIVE TAKING
 
Encourage students to create an ecology of identity map for Yasmin or one of her children 
using the example from the previewing section.
 
The film invites you into Yasmin’s life, revealing details through intimate interactions. What do 
you learn about her story? What do you learn about her as a parent? What are her hopes 
and dreams, and what gets in the way?
 
As viewers watch, ask them to note words, images, and interactions from the film that strike 
them as powerful. You might begin a post-viewing by discussing and hearing from each 
viewer. Invite them to share one word, image, and interaction they noted and the reason 
they chose to share that one. Depending on the group size, it can be an excellent communi-
ty-building exercise to ask everyone to share, not just those who volunteer.
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/in-the-classroom/
https://www.sixwordmemoirs.com/six-words-fresh-off-the-boat-stories-of-immigration-identity-coming-to-america/
https://www.sixwordmemoirs.com/six-words-fresh-off-the-boat-stories-of-immigration-identity-coming-to-america/


Consider the following dialogue from the film: 
Yasmin is speaking to refugee aid workers through a translator.
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Maria: Since her husband is in Germany, she can apply for asylum here 
in Greece, and then tell the people from asylum service, that she wants 
family reunification. She can go and pre-register until the day of the in-
terview. Her husband must have sent her a copy of the travel documents, 
and an invitation because he must be a recognized refugee. In Germany. 
Okay? How long has her husband been there?

Yasmin: Ten months. He doesn’t have his refugee papers yet.

Maria: Does she live here at the port?

Yasmin: Yes, two months here at the port.

Maria: Two months.

Translator: Do you have children?

Yasmin: I have four children.

Translator: How old are your kids?

Yasmin: Nine, seven, six, and five.

Maria: Girls or boys?

Yasmin: The eldest is a girl. The others are boys.

Maria: Probably because she’s a single woman, maybe she has a chance 
to find a place. Of course, she has to know that we don’t have a lot of 
shelters, and they are already overcrowded

Translator: You can ask about housing shelters. Because you’re a single 
mother with four children. It might be hard to find, but you have the right.

Maria: It’s okay? What does she think?

Yasmin: Thank you. This is giving me a headache. Eventually, I’ll just go 
back to Syria.



Ask students to share their impression of this exchange. What do they think it must of felt like 
from Yasmin’s perspective? What about from the aid workers perspective? 
 
As students watch the film segment, consider using the Step In-Step Out-Step Back thinking 
routine from Project Zero to facilitate respectful perspective-taking.

To do so, ask students to take notes on the following prompts during the viewing. They may 
need time to add to their responses after viewing.

•   Choose—Identify a person or agent in the situation you are examining.
•  Step In—Given what you see and know now, what do you think this person 

might feel, believe, know, or experience?
•  Step Out—What else would you like or need to learn to understand this  

person’s perspective better?
•  Step Back—Given your exploration of this perspective so far, what do you  

notice about your own perspective and what it takes to take somebody else’s?

POST VIEWING
 
Invite students to share the ecological identity maps they created for this section of the film.
 
Consider having students share their Step In-Step Out-Step Back observations as a class or 
in small groups:

Who did you focus on? What do you think this person might have felt,  
believed, known, or experienced? What else would you like or need to 
learn to understand this person’s perspective? Given your exploration of 
this perspective so far, what do you notice about your own perspective 
and what it takes to take somebody else’s?

 
Reflect on Yasmin’s story:

•  How much control did Yasmin’s family have over their journey? What choices 
does she have?

•   What strengths and resiliencies does she have?
•   What obstacles did she encounter?
•   How does she try to overcome them?
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/step-in-step-out/
https://pz.harvard.edu/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/step-in-step-out/


Consider: What is universal about Yasmin’s story? How does her life connect to yours? What 
are the differences between your experiences and hers? In what ways did individuals and 
groups try to support and help?
 
As a final post-viewing activity, you could hold a whole group or small group discussion using 
the following quotes and questions:
 

What does this segment help us understand about the essential question: 
When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to  
ensure safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

 
Taking Action: Based on what you learned from watching Yasmin’s story, how might we use 
our voice and spheres of influence to create and sustain inclusive and welcoming commu-
nities for displaced people?

PROJECT ZERO THINKING ROUTINE

a Follow this link for Project Zero Thinking Routines that promote perspective-taking.
a Connect - Extend - Challenge: Consider how Yasmin’s story connects to what you know 

about the experience of refugees, how it extends, or adds to your thinking, and how it 
challenges your thinking and what you know. 
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SEGMENT TWO: SAMRA’S STORY

On the Syrian border with Turkey, Samra, a young widow, can barely support her five young 
sons and is grappling with the decision to leave them at an orphanage so they might get an 
education and have a better life.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

•   How much control do migrants have over their journey?
•   What are the choices and dilemmas they face?

STUDENT OUTCOMES

In this section of the film and guide, consider focusing on the habits of inquiry, including  
cultivating the dispositions to:

•   Feel curious and connected to the larger human story of migration
•   Ask relevant and informed questions
•   Gather, weigh, and reason with evidence
•   Manage complex ideas, contexts, and emotions to make a conclusion

PREVIEW

Ask students to brainstorm on the reasons why people might leave their country. It can be 
helpful to have specific people in mind. After compiling a list, you might ask students to  
consider which reasons involve people choosing to leave and which reasons/ circumstances 
might force people to leave their homes.



You might consider the reasons along a continuum with “Choice” at one end and “No Choice” 
at the other. Invite students to consider ways that different motivations for migration might 
impact people’s lives after they migrate.

VIEWING ACTIVITY: INQUIRE IN A WORLD SHAPED BY MIGRATION

Encourage students to create an ecology of identity map for Samra or one of her children 
using the example from the previewing section.

Have students note what they see and feel as they watch this segment.
In particular, you might ask them to note the obstacles Samra faces as an individual and a 
parent and how they impact her and her children’s lives.
 
As students watch the film, they could use the Parts-People-and Interactions Project Zero 
thinking routine to help them slow down and look closely at the situation of Samra’s family.

POST VIEWING
 
Invite students to share the ecological identity maps they created for this section of the film.

Samra faces an excruciating dilemma regarding caring for her children. Ask students to  
describe the dilemma in their own words. Some students might speculate on what they would 
do in that situation or what they think is the right thing to do. It is helpful to note that we 
aren’t in her situation and haven’t experienced what she is experiencing. Consider reframing 
the conversation to ask students to imagine actions people in her immediate community 
or around the world might be able to take to make it easier for Diaa’s family to thrive while 
staying together.
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routine-people-parts-and-interactions/


Consider the following scene from the film when Mayada from the orphanage invites Fayez 
to move in with his brothers and sisters.
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Mayada: So tell me, Fayez, Would you accept our invitation?

Fayez: Miss, I can’t look at these children.

Mayada: Which children, your brothers?

Fayez: No, at those children. My heart breaks for them.

Mayada: You feel bad for them?

Use the Project Zero See-Feel-Think-Wonder thinking routine to structure a discussion about 
this intimate moment with students.
 
You might want to debrief the larger segment by inviting students to share their notes.

•   What are the parts of the system that Samra’s family finds itself in? Name the 
parts.

•   Who are the people connected to the system? Identify the people.
•   How do the people in the system interact with each other and with the parts 

of the system? Identify the people.
•   How do the people connected to the system interact with each other and 

with the parts of the system? Describe the interactions.
•   How does a change in one element of the system affect the various parts and 

people connected to the system? Discuss.

Consider asking students to use what they have identified about the situation of Samra and 
her family from the Parts-People-and Interactions routine to identify ways they and others 
can act to support displaced people like Samra’s family.

•   In what ways did individuals and groups support and help?
•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 

safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?
•   How might we use our voice and spheres of influence to create and sustain 

inclusive and welcoming communities for displaced people?

https://reimaginingmigration.org/see-feel/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routine-people-parts-and-interactions/


As a final post-viewing activity, consider asking students to read and discuss the quote  
below from one of Samra and Fayez’s discussions about whether the children should enroll 
at the orphanage.

•   What is universal about the story told in the documentary film?
•   What is particular to the experiences of these individuals?
•   What lines stand out to you from the quote? Why did you select it?
•  How much control do migrants have over their journey, and what are the 

choices and dilemmas they face?

PROJECT ZERO THINKING ROUTINE

a Follow this link for Project Zero Thinking Routines that promote inquiry.
a See - Feel - Think - Wonder:  a thinking routine for nurturing close observation, curiosity, 

and self-awareness 
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Fayez: I can’t be away from my home.

Samra: I don’t want you to leave me. I wish you could stay with me. But, I 
have to... And you’re not willing to accept it. Didn’t you see how the kids in 
the orphanage were living?

Fayez: It’s a life of humiliation. Humiliation.

Samra: Why is it a life of humiliation?

Fayez: They’re far from their mothers and families. I need to stay with you.

https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routines-inquire-in-a-world-shaped-by-migration/
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SEGMENT THREE: OMAR & ABED

22-year-old Omar, in Pennsylvania, has taken on the role of parent of his younger brother 
Abed. He helps him navigate the challenges of American high school while they wait to hear 
if they will be granted asylum in the US or sent back to Syria.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

•   How do individuals and societies manage ambiguous status?
•  What are our responsibilities toward people on the move with ambiguous 

status?

STUDENT OUTCOMES

Use the following excerpt from the film and guide to focus on the following habits and  
dispositions:

•   Inquire about human migration with care and nuance
•   Take action to foster inclusive and sustainable societies

PREVIEW

To encourage viewers to think about what it takes to adjust and thrive in a new environment, 
especially for adolescents and children, you could ask them to reflect on a time when they 
entered a new community. What was the experience like? What challenges did they face? 
What supported their adjustment to the new place?



VIEWING ACTIVITY: INQUIRE IN A WORLD SHAPED BY MIGRATION

Encourage students to create an ecology of identity map for Omar or Abed using the  
example from the previewing section.
 
Ask students to pay particular attention to the relationship between the two brothers. They 
might note what is familiar to them about the brothers’ relationship and how the brothers’ 
relationship is shaped by their experiences as refugees and asylum seekers.
 
Consider utilizing Project Zero’s  The Three Whys thinking routine as a viewing activity to  
support connecting the global, local, and personal. Ask students to note why this story  
matters to them. Why does this story matter to my community? And why does this story  
matter to the world?

POST VIEWING
 
Invite students to share the ecological identity maps they created for this section of the film.

Provide students with time after viewing to add to their reflections on The Three Whys 
prompts. Then, please encourage students to share the connections they made between 
the film, their lives, their communities, and the world.
 
In a conversation with his immigration attorney, Omar explains how he envisions supporting 
his brother Abed, who strives to live a normal life as a teenager in the United States. Consider 
using the dialogue from the scene to reflect on how their experiences have impacted the 
brothers’ relationship. You could ask students to discuss the text in pairs or small groups to 
ensure everyone has a chance to add their insights to the conversation.
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Omar: And as long as I can just be next to him, supporting him ...here  
because, you know, even if I don’t have a status, I can still be around and 
work and support him until he can, you know, be on his own. He doesn’t 
talk about it at all.

Steven: Right.

Omar: He’s trying to just stay away from the things that he cannot han-
dle.

Steven: Yeah, it’s very healthy. 

Omar: Yeah.

https://reimaginingmigration.org/three-whys/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/three-whys/


Steven: Just be a normal 16 year-old.

Omar: Yes, yes.

Steven: But you’ve done a really good job with him.

You might prompt students to reflect on what is unique or particular in the dialogue below 
and what is more universal or a shared experience. Invite students to share their reasoning.
 

How do you think Omar’s multiple roles as protector, stand-in parent, and 
brother impact him?

 
Discuss:

•   What is universal about the story told in this section of the film?
•   What is particular to the experiences of these individuals?
•   In what ways did individuals and groups support and help?
•  How much control do migrants have over their journey, and what are the 

choices and dilemmas they face?
 
What does this segment help us understand about the following questions? 

•  When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•  How might we use our voice and spheres of influence to create and sustain 
inclusive and welcoming communities for displaced people?

 
PROJECT ZERO THINKING ROUTINE

a Follow this link for Project Zero Thinking Routines that promote inquiry.
a The Three Why’s: a thinking routine for keeping global, local and personal connections 

in mind

25

https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routines-inquire-in-a-world-shaped-by-migration/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/three-whys/
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SEGMENT FOUR: DIAA’S STORY

Half of all Syrians have fled the country, and Diaa is part of the half that remains. She search-
es tirelessly for her adult son, who has been forcibly “disappeared” – all the while enduring 
the pain of not knowing his fate.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•   What is our responsibility to others?

GUIDING QUESTIONS

•  In what ways do societal, political, and environmental forces/challenges  
influence migration?

•  What happens to those who remain, and how do they relate to those who 
leave?

STUDENT OUTCOMES

Use the following excerpt from the film and guide to focus on the following habits and  
dispositions:

•   Understand perspectives, own and others, empathetically
•   Inquire about human migration with care and nuance



PREVIEW

Ask students to consider how feelings of uncertainty impact our lives. To start the conver-
sation, consider using the following writing prompt: Think about a time in which you were 
concerned about something and felt in limbo, even if not as extreme as Diaa experiences. 
What was the situation and how did it impact your life?

VIEWING ACTIVITY
 
Encourage students to create an ecology of identity map for Diaa using the example from 
the previewing section.

A theme from the film is the resilience of families as sources of strength for those experiencing 
the uncertainties of displacement and war. As students watch, have them note:

•   The words they might use to describe Diaa
•   The feelings they believe she is experiencing
•   The cultural strengths she can call on to help her navigate her uncertainty

Focus on the following interaction from the documentary in which Diaa discusses her  
concern for her children. Consider the following questions:

•   What do you think is happening?
•   What questions do you have?·  

To support student understanding of the film segment about Diaa, use the What Makes You 
Say That thinking routine that helps students build explanations of their thinking. 

POST VIEWING
 
Invite students to share the ecological identity maps they created for this section of the film.

Return to the previewing activity and reflect on the impact of uncertainty in our lives.  
Consider:

•   How is your personal situation similar to Diaa’s?
•   How is it different?
•   What might we gain by comparing them?
•   What we might lose by trying to compare them?
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/what-makes-you-say-that/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/what-makes-you-say-that/


In the following scene from the film, Diaa recalls encouraging her son to flee Syria for Egypt. 
Despite her wishes, her son returned home and then went missing.
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Diaa: He came back from Egypt after we sent him there. Without even 
telling us.  I made him go away. That’s how the mothers are nowadays. I 
forced him to leave; he didn’t want to I told him, “Mohammed, you have 
to leave. That’s how I can protect you. Nothing is left in Syria except 
death and devastation, my son.” But he didn’t listen. Mohammed used 
to say, “Mom, don’t be afraid all the time. What is meant to happen will 
happen.” And I would answer him, “How can I not be afraid?”

When you came home from the intelligence prison to Masyaf, I made you 
tasty food.

And you slept on this couch next to me, like Yazan is sleeping now. You 
slept on my arm just like this. I helped you put your socks on with these 
hands. You never showed your pain. When you said ouch, I asked you 
what happened. I looked at the bottom of your leg And found burn marks 
all over your legS from the beating and torture. I asked you, “What did 
they do to you, Mohammed? What happened to you?” You said, “It’s 
okay.” I remember that you said, “I was lucky, Mom. You should see what 
happened to other people.”  After everything that happened to you, you 
still thought you were lucky.

Ask students what words, phrases, questions, and emotions stand out from the text.

To follow up, you might ask them to consider what they would want to say to Diaa if they had 
the opportunity to speak with her.

As a final post-viewing activity, you could hold a whole group or small group discussion using 
the following questions:

•   What is universal about the story told in the documentary film?
•   What is particular to the experiences of these individuals?
•   In what ways did individuals and groups support and help?
•  How much control do migrants have over their journey, and what are the 

choices and dilemmas they face?



What does this segment help us understand about the following questions?

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•  How might we use our voice and spheres of influence to create and sustain 
inclusive and welcoming communities for displaced people?

PROJECT ZERO THINKING ROUTINE

a Follow this link for Project Zero Thinking Routines that promote inquiry.
a Follow this link for Thinking Routines that promote perspective taking.
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routines-inquire-in-a-world-shaped-by-migration/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routines-take-perspective/
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SEGMENT FIVE: SAFWAN’S STORY

In Butzbach, Germany, Safwan and his roommate Abdullah, like many Syrian fathers, live  
together in temporary housing. While they work entry-level jobs and await asylum decisions, 
they often lament missing their children’s important milestones such as birthdays and lost 
teeth. In the poignant first section of the film Simple as Water, we are introduced to Safwan’s 
family and learn about their situation by following Yasmin, his wife, and their children. In this 
section, we are immersed in Safwan’s experiences, seeing the situation from his perspective. 
The film concludes with a bittersweet moment of the family reuniting in Germany before  
having to separate, temporarily, once again.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

GUIDING QUESTIONS

• How might the environment in the new land help or hinder newcomers’  
inclusion?

•  How might we use our voice and spheres of influence to create and sustain 
inclusive and welcoming communities?



STUDENT OUTCOMES

Use the following excerpt from the film and guide to focus on the following habits and  
dispositions:
•   To recognize our circles of care and influence
•   To employ understanding, voice, and action to foster equitable and inclusive societies
•   To reflect and revise our actions

PREVIEW

Migration experiences often involve periods of family separation. This can occur when one 
family member leaves home before others attempt to join them. In some cases, government 
policies in migrant-receiving countries unintentionally prolong these separations. Additional-
ly, families may be deliberately separated as a deterrent to migration.

To encourage students to reflect on the impact of family separation, ask them to consider 
its effects on parents, children, and communities. What do they already know about these 
effects? What aspects would they like to learn more about?

VIEWING ACTIVITY
 
Encourage students to create an ecology of identity map for Safwan using the example from 
the previewing section.
 
As students view the film segment, consider using the See Feel Think Wonder to guide them 
as they take notes on what they view and how it impacts them.
 
What do we learn about Safwan’s life in Germany? How does it compare to Yasmin’s life in 
Greece? What is similar? What is different?

After reuniting, we learn that Safwan and his family will once again be separated, this time in 
Germany. As students focus on the dialogue on the next page, revisit the step-in-step out-
step back Project Zero thinking routine to reflect on the scene. As students step back, ask 
them to imagine they could speak to one of the family members.
 
•   What would they want to ask? 
•   What would they want them to know?
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https://pz.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Step%20In%20-%20Step%20Out%20-%20Step%20Back_2.pdf
https://pz.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Step%20In%20-%20Step%20Out%20-%20Step%20Back_2.pdf


Safwan: It’s only for one month. Just one month, then it will get better.

Ahmad: Wake up, Mohammad.

Safwan: Do you see it?

Mahmoud: Our house?

Safwan: I will take you to the door, and then you will enter. But first, I got 
your presents. I’m going to give you presents, and then you’ll go inside, 
okay? Here are the presents. It’s for you, Faten. Open it.

Faten: Thanks, Daddy.

Safwan: You can open it. The biggest one is for Ahmad.

Yasmin: The biggest for Ahmad!

Safwan: Open it. I’ll help you. It might be too big to open by yourself.

Faten: Oh, Daddy.  Why don’t you sleep here in the camp?

Safwan: I’m not allowed.  But I’m going to come tomorrow morning to be 
with you. Okay, let’s put everything in a bag. Put it in my bag.

So you’re going to go in now. I cannot go in with you. Because I can’t stay 
here, Faten, okay?

Faten: Okay.

Safwan: But I’ll come and see you tomorrow morning. Okay, give me a 
kiss. Take care of yourself and your brothers. Give me a kiss. Take care of 
the children.
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POST VIEWING

Invite students to share the ecological identity maps they created for this section of the film.
 
Consider inviting students to share their responses to the See-Feel-Think-Wonder prompts 
with a partner or in small groups.
 
Safwan gives his family presents when they arrive. Invite students to imagine they could give 
Safwan and Yasmin’s family a gift. What would it be? Please encourage them to use their 
imaginations. 

As a final activity, discuss what this segment helps us understand about the following 
questions:

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•  How might we use our voice and spheres of influence to create and sustain 
inclusive and welcoming communities for displaced people?

PROJECT ZERO THINKING ROUTINE

a Follow this link to Project Zero thinking routines that promote taking action.
a Circles of Action: A routine to promote civic engagement.
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https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routines-taking-action/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routine-circles-of-action/
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AFTER THE FILM: REFLECTION

You might use this opportunity to return to the essential and guiding questions we have 
shared throughout this guide and use them to prompt reflection:

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

Essential questions are deep, fundamental questions that guide learning. 
They are often not easy to answer and are meant to stimulate thought and provoke inquiry. 
They are open-ended.

•   They are thought-provoking.
•   They require higher-order thinking.
•   They point toward big transferable ideas.
•   They raise additional questions.
•   They require justification.

You might encourage viewers to reflect on the essential questions below before and after 
viewing the film.

•  Why do individuals and their families leave their homes to settle 
somewhere else?

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen 
to ensure safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•  What is our responsibility to others? How might we use our voice 
and spheres of influence to create and sustain inclusive and wel-
coming communities for displaced people?

AFTER THE FILM: REFELCTION
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•  What is universal about the stories told in the film?

•  What is particular to the experiences of these individuals?

•  How much control do migrants have over their journey, and what 
are the choices and dilemmas they face?

•  What do displaced people need to enable them to thrive?

•  Who are the people, and what are the systems that impact the life 
opportunities of displaced people?

•  How does the border and border policy impact people’s lives?

•   What impact do global human rights commitments have on peo-
ple’s lives?

•  How do individuals and societies respond to people with an am-
biguous legal status?

•  What are our responsibilities toward people on the move with am-
biguous legal status?

•   How can individuals and groups support displaced people before, 
during, and after settling in a new community?

GUIDING QUESTIONS

What are guiding questions?

A guiding question is a question that encourages people to think more deeply about a topic. 
It should guide discussants toward answers without giving the answers directly. 
 Guiding questions should be open-ended, meaning they cannot be answered with a simple 
“yes” or “no.”



36

AFTER THE FILM: TAKING ACTION
To support students in problem-solving ways in which they can take action on creating  
communities in which all people, including refugees and asylum seekers are able to thrive, we 
suggest using the following activities.

Questions to Consider

•   When people are forced to flee their homes, what needs to happen to ensure 
safety, security, and future? Who needs to be involved?

•   What is our responsibility to others?
•   How can we take action toward more inclusive and sustainable societies?
 
As a reference, you might share the Mapping Opportunities for Action graphic:



First, ask students to reflect on the factors that hindered or supported people featured in the 
film’s opportunities to thrive.
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Next, we suggest using the Circles of Action thinking routine to guide students as they  
consider what they can contribute to support displaced individuals and communities.

Finally, the What Else Can I Do and Why Thinking Routine can help push students to expand 
their understanding of how they can have an impact.

FACTORS THAT SUPPORT 
PEOPLE’S OPPORTUNITIES 

TO THRIVE

FACTORS THAT HINDER 
PEOPLE’S OPPORTUNITIES 

TO THRIVE

https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routine-circles-of-action/
https://reimaginingmigration.org/thinking-routine-what-else-can-i-do-and-why/
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