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A refugee, as defined by Section 101(a) 42 of the  
Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) (based on the  
United Nations 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocols relat-
ing to the Status of Refugees), is a person who is unable 
or unwilling to return to the home country because of a 
“well-founded fear of persecution” due to race, member-
ship in a particular social group, political opinion, 
religion, or national origin. 

There are three principle categories for classifying 
refugees under the U.S. refugee program: 

Priority one:  These are individuals with compelling  
persecution needs or those for whom no other durable 

solution exists.  These individuals are referred to the U.S. 
by the office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), or they are identified by a U.S.  
embassy or a non-governmental organization (NGO).

Priority two:  These are groups of “special concern” to 
the U.S. They are selected by the Department of State 
with input from U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS), UNHCR, and designated NGOs.  Presently, the 
groups include certain persons from the former Soviet 
Union, Cuba, Iraq, Burma, Bhutan, and Eritreans.

Priority three:  These are the refugee relatives (par-
ents, spouses, and unmarried children under 21) of one 

What do we need to  
know about Refugees?

School
•  Use refugee focus  

intake process.

•  create a culturally  
responsive environment.

•  Distribute refugee  
resource packets.

Parents/
Guardians
•  Establish culturally  

responsive parent/ 
guardian partnerships.

•  Educate parents/ 
guardians about U.S  
system of education.

•  Educate parents/ 
guardians about literacy.

Community
•  Establish partnerships  

with social/cultural  
organizations.

•  Establish partnerships with 
state and federal agencies.  

•  Educate community  
about refugees.

Classroom
•  Align instruction with  

refugee Achievement  
plan (rAp).

•  provide appropriate ESL 
instruction.

•  provide culturally  
responsive, context- 
embedded instruction.
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who is already settled in the U.S.; the relatives may be 
admitted as refugees. The anchor person in the U.S. 
must file an Affidavit of Relationship (AOR) and must 
be processed by the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS). As of March 2008, the P-3 program is suspended 
for persons of certain nationalities due to indications  
of fraud.

Resettlement is the process through which a refugee 
may be permanently transferred from the camp to a third 
country (also known as the country of resettlement) 
where he or she can begin a new life under the legal  
protection of the country of resettlement. 

Who is an asylum Seeker?
An asylum seeker is an individual outside his or her 
country of origin seeking refugee status based on a well-
founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, 
nationality, social group, or political opinion, but whose 
claim has not been legally substantiated. Often, an asylum 
seeker must undergo a legal procedure in which the 
host country decides if he or she qualifies for refugee or 
another form of legal status. International law recognizes 
the right to seek asylum, but does not oblige states to 
provide it.

Who is an internally Displaced Person?
An Internally Displaced Person (IDP) is someone who 
has been forced from his or her home for refugee-like 

reasons, but remains within the borders of his/her own 
country. Still under the jurisdiction of a government that 
might not want international agencies to help him or her, 
an internally displaced person may continue to be vulner-
able to persecution or violence. There are more IDPs than 
refugees, and they are of growing concern to the U.S. 
Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI).

texas Facts 
Data from the Office of Refugee Resettlement (2011) 
indicates that, for the first time since the year 2000, more 
refugees –5,623 or 10 percent of the national total –were 
settled in Texas than in any other state. Some key reasons 
for this increase are: 

Texas has a strong economy.

Texas has affordable housing. 

Texas has a robust network of service providers.

The seven top countries of Refugee arrivals  
in Texas are from:

• Burma      
• Iraq  
• Congo      
• Bhutan  
• Iran       
• Somalia  
• Sudan  
(in order of most frequent language) 
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Pertinent information from the Seven top 
Countries of Refugee Arrivals in texas 
(Information from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) World Fact book)

1. bUrMa

Burma, also known  
as Myanmar, is a  
sovereign state 
in Southeast Asia 
bordered by China, 
Thailand, India, Laos, 
and Bangladesh. The 
design of the Burmese 
flag consists of three 
equal horizontal stripes 
of yellow (top), green 
(middle), and red  
(bottom). Centered 
on the green band is a 
large white five-point-
ed star that partially 
overlaps onto the  
adjacent colored 
stripes. The design 
revives the 
tri-band 
colors used 
by Burma 
during the 
Japanese  
occupation,  
1943-1945.

Various ethnic Burmese and ethnic minority city-states 
or kingdoms occupied the present borders throughout 
the 19th century. Over a period of 62 years (1824-1886), 
Britain conquered Burma and incorporated the country 
into its Indian Empire. Burma was administered as a prov-
ince of India until 1937 when it became a separate, self-
governing colony. In 1948, Burma attained independence 
from the Commonwealth. Gen. Ne Win dominated the 
government from 1962 to 1988, first as a military ruler, 
then as a self-appointed president, and later as political 
kingpin. In September 1988, the military deposed Ne Win 
and established a new ruling junta. Multi-party legislative 
elections in 1990 resulted in the main opposition party 

winning a landslide victory over the National League for 
Democracy (NLD). 

Instead of handing over power, the junta placed the NLD 
leader (and Nobel Peace Prize recipient) Aung San Suu 
Kyi (ASSK) under house arrest from 1989 to 1995, 2000 
to 2002, and from May 2003 to November 2010. In late 
September 2007, the ruling junta brutally suppressed 
protests over increased fuel prices led by pro-democracy 
activists and Buddhist monks, killing at least 13 people 
and arresting thousands for participating in the dem-
onstrations. In early May 2008, Burma was struck by 
Cyclone Nargis which left over 138,000 dead and tens of 
thousands injured and homeless. 

Despite this tragedy, the junta proceeded with its May 
constitutional referendum, the first vote in Burma since 
1990. Parliamentary elections held in November 2010, 
considered flawed by many in the international communi-
ty, saw the ruling Union Solidarity and Development Party 
garnering over 75% of the seats. Parliament convened in 
January 2011 and selected former Prime Minister Thein 
Sein as president. Although the vast majority of national-
level appointees named by Thein Sein are former or 
current military officers, the government has initiated a 
series of political and economic reforms leading to a sub-
stantial opening of the long-isolated country. 

These reforms included: a senior-level dialogue with 
ASSK, re-registering the NLD as a political party, enabling 
party members, including ASSK, to contest parliamentary 
by-elections on 1 April 2012; the release of many (but not 
all) political prisoners; preliminary peace agreements with 
some armed ethnic groups; a reduction in media censor-
ship; and an increasingly open debate in Parliament.

The official language is Burmese, while minority groups 
have their own language. The major ethnic groups are: 
Burman 68%, Shan 9%, Karen 7%, Rakhine 4%, Chinese 
3%, Indian 2%, Mon 2%, other 5%. The major religions 
in Burma are: Buddhist 89%, Christian 4% (Baptist 3%, 
Roman Catholic 1%), Muslim 4%, animist 1%, other 2%. 
At least 89.9% of the total population can read and write, 
and this begins at age 15.
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2. iraQ

Iraq, officially 
the Republic 
of Iraq,  
borders Syria 
to the north-
west, Turkey 
to the north, Iran to the east, Jordan to the west, Saudi 
Arabia to the south and southwest, and Kuwait to the 
south. The design of the flag of Iraq consists of three 
equal horizontal bands of red (top), white (middle), and 
black (bottom). The Takbir, (the Arabic expression mean-
ing “God is great”) in green Arabic script, is centered on 
the white band. The band colors derive from the Arab Lib-
eration flag and represent oppression (black), overcome 
through bloody struggle (red), to be replaced by a bright 
future (white). The Council of Representatives approved 
this flag in 2008 as a compromise temporary replacement 
for the Ba’athist Saddam-era flag. The flag of Iraq is simi-
lar to the flag of Syria, which has two stars but no script, 
Yemen, which has a plain white band, and Egypt, which 
has a gold Eagle of Saladin centered in the white band.

Formerly part of the Ottoman Empire, Iraq was occupied 
by Britain during the course of World War I. In 1920, it 
was declared a League of Nations mandate under UK 
administration. In stages over the next dozen years, 
Iraq attained its independence as a kingdom in 1932. 
A “republic” was proclaimed in 1958, but in actuality, a 
series of strongmen ruled the country until 2003. The last 
was Saddam Hussein. Territorial disputes with Iran led to 
an inconclusive and costly eight-year war (1980-88). In 
August 1990, Iraq seized Kuwait but was expelled by U.S.-
led, UN coalition forces during the Gulf War of January-
February 1991. 

Following Kuwait’s liberation, the UN Security Coun-
cil (UNSC) required Iraq to scrap all weapons of mass 
destruction and long-range missiles and to allow UN 
verification inspections. Continued Iraqi non-compliance 
with UNSC resolutions over a period of 12 years led to 
the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003 and the ouster 
of the Saddam Hussein regime. U.S. forces remained in 
Iraq under a UNSC mandate through 2009 and under a 
bilateral security agreement thereafter, providing secu-
rity, training, and mentoring to Iraqi security forces. In 
October 2005, Iraqis approved a constitution in a national 
referendum, and pursuant to this document, elected a 
275-member Council of Representatives (COR) in  
December 2005. 

The COR approved most cabinet ministers in May 2006, 
marking the transition to Iraq’s first constitutional govern-
ment in nearly a half century. In January 2009, Iraq held 
elections for provincial councils in all governorates except 
for the three governorates comprising the Kurdistan 
Regional Government and Kirkuk Governorate. Iraq held 
a national legislative election in March 2010 –choosing 
325 legislators in an expanded COR. After nine months 
of deadlock, the COR approved the new government by 
December 2010. In mid-December 2011, nearly nine years 
after the start of the Second Gulf War in Iraq, U.S. military 
operations ended.

The official languages of Iraq are Arabic, Kurdish, Turk-
men (a Turkish dialect), Assyrian (Neo-Aramaic), and in 
areas where they constitute a majority of the population, 
Armenian. The major ethnic groups are Arab 75%-80%, 
Kurdish 15%-20%, Turkoman, Assyrian, or other 5%. The 
official religion is Muslim with 97% of the total popula-
tion (Shia 60%-65%, Sunni 32%-37%) and Christian or 
other 3%. While there has been voluntary relocation of 
many Christian families to northern Iraq, recent report-
ing indicates that the overall Christian population may 
have dropped by as much as 50 percent since the fall of 
the Saddam Hussein regime in 2003, with many fleeing 
to Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. At least 78.2% of the total 
population can read and write, and this begins at age 15.
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3. coNGo (DeMocratic rePUblic)

The Democratic Republic of Congo –sometimes referred 
to as DR Congo, Congo-Kinshasa or the DRC –borders 
the Central African Republic and South Sudan to the 
north; Uganda, Rwanda, and Burundi in the east; Zambia 
and Angola to the south; the Republic of the Congo, the 
Angola exclave of Cabinda, and the Atlantic Ocean to the 
west. It is separated from Tanzania by Lake Tanganyika 
in the east. The design of the flag of Congo, consists of 
a sky-blue field divided diagonally from the lower hoist 
corner to upper fly corner by a red stripe bordered by two 
narrow yellow stripes; a yellow, five-pointed star appears 
in the upper hoist corner. Blue represents peace and 
hope, red the blood of the country’s martyrs, and yellow 
the country’s wealth and prosperity; the star symbolizes 
unity and a brilliant future for the country.

Established as a Belgian colony in 1908, the then Repub-
lic of the Congo gained its independence in 1960, but its 
early years were marred by political and social instability. 
Col. Joseph Mobutu seized power and declared himself 
president in a November 1965 coup. He subsequently 
changed his name –to Mobutu Sese Seko as well as that 
of the country –to Zaire. Mobutu retained his position 
for 32 years through several sham elections, as well as 

through brutal force. Ethnic strife and civil war, touched 
off by a massive influx of refugees in 1994 due to fighting 
in Rwanda and Burundi, led to the toppling of the Mobutu 
regime in May 1997 by a rebellion backed by Rwanda and 
Uganda and fronted by Laurent Kabila. The country was 
renamed the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
but in August 1998, the regime was challenged by a sec-
ond insurrection, again backed by Rwanda and Uganda. 

Troops from Angola, Chad, Namibia, Sudan, and  
Zimbabwe intervened to support Kabila’s regime.  
A cease-fire was signed in July 1999 by the DRC, Con-
golese armed rebel groups, Angola, Namibia, Rwanda, 
Uganda, and Zimbabwe but sporadic fighting continued. 
Laurent Kabila was assassinated in January 2001, and his 
son, Joseph Kabila, was named head of state. In October 
2002, the new president was successful in negotiating the 
withdrawal of Rwandan forces occupying eastern Congo. 
Two months later, the Pretoria Accord was signed by 
all remaining warring parties to end the fighting and to 
establish a government of national unity. A transitional 
government was set up in July 2003. It held a successful 
constitutional referendum in December 2005, and  
elections for the presidency, National Assembly, and  
provincial legislatures took place in 2006. In the most  
recent national elections, held in November 2011,  
disputed results allowed Joseph Kabila to be re-elected  
to the presidency.

French is the official language, in addition to Lingala (a 
lingua franca trade language), Kingwana (a dialect of 
Kiswahili or Swahili), Kikongo, and Tshiluba. There are 
over 200 African ethnic groups of which the majority 
are Bantu; the four largest tribes - Mongo, Luba, Kongo 
(all Bantu), and the Mangbetu-Azande (Hamitic) make 
up about 45% of the population. The major religions are 
Roman Catholic 50%, Protestant 20%, Kimbanguist 10%, 
Muslim 10%, and other (includes syncretic sects and in-
digenous beliefs) 10%. At least 66.8% of the total popula-
tion can read and write in French, Lingala, Kingwana or 
Tshilub, and this begins at age 15.
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4. bHUtaN

Bhutan, officially the Kingdom of Bhutan, is a landlocked 
state in South Asia located at the eastern end of the 
Himalayas. It is bordered to the north by China and to the 
south, east, and west by the Republic of India. Further 
west, it is separated from Nepal by the Indian state of  
Sikkim, while further south it is separated from Bangla-
desh by the Indian states of Assam and West Bengal.

The design of the flag of Bhutan is divided diagonally 
from the lower hoist-side corner; the upper triangle is 
yellow, and the lower triangle is orange. Centered along 
the dividing line is a large black and white dragon facing 
away from the hoist side. The dragon, called the Druk 
(Thunder Dragon), is the emblem of the nation. Its white 
color stands for purity, and the jewels in its claws symbol-
ize wealth. The background colors represent spiritual and 
secular powers within Bhutan: the orange is associated 
with Buddhism, while the yellow represents the  
ruling dynasty.

In 1865, Britain and Bhutan signed the Treaty of Sinchulu, 
under which Bhutan would receive an annual subsidy in 
exchange for ceding some border land to British India. 
Under British influence, a monarchy was set up in 1907. 
Three years later, a treaty was signed whereby the British 
agreed not to interfere in Bhutanese internal affairs, and 
Bhutan allowed Britain to direct its foreign affairs. This 
role was assumed by independent India after 1947. Two 
years later, a formal Indo-Bhutanese accord returned the 
areas of Bhutan annexed by the British, formalized the 
annual subsidies the country received, and defined India’s 
responsibilities in defense and foreign relations. 

In March 2005, King Jigme Singye Wangchuck unveiled 
the government’s draft constitution, which would intro-
duce major democratic reforms, and pledged to hold a 
national referendum for its approval. In December 2006, 
the King abdicated the throne to his son, Jigme  

Khesar 
Namgyel 
Wangchuck, in 
order to give 
him experience 
as head of state 
before the  
democratic 
transition. In 
early 2007, 
India and 
Bhutan re-negotiated their treaty to allow Bhutan greater 
autonomy in conducting its foreign policy, although 
Thimphu continues to coordinate policy decisions in this 
area with New Delhi. Elections for seats to the country’s 
first parliament were completed in March 2008, and the 
king ratified the country’s first constitution in July 2008. 
A refugee issue of over 100,000 Bhutanese in Nepal 
remains unresolved. 90% of the refugees are housed in 
seven United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for 
Refugee (UNHCR) camps.

The official language is Dzongkha 24%, Sharchhopka 28%, 
Lhotshamkha 22%, and other 26%. The ethnic groups 
are Bhote 50%, ethnic Nepalese 35% (this includes 
Lhotsampas-one of several Nepalese ethnic groups), and 
indigenous or migrant tribes 15%. The main religions are 
Lamaistic Buddhist 75%, Indian and Nepalese influenced 
Hinduism 25%. At least 47% of the total population can 
read and write in the official languages, and this begins at 
age 15.
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5. iraN

Iran, officially 
the Islamic  
Republic of 
Iran, is bor-
dered on the 
north by  
Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, 
and Turk-
menistan; on 
the east by Afghanistan and Pakistan; on the south by the 
Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman; on the west by Iraq; 
and on the northwest by Turkey. The design of the flag 
of Iran consists of three equal horizontal bands of green 
(top), white (middle), and red (bottom). The national 
emblem (in red), is centered on the white band; this is a 
stylized representation of the word Allah in the shape of a 
tulip, a symbol of martyrdom. Allah Akbar (God is Great) 
is repeated 11 times in white Arabic script along the bot-
tom edge of the green band and 11 times along the top 
edge of the red band. Green is the color of Islam, and it 
represents growth; white symbolizes honesty and peace; 
and red stands for bravery and martyrdom.

Known as Persia until 1935, Iran became an Islamic re-
public in 1979 after the ruling monarchy was overthrown 
and Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was forced into exile. 
Conservative clerical forces established a theocratic 
system of government with ultimate political authority 
vested in a learned religious scholar commonly referred 
to as the Supreme Leader. According to the constitution, 
he is accountable to the Assembly of Experts only –a 
popularly elected 86-member body of clerics. U.S.-Iranian 
relations have been strained since a group of Iranian stu-
dents seized the U.S. Embassy in Tehran on 4 November 
1979 and held embassy personnel hostages until 20 Janu-
ary 1981. During 1980-88, Iran fought a bloody, indecisive 
war with Iraq that eventually expanded into the Persian 
Gulf and led to clashes between the U.S. Navy and Iranian 
military forces between 1987 and 1988. 

Iran has been designated a state sponsor of terrorism for 
its activities in Lebanon and elsewhere in the world. It re-
mains subject to U.S., U.N., and E.U. economic sanctions 

and export controls because of its continued involvement 
in terrorism and its nuclear weapons ambitions. Follow-
ing the election of reformer Hojjat ol-Eslam Mohammad 
Khatami as president in 1997 and a reformist Majles 
(legislature) in 2000, a campaign to foster political reform 
in response to popular dissatisfaction was initiated. The 
movement floundered as conservative politicians, through 
the control of unelected institutions, prevented reform 
measures from being enacted as they increased repressive 
measures. 

Starting with nationwide municipal elections in 2003 and 
continuing through Majles elections in 2004, conserva-
tives reestablished control over Iran’s elected government 
institutions. This culminated with the August 2005 inau-
guration of hardliner Mahmud Ahmadi-Nejad as presi-
dent. His controversial reelection in June 2009 sparked 
nationwide protests over allegations of electoral fraud. 
The U.N. Security Council has passed a number of resolu-
tions (1696 in July 2006, 1737 in December 2006, 1747 
in March 2007, 1803 in March 2008, 1835 in September 
2008, and 1929 in June 2010) calling for Iran to suspend 
its uranium enrichment and reprocessing activities and to 
comply with its IAEA obligations and responsibilities. 

Resolutions 1737, 1747, 1803, and 1929 subject a number 
of Iranian individuals and entities involved in Iran’s nucle-
ar and ballistic missile programs to sanctions. Addition-
ally, several Iranian entities are subject to U.S. sanctions 
under Executive Order 13224 (designation for support of 
terrorism) and Executive Order 13382 (designation for 
proliferation activities). In mid-February 2011, opposition 
activists conducted the largest anti-regime rallies since 
December 2009, spurred by the success of uprisings in 
Tunisia and Egypt. Protester turnout was, at most, tens of 
thousands, and security forces were deployed to disperse 
protesters. Additional protests in March 2011 failed to 
elicit significant participation largely because of the 
robust security response, although discontent still smol-
ders. Deteriorating economic conditions, due primarily to 
government mismanagement and international sanctions, 
prompted at least two major economically-based protests 
in July and October 2012.

The official language is Persian 53%, in addition to Azeri 
Turkic and Turkic dialects 18%, Kurdish 10%, Gilaki and 
Mazandarani 7%, Luri 6%, Balochi 2%, Arabic 2%, and 
other 2%. The ethnic groups are Persian 61%, Azeri 16%, 
Kurd 10%, Lur 6%, Baloch 2%, Arab 2%, Turkmen and 
Turkic tribes 2%, and other 1%. The major religion is 
Muslim (official) 98% (Shia 89%, Sunni 9%), other  
(includes Zoroastrian, Jewish, Christian, and Baha’i) 2%. 
At least 77% of the total population can read and write in 
the official language, and this begins at age 15.
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6. SoMalia

Somalia is a country located in the horn of Africa. It is 
bordered by Ethiopia to the west, Djibouti to the north-
west, the Gulf of Aden to the north, the Indian Ocean to 
the east, and Kenya to the southwest. The design of the 
flag of Somalia consists of a light blue background with 
a large white five-pointed star in the center. The blue 
field was originally influenced by the flag of the U.N., but 
today is said to symbolize the sky and the neighboring 
Indian Ocean. The five points of the star represent the 
five regions in the horn of Africa that are inhabited by the 
Somali people: Djibouti, Ogaden (Ethiopia), the North 
East Province (Kenya), and the former British Somaliland 
and Italian Somaliland –which together make up Somalia.

Britain withdrew from British Somaliland in 1960 to allow 
its protectorate to join with Italian Somaliland and form 
the new nation of Somalia. In 1969, a coup headed by 
Mohamed Siad Barre ushered in an authoritarian socialist 
rule characterized by the persecution, jailing, and torture 
of political opponents and dissidents. After the regime’s 
collapse early in 1991, Somalia descended into turmoil, 
factional fighting, and anarchy. In May 1991, northern 
clans declared an independent Republic of Somaliland 
that now includes the administrative regions of Awdal, 
Woqooyi Galbeed, Togdheer, Sanaag, and Sool. 

Although not recognized by any government, this entity 
has maintained a stable existence and continues its 
efforts to establish a constitutional democracy, includ-
ing holding municipal, parliamentary, and presidential 
elections. The regions of Bari, Nugaal, and northern 
Mudug comprise a neighboring semi-autonomous state 
of Puntland, which has been self-governing since 1998, 
but it does not aim at independence. It has also made 
strides toward reconstructing a legitimate, representative 
government but has suffered some civil strife. Puntland 
disputes its border with Somaliland as it also claims por-
tions of eastern Sool and Sanaag. 

Beginning in 1993, a two-year U.N. humanitarian ef-
fort (primarily in the south) was able to alleviate famine 
conditions, but when the U.N. withdrew in 1995, after 
suffering significant casualties, order still had not been 
restored. In 2000, the Somalia National Peace Conference 
(SNPC) held in Djibouti resulted in the formation of an 
interim government, known as the Transitional National 
Government (TNG). When the TNG failed to establish 
adequate security or governing institutions, the Govern-
ment of Kenya, under the auspices of the Intergovern-
mental Authority on Development (IGAD), led a subse-
quent peace process that concluded in October 2004 with 
the election of Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed as President of a 
second interim government –known as the Transitional 
Federal Government (TFG) of the Somali Republic. 

The TFG included  
a 275-member  
parliamentary body, known as the Transitional Federal 
Parliament (TFP). President Yusuf resigned late in 2008 
while United Nations-sponsored talks between the TFG 
and the opposition Alliance for the Re-liberation of Soma-
lia (ARS) were underway in Djibouti. In December 2006, 
the Ethiopian military forces entered Somalia to support 
the TFG in the face of advances by the opposition Islamic 
Courts Union (ICU). 

In January 2009, Ethiopian military forces withdrew from 
the country. 

The TFP was doubled in size to 550 seats with the addi-
tion of 200 ARS and 75 civil society members of parlia-
ment. The expanded parliament elected Sheikh Sharif 
Sheikh Ahmed, the former ICU and ARS chairman, as 
president in January 2009. The creation of the TFG was 
based on the Transitional Federal Charter (TFC), which 
outlined a five-year mandate leading to the establish-
ment of a new Somali constitution and a transition to a 
representative government following national elections. 
In 2009, the TFP amended the TFC to extend TFG’s 
mandate until 2011 when the Somali principals agreed to 
institute political transition by August 2012. The transi-
tion process ended in September 2012 when clan elders 
appointed 275 members to a new parliament replacing 
the TFP and the subsequent election, by parliament, of a 
new president.

Somali and Arabic are the official languages; Italian and 
English are also spoken. The ethnic groups are Somali 
85%, Bantu and other non-Somali 15% (including 30,000 
Arabs). Somalia has an official religion (Sunni Muslim-
Islam) according to the Transitional Federal Charter. At 
least 37.8% of the total population can read and write in 
the official language, and this begins at age 15. 
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7. SUDaN

Sudan, officially known as the Republic of the Sudan and 
sometimes called North Sudan, is an Arab state in North 
Africa bordered by Egypt to the north, the Red Sea to 
the northeast, Eritrea and Ethiopia to the east, South 
Sudan to the south, the Central African Republic to the 
southwest, Chad to the west, and Libya to the northwest. 
The design of the flag of Sudan consists of three equal 
horizontal bands of red (top), white (middle), and black 
(bottom) with a green isosceles triangle based on the 
hoist side. The colors and design of the flag are based on 
the Arab Revolt flag of World War I, and the colors are 
symbolic: red signifies the struggle for freedom; white is 
the color of peace, light, and love; and black represents 
Sudan itself (in Arabic “Sudan” means black). Green is 
the color of Islam, agriculture, and prosperity.

Military regimes favoring Islamic-oriented governments 
have dominated national politics in Sudan since it gained 
independence from the UK in 1956. Sudan was embroiled 
in two prolonged civil wars during most of the remainder 
of the 20th century. These conflicts reflected the northern 
economic, political, and social domination of the predomi-
nantly non-Muslim, non-Arab, southern Sudanese. The 
first civil war ended in 1972 but broke out again in 1983. 
The second war and famine-related effects displaced 
more than four million people, and according to rebel 
estimates, more than two million deaths occurred over a 
period of two decades. 

Peace talks gained momentum in 2002-04 with the signing 
of several accords. The final North/South Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement (CPA), signed in January 2005, granted 
the southern rebels autonomy for six years. It was fol-
lowed by a referendum of independence for Southern 
Sudan. The referendum was held in January 2011 and 
indicated overwhelming support for independence. South 
Sudan became independent on 9 July 2011. Since  
southern Sudan gained independence, Sudan has been 
combating rebels from the Sudan People’s Liberation 
Movement-North (SPLM-N) in Southern Kordofan and 

the Blue Nile 
states. 

A separate 
conflict, which 
broke out in 
the western 
region of 
Darfur in 2003, 
has displaced 
nearly two 
million people 
and caused an estimated 200,000 to 400,000 deaths. The 
U.N. took command of the Darfur peacekeeping operation 
from the African Union in December 2007. Peacekeeping 
troops have struggled to stabilize the situation, but it has 
become increasingly regional in scope and has brought 
instability to eastern Chad. Sudan also has faced large 
refugee influxes from neighboring countries, primarily 
Ethiopia and Chad. Armed conflict, poor transport infra-
structure, and lack of government support have chroni-
cally obstructed the provision of humanitarian assistance 
to affected populations.

The official language is Arabic as well as English, Nubian, 
Ta Bedawie, and Fur. The ethnic groups are Sudanese 
Arab (approximately 70%), Fur, Beja, Nuba, and Fallata. 
The main religion is Sunni Muslim with a small Christian 
minority. At least 61.1% of the total population can read 
and write in the official language, and this begins at  
age 15.
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differences between Refugees and other 
english language learners (ells)

“ An immigrant leaves his homeland to find greener grass. A refugee leaves his homeland because  

the grass is burning under his feet…”- Barbara Law 

Refugee students are a small part of the total ELL population, and their success is critical  — not just for Texas 
as a state, district, or school — but for Refugee students to attain self-sufficiency in doing those things they 
were prohibited and/or unable to do in their home countries. There are some major differences between  
Refugee students and other ELLs.

 Refugees Tend To:
oTheR eLL ImmIgRanTs  

Tend To: 

Immigration  
experience

•	 come	to	the	U.S.	due	to	fear		
of	persecution	in	their	home		
countries.

•	 flee	their	home	countries		
without	saying	good-bye	to		
family	members.

•	 leave	their	home	countries	quickly	
due	to	apparent	danger	and	have	
no	time	to	gather	important		
documents	for	traveling.

•	 live	in	refugee	camps	in	countries	
near	their	home	countries	while	
waiting	to	be	processed	for		
resettlement	to	the	U.S.

•	 have	learned	skills	in	survival	and	
decision-making	due	to	multiple	
exposures	to	involuntary	or		
dangerous	situations	and	issues.

•	 come	to	the	U.S.	for	a	variety	of	
reasons,	such	as	joining	family	
members	or	for	a	better	livelihood.

•	 	leave	their	home	countries	by	
choice	and	have	opportunities	to	
say	good-bye	to	family	members.

•	 leave	their	home	countries	by	
choice	and	have	enough	time	to	
gather	all	important	documents	for	
traveling.

•	 learn	survival	skills	and	decision-
making	through	normal	life	experi-
ences.

experience in u.s. •	 resettle	in	the	U.S.	often	without	
the	support	of	any	family		mem-
bers	(nuclear	or		extended).

•	 need	opportunities	to	learn	basic	
literacy	skills	to	accelerate	their	
learning.

•	 settle	in	the	U.S.	with	the	support	
of	family	members	(nuclear	or	
extended).

school /Language  
experience

•	 have	varied	camp	experiences.

•	 come	from	refugee	camps	that	
may	not	be	well	organized	or	have	
food,	housing,	and	education.

•	 come	from	camps	that	may	lack	
the	basic	necessities	of	life.	

•	 come	from	camps	with	no	edu-
cational	opportunities	and	little,	if	
any,	formalized	schooling.

•	 lack	the	ability	to	read	or	write	in	
their	own	language	or	English.

•	 be	missing	camp	experiences.

•	 have	some	formalized	education.

•	 have	some	basic	necessities	of	life	
in	their	home	countries.

•	 have	some	basic	reading/writing	
skills	either	in	their	own	language	
or	in	English.
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Refugees face extremely stressful situations and issues 
associated with their departure from home countries. 
Due to this, mental health poses a problem in resettle-
ment. PTSD is a real concern when working with refugee 
students and families. 

Post traumatic stress disorder happens when a person 
experiences a terrible, scary, or traumatic event. It could 
happen directly to the person, or the person could be 
a witness to the traumatic occurrence. It is a situation 
where one feels totally out of control and in deep fear 
of his or her life. Due to the extreme stressful situations 
refugees can experience in their home countries and in 
their journeys to the U.S. for resettlement, PTSD is a 
reality refugees face. It is a brutal and ongoing emotional 
reaction to a terrible psychological trauma. 

The stressor may involve actual death or threat to the 
patient’s or someone else’s life, severe physical injury, or 
danger to physical and/or psychological integrity. Often 
this progresses to the point that usual psychlogical coping 
mechanisms are absent. If refugee students or their family 
members show any of these symptoms, it is imperative 
that the school and or sponsoring organization assist them 
in getting professional help and treatment. 

Some signs and symptoms of PTSD, as described by Mayo 
Clinic, may include:

•  Flashbacks/reliving the traumatic event for minutes  
or even days at a time

•  Upsetting dreams about the traumatic event

•  Sleeplessness

•  Trying to avoid thinking or talking about the traumatic 
event

•  Feeling emotionally numb

•  Avoiding activities once enjoyed

•  Hopelessness about the future

•  Memory problems

•  Trouble concentrating

•  Difficulty maintaining close relationships

•  Paranoia and distrust

•  Irritability or anger

•  Overwhelming guilt or shame

•  Self-destructive behavior, such as drinking too much

•  Trouble sleeping

•  Being easily startled or frightened

•  Hearing or seeing things that aren’t there

Post traumatic Stress disorder (PtSd)

Refugee Arrivals by State of Residence: Fiscal Years 2010 -2011
Table 1: Courtesy of Department of Homeland Security-2012 Annual Flow Report

Refugee Allocation to texas Counties: Fiscal Year 2012
Table 2: Courtesy of U.S. Department of Health & Human Services

state in Ranks 2011 # of Refugees 2011 % of Refugees 2010 # of Refugees 2010 % of Refugees

Texas	 5627 10.0 7918 	 10.8

California	 4987 8.8 	 8577 11.7

		New	York	 3529 	 6.3 4559 6.2

Pennsylvania	 2972 5.3 2632 3.6

		Florida	 2906 5.2 4216 	 5.8

Georgia	 2636 	 4.7 3224 4.4

Michigan 	 2588 4.6 3188 4.3

Texas Counties # of allocated Refugees  # of allocated asylees

Bexar	County 5627 10.0

Dallas	and	Tarrant	Counties 4987 8.8

		Harris	County	 3529 	 6.3

Potter	County	 2972 5.3

		Travis	County	 2906 5.2

State in Ranks 2011 # of Refugees  2011 % of Refu-
gees 

2010 # of Refugees 2010 % of Refu-
gees

Texas 5627 10.0 7918  10.8  
California 4987 8.8  8577 11.7
  New York 3529  6.3 4559 6.2  
Pennsylvania 2972 5.3 2632 3.6
  Florida 2906 5.2 4216  5.8  
Georgia 2636  4.7 3224 4.4  
Michigan  2588 4.6 3188 4.3 

Refugee Allocation to Texas Counties: Fiscal Year 2012
Table 2: Courtesy of U.S. Department of Health & Human Services
Texas Counties  of Allocated Refugees  of Allocated Asylees  
Bexar County 1247 32  
Dallas and Tarrant Counties 4935 69  
Harris County 3826 557  
Potter County 1208 5  
Travis County 1256 234 
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Schools play a critical role, not only in  

providing a quality education for refugees, but also  

in fostering emotional and psychological health. To 

facilitate the process of holistic health for refugees,  

this collaborative approach framework has  

been designed. 

sChooL  CommunITY  PaRenTs/guaRdIans  CLassRoom    

      Use Refugee focus intake process  •  Create a culturally  

responsive environment  •  Distribute Refugee resource packets
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State Approved oral language Proficiency tests in english 
To be used for Identification/Entry/Exit of ELL Students

name of Test /  
Year normed 

skills measured grade Levels score Indicating  
Limited english  

Proficiency 

LAS	Links	Forms	A	&	B,	
2005

Listening
Speaking

K-1,	2-3,	4-5,		
6-8,	9-12

Below	Level	4

Stanford	English		
Language	Proficiency	
Test	(Stanford	ELP)

Form	A,	2006

Listening
Speaking

Pre	K-12 	 Below	Level	5

		Woodcock-Munoz		
Language	Survey-	
Revised

Age	norms	2-90

Grade	norms	K.0	–	18.0

Normative	Update	and	
Instructional	Interven-
tions	Program,	2010

Test	1-	Speaking
Test	2-	Listening
Test	5	–	Listening
Test	6-	Speaking

	Pre k (2-5 years old) 
through grade 1: 
Tests	1-2,	or	

Tests	5-6,	or	

Tests	1-2,	5-6	

grades 2-12: 
Tests	1-2,	or	

Tests	5-6,	or	

Tests	1-2,	5-6	

Below	Level	4

Note: results of State Approved  
Assessments can be found at:  
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/index2.aspx?id=4098
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1. Use the refugee focused intake process. 
This	process	ensures	an	initial	task	and	observation	component	divided	into	three	

domains	(Cognitive, affective, and Language)	in	accordance	to	the	§89.1210	Texas	

Bilingual	education	program	content	and	design.	The	code	states	that	the	bilingual	

education	program	shall	address	the	affective,	linguistic,	and	cognitive	needs	of	lim-

ited	English	proficient	students.	

(1) affective:	Limited	English	proficient	students	shall	be	provided	instruction	in	their	

home	languages	to	introduce	basic	concepts	of	the	school	environment	and	to	instill	

confidence,	self-assurance,	and	a	positive	identity	with	their	cultural	heritages.	The	

program	shall	address	the	history	and	cultural	heritages	associated	with	both	the		

students’	homes	and	the	United	States.

 (2) Linguistic:	Limited	English	proficient	students	shall	be	provided	instruction	in	the	

skills	of	comprehension,	speaking,	reading,	and	composition	both	in	their	home	lan-

guages	and	in	English.	The	instruction	in	both	languages	shall	be	structured	to	ensure	

that	students	master	the	required	essential	knowledge,	skills,	and	higher	order	thinking	

abilities	in	all	subjects.	

(3) Cognitive:	Limited	English	proficient	students	shall	be	provided	with	instruction	

in	mathematics,	science,	health,	and	social	studies	both	in	their	home	language	and	in	

English.	The	content	area	instruction	in	both	languages	shall	be	structured	to	ensure	

that	students	master	the	required	essential	knowledge,	skills,	and	higher	order	thinking	

abilities	in	all	subjects.	

The	result	of	the	initial	intake	assessment	is	then	used	to	design	a	Refugee	Achieve-

ment	Plan	(RAP)	for	each	refugee	student.	Due	to	the	various	unique	backgrounds	of	

refugee	students,	each	student	will	have	an	individual	RAP	that	is	customized	to	yield	

the	best	results	for	that	refugee	student.	Furthermore,	the	RAP	contains	short	and	

long	term	goals	that	allows	for	foreseeable	achievements.	

Following	is	a	suggested	informal	initial	language	skills	assessment	that	leads	to	the	

design	of	a	RAP	for	a	specific	refugee	student	having	minimal	formal	education.	It	is	

important	to	note	that	the	result	of	this	informal	initial	language	skills	assessment	is	

only	an	indication	of	the	possible	level	of	proficiency	for	the	student.

If	the	student	has	no	language	skills	at	all,	is	completely	unable	to	communicate,	uses	

gestures	like	pointing	instead	of	speaking	or	reading,	certain	steps	must	be	taken.

Use	the	results	from	the	Observation	and	Goals	columns	to	design	the	Refugee		

Achievement	Plan	(RAP).	Specify	some	short	terms	goals	and	some	long	term	goals.	

For	example,	a	short	term	goal	could	be:	The student will be able to know his or her 

way around the school without any assistance from peers or teachers.
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Name  

parent/Guardian/Adult contact:

Gender  

Date  

Language  

Age  

country of origin  

Translator  

observer  

results from state approved  
assessments

other relevant information  

Refugee Achievement Plan 

copyright © canter press. May be duplicated with  
permission by districts within Texas for in-district use only.
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 Cognitive (1)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

ask student to sort cards by 
color.

 

ask student to sort cards by 
living/non-living things.

 

ask student to sort cards by 
number and alphabet.

 

ask student to sort cards by 
plants/animals.

 

ask student to identify/ 
describe continents/oceans 
and other features of a world 
map in first language.

 

have student solve/explain 
(numerical) math problems 
based on grade level.

 

ask student to identify date 
on a calendar and time on an 
analogue clock.

 

copyright © canter press. May be duplicated with  
permission by districts within Texas for in-district use only.
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Affective (2)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

Ask student about his/her 
school experience.

have you attended school?

how many years of school 
have you attended?

What do you do well?

What difficulties do you have 
in school?

 

Ask student: 
Who do you live with, and 
where do you live?

 

Ask student: 
Which three people do you 
talk to often? What are they 
like?

 

Ask student: 
What do you like to do when 
you are not in school?

 

Ask/observe student  
(after school tour/lunch): 
What do you see in school? 
In the cafeteria?

 

copyright © canter press. May be duplicated with  
permission by districts within Texas for in-district use only.
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linguistic (3)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

Ask student to spell his/her 
name in first language.

 

Ask student to read in first 
language.

 

Ask student to write a  
description of what he/she 
likes/dislikes.

 

Ask student to tell or  
summarize a favorite story in 
first language.

 

Ask student to describe his/
her current knowledge and 
experience of English.

 

Ask student what other  
languages he/she speaks/
reads. 

 

Note: results of State Approved  
Assessments can be found at:  
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/index2.aspx?id=4098

copyright © canter press.  
May be duplicated with  

permission by districts within 
Texas for in-district use only.
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Name Ay ek Ju bA

parent/Guardian/Adult contact:

Gender Fema le

Date 2/21/2013

Language Dinka

Age 15

country of origin Suda n

Translator Deng Anoh  

(Catholic Cha rit ie s of Da lla s)

observer Feyi Oba mehi nti

results from state approved  
assessments

LAS Leve l: 1

other relevant information Fou rth month i n u.S.

Ju st sta rti ng school

both pa rents killed

No k nown liv i ng re lative i n u.S.

Ca me to u.S. from re fu gee ca mp  
for re sett lement

example of a completed Refugee Achievement Plan with goals and resources.
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Cognitive (1)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

ask student to sort cards by 
color.

Student is a ble  
to sort ca rds.

n ot a pplica ble

ask student to sort cards by 
living/non-living things.

Student is not a ble 
to clea rly disti ngu ish 
livi ng a nd non-livi ng 
things. Confu se s 
pla nts with nonlivi ng 
things.

Deve lop ba sic  
scientif ic 
k nowledge.

Newcomer cla ss 
u si ng context  
embedded 
 le ssons to tea ch 
basic science,  
geography,  
a nd history.

ask student to sort cards by 
number and alphabet.

Student is a ble to 
sort nu mbers a nd 
letters.

n ot a pplica ble

ask student to sort cards by 
plants/animals.

Student ca n sort by 
pla nts a nd a nima ls. 

n ot a pplica ble

ask student to identify/ 
describe continents/oceans 
and other features of a world 
map in first language.

Student disti ngu ish-
es la nd a nd water 
on the map but does 
not know contin ents. 

Deve lop ba sic  
geogra phica l 
k nowledge.

Deve lop ba sic 
k nowledge of 
America n cu ltu re 
a nd history.

have student solve/explain 
(numerical) math problems 
based on grade level.

Student ca n solve 
simple a rithmetic. 

Deve lop k nowledge 
of fra ction s a nd 
ba sic a lge bra.

She lte red re sou rce 
math cla ss.
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Affective (2)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

Ask student about his/her 
school experience.

have you attended school?

how many years of school 
have you attended?

What do you do well?

What difficulties do you have 
in school?

Attended through 
5th grade

5 yea rs

Cooking a nd sewing

Student liked school 
a nd was sma rt.

Integrate with 
english-spea king 
popu lation. 

become pa rt of 
extra-cu rricu la r 
clu b (4H? F FA?)

Lea rn America n 
eating cu stoms 
a nd other  
America n cu ltu ra l 
norms.

eSL tea cher 
tra in ed in  
cu ltu ra lly re sponsive 
a pproa ches

School cou nse lor

Father Nata nie l

university student 
volu nteer

NHS volu nteers

F FA/4H sponsor

Ask student: 
Who do you live with, and 
where do you live?

Student says people 
from “the group”  
(tra nslator had 
trou ble getti ng cla r-
if ication on “grou p”).  
Student give s the 
na me “Miss Marie” 
a s someone to ta lk 
to, possibly a person 
from re fugee ca mp?

Ask student: 
Which three people do you 
talk to often? What are they 
like?

Student mentions 
“Miss Marie, her 
sister Adeh, a nd 
Father Nata nie l.

Ask student: 
What do you like to do when 
you are not in school?

Cook a nd sew

Ask/observe student  
(after school tour/lunch): 
What do you see in school? 
In the cafeteria?

eats without  
silverwa re

Seems very  
u ncomforta ble
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linguistic (3)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

Ask student to spell 
his/her name in first 
language.

Spe lls u si ng Latin script. Intermediate 
leve l on TeLPAS 
for spea king a nd 
listening

Identify english 
letters a nd sou nds

Recognize high 
frequ ency sight 
words

Read one a nd two 
sylla ble english 
words i n connected 
text.

Ora lly, te ll simple 
story i n english

Recite simple  
poetry i n english.

university student 
volu nteers to read 
with student

Phonics progra m 
through eSL 
tea cher i n colla bo-
ration with u niver-
sity volu nteer

edge newcomer 
progra m with eSL 
tea cher

Rosetta stone

Opportu nitie s i n Art 
a nd Pe to i ntera ct 
with other kids

Ask student to read in 
first language.

Student is a ble to read  
sentences from   
“ PioockuThu ong ja ng: 
The elementa ry Modern 
Sta nda rd Dinka.”

Ask student to write a  
description of what 
he/she likes/dislikes.

Student write s a pa ragraph 
in Dinka. Pa ragraph does 
not have spa ces between 
words a nd ha s i ncomplete 
thoughts.  Only one period is 
fou nd which is at the end 
of the pa ragraph.  Tra nslator 
i ndicate s that Dinka u su-
a lly is written with spa ces.

Ask student to tell or  
summarize a favorite 
story in first language.

Student struggle s to come 
up with a story. Then 
student te lls a live ly story 
with fa cia l expressions. 
Tra nslator la ughed du ring 
the story a nd enjoyed the 
student rete lli ng.  

Ask student to  
describe his/her  
current knowledge 
and experience of 
English.

Student ca n say “Hello, my 
na me is…”  Student ca nnot 
read a ny english.

Ask student what 
other languages he/
she speaks/reads.

Student spea ks some  
Ara bic lea rned in school but 
does not write i n Ara bic. 
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2. Create a culturally responsive environment.
Research	indicates	that	a	culturally	responsive	approach	to	education	can	strengthen	student	

connectedness	with	schools,	reduce	behavior	problems,	and	enhance	learning	(Kalyanpur,	

2003).	According	to	Gay	(2002),	culturally	responsive	education	is	defined	as	using	the	cultural	

knowledge,	prior	experiences,	frames	of	reference,	and	performance	styles	of	ethnically	diverse	

students	to	make	learning	more	relevant	and	effective	for	them.

To	ensure	the	academic	and	linguistic	progress	of	refugee	students,	schools	should	consider	

the	following	four	categories	–with	the	suggested	research-based	approaches	–to	promote	a	

culturally	responsive	environment	and	education	for	refugee	students	and	their	families.	

 
 TRaInIng maTeRIaLs ouTReaCh evenTs

• Train all school staff 
in cultural awareness, 
teaching them the 
norms of the countries 
represented in the 
school.

• Be sensitive to the cul-
tural shifts that refugee 
students must make 
as they move between 
school and home. 
This transition may be 
most difficult at their 
initial enrollment, at 
the beginning of each 
school week, and after 
students have been  
immersed in home cul-
ture over the weekend.

• Foster school culture 
guidelines for students 
that promote respect, 
self-responsibility, and 
understanding of  
others.

• Encourage a cultural 
and linguistic environ-
ment that is evident 
throughout the school.

• post visuals from the 
different countries rep-
resented in the school; 
these should be visible 
to everyone.

• provide books from the 
different countries rep-
resented at the school 
in each classroom and 
in the library.

• Display flags from the 
different countries rep-
resented in the school 
in a highly visible place 
around the school 
entrance.

• Translate all major 
school documents to 
the language spoken 
by refugee students 
and their families.

• Invite community vol-

unteers who are from 

the countries repre-

sented in the school to 

partner with students.

• help parents gain the 

needed social skills to 

navigate the American 

educational system 

and to understand 

the norms of behav-

ior, especially those in 

the student code of 

conduct.

• Develop caring rela-

tionships with refugee 

parents/guardians, 

adults, and peers 

through special  

activities designed to 

teach social skills (e.g., 

establishing uncondi-

tional positive regard, 

creating a culture of 

care and respect,  

providing care and 

support consistently).

• Foster a collabora-

tive relationship with 

refugee service provid-

ers in the community 

to ensure easy access 

to services for refu-

gee students and their 

families.

• organize an 

international day to 

celebrate the different 

countries represented 

in the school. Students 

can bring artifacts, 

clothing, games, 

and food from their 

country to share 

with classmates. As a 

culminating activity 

in the evening, have 

a parade of nations 

where students wear 

attire from different 

countries, listen to 

cultural music, and 

dance.

• plan a series of cultural 

assemblies throughout 

the school year to 

acknowledge and 

celebrate the history, 

language, and practices 

of the various cultures 

in the school. 
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3. distribute Refugee resource packets. 
Distribute	a	Refugee	resource	packet	for	teachers	and	parents.	

For teachers, this resource packet 
should include the following: 

•	 Overview	of	refugees	in	the	United	

States	(see	pages	4-5;	What	do	we	

need	to	know	about	Refugees?).	

•	 Facts	on	each	refugee	student’s	

home	country	(see	pages	6-12;	Seven	

top	countries	of	Refugee	arrivals	in	

Texas).

•	 Best	practices	for	teaching	refugee	

students	(see	pages	34-40;	Class-

room	section)	

•	 Guidelines	for	engaging	refugee	

youth	and	parents/guardians		

(see	pages	31-33;	Parent/Guardian	

section).

•	 Resources	for	service	providers	on	

health,	education,	language,	and		

culture	for	refugees.

For parents, this resource packet should include:

•	 Explanation	of	sections	of	student	enrollment	

form	(include	a	sample	enrollment	form).

•	 Explanation	of	the	school	medical	form		

(medication	permit/physician	orders).	Also,		

include	a	sample	school	medical	form.

•	 Explanation	of	the	power	of	attorney	form.

•	 Explanation	of	the	proof	of	residence	form.

•	 Explanation	of	the	student	data	release	form	and	

the	implications	of	the	form	(due	to	hostile	cir-

cumstances	many	refugees	faced	in	their	home	

country,	they	may	be	uncomfortable	sharing	per-

sonal	information	like	name,	address,	phone,	etc.).

•	 Information	on	athletic	events.

•	 	Explanation	of	the	student	code	of	conduct		

(required	parent	signature).	

•	 Information	on	Parent-Teacher	Association.

•	 Consequences	and	implications	on	alcohol,		

tobacco,	and	drugs.

•	 Feeder	schools	and	school	boundaries.

•	 Importance	of	the	student	school	handbook.

•	 Various	school	related	fees	(clubs,	parking	etc.).	

•	 Inclement	weather	policy.

•	 Nutrition	and	lunch.

•	 Attendance	procedures/Compulsory	attendance.

•	 Pre-kindergarten	registration.

•	 Immunization.

•	 Bus	transportation.

•	 Academic	polices	(grading,	report	cards,	progress	

reports,	promotion,	and	homework).

•	 Student	transfer	policies.

•	 Special	programs	(Content	mastery,	ESL,		

Gifted/Talented,	Dual	Credit).
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Establish partnerships with social/cultural  

organizations  • Establish partnerships with state and  

federal agencies  • Educate community about Refugees

Thecommunity plays a vital role in the  

successful resettlement of refugee students. A community is a 

combination of all the entities that have a stake in the success 

of refugee students and schools in general. A strong partnership 

between school and community ensures a collaborative  

approach in meeting the needs of refugee students and their 

families. Whether the partnerships are formal or informal; each 

party contributes to the common vision of refugee student  

success. Research indicates that building positive relationships 

between the school and the community can lead to improved      

student achievement (Epstein, 2010). To  

ensure the academic success of  

refugee students, schools cannot  

function in isolation. Community  

engagement of federal, state, and local 

agencies, as well as cultural and social 

organizations, leads to greater academic 

achievement for refugee students. 
c

o
m

m
u

n
it

y
c

o
M

M
U

N
it

y



 Texas sTudenT Refugee fRamewoRk  |  a Collaborative approach    29

c
o

m
m

u
n

it
y

c
o

M
M

U
N

it
y

1. establish partnerships with social and cultural organizations.
	the following organizations provide needed support and ease resettlement for refugees.

Immigrant and Refugee Community organization,	based	in	Oregon,	is	an	organization	that		

empowers	communities,	families,	and	individuals	so	they	can	become	self-sufficient	and		

contributing	members	of	society.	With	a	variety	of	programs,	IRCO	seeks	to	provide	equal	op-

portunity	to	help	refugees	and	immigrants	succeed	and	improve	their	quality	of	life	in	the	U.S.			

www.irco.org	

alliance for multicultural Community services	provides	comprehensive	services	to	refugees,	

immigrants,	and	low-income	residents	of	Harris	County	in	order	to	enhance	the	process	of	their	

cultural	adjustment	and	economic	self-sufficiency.	Their	services	are	delivered	in	a	manner	that	

is	linguistically	and	culturally	appropriate,	and	they	are	designed	to	empower	individuals,	fami-

lies,	and	communities	to	reach	success.		

	www.allianceontheweb.org

Catholic Charities of houston archdiocese of galveston-houston	provides	a	comprehensive	

network	of	social	services	aimed	at	promoting	and	facilitating	self-sufficiency.	They	have	a	

refugee	program	that	creates	a	home-away-from-home,	and	they	help	government	approved	

refugees	become	self-sufficient	through	cultural	orientation,	job	development,	family		

reunification,	and	resettlement.			

www.catholiccharities.org/services/programs-refugee

The Cultural orientation Resource Center (CoR Center) at the Center for applied Linguistics 

(CaL)	is	located	in	Washington,	D.C.		This	organization	is	funded	by	the	U.S.	Department	of	

State,	Bureau	of	Population,	Refugees,	and	Migration	to	ensure	culturally	and	linguistically	ap-

propriate	services.	COR	Center	provides	technical	assistance	regarding	the	cultural	and	com-

munity	orientation	refugees	receive,	either	before	resettlement	in	the	U.S	or	after	arrival	and	

in	resettlement.	The	center	produces	reliable	and	useful	information	about	refugee	groups.	It	

also	works	closely	with	U.S.	government	agencies,	international	organizations,	and	U.S.	refugee	

resettlement	agencies	to	access	needs	and	develop	specific	refugee	group	materials.		

www.culturalorientation.net

2. establish partnerships with state and federal agencies.
Federal and state agencies provide vital information on all aspects of refugee resettlements. 
the major agencies are listed below:

The	office of Refugee Resettlement (oRR)	is	an	office	of	the	Administration	for	Children	and	

Families.	The	office	provides	new	populations	with	the	opportunity	to	maximize	their	potential	

in	the	United	States.	They	provide	social	services	to	help	refugees	become	self-sufficient	as	

quickly	as	possible	after	their	arrival	in	the	U.S.	Some	of	the	programs	the	ORR	provides	include	

refugee	assistance,	refugee	health,	resettlement	services,	and	child	services	programs	(includ-

ing	unaccompanied	refugee	minors).	These	programs	provide	refugees	with	critical	resources	

as	they	become	integrated	members	of	American	society.		

www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/
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The Texas office of Immigration and Refugee affairs	was	created	by	the	Texas	Legislature	in	1991	

to	allocate	federal	funds	available	through	the	Immigration	Reform	and	Control	Act	of	1986	and	the	

Refugee	Act	of	1980.	The	Office	of	Immigration	and	Refugee	Affairs	coordinates	the	Refugee	Re-

settlement	Program	which	helps	refugee	families	attain	economic	independence	and	cultural	adjust-

ment	in	the	U.S.	as	soon	as	possible.		www.hhsc.state.tx.us/programs/refugee/index.shtml

bridging Refugee Youth and Children’s services (bRYCs) was	formed	in	2001	as	a	collaboration	

between	the	U.S.	Conference	of	Catholic	Bishops/Migration	and	Refugee	Services	(USCCB/

MRS)	and	Lutheran	Immigration	and	Refugee	Service	(LIRS).	BRYCS	strengthens	the	capacity	of	

refugee-serving	and	mainstream	organizations	across	the	U.S.	On	a	fundamental	level,	this	ensures	

successful	development	of	refugee	children,	youth,	and	families	by	providing	locally-driven	technical	

assistance,	building	long-term	capacity,	and	promoting	collaboration	at	the	local,	state,	regional,		

and	national	levels.	www.brycs.org

The	federal	office	also	coordinates	the	voluntary agencies matching grant Program (volag).	

This	is	an	alternative	to	public	cash	assistance	providing	services	to	help	ORR	eligible	populations	

(refugees,	asylees,	Cuban	and	Haitian	entrants,	certain	Amerasians	from	Vietnam,	Victims	of	Severe	

Forms	of	Trafficking,	and	Special	Immigrant	Visa	Holders	(SIVs)	to	become	economically	self-

sufficient	within	120	to	180	days	of	program	eligibility.	Some	of	the	services	required	under	this	

program	include,	but	are	not	limited	to,	case	management,	employment	services,	maintenance	

assistance	and	cash	allowance,	and	administration.	The table below highlights some of the organizations 
in Texas that participate in the program. Information provided by the ORR.

volag affiliate Name contact - Director

CWS 	Refugee services of Texas, Inc. 
Amarillo,	TX	

Fabian	Talamante	
1731	S.	Avondale	
Amarillo,	TX	79106	
806-381-0099

CWS	 Refugee services of Texas, Inc.	
Austin,	TX	

Aaron	Rippenkroeger	
7801	N.	Lamar	Rd.,	Suite	F-20	
Austin,	TX	78752	
512-472-9472

CWS  Refugee services of Texas, Inc.	
Dallas,	TX	

Rob	Mezger	
12025	Shiloh	Road,	Suite	240	
Dallas,	TX	75228	
214-	821-4883

CWS  Refugee services of Texas, Inc.	
Fort	Worth,	TX	

Laila	Amara	
12025	Shiloh	Road,	Suite	200	
Fort	Worth,	TX	76119	
817-457-8110

CWS  Interfaith ministries of  
greater houston	
Houston,	TX		

	Al	Sudani	
3217	Montrose	Blvd.	
Houston,	TX	77006	
713-533-4900

ECDC 	alliance for multicultural  
Community services	
Houston,	TX		

Yani	Rose	
6440	Hillcroft	St,	Suite	411	
Houston,	TX	77081	
713-776-4700
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volag affiliate Name contact - Director

EMM 	Refugee services of Texas, Inc.
Austin,	TX		

Carol	Roxburgh	
7801	N.	Lamar	Rd.,	Suite	F-20	
Austin,	TX	78752	
512-527-4562

EMM 	Interfaith ministries of  
greater houston 
Houston,	TX		

Al	Sudani	
3217	Montrose	Blvd.		
Houston,	TX	77006	
713-533-4941

IRC  IRC abilene,	TX		 Debi	Wheeler	
3303	North	Third,	Suite	D	
Abilene,	TX	79603	
325-675-5643

IRC 	IRC dallas,	TX		 Debi	Wheeler	
6500	Greenville	Avenue,	Suite	500	
Dallas,	TX	75206	
214-461-9781

LIRS 	Refugee services of Texas, Inc	
Amarillo,	

Fabien	Talamante	
1731	South	Avondale	Street	
Amarillo,	TX	79108	
806-381-0099

LIRS 	Refugee services of Texas, Inc		
Dallas,	TX		

Rob	Mezger	
12025	Shiloh	Road,	Suite	240	
Dallas,	TX	75228	
214-821-4422

LIRS 	Refugee services of Texas, Inc	
Fort	Worth,	TX		

Laila	Amara	
1500	Circle	Drive	
Fort	Worth,	TX	76119	
817-475-8110

LIRS  Refugee services of Texas, Inc	
Houston,	TX		

Janice	Jacobs	
2626	South	Loop	West,	Suite	242	
Houston,	TX	77054	
713-644-6224

USCCB Catholic family service		
Amarillo,	TX			

	Claudia	Soriano	
200	South	Tyler	Street	
Amarillo,	TX	79105	
806-376-4571

voluntary agencies Matching Grant Program (volag) Key 

Cws		Church	World	Service	(www.churchworldservice.org)

eCdC	Ethiopian	Community	Development	Council	(www.ecdcus.org)

emm	Episcopal	Migration	Ministries	(www.episcopalchurch.org)

IRC International	Rescue	Committee	(www.theirc.org)

LIRs Lutheran	Immigration	and	Refugee	Services	(www.lirs.org)
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volag affiliate Name contact - Director

USCCB		 Caritas of austin		
Austin,	TX		

Adelita	Winchester	
611	Neches	Street	
Austin,	TX	78701	
512-479-4610

USCCB		 Refugee & empowerment  
services		
Dallas,	TX	

Avril	Knox	
9451	LBJ	Freeway,	Suite	100	
Dallas,	TX	75243	
214-553-9909

USCCB		 Catholic Charities/diocese of 
fort worth, Inc 	
Fort	Worth,	TX

John	Machado	
249	W.	Thronhill	Drive	
Fort	Worth,	TX	76115	
817-289-3819

USCCB		 Catholic Charities of  
the archdiocese of  
galveston-houston  
Houston,	TX

Ardiane	Ademi	
2900	Louisiana	
Houston,	TX	77006	
713-874-6516

USCCB		 Catholic Charities		
San	Antonio,	TX

Hisham	Batar	
202	W.	French	Place	
San	Antonio,	TX	78212	
210-222-1294

	USCRI		 YmCa International services	
Houston,	TX		

Jeff	Watkins	
6300	Westpark	Dr.,	Suite	600	
Houston,	TX	77057	
713-339-9015

WR	 world Relief 
Fort	Worth,	TX

Jeff	Demers	
4059	Bryan	Avenue	
Fort	Worth,	TX	76110	
817	924-0748

3. educate community about refugees.
suggestions for educating the community about refugees:

•	Promote	the	culture	of	refugee	groups	through	outreach	and	events.

•	Make	World	Refugee	Day	(June	20)	a	community	celebration.

•			Highlight	the	achievements	of	refugee	students	and	their	families	in		

school/district	publications.

•		Profile	refugee	students	and	their	families	in	the	community	newspaper.

•			Use	radio	and	television	outlets	to	coordinate	services	for	refugee	students		

and	their	families.
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      Use Refugee focus intake process  •  Create a culturally  

responsive environment  •  Distribute Refugee resource packets
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Research clearly indicates that lack of  

parental involvement  

is the biggest problem facing public schools.  

Furthermore, 86% of the general public believes that sup-

port from parents is the most important way to  

improve schools (Rose, Gallup, & Elam, 1997). 

Refugee families come to the United States with a  

wealth of parenting strengths, based on their cultural 

background, traditions, and family experience. Like most 

parents in the U.S., they tend to be responsible and nur-

turing and have often sacrificed tremendously to provide 

their children an opportunity in their new home country. 

Nevertheless, as newcomer  

parents, refugee  

parents/guardians need 

support and assistance 

to orient, adapt, and 

raise children in a new 

country, especially in 

methods of discipline. 
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1. establish culturally responsive parent/guardian partnerships.
Schools	should	foster	a	culturally	responsive	partnership	with	refugee	parents/	

guardians.	This	partnership	takes	into	account	the	fact	that	refugee	parents/guardians	

are	faced	with	a	variety	of	circumstances	that	our	typical	American	families	do	not	face.	

For	example,	many	refugee	families	have	experienced	traumatic	events	that	may	affect	

how	they	raise	their	children.	They	may	respond	or	react	to	situations	with	their	children	

in	a	more	intense	way	than	other	parents/guardians	would.	Also,	due	to	traumatic		

experiences	in	their	country,	they	may	have	mental	or	physical	health	reactions.	At		

the	same	time,	they	are	challenged	to	learn	a	new	language.

•		Suggestions	for	establishing	culturally	responsive	partnerships:

•			Have	school-based	English	as	a	Second	Language	(ESL)	classes	during	the	day	and	

evening	to	make	attendance	more	assessable	for	refugee	parents.

•		Use	parents	as	co-planners	for	cultural	celebrations.

•		Use	parents	as	chaperones	for	school	sponsored	field	trips.

•		Educate	PTA	about	refugees	and	vice	versa.

•		Ensure	that	parents	receive	a	copy	and	explanation	of	the	refugee	packet.

2. educate parents/guardians about U.S. system of education. 
Every	American	parent/guardian	knows	the	expectation	of	joining	the	PTA	organization	

as	an	avenue	to	foster	strong	parent-teacher	relationships	and	to	engage	in	day-to-day		

activities	at	their	child’s	school.	The	same	American	culture	tends	to	suggest	that	any	

parent	who	does	not	participate	or	show	interest	in	the	PTA	is	considered	indifferent	

about	their	child’s	education.	This	can	hold	true	for	refugee	parents/guardians.	They	may	

appear	indifferent	to	their	child’s	education	due	to	the	fact	that	they	are	unfamiliar	with	

the	goals	of	this	organization.	Or,	they	may	be	uncomfortable	participating	because	of	

limited	English	language	skills	and	cultural	differences.	

Schools	should	educate	parents	about	the	U.S.	system	of	education.	This	can	be	done	

formally	through	an	organized	class	or	event	and	informally	during	enrollment	or		

follow	up.	

(See section on Parent Resource Packet on page 25).
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3. educate parents about literacy.
The	ability	to	read	and	write	is	the	basis	for	all	other	education.	Literacy	is	vital	to		

solving	most	societal	problems.	Among	these	are	elevated	dropout	rates,	poverty,	

gender	inequality,	and	health	issues.	These	problems	are	pronounced	within	immigrant	

groups	who	have	low	literacy	rates.	

In	a	recent	literacy	study	conducted	with	refugees,	their	perception	of	family	literacy		

offers	insights	into	their	belief	systems	about	education	and	learning.	The	study	exam-

ined	how	Sudanese	refugees	define	family	literacy	and	highlighted	their	sensitivities	

about	teaching	and	learning	as	they	relate	to	the	United	States	(Obamehinti,	2012).		

Their	acuities	of	literacy	vastly	differed	from	what	we	know	in	the	U.S.	as	family	literacy.	

Furthermore,	the	study	suggests	a	direct	correlation	between	culture	and	perception	

of	family	literacy	among	the	participants	of	the	study.	The	Sudanese	refugees	were	not	

involved	in	literacy	practices	(reading,	writing,	and	oral	skills)	in	Sudan	and	continued	

such	practices	of	non-literacy	here	in	the	U.S.	With	provided	interventions,	the	families	

were	more	aware	of	the	need	to	engage	in	family	literacy	practices	with	their	young	

children,	thereby	ensuring	a	chance	for	their	children	to	be	well	prepared	for	school.	

Therefore,	it	is	important	to	educate	parents	on	the	importance	of	literacy	even	if	it	is	in	

their	native	language.	Parents	should	be	oriented	(through	the	help	of	translators)	on	

developing	independent	literacy	practices.	For	example:

•		Read	aloud	to	children	at	least	once	a	day.	

•			Make	a	pattern	with	objects	around	the	home	using	buttons,		

beads,	or	small	colored	cubes.	

•		Play	a	matching	game	such	as	Concentration.	

•		Retell	a	favorite	story	to	a	family	member.	

•		Visit	a	library	every	week.	

•		Draw	or	scribble	on	paper.	
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Align instruction with Refugee Achievement Plan (RAP)

• Provide appropriate ESL instruction  •  Provide  

culturally responsive, context-embedded instructions

The classroom environment allows for socio-cultural 

experiences and influences for English Language Learners. 

As English Language Learners, refugee students are also 

impacted by the learning environment. They are able to 

make meaningful connections between their learning and 

experiences. 

Research indicates that in the classroom setting, language 

is learned when engaging in social activities. When gestures,  

facial expressions, and sounds are observed, these external 

interactions become internalized as psychological processes 

or ways of thinking and modes of learning     

(Kramsch, 2000).
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1. Align instruction with Refugee Achievement Plan (RAP).
The	uniqueness	of	each	refugee	student	should	be	the	focus	when	designing	the	RAP.	Instruc-

tion	should	then	be	aligned	to	the	RAP.	Progress	can	be	measured	based	on	set	goals	on	the	RAP.	

Here	is	an	example	of	a	completed	RAP	with	instructional	guidelines	for	this	particular	refugee	

student	from	Sudan.

Name Ay ek Ju bA

parent/Guardian/Adult contact:

Gender Fema le

Date 2/21/2013

Language Dinka

Age 15

country of origin Suda n

Translator Deng Anoh  

(Catholic Cha rit ie s of Da lla s)

observer Feyi Oba mehi nti

other relevant information Fou rth month i n u.S.

Ju st sta rti ng school

both pa rents killed

No k nown liv i ng re lative i n u.S.

Ca me to u.S. from re fu gee ca mp  
for re sett lement

example of a completed refugee achievement Plan with goals and resources.
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Cognitive (1)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

ask student to sort cards by 
color.

Student is a ble  
to sort ca rds.

ask student to sort cards by 
living/non-living things.

Student is not a ble 
to clea rly disti ngu ish 
livi ng a nd non-livi ng 
things. Confu se s 
pla nts with nonlivi ng 
things.

Deve lop ba sic  
scientif ic 
k nowledge.

Newcomer cla ss 
u si ng context-  
embedded 
le ssons to tea ch 
basic science,  
geography,  
a nd history.

ask student to sort cards by 
number and alphabet.

Student is a ble to 
sort nu mbers a nd 
letters.

ask student to sort cards by 
plants/animals.

Student ca n sort by 
pla nts a nd a nima ls. 

ask student to identify/ 
describe continents/oceans 
and other features of a world 
map in first language.

Student disti ngu ish-
es la nd a nd water 
on the map but does 
not know contin ents. 

Deve lop ba sic  
geogra phica l 
k nowledge.

Deve lop ba sic 
k nowledge of 
America n cu ltu re 
a nd history.

have student solve/explain 
(numerical) math problems 
based on grade level.

Student ca n solve 
simple a rithmetic. 

Deve lop k nowledge 
of fra ction s a nd 
ba sic a lge bra.

She lte red re sou rce 
math cla ss.
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Affective (2)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

Ask student about his/her 
school experience.

have you attended school?

how many years of school 
have you attended?

What do you do well?

What difficulties do you have 
in school?

Attended through 
5th grade

5 yea rs

Cooking a nd sewing

Student liked school 
a nd was sma rt.

Integrate with 
english spea king 
popu lation 

become pa rt of 
extra-cu rricu la r 
clu b (4H? F FA?)

Lea rn America n 
eating cu stoms 
a nd other  
America n cu ltu ra l 
norms

eSL tea cher 
tra in ed in  
cu ltu ra lly re sponsive 
a pproa ches

School cou nse lor

Father Nata nie l

university student 
volu nteer

NHS volu nteers

F FA/4H sponsor

Ask student: 
Who do you live with, and 
where do you live?

Student says people 
from “the group”  
(tra nslator had 
trou ble getti ng cla r-
if ication on “grou p”).  
Student give s the 
na me “Miss Marie” 
a s someone to ta lk 
to, possibly a person 
from re fugee ca mp?

Ask student: 
Which three people do you 
talk to often? What are they 
like?

Student mentions 
“Miss Marie, her 
sister Adeh, a nd 
Father Nata nie l.

Ask student: 
What do you like to do when 
you are not in school?

Cook a nd sew

Ask/observe student  
(after school tour/lunch): 
What do you see in school? 
In the cafeteria?

eats without  
silverwa re

Seems very  
u ncomforta ble
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linguistic (3)

 Task obseRvaTIon goaLs ResouRCes

Ask student to spell 
his/her name in first 
language.

Spe lls u si ng Latin script. Intermediate 
leve l on TeLPAS 
for spea king a nd 
listening

Identify english 
letters a nd sou nds

Recognize high 
frequ ency sight 
words

Read one a nd two 
sylla ble english 
words i n connected 
text.

Ora lly te ll simple 
story i n english

Recite simple po-
etry i n english.

university student 
volu nteers to read 
with student

Phonics progra m 
through eSL 
tea cher i n colla bo-
ration with u niver-
sity volu nteer

edge newcomer 
progra m with eSL 
tea cher

Rosetta stone

Opportu nitie s i n Art 
a nd Pe to i ntera ct 
with other kids

Ask student to read in 
first language.

Student is a ble to read  
sentences from   
“ PioockuThu ong ja ng: 
The elementa ry Modern 
Sta nda rd Dinka.”

Ask student to write a  
description of what 
he/she likes/dislikes.

Student write s a pa ragraph 
in Dinka. Pa ragraph does 
not have spa ces between 
words a nd ha s i ncomplete 
thoughts.  Only one period is 
fou nd which is at the end 
of the pa ragraph.  Tra nslator 
i ndicate s that Dinka u su-
a lly is written with spa ces.

Ask student to tell or  
summarize a favorite 
story in first language.

Student struggle s to come 
up with a story.  Then 
student te lls a live ly story 
with fa cia l expressions. 
Tra nslator la ughed du ring 
the story a nd enjoyed the 
student rete lli ng.  

Ask student to  
describe his/her  
current knowledge 
and experience of 
English.

Student ca n say “Hello, my 
na me is…”  Student ca nnot 
read a ny english.

Ask student what 
other languages he/
she speaks/reads.

Student spea ks some  
Ara bic lea rned in school but 
does not write i n Ara bic. 
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2. Provide appropriate eSl instruction.
		a.	Use	native	language	resources.

		b.	Give	students	an	opportunity	to	check	with	a	peer.

		c.	Use	Total	Physical	Response	(TPR)	with	refugees	who	are	beginning	ELLs.

		d.	Teach	Proficiency	through	reading	and	storytelling.

		e.	Use	strategies	appropriate	for	beginners	who	are	unfamiliar	with	European	languages.

			f.	Use	state	appropriate	phonic	curricula.	

			g.	Incorporate	the	ELPS	with	instruction..

3. Provide culturally responsive, context-embedded instruction.
Research	clearly	indicates	that	meeting	the	affective,	linguistic,	and	cognitive	needs	of	ELL	stu-

dents	accelerates	English	language	acquisition	as	well	as	academic	success.	

Teachers	working	with	refugee	students	benefit	from	an	approach	that	incorporates	culturally	

responsive	and	context-embedded	techniques.

Context-embedded	instruction	relies	heavily	on	the	use	of	context-embedded	language.	Context-

embedded	language	incorporates	a	high	degree	of	visual	cues,	gestures,	and	access	to	the	learn-

er’s	background	knowledge,	and	it	makes	the	target	language	highly	comprehensible.

context-embedded instruction:

Incorporate a high degree of  
comprehensible input.

Simplify	speech.

Amplify	text.

Use	repetition.

Use	visuals.

Use	“point	and	talk”	strategies.

Use	native	language	resources.

Encourage	students	to	build		
background	about	topics	in	native		

language	outside	of	class.

use heterogeneous, cooperative  
grouping strategies.
Think-Pair-Share

Round	Robin

Jigsaw

Rallytable

Implement the research-based sheltered 
instruction model for intermediate,  
advanced, and advanced high students.

SIOP

GLAD

Language	and	Literacy	for	ELLS
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culturally responsive approach

Gay	(2000)	defines	culturally	responsive	teaching	as	using	cultural	knowledge,	prior	experiences,	

and	performance	styles	of	diverse	students	to	make	learning	more	appropriate	and	effective	for	

them.	This	teaching	approach	teaches	to	and	through	the	strengths	of	students.	To	ensure	a	cul-

turally	responsive	approach	in	the	classroom:

•			Avoid	lesson	examples	and	materials	that	trigger	fear,	anger,	sadness,	and	resistance	in	

students.

•			Use	sufficient	wait	time	when	asking	questions	or	giving	directions.	This	gives	all		

students	an	opportunity	to	develop	critical	thinking	and	to	participate	in	class.	

•			Explain	grading	and	assessment	(aligned	to	student	refugee	achievement	plan)		

to	students.

•			Use	mentors,	translators,	and	volunteers	in	the	classroom.

•			Incorporate	examples	and	resources	that	connect	with	student	life	experiences		

and	backgrounds.

•			Recognize	and	respect	cultural	differences.

Resources to make classroom  

instruction culturally responsive 

for refugee students:

For	innovative	and	unrivaled	materials	for		

communicative	language	instruction:	

www.tprstorytelling.com

For	multicultural	books,	videos,	dictionaries,	and	

DVDs	in	almost	30	different	languages:	

www.multiculturalbooksandvideos.com

For	innovative	resources	for	foreign	language	

teaching,	including	software	programs,	videos,	

posters,	bulletin	boards,	award	pins,	pencils,	

games,	and	more:

www.teachersdiscovery.com
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Research funded by the Barbara Bush Foundation on Literacy among Sudanese Refugees 

Perception	of	Family	Literacy		
among	Immigrant	Families

Addendum 1

Abstract 

In the United States, an estimated 30 million people over the age of 16, read at the level of the  

average elementary school child (ProLiteracy, 2011). Internationally, an estimated 800 million adults 

are illiterate in their native languages, with two-thirds of them being women (ProLiteracy, 2011).  

The ability to read and write is the basis for all other education. Literacy is vital to solving most  

societal ills; among these are elevated dropout rates, poverty, gender inequality, and health issues. 

These problems are pronounced within immigrant groups who have low literacy rates. The percep-

tion of literacy among U.S. immigrants offers an insight into their belief systems about education and 

learning. This insight, in turn, is helpful when planning adequate programs and services that promote 

early literacy among immigrant families. The following study investigated the perceptions of family 

literacy among a group of Black Refugee immigrant families who are non-English speakers. 

Feyi obamehinti:  

Department of Teaching, Learning, and culture,  

Texas A&M University, college Station, Texas  

rESEArchEr

Dr. M.alfred:  

Department of Educational Administration  

and human resource Development,  

Texas A&M University, college Station, Texas  

ADVISor

The “Perception of Family Literacy among Immigrant 
Families” research study highlights Sudanese-centered 
sensitivities about teaching and learning as they relate 
to the United States, their present country of residence. 
Undoubtedly, their acuities of literacy vastly differ from 
those of the host country. The perception of literacy 
among Black Immigrant families who are non-English 
speakers poses a dilemma to our general educational 
system. Black immigrant families bring their cultures and 
ideologies about every area of life. Gallimore and Gold-
enberg (2001) explained cultural models of immigrant 
families as a “shared mental schema or normative 

understanding of how the world works, or ought to work.” 
Cultural models encode shared environmental and event 
interpretations, what is valued and ideal, what settings 
should be enacted and avoided, who should participate, 
the roles of interaction, and the purpose of the interac-
tions (D’Andrade, 1995; Holland & Quinn, 1987; Shore, 
1996; Weisner, 1984). Understanding the perceptions of 
Black refugee immigrants coupled with correctly identify-
ing the relationship of previous research to the planned 
investigation is a strong validation of this study,  
potentially making it a valuable contribution. 

introduction 
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conceptual Framework 

The theoretical basis for understanding this research is 
rooted in the social cognitive theory. Social cognitive the-
ory originated from Albert Bandura (1989), a social psy-
chologist who believes in explaining how people acquire 
and maintain certain behavioral patterns while providing 
effective intervention strategies. According to Wood and 
Bandara (1989), maintaining certain behavioral patterns 

is defined as “self-efficacy,” and that refers to beliefs in 
one’s capabilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive re-
sources, and courses of action needed to meet situational 
demands. Through this theory, the perception of family 
literacy by immigrants can be discovered, and the diverse 
opinions of American standards of family literacy can be 
addressed with appropriate interventions. 

literature review 

Level access: Due to the lack of public awareness about 
insights on literacy among refugee groups, a peculiar 
predicament has been created that places not only im-
migrant children at a disadvantage, but also the entire 
community. In Leveling the Playing Field: Support-
ing Immigrant Children from Birth to Eight, Takani-
shi (2004) presents the challenge which arises among 
migrant offspring when family literacy is absent. Conse-
quently, there is the need to level educational services 
access for these individuals. The limitation of existing 
data concerning the assessment of family literacy among 
Black Refugee immigrant families validates the signifi-
cance of investigating this research area. For some time 
now, literacy brokering has become a beneficial literacy 
tool among many immigrant groups. Literacy brokering 
is the “complex activity that may involve one aspect of 
a text, such as translation of word meanings, mediation 
of cultural content, or explanation of genre aspects of 
a printed text, or it may involve many of these aspects 
all at once.” Studies on literacy brokering indicate that 
children of immigrants provide mediation of cultural con-
tent by translating content to parents, and they provide 
valuable literacy support for their parents and families as 
well. This support often involves sophisticated language, 
skills, and knowledge (Orellana, Reynolds, Dorner, & 
Meza, 2003). Even though literacy brokering is becom-
ing a common practice among immigrants as they seek 
informal help with unfamiliar texts and erudite practices 
(Perry, 2009), the issue of family literacy has not been 
addressed thoroughly among Black refugee immigrants. 

home and school synergy: The connection between 
home and school is irrefutably vital to the success of 
literacy. Among immigrant families, culture dictates how 
connections are made and perceived. Dudley-Marling 
conducted a study (2009) of 18 African-American and 14 
immigrant English as a Second Language parents living 
in two large urban centers in the northeastern United 
States.  Parental views of nine school-to-home literacy 
initiatives affected their respective literacy practices in 
the home because of limited understanding of literacy 
practices. Furthermore, St. Jean Barry (2009) attests to 
the fact that for learning to be effective in many immi-
grant families, it is imperative to link students’ culture 
and perspective. 

Literacy and empowerment: Some immigrant fami-
lies are lacking in empowerment and guidance on literacy. 
One of the ways to empower immigrant families is to 
break the barrier of intimidation that many immigrants 
feel towards institutions. This can be done by creating an 
atmosphere where immigrant families feel comfortable 
enough to embrace access to literacy (DaSilva, 2005). 
The general findings about literacy research centralize 
on the fact that arrival in the United States, most of the 
time, does not promise immediate access to literacy. 
Many immigrants live in the United States for years as il-
literates despite the fact that they learn to speak English 
very quickly. Their illiteracy is demonstrated in their 
inability to find jobs to support their families. 
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However, with assertive determination, immigrants can 
learn how to read and write in a short period of time.  
According to Miller (2005), the experience of living  
without literacy in the United States is a hindrance to 
completing personal and professional objectives. In her 
study, she captured the story of a young Somali woman 
who was nineteen years old and illiterate. Although she 
spoke English fluently, her lack of literacy was an ob-
stacle in securing a job to provide for herself and her 
young son. The woman was embarrassed by activities she 
was not capable of doing. However, she still held lofty 
goals for her life, which included receiving her GED and 
starting a center for abused Somali women. The Somali 
woman asserted that if she concentrated, she could learn 
to read and write in one or two months (Miller, 2005). 
Her declaration impeccably defines the determination 
possessed by the majority of immigrants. 

Literacy and second Language Learners: Within 
brick and mortar schools, there is an urgency to instruct 
language-minority students to read and write English 
well. This urgency centers on the fact that English 
literacy is essential to achievement in academia. Addi-
tionally, it is essential to achievement in educational and 

economic opportunities beyond formal schooling (August 
and Shanahan, 2006). An indication of this pressure is 
present among Somali refugees who typically had little 
or no education in their home country due to civil war, 
absence of scholastic opportunities in refugee camps, 
or because their native tongue did not have any written 
form until 1972. These factors contribute to the high 
number of illiterates among Somali refugees who have a 
rigorous road to learning while living in the United States 
(Bigelow, 2007). 

Research in the area of literacy is contributing to an en-
hanced understanding of how to address illiteracy among 
immigrant families. In understanding literacy, one aspect 
that has been neglected is the link between phonet-
ics and literacy. Curtis and Kruidenier (2005) offered a 
comprehensive and useful review of research concerning 
adults learning to read in their first language. “Certain as-
pects of the ability to deal with phonetic units of speech 
are not acquired spontaneously, but are the result of 
learning to read” (Castro-Caldas, Petersson, Reis, Stone-
Elander, & Ingvar, 1998, p. 1053). Furthermore, learning 
to read in a familiar language has neurological advantages 
because adult brain capacities –of those who are initially 
learning to read –do not process the sounds of the novel 
language clearly (Kuhl, 2000). 

Studies indicate that children of  
immigrants provide mediation of cultural content 

by translating content to parents, and they  
provide valuable literacy support for their parents 
and families as well. This support often involves 

sophisticated language, skills,  
and knowledge.
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Studying the attitudes of family literacy among Black 
refugee immigrants provides a window of opportunity 
for comprehending the role culture plays in inter-gener-
ational illiteracy. This opportunity will allow educational 
community organizations and family literacy advocates 
to better design, develop, and implement family literacy 
programs and activities to the unique needs of Black refu-
gee immigrant families. Furthermore, by learning about 
the perceptions among Black refugee immigrants, family 
literacy advocates will be better able to design a literacy 
curriculum that addresses different cultural perceptions. 
Not only will the outcome of this research impact adults, 
but it will also prepare the children to enter school being 
able to read, write and communicate orally. The ultimate 
result is that both literacy circles and public schools will 
be the beneficiaries of the outcome. 

Since the study sought to investigate immigrant opin-
ions about family literacy, an ethnographic approach 
was apropos (Bernard, 2002). The methodology in this 
research study was qualitative. Therefore, this qualitative 
ethnographic approach observed Black refugee, non-

English speaking immigrants in the context of their daily 
lives, e.g., how they work, play, and live. Ten family units 
consisting of a father, mother, and at least two young 
children between the ages of two and seven participated 
in the study. Through an interview instrument, observa-
tions, and notes, a thorough account was gained, and it 
was also supplemented by firsthand interactions with 
members. 

In order to recognize the distinctive experiences of the 
participants, it was necessary to communicate directly 
with respondents (via translators) regarding their take 
on family literacy practices. In addition to the responses 
of participants to the interview questions, their home 
environment interactions provided a broader context of 
the participants’ lives and a more comprehensive way to 
collect and analyze data. For the researcher, the proce-
dure of implementing basic interpretive and descriptive 
qualitative approaches helped to categorize the cultural 
elements that shaped their outlook on family literacy, 
thereby making the strategy inductive and the outcome 
descriptive (Merriam & Associates, 2002). 

research Design

Significance and Purpose 
Despite the severity of low literacy rates among Black 
refugees, this group has not received as much attention 
in family literacy circles as other ethnic groups. The bulk 
of literature is focused on Latino immigrants with a modi-
cum of research on Black immigrant and non-immigrant 
families. Although this study examined the perception of 
family literacy among Black refugee immigrant families, 
issues pertaining to perceptions of family literacy are 
mostly pertinent to other immigrant groups living in the 
United States. 

Founded on the significance of family literacy among 
Black refugee immigrant families, the purpose of this 

scholarly article is to provide a grasp of the way ethnic-
ity influences acculturation, as well as how it may be a 
determinant of the quality of life an immigrant family will 
lead in the United States. The questions which guided the 
study are as follows: 

•   How do non-English speaking African refugee families 
perceive family literacy? 

•   How does culture influence the perception of family 
literacy among African refugee families? 

•   What interventions are effective in promoting family 
literacy practices among refugee families? 

By learning about the perceptions among  
Black refugee immigrants, family literacy advocates 

will be better able to design a literacy curriculum 
that addresses different cultural perceptions.
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Method and timeline of events 

Altruistic institutions across the United States grant a 
means of assistance for people in various situations and 
aspects of life, and refugee families frequently obtain 
succor. A local benevolent organization was employed 
in order to gain access to participants for this study. 
The participants in this study were Dinka refugees from 
southern Sudan residing in the North Texas area. Sudan 
is a large country, the size of the eastern United States, 
spanning from the Mississippi River to Maine. If not 
for being situated along the length of the Nile and its 
tributaries, Sudan would almost be a desert except for a 
few coastal regions. Traditionally, there has always been 
a northern Sudan along with a southern Sudan. Southern 
Sudan is a sizable, arid territory, undeveloped by Western 
standards, with a solitary railroad running from the north 
to south. The Dinka people inhabit the swampland of the 
largest ethnic groups region of the Nile Basin. They have 
been on the move for over 25 years and uprooted from 
their homeland due to invaders from the north of Sudan. 
Prior to colonization by the British, the Dinkas lived 
relatively undisturbed. They did not live in permanent 
villages, but rather they traveled in family groups living in 
temporary homesteads alongside their cattle. During the 
war, which pushed millions of Dinkas from their ancestral 

lands, the cattle were decimated and their semi-pastoral 
way of life was disrupted.  

The key civil war has been an ongoing eighteen year 
genocidal struggle between the northern government, 
predominantly Arab Muslim, and the African Christian to 
the south. The north, in its efforts to force a national reli-
gion, conducted an unrelenting religious war. As a result 
of the war, two million people died in the conflict; many 
(especially women and children) were sold into slavery to 
the northern Sudan Muslims. With the involvement of the 
United Nations and the U.S., many Dinkas have been res-
cued from refugee camps in northern Sudan and brought 
to America for a new start in life. Each participant had to 
meet the following selection criteria: be a refugee from 
southern Sudan, living in the U.S. for less than three 
years with young children not yet enrolled in preschool 
or early education programs, be unable to read and write 
English in their homeland or in refugee camps, and be 
able to speak the Dinka language fluently. The foremost 
reason for selecting refugees from southern Sudan was 
the extreme hardship caused by the civil war and the 
limited academic tutelage found in southern Sudan com-
pared to that of other Sudanese regions. 

The study commenced with an orientation meeting, for 
participants and translators, at a centralized location in 
the Dallas, Texas area. The expectations and purpose 
of the study were explained. The timeline for the entire 
study was established, and each translator received infor-
mation about his/her role during the study. The next step 
was to introduce the fifteen potential families, establish 
expectations, explain the purpose of the study, and an-
swer questions. After this meeting, ten interested families 
confirmed their participation in the study; two families 
withdrew; and three families remained undecided up 
until the day of orientation. 

Orientation for the ten families was conducted. These 
ten families completed consent forms (parent consent 
for children 0-8 years old and an adult consent form). 
Four translators were available to translate to families in 
the Dinka language. After the orientation meeting, the 
families were divided into four groups and paired with a 
specific translator for the duration of the study. 

The next step was the main instrument of the research. 
Participants were interviewed using a highly structured 
questionnaire (30 questions: Questions 1-25 were mul-
tiple choice; Questions 26-30 were open-ended). Parents 
were interviewed individually in the Dinka language, and 
their answers were recorded. Each translator had an 
audio recorder to use with each interviewed participant. 
Children ages 4-8 were also interviewed and recorded. 
The analysis of the interview responses began immedi-
ately. 

First, the translators transcribed the recorded mes-
sages from Dinka into English. Second, the transcribed 
responses were typed for each participant into an Excel 
spreadsheet. Eleven patterns from the responses were 
identified and used to structure an effective interven-
tion framework. The patterns offered information about 
perception of family literacy among the refugee families, 
one that was different from what is generally known in 
the U.S. 

Participants and Study context 
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interventions 

The results of the analysis paved the way into the inter-
vention phase. Each family received a tote bag that was 
filled with the following books: 

•	1	Manny’s	Tool	Belt	

•	1	Moving	Circles	

•	1	ABC	Disney-An	Alphabet	Pop-Up	

•	1	Look,	Baby!	

•	1	Tron	Legacy-Into	the	Light	

•	1	Meet	the	Gang	

•		1	Tinkerbell	and	the	Lost	Treasure-		

A	Friend	Indeed	

•	1	Grammar	Wheel	(hands-on	sentence	tool)	

A general orientation of the content of the tote bag was 
conducted. Families received instruction on how to use 
the Look Baby book to generate family literacy activities 
in the home. Examples were given to families to use with 
babies that would allow them to acquire words. Parents 
were encouraged to practice speaking English in the 
home. One of the families brought up the myth of not 
talking to babies. Many African countries believe it is fool-
ish to talk to babies since they cannot respond. This myth 
has been passed down from one generation to another. 
It is believed this myth has greatly contributed to the 
decreased literacy rates that are so rampant in many Af-
rican countries. As a result, African children learn to read 
and write at mature ages, sometimes at age 10 or older. 
The issue of this myth was addressed and dispelled. In 
addition, appropriate literacy behavior was modeled so 
that families could read to their babies. Following this 
modeling session, families received one-on-one training 
from the designer of the grammar wheel about simple 
sentence construction to use at home. Participants had 
a chance to practice the grammar wheel and role-played 
with each other. Families received instruction on follow-
up activities in the home for the rest of the week. 

The second day of the intervention phase of the study 
began with a homework review given the previous week. 
All the translators and all the ten families were present. 
Each family read books to their children and four families 
worked on constructing sentences using the grammar 
wheels. Families then received group instruction on how 
to create a Language Rich Home using homemade visuals. 
Families learned about words associated with the home. 

They learned about: 

•   Grocery list words: Bread, eggs, milk, apple, peanut 
butter, jelly, banana, cheese, etc. 

•   Kitchen words: Pot, frying pan, hand-towel, knife, fork, 
spoon, plate, stove, etc. 

•   Bathroom words: Towel, soap, toothbrush, toothpaste, 
mouthwash, comb, brush, etc. 

•   School words: Crayon, pen, pencil, eraser, markers, 
notebook, school bus, lunch box, etc. 

To create visuals, participants demonstrated their under-
standing of what was modeled to them, using construc-
tion paper. Every participant wrote a word in a category 
at the top and drew the picture to accompany the word. 
After completing the visuals for a specific topic, partici-
pants received instructions on how to display the visuals 
in their home. Using tape, participants can display the 
visuals in a central location in the home where everyone 
can easily see them. The visuals stay on the wall for at 
least one week; then, another set of visuals on another 
topic replaces the previous one. The visuals become a 
practice guide for children to discover new words that 
will enable them to write sentences and short stories. 

      Apple
         Example from grocery list words is  
                  shown above: APPLE. 

On the concluding day of the intervention, families creat-
ed lists of words to engage their children. Families shared 
how confident they are now about helping their young 
ones with homework. Furthermore, families learned 
how to foster writing in the home through a newspaper 
activity. Each family received a page from a newspaper, a 
highlighter, and a piece of paper. Families were directed 
to find ten words they knew and to practice explain-
ing the meanings to their children, without the aid of 
a dictionary. After selecting the ten words, each family 
wrote out the words on the piece of paper and took turns 
in reading their lists and meanings out loud to the group. 
The final step was to use the ten words in sentences and/
or paragraphs to create a story. The goal of this  
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activity was to bring awareness to specific word recogni-
tion, promote creativity involved in the writing process, 
and present the art of writing as enjoyable. Families 
were encouraged to take the newspapers home to use for 
future writing practice. 

The final day of the study included: 

•  Reflection to gather information on the progress fami-
lies have made since the beginning of the study. 

•  Assessment of their perception of family literacy com-
pared to the beginning of the study. (In other words, 
participants explained how their feelings have changed 
about family literacy since the beginning of the pro-
gram.) 

•  Discussion of three key concepts learned during this 
study that have altered their lifestyle and learning (the 
grammar wheel session, language rich home session, 
and developing writing activities using newspaper  
session). 

The intention of these interventions was to empower the 
families with independent literacy practice that would 
cultivate a continuous learning experience in the home. 
The following independent literacy practices were shared 
with the families: 

• Read aloud to children at least once a day. 

•   Make a pattern with objects around the home using 
buttons, beads, or small colored cubes. 

•  Play a matching game, such as Concentration. 

•  Retell a favorite story to a family member. 

•  Visit a library every week. 

•  Draw or scribble on paper. 

The benefits of these interventions validate the impor-
tance of the study and thus place both the participants 
and our entire American society at an advantage. 

Data 

With the intervention described above, face-to-face 
interviews were conducted with the families –via trans-
lators fluent in both Sudanese Dinka and English. The 
interviews took place at the participants’ place of worship 
in a collegial style (Bergen, 1993). Each member of each 
family participated in giving responses to the interview 
questions. The data analysis was done synchronously 
(Merriam, 2009). The collection, analysis, and report 
writing were interrelated and were done concurrently 
(Merriam, 1998; Creswell, 2007). A thematic analysis was 
useful to analyze the various perceptions participants had 
about family literacy through their answers to the survey 

question practices. Participants responded to thirty 
questions about literacy practices ranging from their 
background knowledge of literacy, perception of family 
literacy, and practices in their home environment. The 
analysis indicated that all ten families needed interven-
tions based on different perceptions about family literacy 
as residents in the U.S. context. Intervention comprised 
of a storysack (tote bag filled with seven story books and 
a grammar wheel), reading, writing, oral language  
exercises, and activities over a period of six weeks in  
their home environment. 

The benefits of these interventions  
validate the importance of the study and 

thus place both the participants and  
our entire American society  

at an advantage. 
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Findings 

The analysis of the study showed patterns that confirmed 
the different perceptions about family literacy from a U.S. 
context. From the percentage of home time devoted to 
reading, it indicated that reading was not a priority or a 
lifestyle for the refugee families. Ninety percent of the 
families devote only 10-24% of time to reading. Concur-
rently, participants believed that reading to young chil-
dren (especially babies) was a violation of their cultural 
belief system because the system denounced reading to 
babies when they were too young to respond. In addition, 
book and educational activities were not common practice 
in 80% of the families when they grew up. This is an  
indicator that background experiences may be carried 
over to their lifestyles in the United States. 

Further analysis revealed that 90% of the families had 
never read a newspaper or magazine while in their home 
country; an indicator of the lack of literacy prior to ar-
riving in the United States. Also, books and educational 
activities were absent in 80% of families when they were 
growing up, and they did not use words important to 

school work, such as words for colors, shapes, and  
numbers. Partly, this was due to the refugee camp  
environment. 

Additionally, participants considered important family 
literacy practice to be different from the U.S. context of 
family literacy. Participants understood family literacy 
practice as the need to help their children with home-
work, not the multi-generational educational approach 
of adult literacy education for parents, pre-literacy, or 
literacy instruction for young children. Furthermore, 
they did not consider interactive literacy activities that 
promote reading, writing, and oral language skills to be 
part of family literacy. The findings suggest congruence 
with the literature that family literacy among immigrants 
is directly linked to their cultural backgrounds (St. Jean 
Barry 2009). 

Overall, the findings indicated that Black refugee, non-
English speaking immigrants perceive family literacy 
differently. Fundamentally, culture is believed to be the 
influencing factor. 

Discussion 

The study suggests that Black refugee, non-English 
speaking immigrant families perceive family literacy dif-
ferently than what is commonly defined in literary circles 
in the United States. Culture posed a significant influence 
in the participants’ perception of family literacy. Interven-
tions in the form of reading, writing, and oral activities 
involving the whole family were effective in engaging and 
fostering family literacy practices among the participants. 
In other words, provided the appropriate interventions, 
inaccurate perceptions in family literacy can be corrected 
using targeted resources. The ultimate result is that 
young children between the ages of one to seven in these 
families will not be behind in oral, written, and read-
ing skills when they enroll in school. These children will 

benefit in school having already acquired strong readiness 
skills. Overall, having a good family literacy practice could 
translate into the following: 

•   Young children will be well prepared to succeed in 
school, and they will become better citizens. 

•   These young children will earn more, pay more taxes, 
and commit fewer crimes. 

•   They will not drop out of school, and at least 50% of 
them will be college ready. 

•   These children are more likely to have a savings ac-
count and a higher percentage of home-ownership. 

•   These children also have the probability of fewer life-
time arrests or fewer months in prison or jail. 

Interventions in the form of reading,  
writing, and oral activities involving the 

whole family were effective in engaging and 
fostering family literacy practices.
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implications 
The implication of this study to women executives in 
literacy circles and K-12 schools is the awareness it brings 
of the responsibility in providing accessible pre-literacy 
programs to immigrant communities. Numerous literacy 
initiatives are championed by women, as exemplified 
by Mrs. Barbara Bush in establishing the Barbara Bush 

Foundation for Family Literacy that ensures the develop-
ment of family literacy programs. Within the U.S. context, 
full participation in the society as a productive citizen is 
really dependent on literacy. Accessibility of a pre-literacy 
program is beneficial for everyone, not just immigrant 
communities. 

limitations 

This study had some limitations that affected the overall 
outcome. First, it was difficult to gather all ten families at 
the same time on weekdays. Weekends were scheduled as 
the best time for all families to attend. Also, some of the 
men had to go to work on weekends. This meant tha some 
of the men attended the beginning part of the meetings  
while their wives and children completed the meetings. 
Another limitation was the language barrier. Despite the 

fact that there were translators, there was a barrier due to 
generalizations during the translation process. 

Finally, the language of the interview questions was too 
technical for some of the families to understand. Transla-
tors were unable to explain, word-for-word, some of the 
technical questions in the Dinka language. 

Conclusion 

This study suggests a direct correlation between culture and perception of family literacy among  

the participants of this study. The Black refugee, non-English speaking immigrant families were not 

involved in literacy practice in Sudan, and they continued such practices of illiteracy here in the U.S. 

Moreover, these cultural literacy practices did not translate into American family literacy practices 

which are reading, writing, and oral communication. With the provided interventions, the families 

were more aware of the need to engage in family literacy practices with their young children, ensuring 

preparation for success in school. The way literacy is defined determines how people, with or without 

literacy, are perceived. In summary, the essence of conducting an ethnographical study provided the 

freedom to investigate the perception of family literacy among Black refugees. Also, the approach  

provided the best option to examine the belief system and influence of culture on family literacy 

among Black refugees.
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State	testing	fails	immigrant		
students	and	their	teachers

Addendum 2
by Garrett reed  

Published in the Houston chronicle, 

February 28, 2013 

Next month, like high school students throughout Texas, 
my class will take the state’s high-stakes standardized 
tests. Few of my students, if any, will pass. That doesn’t 
mean that I’m a bad teacher, that my students lack intel-
ligence or that I teach at a bad school. And it certainly 
doesn’t mean that my students aren’t trying.

I teach beginning level English as a second language at 
Houston Independent School District’s Lee High School. 
With more than 650 English language learners, 165 of 
whom are refugees, Lee is an academic Ellis Island.

My class includes students from Nepal, Bhutan, Rwanda 
and the Oromo tribe of eastern Ethiopia. I have refugees 
from Burma. I have Rwandans, Iraqis, Nepalese, Dar-
furians, Mayans, and Vietnamese. There are Angolans, 
Karens, Coptic Egyptians, Ugandans, Cubans, and Kalash 
Pakistanis - as well as an Eritrean and a Gabonese.

As a rule, my students arrive in my class with little or no 
comprehension of the English language. Some attended 
schools for years in refugee camps. Others, from agrarian 
backgrounds, went to school only when it didn’t interfere 
with farm chores. The least prepared have never before 
attended any school, anywhere. Most often those are 
girls. They can’t read and write in their native languages, 
much less in English.

Intact families are the exception, not the rule. Most 
students come from war-torn countries whose atrocities 
I read about or see on TV. It’s common to hear of parents 
who are missing, murdered, or tortured. When students 
stare blankly into space during my class, I wonder what 
horrors they’re reliving.

For five grueling days next month, those kids will spend 
most of the day in the gym. They’ll take tests in language 
arts, math, science, and social studies.

After a single year at Lee, my refugee students are 
expected to match the performance of American-born 
teenagers in suburban high schools. They might be asked 
to choose a pie chart or bar graph to illustrate population 

growth, or to explain Manifest Destiny, or to describe the 
components of a DNA molecule - and to do so in English, 
a language they’re still learning. The tests determine 
whether my students can graduate from high school. 
They also figure heavily into Lee’s state academic rating.

When my first-year students fail, it won’t be because Lee 
or the district didn’t do everything it could to help them 
meet the standards. Our weekly departmental meetings 
resemble war strategy rooms. To show each student’s 
progress toward mastering State of Texas Assessments of 
Academic Readiness objectives, long color-coded spread-
sheets are scrolled across the walls in the “data room.” 
From January until test day, in intense strategy sessions, 
dedicated teachers, instructional specialists, and assis-
tant principals plot how to tweak lesson plans to focus 
surgically on missed objectives, each precisely identified 
through the flood of data we collect. We perform aca-
demic interventions to reteach those missed objectives. 
It’s hard to imagine what more we could do.

I do not believe that, as a school, Lee is a failure. We 
consistently succeed in upholding the American value of 
welcoming immigrants, of giving dignity, safety, and even 
love to those who need it most. That is why I teach  
at Lee.

I’d like to invite Texas state legislators and Texas Educa-
tion Agency decision-makers to visit my classroom. I’d 
like them to sit side-by-side with my refugee students. I’d 
like them to think about my first-year English language 
learners as they make decisions about the test — deci-
sions that will shape not only my students’ futures, but 
also the future of our great country.

My school is one that educates the tired, the poor, and 
the huddled masses yearning to be free.

My students are the bravest people I’ve ever met. The 
STAAR labels them as failures. But the STAAR is wrong.

Reed has taught high school for 18 years.
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