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A 2012 Study found that Syrian children have experienced various forms 
of trauma. 44% have experience 5 or more of these events: 
 
• 79% experienced death in the family 
• 60% witnessed someone being kicked, shot at or physically hurt 
• 30% have themselves been kicked, shot at or physically hurt 
 
*45% displayed symptoms of PTSD which is 10X the prevalence of other 
children around the world. 
 
 
 
 
Sirin, Selcuk R. and Lauren Rogers-Sirin. 2015. The Educational and Mental Health Needs of Syrian Refugee Children. Washington, D.C: 
Migration Policy Institute. 

  
 

Trauma 
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Trauma 
Early childhood trauma results in: 
 
• Poor impulse control 
• Aggression 
• Difficulty with interpersonal relationships 
• Poor academic performance 
• Disorientation 
• Crisis of self-identity, self-confidence 
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As a result… 
Children may exhibit certain behaviors 
• Difficulty with boundaries 
• Inability to regulate emotion 
• Difficulty concentrating 
• Detachment 
• Unsettling artwork 
• Hoarding 
• Reluctance to participate/ask questions 
• Distrust 

 
http://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/03/17/470809097/syrian-refugee-kids-were-told-to-draw-whatever-they-wanted 

 

Save the Children 
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Trauma 
 • Traumatic events have happened to many 

refugees but not all of them.  

• It is important to identify and help reduce trauma 
reminders in a child’s environment. 

• Refer to trained mental health providers when 
appropriate. 

• Learn about the child’s culture of origin and try 
to find common ground.  

 
Children's Hospital Boston Center for Refugee Trauma & Resilience. (2010). Refugee Services Toolkit. Retrieved September 15, 
2015, from The National Child Traumatic Stress Network: http://learn.nctsn.org/mod/book/view.php?id=4518&chapterid=17 



        

9 

From Harm to Home | Rescue.org 

Educational Background of Refugee 
Children 
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When working with a new student who is a refugee it is 
important to understand: 
 

What is the country of origin and cultural norms and 
considerations? 

 
Did child live in refugee camp, and if so, how long? 

 
Did child have access to education? 

 
If child’s education was stopped, when did that happen? 

 
Can child read and write in his or her native language? 

 
What was the educational system like where the child was 
educated? What were the rules and system like? 

 

Refugee Education Experience 
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Refugee Camp Education Experience 

• Gaps in Education 
• Limited Access 
• Lack of Structure 
• Teacher Choice 
• Gender Dynamics 
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• Sitting in one place the entire class 
• Raising one’s hand to speak 
• Girls attending school 
• Co-ed classrooms 
• Standing in single-file lines 
• Homework 
• Discipline methods 

 
    It is important to note that all situations are different. 

New concepts may include…  
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Children may have varying levels of literacy 
 

• Pre-Literate 
 

• Non-Literate 
 

• Semi-Literate 
 

• Non-Roman Alphabet Literate 
 

• Fully Literate 

 
Reading and Adult English Language Learners: A Review of the Research, by M. Burt, J. K. Peyton, and R. Adams, 2003, Washington, DC: 
National Center for ESL Literacy Education and Center for Applied Linguistics. 
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In addition to persecution in the country of origin, there can be other  
challenges that can add stress for newly arrived refugees: 
 

• Culture shock of adapting to a new culture 
 

• Survivor guilt: Why did I make it and they didn’t 
 

• Memories of home country and family/friends left behind 
 

• Family dynamics shifting: Children learn English faster, women going to 
work, etc.  
 

 
It is critical to look at these aspects when assessing a refugee child’s 
emotional/behavioral issues 
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Things to Watch for 
  
Bullying: Most refugee students may come to school in different clothes, unable 

to communicate, they may be at risk. 
 
 
Gangs: Older children will most likely not understand or be able to identify 

gangs. They could be a target for recruitment, as most want a sense of 
belonging. 

 
 
Racism: Some refugee students might not look or act like the rest of the 

students. Other students may have their own stereotypes of groups based 
on media, parent beliefs.  
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Strategies for 
Teachers 
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Cultural Competency 
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Cultural Competency 
 

To understand, value and recognize a set 
of behaviors, attitudes, and norms of 

different cultures, enabling one to work 
effectively in cross-cultural situations.  

 
 

       
       
       
       

  
Center for Applied Linguistics. Cultural Orientation Resource Center 
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Cultural Differences 
Dress 

Language 
Gender Roles 

Perceptions on Mental 
Health 

Facial Expressions 
Body Language 

Cleanliness/Hygiene 
 

Laws 
Social Structure 

Concepts of Time 
Parenting, Discipline 

Modesty 
Religion 

Diet 
Etc.  
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Acculturation 

• Provide culturally and linguistically sensitive services 
 

• Help create a dialogue between parents and children 
 

• Respect existing roles within families 
 

• Create a comfortable, welcoming environment for incoming 
students.  
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Strategies for Teachers 
Strengths-based approach: 
 
• Build on student’s previous knowledge and best 

qualities 
• Culturally relevant examples 
• Social learning and representation 

 
 

Lopez, S. & Louis, M. (2009). “The Principles of Strengths-Based Education”, Journal of College and 
Character, Vol 10, Is. 4 
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Build on Student’s Previous Learning 

• Choose examples 
that are diverse  
 

• Think about the 
application of 
concepts 
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Culturally Relevant Examples 

• School and social 
environment 
 

• Daily life 
 

• Cultural identities 
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Social Learning and Individual Learning 

• Demonstration 
 

• Modeling/Enacting 
 

• Symbolic (written) 
 

• Iconic (drawing 
pictures) 
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Student Well-Being 
Attending school can help by: 

• Establishing strong student identity 

• Engaging students in a positive learning process 

• Helping students develop positive 
relationships with friends and peers 

• Providing opportunities for youth to 
develop skills needed to contribute to 
themselves, their communities and 
their families 

• Helping students develop positive 
relationships with teachers.  

                                
    IRC Healing Classrooms Initiative 
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How Can Teachers Help? 
1. Prepared and Hardworking 

2. Patient and Encouraging 

3. Available for Extra Help 

4. Allows students to become involved in learning 

5. Students are engaged as active participants 

6. Values all students as equal 
    

 

   IRC Healing Classrooms Initiative 
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Techniques/Suggestions 
• Build confidence in the students 

• Offer praise 

• Communicate 

• Speak slowly, use simple vocabulary 

• Set clear expectations, rules and consequences 

• Gauge literacy category 

• Be Patient! 
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Working with the IRC 
-IRC provides professional development training for 
teachers and other school staff 
 

-Volunteers work with IRC for classroom placements 
with over 20% refugee students 
 

- IRC School Liaison is available for supporting 
families with specific needs and school intervention 
 

-Facilitate communication with other resettlment 
agencies 
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Questions and Answers 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Violetta Lopez 
Education & Learning Manager 
Violetta.Lopez@Rescue.org 
 
Joanna Henderson 
 Senior Youth Program Coordinator 
Joanna.Henderson2@Rescue.org 
 
Julia Arredondo 
Refugee School Impact VISTA 
Julia.Arredondo@Rescue.org 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:Violetta.Lopez@Rescue.org
mailto:Joanna.Henderson2@Rescue.org
mailto:Joanna.Henderson2@Rescue.org
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Resources 
Welcome to Our Schools Program -- http://otda.ny.gov/programs/bria/wtos.asp 
 
Immigration and Refugee Services of America (IRSA) www.refugeeusa.org 
 
Refugees International – USA www.refugeesinternational.org 
 
U.S.  Committee For Refugees (USCR) www.refugees.org 
 
Bridging Refugee Youth and Children’s Services (BRYCS) www.brycs.org 
 
Cultural Orientation Resource, Center for Applied Linguistics –www.culturalorientation.net 
 
Responsive Classroom – www.responsiveclassroom.org 
 
Second Step: A Violence Prevention Curriculum – www.cfchildren.org/violence.htm 
 
Spring Institute – www.spring-institute.org 
 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) www.unhcr.ch 
 
Who belongs here? Teachers guide, Margy Burns Knight and Thomas V. Chan 
Administration for Children & Families/Office of Refugee Resettlement 

www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://otda.ny.gov/programs/bria/wtos.asp
http://www.refugeeusa.org/
http://www.refugeesinternational.org/
http://www.refugees.org/
http://www.brycs.org/
http://www.culturalorientation.net/
http://www.responsiveclassroom.org/
http://www.cfchildren.org/violence.htm
http://www.spring-institute.org/
http://www.spring-institute.org/
http://www.spring-institute.org/
http://www.unhcr.ch/
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr
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Resources continued… 
 
Teaching refugees with limited Formal schooling – 

www.teachingrefugees.com/instructional-programming/resources/ 
International Rescue Committee –  

http://www.theirc.org/where/united_states_salt_lake_city_ut/refugee-backgrounders.pdf 
 

http://www.schools.utah.gov/fsp/ELL-Services/Effective-Programs-for-ELLs-with-Interrupted-
Forma.aspx 

 
Church World Service – www.churchworldservice.org 
 
Colorin Colorado – www.colorincolorado.org 
 
http://www.margaritacalderon.org 
National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition – www.ncela.gwu/webinars/event/38 

http://www.teachingrefugees.com/instructional-programming/resources/
http://www.theirc.org/where/united_states_salt_lake_city_ut/refugee-backgrounders.pdf
http://www.schools.utah.gov/fsp/ELL-Services/Effective-Programs-for-ELLs-with-Interrupted-Forma.aspx
http://www.schools.utah.gov/fsp/ELL-Services/Effective-Programs-for-ELLs-with-Interrupted-Forma.aspx
http://www.churchworldservice.org/
http://www.colorincolorado.org/
http://www.margaritacalderon.org/
http://www.ncela.gwu/webinars/event/38
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