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IDENTITY CATEGORIZATION OF ADOLESCENT REFUGEES AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 
FOR TEACHING 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
This study addresses the problem: When refugee children go through puberty they have 

additional factors, such as trauma, societal views, and cultural conflicts that contribute to their 

forming identities.  Based off of the literature, the questions that drove this research were: What 

identity groups do adolescent refugees in the participating school identity with; how can teachers 

better include adolescent refugees and their experiences in classroom instruction?  The purpose 

of this study was to determine which identities adolescent refugees associate with; these being 

assimilation, marginalization, integration, and segregation.  Each of the four groups focus in on 

how individuals associate themselves with their home culture and new culture.  The literature 

from this topic developed into a mixed-methods research study.  The participating school was 

selected because of its large refugee student population and was located in Western New 

York.  Six teachers and thirteen students were given questionnaires in their preferred language, 

which were used for data collection. The questions were designed to narrow down the students’ 

responses into one of the four major identity groups.  The research findings indicate that within 

this school, the majority of the students identify with the integration group.  However, within the 

findings, there were some students that identified with the assimilation and segregation groups as 

well.  This being said, implications for teachers are to teach adolescent refugees by using 

translanguaging strategies, growth mindset, and scaffolding.  This study may provide as baseline 

data for future research in this field.  
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Introduction 

Problem 

The years between childhood and adolescents are widely considered as a formative time 

in a person’s life.  It is the time that an individual starts to form their view of themselves and the 

world; they begin to establish who they are and more importantly, who they will become.  The 

problem addressed in this research is that, for refugee children, their formation process is 

drastically different from the average American child (Fantino & Colak, 2001; Harklau, 2007; 

Hope, 2008; Mosselson, 2006; Ndengeyingoma, Montigny, & Miron, 2013; Sabbah, 2007; 

Uptin, Wright, & Harwood, 2014; Zimmerman- Orozco, 2015).  Refugee children develop their 

self-identity through the natural process of puberty, but additionally there are many factors that 

contribute to its outcome.  Factors such as trauma, societal views, and conflict in cultural values 

all contribute to the development of a refugee child’s identity (Fantino & Colak, 2001; Harklau, 

2007; Mosselson, 2006; Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013; Sabbah, 2007; Sen, 2013).  

In the early 2000s Buffalo, New York was declared a refugee resettlement city.  Soon 

after, an influx of 10,000 refugees have resettled into the city (NPR Morning Edition, 2015).  In 

2015 alone, 1,600 refugees have resettled to Buffalo (Majeed, 2016).  Based off of global 

averages around 41% can be expected to be children (United Nations High Commission for 

Refugees, 2010).  Data collected by Chung and Riordan (2014) indicates that within the Buffalo 

Public School system during the 2013-2014 school year, 4,307 of their students were categorized 

as English as a New Language (ENL) and spoke over 63 different languages.  On multiple 

accounts, teachers and schools have reported feeling unprepared and overwhelmed by the influx 

of ENL students (Mestre & Nichols, 2016). 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  2  
 

 

Take the feeling of unpreparedness that teachers and schools have and apply it in terms of 

students who are defined as refugees.  These students are ones who have experienced trauma, 

who do not know the language, and who are struggling to figure out who they are and where they 

fit in this new country.  Mainstream teachers are not prepared to deal with this.  In a study done 

by Mosselson (2006), one young lady reflected back on her time in high school saying, “...They 

didn’t know what to do with me.  I was a refugee.  They were afraid of what I had seen, and they 

didn’t know how to handle a kid who had seen the worst of life when they couldn’t imagine it.” 

For many, the process of resettlement for adolescent refugees has been a long one and 

quite frequently it proves to be a dangerous as well (Fantino & Colak, 2001; Harklau, 2007; 

Hope, 2008; Mosselson, 2006; Sabbah, 2007).  These children have witnessed life altering 

events.  The problem for these children is that there has been so much instability for them that 

they find themselves in a middle ground from their old life and the new one that they living now.  

The concern is that their experiences are undervalued and not used regularly enough in the 

classroom to make them feel valued.  In conclusion, there are many different overlapping themes 

in regards to the formation of refugee identity.   

Purpose 

The intent of this research study was to afford teachers the opportunity to bridge the gap 

between refugee students and the curriculum by understanding them more fully.  

Based off of the literature, the questions that drove this research were:  

(a) What identity groups do adolescent refugees in the participating school identity with? 

(b) How can teachers better include adolescent refugees and their experiences in 

classroom instruction?   
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The purpose of this study was to determine which main identities adolescent refugees in 

Buffalo, New York associate with; these being assimilation, marginalization, integration, and 

segregation (Harklau, 2007).  Each of these four groups focused on certain aspects of how an 

individual might associate with their home culture and their adopted culture.  The questionnaire 

questions that were used were selected with the intention of collecting data that were used to 

assist both refugee students and their teachers to create a more inclusive learning environment.  

 For the first question, this study collected both quantitative and qualitative data.  The 

questions on the questionnaire allowed the principal researcher to determine which identity 

groups adolescent students identified most with.  The second research question focuses on how 

the experiences that refugee students have lived through can be used in the classroom to improve 

the quality of instruction.  The goal was to take the collected data from the questionnaires; all the 

thoughts and ideas from the students, teachers, and parents and analyze it.  Once the principal 

researcher had taken the qualitative responses collected from the questionnaires, she was be able 

to make suggestions for educators on how to best include the funds of knowledge that adolescent 

refugees bring with them into their daily lessons. 

Significance 

  The significance of this research reaches beyond the individuals who participated.  

Depending on which identity group students associated with, it affects how they react and 

perform in the classroom.  This research will help teachers become more comfortable working 

with various refugee students in their classroom.  When teachers are better able to understand 

how their students see themselves, they will be able to understand how their students’ lives have 

shaped their childhood and currently affect their learning styles and classroom performance.  The 
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result will lead to teachers being able to teach refugee students more effectively and for refugee 

students to feel valued and understood in their schools. 

Additionally, administrators will be able to use these findings to better school policy.  By 

using this study, principals can promote awareness amongst their staff.  Ideally this study will 

help interest schools in maintaining a balance of different cultures as a part of their school’s 

multilingual ecology. 
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Literature Review 

Refugees and Refugee Resettlement 

 Over the years, the definition of Refugee has been adapted and changed.  But as the 

definitions vary, a few key factors remain the same.  In general terms, the definition of refugees 

are people that have been displaced from their homes by factors that are out of their control 

(Ludwig, 2016; Tyeklar, 2016).  It is important to remember that refugees did not willingly 

choose to leave their home country; they are often forced to leave due to political unrest, 

religious or personal persecution, or war in their home country (Feuerherm & Ramanathan, 

2016).   

Since the mid-1970s the overall numbers for refugees has steadily increased from 

approximately 2,000,000 refugees to 15,000,000 refugees worldwide in 2015 (Ijeoma, 2015).  

The trends clearly show a large increase of refugees coming from the Middle East.  What may be 

surprising is that since the mid-1990s, almost every country in the world has a certain number of 

refugees fleeing into neighboring countries or traveling great distances to other resettlement 

countries.  In the past few years the top three countries to have refugees leaving are Afghanistan, 

Somalia, and Syria.  Although the United States and other Western countries may be assumed to 

have the highest resettlement rates, the trends show that most refugees flee to asylum countries 

that are closer to them (Ijeoma, 2015). 

 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has been helping to 

manage and regulate the refugee crisis since the end of WWII.  In the 1940s many refugees were 

coming from European countries, as time went on there was a visible shift “at the turn of the 

century, the UNHCR [began to be] involved in major refugee crises in Africa, such as Sudan and 

Somalia, in the Middle East and Asia, such as Burma, Bhutan and Syria (Tyeklar, 2016).” 
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 Within the United States, refugees will be given a case worker once they arrive.  States 

have different regulations on this but according to some organizations in Buffalo, the case 

worker is assigned to the refugee for three months.  Once a refugee has been resettled they have 

a legal status that allows them access to welfare, work permits, and educational services; this is 

one major difference between a refugee and an immigrant (Feuerherm & Ramanathan, 2016).  

This is only a temporary service and generally will expire between six and eight months, 

however it is also up to individual states to determine the terms and conditions (Tyeklar, 2016). 

Categorization of Refugee Identity 

The term identity can be defined as “representations that fix upon attributes of the 

individual (Harklau, 2007).”  This is significant because identities are constantly changing and 

being constructed (Uptin et al., 2014).  Different factors contribute to the development of 

identity, factors such as; relationships with family and friends (Harklau, 2007; Mosselson, 2006; 

Uptin et al., 2014); personal characteristics, like courage (Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015); feelings 

towards education (Fantino & Colak, 2001; Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015); past events that can be 

considered defining moments (Sen, 2013; Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015); and finally association to 

a larger ethnic group or culture (Harklau, 2007; Mosselson, 2006; Uptin et al., 2014).  For 

adolescent refugees, all of these factors contribute to the ongoing development of their identity. 

According to Eric Erickson’s (1950) eight stages of psychological development, a person 

must experience a certain amount of balance between positive and negative crisis in order to 

develop as a functioning human being.  The stage of industry versus inferiority occurs from the 

ages of puberty to young adulthood (Martorell, 2013).  During this time, adolescence must 

develop a sense of self lest they begin to experience role confusion.  At this stage in human 

development, according to Erikson, the most pressing conflict for a person is the discovery of 
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self.  If this is true for any adolescent individual; then it can be considered even more potent with 

adolescent refugees. 

If we were to continue with that line of thinking, it could be concluded that for 

adolescents, their childhood has been comprised of similar developmental stages that contribute 

to the representation of who they are.  For adolescent refugees this process deviates from the 

typical adolescent development due to various outside factors.  These may include, but are not 

limited to, events such as witnessing family members die, having to help care for their siblings, 

or losing all connections to their home country (Fantino & Colak, 2001; Harklau, 2007; Hope, 

2008; Mosselson, 2006; Sabbah, 2007).  The main focus of this literature review includes 

societal perceptions, psychological effects, personal and religious values, and educational 

experiences, and intends to encapsulate the essence of the refugee values, experiences, and the 

formation of their identity. 

The process of identifying with the home culture or the new culture can lead to a conflict 

of identity within the individual (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003; Harklau, 2007; Hope, 2008; 

Mosselson, 2006; Sabbah, 2007).  There have been various studies completed by researchers 

regarding the categorization of identity that refugee adolescents may fall into (Colic- Peisker & 

Walker, 2003; Harklau, 2007; Mosselson, 2006).  Although each case study defines these 

categories slightly differently, four distinct groups emerge as seen in Table 1.   
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Table 1 

Four Main Identity Groups 

Identity Group Association with Home Culture Association with New Culture 
______________________________________________________________ 

Segregation Increases Decreases 
Assimilation Decreases Increases 
Integration Increases Increases 

Marginalization Decreases Decreases 
 

The first group shows that individuals have an increase attachment or interest in their 

home culture and stay away from making associations with the new culture.  There are various 

ways to referring to this group of individuals, but for this study it will be referred to as the 

“segregation” group.  The second group is identified by the decreased interest in the home 

culture and an increased association with the new culture.  This group are referred to as the 

“assimilation” group because of their desire to assimilate into their new environment.  The third 

group, or the “integration” group, shows an increase in interest with both the home culture and 

the new culture.  The final group is made up of individuals who lose connection with both their 

home culture and do not wish to begin to establish a connection with their new culture.  These 

individuals characteristically are labeled as the “marginalization” group, since they do not 

associate or feel connected to either group. 

The four groups although presented as clear-cut categories, are actually much more 

complicated than that.  However, they do begin to allow insight into how adolescents begin to 

develop their identities after resettlement.  The other aspects that may contribute towards 

affecting the development of an individual’s resettled identity include the individual’s personal 

characteristics, their interpersonal relationships, and environmental characteristics 

(Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013).  Each factor contributes to whom the child identifies with; their 
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families, ethnic groups, and the traditions of their home country or the majority group and the 

way of life that it represents.  These relationships that are constantly being formed and broken, 

contribute to the adolescents’ formation.  The individual will make connections and associations 

with those who they feel the most connected too.  

Segregation.  As previously mentioned, individuals found in the segregation group find 

their ties with the home culture.  For the individuals who relate to their home culture, they 

struggle to identify with the new culture and consider “modern values [in]appropriate” (Sabbah, 

2006, p. 122).  Despite their desire to remain loyal to their old way of life, adolescents feel 

pressure “to conform to values and norms contradictory to theirs” (Sabbah, 2006, p. 122).  

Furthermore, these children will have a strong devotion to their family, national identities, their 

religion, as well as their home language (Mosselson, 2006; Yazigi, 1994).   

Assimilation.  Alternatively, assimilation group students find their roots in their 

resettlement country.  These students begin to form their identity to the new culture and have the 

tendency to shun their peers from their home culture (Mosselson, 2006; Ndengeyingoma et al., 

2013; Sabbah, 2007; Zimmerman- Orozco, 2015).  These students are also more likely to 

distance themselves from their home culture in order to receive the most out of their education 

(Zimmerman- Orozco, 2015).  They tend to look at their home country as a “summer home-- ‘it’s 

fun but it’s not real life’” (Mosselson, 2006, p. 24).  These students may appear to be more eager 

to fully assimilate into American culture, using their community as a resource when needed. 

Integration.  For some refugees, resettlement provides them the opportunity to thrive in 

forming their new identity.  Students in the integration group are able to move in between their 

two worlds.  Meaning, they are no longer afraid to hide parts of their identity for fear of 

persecution.  It is interesting to note that it was not until some refugees relocated to the United 
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States that they were able to build “a sense of [their] Armenian identity” (Yazigi, 1994) through 

the church and effectively become more culturally united with their Armenian identity than they 

previously were.  This indicates that with their new sense of freedom, adolescents in the 

integration group may seek out new cultural ties that were not provided to them before 

resettlement.  These may include different extracurricular activities in school, such as sports, 

clubs, or participation in the Arts and different activities in the community like attending 

religious events, going to the mall with friends, or participating in community based programs 

(i.e. Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, 4-H Clubs, etc.) 

Marginalization.  Students with a multicultural attitude towards their resettlement have 

what appears to be a very nomadic view of where they live.  This group of individuals are 

considered to be in the marginalization group.  These students tend not to be deeply affected by 

where they live.  They are able to live anywhere because they view their country of origin as a 

place where they are not able to return to (Mosselson, 2006).  These students are often able to 

make friends with a variety of individuals, but “shun [their] community and find solace in the 

idea of transience” (Mosselson, 2006, p. 23).  They have adapted to the idea that their residence 

is not permanent and that they could have to move again quickly. 

Societal Perceptions 

Refugee identity is largely affected by the preconceptions of the society that they are 

transitioning into (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003; Harklau, 2007; Liggett, 2009; 

Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013).  There is a stigma within majority groups that all refugees were 

poor in their home countries, making it inconceivable that refugees could have been wealthy 

professionals before they fled (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003; Hope, 2008; Yazigi, 1994), or 

were not privy to modern technology such as “a computer or a dishwasher” (Colic- Peisker & 
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Walker, 2003, p. 342).  Many of these stereotypes are due to lack of information or 

understanding by the majority group, who view refugees as “traumatized and welfare dependent” 

individuals instead of viewing them “as heroes who have stood up to an escaped oppressive 

regime…” (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003, p. 342).  This may greatly affect the formation of a 

child’s identity when they come from a middle class or wealthy family but are assumed to be 

impoverished.  The child may be ashamed and feel they do not have the opportunity to change 

that stereotype within their community.  

Colic- Peisker and Walker (2003) brought another interesting perspective to the refugee 

crisis, regarding that the host country often values refugees for the potential as human capital and 

the net worth they present to their resettlement country.  Refugees can then be placed into two 

different groups.  Members in Group 1 typically have received a higher education, are proficient 

in English, and have the desire to become “mainstreamed”.  Group 2 members consist of 

refugees who do not have a higher education, have limited English, and associate more with their 

ethnic group (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003). 

 The problem is that no one completely comprises Group 1 or Group 2.  Many individuals 

find themselves in between the two; they met the higher education standard, but did not have the 

English to support their job skills in their resettled country.  Even though they were qualified 

teachers, engineers, and nurses in their home country because they could not get certified in their 

new country these professionals were forced to obtain low skill menial jobs (Colic- Peisker & 

Walker, 2003).  This increases the “feeling of inadequacy and shame” (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 

2003, p. 347) within the individual and has the potential to spread to their families.   

 The issue soon presents itself that the individual has become “objectified as ‘the refugee’, 

even to the point where… the person is not seen” (Uptin et al., 2014, p. 609).  This is 
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catastrophic for an adolescent’s identity formation.  How easy it is to look at a refugee 

population and only see numbers instead of faces.  Even at the young age 16, students are able to 

develop an understanding of how society views them and consequently effects how they begin to 

view themselves.  Children who have experienced this for themselves or vicariously through 

their parents would most often be placed into the segregation group.  

Psychological Effects 

Research in regards to the topic of refugee identity often refers to the traumatic 

experiences that refugee families endure (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003; Fantino & Colak, 

2001; Harklau, 2007; Sabbah, 2006; Zimmerman- Orozco, 2015).  So, taking the perspective of 

identity from a psychological approach is imperative to understand the individual fully.  

However, life altering experiences are generally brushed over as a common known fact; rarely 

does the research suggest solutions for the problem.  Especially in the case of adolescents who 

are still forming their identity, the traumatic experiences that they have endured have forced 

them to lose their childhood and “assume adult family responsibilities” (Sabbah, 2007, p. 122).  

Additionally, these children have had families separated, witnessed murders, been victims of 

rape and not have had the opportunity to grieve (Fantino & Colak, 2001).  Many of these 

atrocities occur within refugee camps or are the reason that families fled their home country.  

Depending on where the child was born and the stories that their parents have told them, refugee 

children may begin to associate their countries in various ways. 

Refugee adolescents “remnant of their pre-and post-migration clandestine experiences, 

and driven by their need for acceptance… may choose to exhibit a false self and a culturally 

borrowed identity at the expense” of their previous selves (Sabbah, 2007, p. 122).  Since schools 

have not had the opportunity to work with refugee students or know about their lives before they 
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resettled, teachers and other staff will not necessarily be able to identify if their students are 

creating a false or imagined self (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003; Hope, 2008).  This justifies the 

need for refugee students to receive counseling services.  

Another valid reason refugee students need counseling is because often “refugee families 

have been so busy “adjusting” that they cannot give themselves permission to grieve” (Fantino & 

Colak, 2001, p. 594).  Once students have been securely resettled, feelings that have been 

suppressed out of necessity may start to arise and affect the child’s day to day performance.  If 

the school has the ability to schedule counselors for the students within the school day, it may 

help them begin to process what they have experienced. 

 If the school does not have the ability to send refugee children to counselors during the 

scheduled school hours, it would be well advised to match these students with a grief counselor.  

Trained counselors would be able to work with refugee adolescents to identify events that would 

help make sense of the experiences and issues that they are dealing with; promoting self-

awareness, which “is essential to identity identification and determination” (Sabbah, 2007, p. 

123).   

This is such an important issue for adolescents because they have not yet been able to 

develop the skills necessary to transition into their resettlement culture (Sabbah, 2007).  These 

students need help from the adults around them, but they may not know how to ask for it.  

Teachers especially need to be aware of behaviors that refugees may present in their classroom 

and the steps to take to get the students the professional help that they need. 

Personal and Religious Values 

Religion plays a large role in the lives of individuals, in fact it has been determined to the 

be the second main reason why a person may become a refugee (Tyeklar, 2016).  Yet despite its 
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importance in refugees’ lives, it can be down played in communities outside of that specific 

place of worship or area that the language is spoken (Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013; Yazigi, 1994).  

Undoubtedly, conflict may occur within an individual when the beliefs and teachings that they 

have grown up developing are not valued or accepted by the majority culture.  Adolescents in the 

assimilation group find that it is difficult to maintain their religious beliefs after resettlement 

(Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013).  With the pressure to adapt and be accepted by the majority 

group, it is understandable how, even in a year’s time, participants felt that they had “already 

changed a lot,” that they “no longer pray like [they] did before” (Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013, p. 

373).  Adolescents feel torn between how their feelings towards religion contrast with their 

family’s conviction to maintain their religion as a part of their national identity and heritage 

(Yazigi, 1994).  This is unfortunate because in Engman (2015) there was a correlation between 

student’s religious identities and their academic and social identities.  

 In order to maintain the friendships that they are trying to obtain, adolescents in the 

assimilation group lose more than just their religion.  Students noted that in order to assimilate 

with the majority group they felt the pressure to shun friends of their ethnic group, (Mosselson, 

2006; Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013; Sabbah, 2007).  These teenagers are willing to abandon their 

moral inclinations in order to “look cool” (Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013) in front of the majority 

group.  Clearly if the desire to assimilate is strong enough, teenagers who fit into the assimilation 

group are compelled to disregard the lifestyle and teachings that they have grown up with.  This 

is not to say that all adolescents in this group fall into a trap of stereotypical poor teenage 

choices; rather, it shows they are aware of the potential outcomes of their decisions, and are 

deliberately developing their identity one way or another. 
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Refugees as Sources of Knowledge 

Often times when referring to the refugee crisis there is a sense of hopelessness felt by 

many.  The issue is just so big that it seems hard to handle.  Yet, the courage and determination 

that refugee students have needed in order to “make their arduous journey to the United States 

are precisely those strengths they will require to preserve through difficult times ahead” 

(Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015, p. 53).  These qualities that helped them persevere through their 

journey should be recognized by their teachers, the community, and politicians.   

If the host country only focuses on refugees as human capital, then there is no addressing 

the problem of the refugees’ identity in their resettlement country.  In order to help them live up 

to the professional potential that they possess, the countries of resettlement need to find ways to 

work with the refugees to validate their professional certificates and to find them meaningful 

jobs within the community.  The wealth of knowledge that these individuals possess is an 

invaluable resource to any country and should not be overlooked just on account of their English 

proficiency or if the individual identifies with their ethnic group.  There are all types of people 

and personalities in the world, and it would behoove the host country to broaden their potential 

employee out base to meet the needs of their clientele.   

This particular mindset although intended for adults is the same in regards for 

adolescents.  It is imperative to remember that “their lives are complex and their narratives tell of 

their responses to situations and how their identities are constituted in crisis” (Uptin et al., 2013, 

p. 612).  The potential that these individuals possess should be looked at as an invaluable source 

of knowledge. These students, like their parents, are able to add richness to their communities. 
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Educational Response to Refugees 

To continue to emphasize the contrast between the “characteristics of immigrants and 

responses of the receiving society” (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 2003, p. 339), it is essential to look 

at how schools, and especially teachers, respond to refugees in their classrooms.  Often schools 

overlook the fact that refugee students contain a wealth of knowledge (Fantino & Colaik, 2001; 

Hope, 2008; Mosselson, 2006; Ndengeyingoma et al., 2013; Sabbah, 2007; Uptin et al., 2016), 

“validating lived experiences… as educative tools” (Hope, 2008, p. 300).  Typically, this 

manifests as a lack of caring, but in reality, it is a result of schools feeling unequipped to work 

with refugees and lack of professional development of their staff to handle the behavioral and 

instructional challenges that may arise (Uptin et al., 2014; Zimmerman- Orozco, 2015).  This 

being said, “refugee children need to know that they are not unique in their struggle to make 

friends and integrate into what is often a hostile or, sometimes indifferent school environment” 

(Hope, 2008, p. 298). 

 Grappling with the traumas of resettlement, the process of learning a new language, and 

dealing with the roller coasters of puberty, many teenage refugees can relate to the context of 

second language acquisition (SLA) when entering into the United States.  Additionally, refugees 

also have to deal with the prejudices that may be associated with their ethnic group (Harklau, 

2007).  It is no surprise then that many adolescents struggle with depression, but more 

importantly with their ethnic identity.  This may lead them to have low academic achievement as 

well as having the potential of fulfilling the stereotypical lives that society forced upon them.  

One story of a young boy named Mohammed, is a prime example.  Mohammed described 

to the authors, Fantino and Colak (2001); “‘My name is Mohammed, no other.’”  He went on to 

say that his teacher calls him Mo for short, other students call him M.J.  Due to his 
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correspondence with a pen pal named Rudy, his classmates have taken up to calling him that as 

well.  Mohammed responds to all of this saying that he hates all the nicknames, “‘because that’s 

not me, that’s not my name. My name is MO-HA-MMED.’” (Fantino & Colak, 2001, p. 592). 

This happens all the time in schools, teachers and peers will shorten names to make them 

faster to say as well as easier to pronounce.  It may look like a culturally innocent thing at first 

glance, but in shortening a child’s name, that child’s identity is abandoned.  After all the 

hardships that refugee children have gone through, they are already in an identity crisis.  It is 

unfair to change their name, the one thing that they are able to keep constant amidst the chaos. 

If this is true, then, it is of the utmost importance to help these students understand who 

they are as refugees, as members of a greater society, and as individuals.  In America, it is not 

shocking to say that schools are mainly regarded as monolingual; but it was shocking to discover 

studies have found that schools are “overlooking immigrant students’ previous linguistic and 

academic accomplishments and casting students as linguistically and cognitively deficient” 

(Harklau, 2007, p. 644).  It is so important to remember that these students are young adults; 

with their own hopes and dreams for their futures and that they present a wealth of past 

experiences and knowledge.  

Sources of Knowledge within Schools 

The same holds true within an educational setting.  Schools are afforded with a unique 

opportunity “to welcome, absorb and normalize the refugee situation” (Hope, 2008, p. 302), 

especially in regard to teachers within their own classroom.  Often “refugee children become 

children without a history” (Fantino & Colak, 2001, p. 594).  Instead of ignoring their pasts, 

teachers can acknowledge what refugees have experienced in appropriate ways, embracing their 

struggles and finding ways to use them in the day to day routine and curriculum.  Setting aside 
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free writing time during the week is a way for students to journal about meaningful things and is 

another way for them to process the events in their lives and to contemplate who they were, are, 

and who they wish to become. 

For young refugee students who recently have been resettled their “previous lives are 

unknown or do not translate across cultures” (Hope, 2008, p. 298).  This can make them feel 

alone, further distancing themselves from the majority group that they interact with.  Introducing 

students to literature about refugees allows students “to see themselves represented in books to 

affirm their place in the world” (Hope, 2008, p. 298).  Additionally, students are able to relate 

their own feelings to the book character’s further allowing their identity to be validated (Hope, 

2008).  Students are able to see that other students have had experiences similar to their own and 

that they are not facing this transitional part of their lives alone. 

The use of refugee literature would incorporate critical themes such as “citizenship, 

tolerance, respect and integration” (Hope, 2008, p. 296) into the curriculum, connecting the 

issues that are a reality for students.  A teacher can also promote higher order critical thinking 

skills by encouraging topics such as the refugee crisis, allowing students the opportunity to 

reflect metacognitively on their own life experiences and making connections to the real world.  

When a class of students is called on to make text to self and text to world connections they 

begin to “develop tolerance and understanding, as well as [establish their] own cultural identity” 

(Hope, 2008, p. 298). 

There are simple things that a teacher can do to increase tolerance and diversity within 

their classroom and to make their students feel valued.  For example, taking the time to learn 

how to pronounce each child’s name correctly and to have the class practice together will build 
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classroom unity and show refugees that they are valued for who they are.  It promotes their 

identity by allowing them to rest securely in something that is familiar to them.  

In regards to identity amidst the pain, suffering, and trauma refugee students may face, it 

may become difficult for them to start rebuilding their versions of self.  Refugees need adults 

who “genuinely like these students unconditionally” (Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015, p. 52) to enter 

into their lives and help guide them through this time of healing and transition.  Once that bond 

of trust and mutual respect it established, teachers can help show these students that “they have 

valuable life experiences they can build on” (Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015, p. 52) that other 

students may not have.  If refugee children can look upon their experiences as a way for them to 

become stronger individuals, then their perception of their identity will reflect their strength and 

they will begin to build their identity off of strength over brokenness. 

Refugees, are students that would greatly benefit from having teachers that are trained 

and are willing to work with them regardless of the behavioral challenges that they might pose in 

a classroom.  When a student is acknowledged as a “young person with the character and 

determination to set off across thousands of unknown miles, whatever the consequences,” 

(Zimmerman-Orozco, 2015, p. 53) they may begin to start forming a positive identity from a 

negative experience.  As professionals, we can assist in building refugee identity through actions 

such as this.   

Schools as an establishment will clearly have the education of their students as their main 

goal.  However, especially after the traumatic and torn views adolescent refugees may have of 

leaving their home country, students who are forming their personal identity can relate to 

Maslow's (1943) hierarchy of needs.  Knowing who you are and feeling grounded in that identity 

is a foundational piece on the pyramid.  Once refugee students are able to build and solidify their 
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own identity within the four perspective groups, then they will be able to focus on higher aspects 

of the pyramid, such as their education and learning English. 

Research Questions 

Keeping in mind the main research questions: What identity groups do adolescent 

refugees in the participating school identify into and how can teachers better include them and 

their experiences in classroom instruction?  There are of course other supporting questions that 

will help establish a more well-rounded look at the main research question.  

Firstly, it is important to look at the child as a whole person.  Who did they perceive 

themselves to be before they left their home country and became a refugee?  What were the 

experiences that have shaped their lives since then, and how do they view their home country 

now?  It is imperative to ask these questions in order to understand who these children are, not 

just to see them as a label.  Secondly, in order for them to form a positive identity of themselves 

it is essential to look at the associations and views that the majority society has placed on the 

refugee community.  This would include the schools that refugees are attending.  If the school 

has an open mind and a positive outlook to the refugee crisis and surplus of refugee students that 

are entering their school, then refugee students will be more likely to associate their identity in 

school in a positive way.  The most important part for the majority group, however, is to begin to 

look at refugees as individuals, valuing them and their history and to support their own 

developing sense of identity. 
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Methodology 
Research Design 

 Throughout her practicum experiences for graduate school, the researcher tutored a 

family of Syrian refugees in Western New York.  The family in question was associated with a 

refugee resettlement organization and had five children ranging from the ages of twelve to a new 

born. Simultaneously the topic of adolescent identity was introduced to her in her graduate 

course work.  This experience lead her to be interested in the topic of refugee identity. 

 The intention of this research is to understand adolescent refugees’ formulation of their 

identity and how it would be affected by their classroom teachers’ instruction.  This would best 

be done as a mixed- methods study; more specifically a triangulated design study.  Individuals 

were informed of the study through their school and asked to participate by completing a 

questionnaire.  At the completion of the questionnaires, the data was analyzed, identity groups 

were determined, and inclusive teaching strategies were discussed.  

Through the use of questionnaires, data was collected to help determine the main research 

questions: What identity groups do adolescent refugees in the participating school identity with, 

and how can teachers better include them and their experiences in classroom instruction?  In this 

triangulation design study, the questionnaires are structured to ask questions in two different 

formats.  The first format is based off of quantizing data collection.  These questions are multiple 

choice or an adapted version of an attitude scale.  The purpose of these types of questions is to 

narrow down a participant’s answers into one of the four main identity groups. 

  The second format of the study will be taken simultaneously as the first part while the 

participant is answering the questionnaire.  The other set of questions on the questionnaire are a 

part of qualitizing data collection.  These questions are formatted to be free response and are 

designed to learn about the individual on a more intimate level.   
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In a triangulation design study, the findings from both set of responses are analyzed 

equally; each format is there to support the other (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2016).  This will 

allow the principal researcher to compare the two forms of responses to each other.  The overall 

goal of using a triangulation design study is to analyze the responses and use the conclusions 

from the data to converge the findings to determine an identity group that the individual, child, or 

student best fits into. 

Setting 

The proposed school can be found in within a Western New York city school district.  The 

school itself is an inner city high school that consists of three different schools residing on one 

central campus.  The participating school was selected for this study because of its focus on 

teaching students from 7th to 12th grade, who are new comers to the United States, are considered 

to have an English proficiency of Entering to Transitioning, or who are students that are Students 

with Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE).  Within this population of students this school also 

has many students who are also refugees, which is why this school was chosen as a perfect 

location for the research of this thesis study.  However, within the school, 70% of the students 

are identified as English Language Learners (ELLs).  Approximately 24% of the enrolled 

students are African Americans; 34% are Asian; 33% are Hispanic or Latino; 7% are Caucasian; 

1% is Multiracial; and 1% is American Indian.  Over 89% of students are identified as being 

from a family that is economically disadvantaged (New York State Education Department, 

2016).   

Participants 

 Two groups participated in this study from the high school.  The first group consisted of 

teachers who work with refugee students.  There was a mix of both ENL teachers, which will 
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have allowed for a broader range of responses and insight into the topic.  The hope was to 

include as many professional opinions as possible.  Although it would have been ideal to have 

every teacher in the building participate, only six teachers actually participated. 

The second group who participated in the study were refugee students that ranged from 

9th-12th grade and ages 15- 18 years old.  This group was considered the most important to the 

study because of the insight that they bought from their life experiences.  The students were 

asked to participate after school, as not to interfere with their class work.  The students who 

decided to participate needed to have parental consent due to the fact that they were minors and 

were considered a protected group.  Out of the forty students that initially signed up to 

participate, thirteen attended the after-school session to complete the questionnaires. 

 In addition to the teachers and students, there was a third participant group that was 

comprised up of the selected students’ parents.  The parents were considered to participate 

because of their unique connection to the students; had been able to witness and observe their 

child’s formation for many years.  Their input would have added a unique insight to the research 

by providing an otherwise overlooked viewpoint into adolescent refugees’ identities.  

Unfortunately, no parents participated in the study and will not be mention further as a 

participant group. 

 Both participant groups were recruited through different methods.  The teachers were 

given a copy of the consent form and questionnaire in their mailbox previous to the study being 

completed.  They were able to complete them previous to the after-school day and return both 

the forms to a pre-determined ENL teacher.  This teacher had been in contact with the principal 

researcher and was been willing to assist with this process.  
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 The students were recruited by flyers that were posted around the school asking for 

participants.  If they were interested in participating they then signed up under the flyers and 

took a consent form, in their preferred language, for both their parents and themselves to sign.  

They were either able to hand in the consent forms to the identified ENL teacher before the after-

school day, or brought the signed forms with them the day of.  

Data Collection 

 In regards to refugee identity formation, distinct categories began to form from the 

research: segregation, assimilation, integration, and marginalization (Colic- Peisker & Walker, 

2003; Harklau, 2007; Mosselson, 2006).  These four categories laid the foundation for this 

research study and drove the questionnaire formation.   

The instruments used in this study consisted of different questionnaires designed 

specifically for each of the participant groups (Appendix L; Appendix M; Appendix Q).  Each of 

the questionnaires contained variations of the same question, tailored specifically to each 

participant group.  Additionally, each questionnaire was provided in the participant’s preferred 

language (Appendix N; Appendix O; Appendix P; Appendix R; Appendix S; Appendix T).   

Questionnaires. The questions selected were chosen to provide a clear picture of the 

individuals that were answering them.  The questionnaires narrowed down responses to place 

students into one of the four identity groups.  The questions that were used were modified 

versions of two different questionnaires given in the past.  The first was developed in 1988 by 

the Bureau for Refugee Programs U.S. Department of State, with the intention to gather 

information on young adult refugees (Center for Applied Linguistics, 1988).  The second was 

developed more recently for newly arrived refugees to the United States (DiMeo & Somach, 
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1996).  Although each questionnaire had different components to it, to account for the population 

that completed it, there were three main sections that each questionnaire consisted of. 

The first section contained general knowledge questions that the researchers were able to 

obtain characteristic information about the participants.  The intention was not to retrieve 

personal information about each participant, rather, it was to try to determine which 

characteristics and similarities were common between participants.  This way was easier to 

determine which groups students identify with.  Having two sets of participants (teachers and 

students) established validity to the research and helped triangulate the responses.  This was 

achieved when population was analyzed as a whole.  For example, the principal researcher was 

able to determine from looking at the data, an overlap in responses.  This overlap helped 

determine what the most populous identity group in the participating school was.  

The second set of questions asked were in regards to the participant’s life leading up to 

them coming to the United States.  For educators, due to the large number of students that they 

had, they were asked number their responses in general terms from greatest to least.  For the 

students, the questions were asked to try to dig deeper in how they feel about certain topics.  

These topics were intended to determine how the students identify with their families, home 

countries, and schools.  Strong feelings towards one group or another provided insights of 

identity group placement.  

The final set of questions were there to increase teacher awareness when working with 

ELLs.  The principal researcher was able to use both teacher and student responses to help guide 

the implications for teacher instruction in implementing refugee inclusion in the classroom. 

Modification of questionnaires.  Between the two questionnaires many of the questions 

contained in the first category of general knowledge were kept original.  In the case that 
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questions were modified or omitted, the reasoning was mostly due to information being non-

relevant for this particular study.  The wording of some questions was also adapted for age 

appropriateness.  For example, the questionnaire done by Bureau for Refugee Programs U.S. 

Department of State was designed for young adult refugees 17-22.  Some of the wording like, 

“What were some of your misconceptions about work/ study in the U.S.? (p. 250)” The 

researcher adapted the question to say, “What were some things that surprised you about school 

in the U.S.?” 

There were other questions within the other two categories that the researcher modified, 

again due to age appropriateness.  The researcher also modified some of the wording because she 

wanted to make sure that the questionnaires would be comprehensible to all who read it.  It may 

be the case that once the questionnaires are translated into different languages, the meaning may 

change.  The intent of keeping to simpler versions of the same questions is so that the meaning 

will hopefully still be evident across languages.  

When some of the original questions asked solely for the participant to check off a 

response from a list, often the researcher added a short response section underneath it.  Since the 

purpose of this study was to focus on the classification of adolescent refugees into different 

categories based off of their identity, the principal researcher needed to collect some qualitative 

information to support the quantitative data.  In order to do that in the most efficient way, it was 

determined that participants should answer both the checked off responses followed by a free 

response.  By asking participants open ended questions in conjunction with multiple choice 

questions, it aligns the participant’s response with the intent of the study and allows for the 

principal researcher to better determine which identity group they fit with. 
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Pivotal questions for identity group placement.  Initially to answer the first question of 

the study, the principal researcher reviewed individual questions from the completed 

questionnaires, to determine which identity group the students best fit into: segregation, 

assimilation, marginalization, or integration.  In order to do this, it was important to keep in mind 

the contents from Table 1.  Students that identify into the segregation group are more likely to 

respond with a positive association to the home culture and negative association to the new 

culture.  In the assimilation group, the associations are reversed.  Students feel more attached to 

the new culture and tend to shy away from their home culture.  In the marginalization group 

students feel distant from both cultures and shun their home culture as well as the new culture.  

Finally, the integration group accepts both cultures and is actively involved with both cultures. 

All the questions that were asked in the questionnaires were valuable in determining the 

identity group of each student; however, as the data was being analyzed, questions 8, 15, 19- 21, 

22, 23, 24, 27, and 28 emerged as pivotal in determining the findings of this study.  The student 

responses were looked at holistically.  Depending on how the students responded to each 

question certain characteristics may appear that were typical for a certain identity group.   

Question 8 was significant because it asked which languages the students like to speak at 

home and at school and why.  This showed which language they felt more comfortable using, 

and in turn helped support the student’s willingness to engage in the two different environments.  

Since the question was two-part question, if the students picked a combination of their home 

language and English, this would be considered integration.  However, if a student picked only 

their home language this would be regarded as segregation.  Assimilation would be the opposite, 

if English were picked for both settings.  Marginalization, would be if the students chose to 

speak a language other than English or their home language in both school and at home.  
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Question 15 showed the student’s willingness to help around the house.  If they had more 

positive associations with the home culture they were more likely to say that they have to help 

because it is their duty (segregation); while if they responded that they do not like to help it 

would show feelings of resentment towards the home culture’s customs and traditions 

(assimilation or marginalization).  If a student responded that they do not mind then they are 

more likely to be in the integration group.  Any of the groups could be represented by the 

question of other, they would have to explain how willing they are to help around the house. 

Questions 19- 21 all focused on who the students like to spend time with in and out of 

school and why.  These questions helped determine who the students feel more comfortable 

spending time with.  The more that they responded they like to associate with people from their 

refugee ethnic group, show that they have more of a positive association with their home culture.  

Patterns for association into other identity groups can also be determined in this way. Responses 

that indicated that the students were more willing to spend time with members of whites or 

blacks, suggest that that student is more inclined towards the assimilation group.  Whereas 

students that consistently say that they like to be by themselves are more suited for the 

marginalization group.  Finally, students that responded that they have no one specific group that 

they spend time with, or like to spend time with multiple groups, are most closely fitted for the 

integration group.  This can also be said for students who just want to associate with other non- 

refugee ENL students. 

Question 22 and 23 asked which activities students like to participate in and out of 

school.  Their responses were analyzed in the same way that questions 19-21 were.  The more 

that students participated in cultural or religious events was indicative of the segregation group; 

only participating in going to the movies or other activities associated with the new culture 
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indicated that they were more in the assimilation group.  Staying at home or not participating 

with others during their free time suggests weak ties to both cultures, or marginalization.  

Finally, students with a mix of responses would best fit into the integration group. 

Question 24 asked the students who they go to when they need help.  Their responses 

have a great deal to do with which identity group they best fit into. Family members or religious 

leaders show trust and stability with the home culture, or segregation.  Teachers and counselors 

are more indicative of trust in the new culture and represent the assimilation group.  Not wanting 

to speak to anyone about their problems may suggest that they are marginalizing themselves 

from both groups if they do not feel that they can trust anyone with their problems.  An 

integrated mixture of all responses shows trust in both the home and new cultures. 

Question 27 focused on the transition to life in Western New York.  The easier the 

transition the more likely that a student fit into the assimilation or integration groups.  The harder 

the transition to life in the United States, the more likely that students could be identified into the 

segregation or marginalization groups. 

Question 28 was determined before the questionnaires were completed to be the most 

influential question to help determine the students’ identity groups.  It asked the students to 

reflect on what changes in their behavior, attitudes, or beliefs that they have noticed within 

themselves since moving to Western New York.  Depending on how their response correlated to 

trends found in the research, the students’ identity group could be determined. 

Additionally, the language in which the student took the questionnaire was taken into 

consideration.  By reviewing the students’ responses to these questions the principal researcher 

was able to compile a narrative based on common themes found from the students’ responses 

regarding their association to their home culture and to the new culture.  Ultimately, this 
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narration helps support the findings of which identity group the majority of the participants 

represent. 

Procedure 

 This study took place in a public city high school within Western New York.  The 

research was a mix- methods study, due to the different types of questions asked in the 

questionnaires.  

 Obtaining Consent.  The first task in obtaining consent was with the participating 

school. This was done by a series of phone calls and emails from the principal researcher to one 

of the ENL teachers who worked at the school.  This teacher then relayed any correspondence 

that she had with the principal researcher to the school’s principal via e-mail.  Permission was 

given to go ahead with research during the spring semester of 2017.  

 Once the participating school had been selected.  The principal researcher drafted 

separate consent forms for the different groups of participants (Appendix C; Appendix D; 

Appendix H).  Most of the participating students were under the age of 18, and were therefore 

considered a protected group.  Regardless of age both they and their parents were required to 

sign a consent form if they wished to participate.   

 Administration of consent forms and questionnaires.  This next step required some 

assistance from the ENL teachers at the high school.  Previous to the questionnaires being 

completed, the principal researcher mailed copies of the consent forms in both English and the 

various home languages to the predetermined ENL teacher.  This ENL teacher distributed the 

teacher consent forms and questionnaires to teacher’s mailboxes.  The consent forms for students 

were placed by various ENL teachers’ doors around the building.  Outside these teachers’ doors 

was a sign-up sheet that allowed students to sign up to participate in the questionnaire in 
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advance.  After they signed up, students were to take a copy of the consent forms home for their 

parents to sign.  This served two purposes, one it allowed the principal researcher to have an idea 

of how many questionnaires and in which languages she needed to print out for the data 

collection day.  Secondly, it provided a checklist to make sure that all consent forms were turned 

in.  The students were instructed to bring the consent forms back with them to hand in to the pre-

determined ENL teacher. 

 The questionnaires were completed in various ways.  Teachers, had two weeks to 

complete the consent form and questionnaire from the time that they were put in their mailbox to 

the day of the after-school data collection day.  This gave them ample time to complete the 

questionnaire at their own convenience.  Interested students were expected to come to the data 

collection day during the after-school program.  When these participants came, the principal 

researcher checked that their consent forms had the student and parent’s signatures.  Student 

participants then were given a questionnaire to complete.  Student participants who are not able 

to read or write the questions in English, were provided a questionnaire in their home language.  

The principal researcher was in attendance during the data collection day after-school to 

facilitate the distribution of the questionnaires.  After the completion of the questionnaires they 

were put into a manila folder until the data was reviewed by the principal researcher.  The 

questionnaires were placed in a manila folder by the principal researcher and kept secure until 

instructed to be destroyed by the secondary researcher.  When the folder is not being used, it was 

locked up in order to maintain the confidentiality of the participants. 

Data Analysis 

 The questions that the participants answered were intended to determine how many 

adolescent refugee students identify within the four main groups.  This being said the responses 
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themselves were more subjective than data driven.  The researcher used the work of Harklau 

(2007) and Mosselson (2006) to compare the responses from her participants to the research that 

they completed.  This process was conducted in a way that responses were evaluated individually 

and eventually were placed together to see common trends that matched up with characteristics 

from each group.  For teachers, their responses helped support the findings from the student’s 

questionnaire responses. 

Validity Considerations  

 The questionnaires were considered a subject- completed instrument; meaning that the 

participant responded to questions either by indicating an option on a preselected response or 

they filled in a free response.  Any time that a free response question was answered there was 

some risk involved.  For example, if a question was not understood by the participant, they may 

not have answered it as thoroughly since there was no one to clarify the intent of the question in 

their native tongue (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2016).  One way to combat this potential validity 

concern was by having the questionnaires administered in a group setting where student 

participants were able to ask questions to the principal researcher, other students, or teachers that 

came to assist. 

 There were also other considerations to take into account when a questionnaire is used.  

Although the researcher anticipated a high number of participants to complete the questionnaires, 

there was some nonresponse rate; unanswered questions on the questionnaires.  Gay, Mills, and 

Airasian (2015) anticipated to expect as much as 50% of questionnaires distributed not to be 

returned, or to be returned partially completed.  In order to combat this, the principal researcher 

gave teachers extra time to complete the questionnaires, and gave students the opportunity to talk 

with others during the distribution of the questionnaires.  The principal researcher predicted that 
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the participants would be more likely to complete the questionnaires if they were in an 

environment where they could ask for help or clarification.  Having the distribution of 

questionnaires after school for the student participants to complete was helpful as well.  The 

students were able to stay focused on the task of completing the questionnaire, and did not have 

other distractions that interrupted their focus.  As mentioned previously, teachers received their 

questionnaires in advance so they were able to complete them at their own time.  This was an 

important consideration for professionals because of the busy schedule that their days bring.   

 Finally, one last aspect to a free response question that may affect the anticipated findings 

is that the participants may not answer all the questions truthfully.  It may be the case that some 

participants do not wish to talk about certain topics or like to put on a front different than what 

they actually feel.  This would be considered under the nonresponse portion of the findings.  If 

this is a factor within their responses, then the grouping of adolescents that are attributed with the 

specific groups may be skewed.  For these individuals, they cannot be expected to complete 

everything on the full questionnaire.  The nonresponses were to be taken into consideration when 

the principal researcher analyzed the data. 
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Findings 

            The two questions that drove this research project were: What identity groups do 

adolescent refugees in the participating school identity with, and how can teachers better include 

adolescent refugees and their experiences in classroom instruction?  In order to answer those 

research questions, data collected from the questionnaires was analyzed and used to support the 

findings.   

Participants 

As mentioned in the methodology, the questionnaires were compiled of three types of 

questions.  The first set of questions were focused on collecting demographic information about 

the participants.  The participants of this study consisted of six teachers and thirteen adolescent 

refugees, ranging from the ages of 15 to 18.  Table 2 shows the demographics of the teachers that 

participated in the study.  The categories show that four of the participants were female, two 

were English as a New Language (ENL) teachers, and all of the teachers taught students who 

were in high school, although the majority worked with 9th and 10th graders.  

Table 2 

Demographics of Teacher Participants 

Teacher Gender   Subject    Grades Taught Age of Students 

	

A F ENL 9-12 14-20 
B M ENL 9 14-18 
C F Social Studies 9-12 14-21 
D F Science 7-9 12-16 
E M Science 9-10 15-20 
F F ENL 9-10 15-21 
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Table 3 is broken up into categories that show the student participants’ demographics.  

These categories help explain who the participants are and help contribute to the findings of the 

identity groups.  The categories chosen were gender, age, grade, home country, home language, 

if they spent time in a refugee camp, and when they arrived in Western New York.  These 

categories were chosen to represent the students because they give the best demographic 

overview of each participant. 

Table 3 

Demographics of Student Participants 
 

Student Gender Age Grade HC* HL** RC*** Arrival in WNY 

A M 16 9 Iraq Kurdish --- Dec. 2016 
B M 15 9 Syria Arabic --- Feb. 2017 
C F 16 10 Iraq Arabic --- Apr. 2015 
D M 15 9 Iraq Arabic --- Jan. 2017 
E F 18 9 Iraq Arabic 

Kurdish 
--- Dec. 2016 

F F 16 10 Sudan Arabic --- Sept. 2015 
G F 17 10 Somalia Somali 1 year Nov. 2015 
H M 16 10 Congo French --- May 2015 
I M 18 12 Congo French 

Swahili 
5 years Aug. 2014 

J F 18 12 Nepal Nepal 15 years July 2015 
K M 17 10 Congo Rwanda 

Swahili 
13 years Jan. 2016 

L M 18 10 Burma Burmese --- Aug. 2015 
M F 18 10 Congo Swahili 15 years Jan. 2016 

* Home country 
** Home language 
*** Time spent in a refugee camp 
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Out of the student participants, seven countries of origin and eight home languages were 

represented over all.  One student was from Burma, four were from Congo, four were from Iraq, 

one each came from Nepal, Somalia, Sudan, and Syria.  Of the thirteen student participants, ten 

students reported that they exclusively spoke one language at home. Of these ten; four students 

spoke Arabic as their home language, one student spoke Burmese, one student spoke French, one 

spoke Kurdish, one each spoke Nepal, Somali, and Swahili.  There were three students that 

reported that they spoke two languages at home, which were a combination of Arabic and 

Kurdish; French and Swahili, and Rwanda and Swahili.  There were seven male participants and 

six females.  Five students had previously lived in a refugee camp before resettling to the United 

States.  Over all six of the thirteen students had lived in the United States for under a year; 

although the majority of students had lived in the United States for under two years. 

It can be noted that six of the students were currently in a grade that typically students 

their age would not be in.  For example, an 18-year-old would not typically be in 10th grade.  

Many times, this is due to two factors.  The first being that they just arrived to the United States 

and were placed in a lower grade to try to give them more time to learn English and obtain their 

high school diploma.  As you can see from Table 2, many teachers noted that they taught 

students that are older than 18.  The second reason is that if the students were in a refugee camp, 

they may not have received sufficient schooling and were placed in a lower grade, again to give 

them more time to obtain their diploma.   

Question One: Identity Group Findings 

 It was determined that the best way to compile the findings from this study was to look at 

the participants’ responses holistically and determine common themes within their responses.  

Due to the nature of identity formation, no one person is going to identify solely in one group.  
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Identities are hybrids of various components of the identity groups.  They are dynamic, in that 

they are always being formed and reformed.  This very quickly was confirmed through the 

findings of the research.  In order to present the data, each identity group will be discussed, using 

student responses to support the findings.  The included tables provide a snapshot of each 

students’ views and thoughts. 

Segregation.  Language played a large role in how adolescent refugees formed their 

identity.  For example, Student I wrote, “Swahili is my first and real native language which I 

speak and I learn English at school.”  It was interesting to note that, when asked which language 

they wanted to take the questionnaire in, all of the Arabic speaking students, regardless of when 

they arrived in the United States, were adamant about taking the questionnaire in Arabic.  Each 

of the other student participants only wished to take the questionnaire in English.  This was 

determined to be significant because of the strong ties that the Arabic students had towards their 

home language.   

Table 4 shows the difficulty level of moving to the United States.  Students were able to 

choose one of five options rating how they perceived the move and life adjusting to living in the 

United States.  These selections were taken from Question 27 of the student questionnaire.   

Table 4 

Adjustment to Life in Western New York 

Levels of Adjustment Students Total Number of Students 

Very Easy A, F 2 
Easy B, D 2 
Okay C, G, J, K 4 
Hard E, H, I, L, M 5 

Very Hard --- 0 
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Students, generally regarded the move to the United States as “okay” or “hard.”  Student 

L talked about how the process to get here was hard.  Refugees have an enormous amount of 

paperwork to file before they are able to be resettled.  Often times, the paperwork is not in their 

home language.  Student I said, “It was hard because finding basic needs and being adjust at 

school.”  Again, language played a large role in this because the linguistic landscape of the 

United States is primarily English.  While these examples are not necessarily exclusive from the 

segregation group, they demonstrate how not knowing the new language can cause negative 

feelings towards the new culture and make the connections to the home culture stronger. 

 Table 5 and 6 are best explained together.  On the student questionnaire, these were 

represented as Questions 14 and 15.  Table 5 shows the responsibilities that the students reported 

to have at home and Table 6 asks the students’ opinion on how they felt about doing these 

chores. 

Table 5 
 
Home Responsibilities 
 

Responsibilities Students Total Number of Students 

Responsibilities Students Total number of Students 
Acting on Behalf of Family E, I,  2 

Babysitting B, E, F, K 4 
Cooking E, F, G, J, K, L 6 
Cleaning B, C, E, F, G, H, J, K, L, M 10 

Interpreting F, H, I, K 4 
Sewing --- 0 

Shopping A, D, E, F, I, K, L 7 
Other D, E, I 3 
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Table 6 

View of Home Responsibilities 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 

I must, it is what I have to do 
to help my family A, B, D, E, F, H, L, M 8 

I do not mind, I like helping 
my family C, G, I, J, K 5 

I do not like to help, I rather 
so something else --- 0 

Other --- 0 
  

All of the student participants indicated that they have responsibilities at home and that 

they either do not mind helping or they feel like they must help.  Student E mentioned on her 

questionnaire that she was worried about managing responsibilities at home, but did not write an 

explanation for her response.  Even though she had these concerns, she still indicated that her 

household responsibilities were something that she must to in order to help her family.  This is 

indicative of the segregation group, due to the strong sense of duty towards the students’ family, 

home culture, and traditions.   

Assimilation.  These students may appear to be eager to fully assimilate into American 

culture, using their community as a resource when needed.  Many students demonstrated this 

when they responded to Question 22 about their participation in after school activities.  Table 7 

provides the students’ responses. 
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Table 7 

Participation in After School Activities 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 
Clubs C, H, K 3 
Music E, H, I, L  4 

Theater E, H 2 
Sports A, B, C, D, E, H, I, J, K, L, M 11 

I do not participate in after 
school activities G 1 

Other F, G 2 
 

The “Other” activities were not given an explanation of what they were.  Students also 

mentioned that they enjoyed playing instruments for their school, singing in chorus, and being 

involved in the garden club.  The overwhelming majority of students were involved with sports.  

The popular sports were soccer, tennis, swimming, and track.  One student mentioned basketball 

as well.  Student L showed that he was very much involved in his school community.  One of his 

favorite memories of living in Buffalo was when he played soccer on his school’s team and they 

won a game.  Examples like this show the student’s willingness to dive into their new culture and 

take advantage of the opportunities that their school community provides. 

 Integration.  A major component that makes up the integration group is the use of 

language.  When a student is comfortable in the new culture they are able to choose when they 

wish to use a combination of their home and new languages.  Table 8 shows the students’ 

responses about their language use both at home and in school. 
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Table 8 

Language Preferences at Home and School 

Language Preference At Home At School 

Language Preference At Home At School 
English A, C B, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, M 

Home Language B, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, M A, C 
 

Students A and C were the only two that indicated that they speak English at home and 

use their home language, Arabic, at school.  Neither participant indicated why on their 

questionnaire.  All the other student participants primarily use English at school and their home 

language at home.  At the time of the study, Student J had been living in the United States for 

almost two years.  She wrote, “I want to speak Nepali at home because my parents did not know 

the English, and I speak English in school because I want to learn.”  This theme of the need to 

know English in order to learn was used over and over by students.  Student D mentioned that 

“English is a global language,” and that is why he used it in school and why he wanted to learn 

it.  Student E also mentioned something similar on her questionnaire.   

 Table 9 shows the different out of school activities that students participated in 

throughout the school year based off of Question 23.  These activities were selected based off of 

popular cultural activities that adolescents may spend their time with when they are not in 

school.  The question attempted to incorporate a wide range of activities that could be applicable 

cross culturally. 
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Table 9 

Participation in Out of School Activities 

 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 
Boy/ Girl Scouts B 1 

Cultural Activities E, H 2 
Dance E, H, J, K 4 

Friend’s Houses A, C, E, F, H, K, M 7 
Malls/ Shopping B, D, E, F, H, L 6 

Movies E, F, I, K, L 5 
Music E, H, I, K, L, M 6 

Parties* E, H 2 
Religious Events F, G, H, I 4 

Sports B, C, D, E, H, I, K, L 8 
Stay Home G, H 2 
Watch TV G, H, I, K 4 

Other H 1 
* In Arabic parties translated into ceremonies 

 

 This table provides an amazing example of the combination of association between the 

home culture and the new culture.  It is evident that there is a wide variation of responses from 

the students of activities that they like to do on their free time.  Activities such as religious events 

and cultural activities clearly show association with the home culture.  Boy Scouts, sports, and 

going to the mall are more indicative of an American culture.  Activities such as music, dance, 

and going to parties, depending on the context, could be associated with either culture.   

 Table 10 also shows a combination of the two cultures coexisting within the students.  

This table was based off of Question 24 in the student survey.  Under the “responses” column, 

students selected all the individuals that they go to when they had a problem or needed help. 
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Table 10 

People Student Participants Confide In 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 
Counselor H 1 

Friends A, D, F, H, J, K, L, M 8 
No one E 1 

Other Family Members H, K  2 
Parents B, C, D, F, G, L  6 

Religious Leader H, I, K, L 4 
Siblings G, H 2 
Teacher H, I, K, L, M  5 
Other* I, L 2 

 
* I- neighbor; L- no explanation   

 

Similar to Table 9, students selected a range of individuals that are important enough to 

go to when they have trouble with something.  These individuals also have to be people that they 

can trust.  It would be expected then to see examples of religious leaders, parents, and teachers.  

The interesting thing to notice was that the student participants had selected their friends as the 

people they would go to for advice.  Looking at this information from a developmental level, this 

should not be surprising; but from a refugee perspective having trust in your friends, who are a 

mixture of different ethnic backgrounds is a sign of being in the integration group. 

Students in the integration group are able to move in between their two worlds.  Meaning, 

they are no longer afraid to hide parts of their identity for fear of persecution.  This is visible 

through who they choose to spend time with.  The majority of responses indicated that students 

tended to spend time with a mixture of members within their own refugee group, as well as, 

other refugee ethnic groups.  The information shown on Table 11 was taken from Questions 19- 

21 on the student questionnaire. 
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Table 11 

Preferred Ethnic Groups Time Spent With 

Responses Students Total Number of Students 

Members of your own refugee 
ethnic group B, C, D, E, F, I, J, L 8 

Members of other refugee 
ethnic groups B, D, E, G, I, J 6 

Whites E 1 
Blacks E 1 

Other non- refugee ENL 
students A 1 

Nobody, I like to be by myself C, I 2 
Everyone* H, K, M 3 

Other --- 0 
* This was added once student responses were received 

On the questionnaire students were asked who they preferred to spend time with and 

why.  The majority of the responses, as shown above, indicated that students preferred to spend 

time with only refugees from their ethnicity.  However, once you look at their written free 

response, more traits of the integration group appear.  Many students talked about how important 

the use of language was in forming and maintaining friendships.  Student C wrote that she liked 

to spend time alone at home, but in school she likes to be with members of her own refugee 

ethnic group “because they have the same language.”  Student A liked to spend time with non- 

refugee ENL students because “they all learn English as another language” together.  Student L 

also liked to associate with a mixture of members from his ethnic group because they share the 

same language.  He did not associate much with Whites and Blacks because he did not feel that 

they were close and they never talk to each other. 

Student J, would have agreed with Student L. She claimed that she does not like to spend 

time with Whites or Blacks because “they don’t understand our English and it’s hard to 

understand their English. [Also] because they are busy with their own friends.”  She also liked to 
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spend time with members of her own refugee ethnic group because “they also speak same as my 

language and it’s easy to spend time [with them].”  But she also recognized the connection that 

she had with members of other refugee groups.  She said, “They are also same as me so they 

understand how we have a hard time.” 

Student E said that “creating friends is easy” for her.  This was evident in her responses 

for Question 19- 21.  She explained that she liked to spend time with members of her own 

refugee ethnic group because “they all feel homesick” and are able to understand each other in 

that way.  She also liked to spend time with members of other refugee ethnic groups because 

“they all miss [their] friends.”  Finally, she wrote that she likes to spend time with Whites 

because she can “create a new friend group.”  Through Student E’s responses, a balance can be 

seen between missing her home country and culture and accepting new friends and culture in the 

United States; a perfect summation of an individual who associates with the integration group. 

Marginalization.  Although there were no students that appeared to mostly associate 

with the marginalization group, there were some student responses that could be considered to be 

within this identity group.   

 One response that was indicative of a member who identifies with the marginalization 

group came from Student I.  He made a comment on Question 21 about why he liked to 

sometimes be by himself.  He wrote, “I like to be by myself to avoid being in trouble because 

you can’t trust people whom you don’t know.”  Often times refugees, especially ones like 

Student I who spent time in a refugee camp will begin to become distrusting of the police and 

other authoritative figures.  

At the time of the study, Student H had been living in the United States for almost two 

years.  He said that he had to move to the United States because his father was a politician in the 
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Republic of Congo.  When the new president was elected, his father’s life was in danger.  The 

family fled to the United States.  Throughout the questionnaire, Student H had a balance of 

positive feelings towards his home culture and the new culture.  He joined numerous school 

groups and still participated in cultural activities and religious events outside of school.  Despite 

his outward appearance, due to his past experiences, there are parts of Student H that identity 

with the marginalization group.  He wrote on his questionnaire that gang members tried to recruit 

him once he moved to Buffalo, he can hear gunshots from his bedroom at night.  “This was the 

life I left,” he wrote, the mix of feelings towards not being fully established in one culture hints 

at an aspect of marginalization in Student H’s identity. 

 Participation in school also has an impact on how students may identify.  Student K 

responded to Question 30 regarding how teachers include adolescent refugees in class, he 

responded, “No one makes me feel engaged in class.”  This was the only sentence he wrote for 

that question, however when there is lack of global acceptance and encouragement to share prior 

knowledge, students may appear to be more marginalized in the classroom. 

Question Two: Implications for Classroom Use 

Once the data centered on the identity of the students was reviewed, the principal 

researcher was able to focus on the second question of the study: How can teachers better include 

adolescent refugees and their experiences in classroom instruction?  It was determined that four 

repeating themes arose from the students and teachers’ responses.  The following data is 

collected from Questions 29- 32 of the student questionnaire and Questions 13- 16 of the teacher 

questionnaire. 

Prejudice and respect.  Out of the nineteen student and teacher participants, twelve of 

them mentioned on their questionnaires something to do with prejudice and respect.  Table 12 
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shows the different reactions, both positive and negative, from students and teachers based off 

their responses from Questions 30 and 31 on the student questionnaire.  Many students answered 

in list form.  Phrases added in brackets helped give the content of the question they were 

responding to.  Positive associations were responses that reflected when the student participants 

felt their teachers were respectful of them and their culture.  Negative responses were when the 

student participants felt teachers did not treat them or their culture with respect. 

Table 12 

Participants’ Responses Regarding Prejudice and Respect 
	
Participants Response Connotations 

Participants Response  Connotations 
Student A [I wish my teachers] were honest with me Negative 
Student D [I wish my teachers] were respectful Negative 
Student E [I wish I was] respected, not discriminated, or verbally insulted Negative 
Student H They have negative think the place we come from. 

The world is equal but people need to divide the groups. We 
need to be equal not different. 

Negative 
 

Positive 
Student I [I wish my teachers] not be racist, not use hate words Negative 
Student J [I wish my teachers] don’t yell at students Negative 
Student L Teacher handshake me in the morning Positive 
Student M [I wish my teachers] not be racist Negative 
Teacher A Students learn better when a safe and respectful classroom 

community is created 
Positive 

Teacher B Refugees have a right to be in the U.S. They are what makes 
America great 

Positive 

Teacher D Respectful to the teacher and others Positive 
 

It is evident that from the data the teachers understood the need for acceptance and 

respect in their classrooms.  It is surprising then to see that the students had an overall tone that 

they and their home country and culture were not respected or understood by their teachers.  

Student H wrote, “I don’t want anything to be good in life more than in school.  I can give joy 
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but some teachers don’t like some black [to be] successful.  They have negative think the place 

we come from…. I cannot change the other thinking because I am not God!  But I show this 

people my hard work… then maybe he or she like me.”  Students also do not share the feelings 

that they are respected by their teachers, which proves to be a bit of a disconnect between the 

two participant groups. 

Language use in the classroom.  Eight of the students specifically mentioned in their 

questionnaire how they felt language should be used by their teachers in the classroom.  Seven of 

the students specifically mentioned in Question 18, that one of the things they wished to gain 

from going to school was to learn English.  Of the students that responded to questions 29- 32 on 

their questionnaires, only three wanted to learn English in schools, while five wished their 

teachers would use a combination of their home language as well as English in the classroom.  

The theme of the importance of language use was highly repeated by students during the 

completion of the questionnaires; students felt that language was the one thing that connected 

them to other members of their home and school communities.   

Students also reported the importance of using a mixture of their home language and English to 

make friends and stay in social circles.  Student A remarked for Question 8, “I have English 

friends.  I have Kurdish friends.”  At the time of the study, Student B had been living in the 

United States for two months.  He struggled to handle the academic course work because he 

“doesn’t know the language.”  This did not discourage him; Student B was very intent on 

learning English.  He wrote, “teachers should be focused on English in class.”  Student D also 

said that he did not feel that he knows the English.  He believes that “school should be presented 

as translatable.”  Which was taken to mean using both languages in conjunction when learning. 
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Teachers also noticed the importance of language in the classroom.  For the educators, 

the use of language was more indicative of an instructor’s approach to learning.  Teachers D and 

E both expressed concern with not only seeing their students succeed in the classroom 

community, but also doing well on the state tests, whereas students did not.  However, on 

Question 18 of the student questionnaire, six of the students did express the wish to graduate 

high school and seven would like to go to college. 

Two of the teachers talked about how their classrooms need to be loud.  It is essential to 

have students talking in order to increase their language acquisition.  Teacher B mentioned that 

she wished other teachers would understand that a student’s Basic Interpersonal Communication 

Skills (BICS) do not equal their Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP).  Three of 

the teachers mentioned using the students’ native language to help support their English 

language acquisition; this is also called translanguaging. 

Pace of speech.   Table 13 notes that four of the students mentioned how their teachers’ 

rate of speech can either encourage or discourage them in the classroom.  Student responses that 

did not directly relate to pace of speech were omitted, although many students mentioned how 

they felt better when their teachers took the time to help them understand what was being taught.  

Positive associations were responses that reflected when the student participants felt their 

teachers’ pace of speech was helping them in the classroom.  Negative responses were when the 

student participants felt teachers’ pace of speech was not helping them in the classroom.   

Given the number of students that indicated that pace of speech was important for them 

to understand and participate in class; no teachers talked about how their pace of speech is 

important for their students.  Various teachers mentioned the need for wait-time, or the extra 
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time a student would need to participate.  However, these answers from the teachers were 

reflective on the students, instead of themselves. 

Table 13 

Participants’ Responses Regarding Pace of Speech 

Students Responses Connotations 

A I feel happy when the teachers explain clearly and when I 
understand them 

Positive 

H The teacher work so hard to make sure all thing they teach me I 
understand 

Positive 

J [I wish they would] teach slowly Negative 
 

Methods of teaching.  The most overwhelming response from the students was in 

regards to methods of how teachers taught them.  Table 14 indicates that all of the students 

mentioned, in some form, how they want to be taught.  Some wrote that their teachers were 

already using methods that worked for them, while the majority wrote how they wished that they 

would be taught.  The teachers also mentioned some of these concerns on their questionnaire as 

well.  

Table 14 

Preferred Methods of Teaching 
 

Methods Students Teachers 

Use of Humor H, K, L B 

Use of Encouragement H A, E, F 

Use of Home Language/ Culture J, M B, C, F 

Better Communication  A, L C, D 

Appropriate Leveled Course Work B, D A, C, E 
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As you can see from the table four of the students prefer when their teachers use humor 

in the classroom to make them feel more comfortable.  Five of the students are able to learn 

better in the classroom when their teachers use words of encouragement.  Four felt that their 

teachers do not understand them and wished that their teachers would communicate better with 

them.  Student A mentioned on his questionnaire that he wants his teachers to “be honest with 

him” and that he is happy when they take the time to communicate clearly with him.  Lastly, 

Student B felt that having homework that was easier would help him do better in class.  His 

teachers agreed with him.  They, however, noted the difference between having school work be  

“easier” and having the work be at an appropriate language level, while maintaining high 

academic standards. The teachers, mentioned similar suggestions as their students did, as noted 

in Table 14; but they also added many other methods, which will be discussed next. 

Other implications.  It can be seen through the responses of the teachers that overall, 

they agree with what the students were saying; however, as knowledgeable professionals in their 

field, they had various other implications for teachers as well.  Table 15 shows the different 

responses that teachers gave on their questionnaires regarding misconceptions that they feel other 

teachers may have about teaching adolescent refugees in their classroom.  Please note the most 

relevant direct responses from each teacher regarding misconceptions about teaching refugees 

were included.  

Table 15 

Misconceptions about Teaching Refugees 

	
Question 13 Teachers Responses 

Within your school, list 
three attitudes or 
misconceptions that you 

A They can’t do it (They can with enough scaffolds) 
B Strong correlations between language proficiency 

and intelligence. Just because a student does not 
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feel need to be addressed 
regarding successfully 
teaching adolescent refugee 
students? 

possess a high degree of English language 
proficiency does not mean they have cognitive 
defects. It simply means they haven’t been taught 
the language.  

C How long it takes them to learn basic and cognitive 
learning skills 

D That they are different, so may not require to do 
things similar to others. i.e. speaking, participation, 
etc. 

E Developmentally inappropriate testing/ required 
course work (NYSED/ Regents) 

F They will never learn the content work 
	
 

It can be seen that there were many differing opinions on which misconceptions need to 

be changed within a school.  Regardless of the teachers’ content area, all of the participants 

brought valuable insight to this topic.  Common themes from the teachers were the use of 

scaffolding, keeping tests and assignments developmentally and linguistically appropriate, and 

having a positive mindset or using a growth mindset.   

Scaffolding.  Scaffolding is a method of teaching that helps take the content that is being 

taught and makes it easier for students to understand.  This is not to say that the material is being 

“dumbed down,” rather the use of scaffolding makes the content comprehensible for the learner 

while maintaining its academic integrity.  Five of the teacher participants mentioned the 

importance of scaffolding for ENL students, especially refugees.  Additionally, two other 

teachers wrote about their frustrations that they have when some teachers think that anything that 

is taught will be good exposure for the students or that all students do not learn the same way.   

Two teachers mentioned a different use of scaffolding, to help students develop a study 

schedule.  Many refugee students have not had a schooling experience similar to that of one in 

the United States, if they have had one at all.  By using scaffolding techniques, these teachers 
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suggested that students could learn how to manage their time, learn how to effectively write their 

assignments and due dates down in an agenda, and learn how to self-study. 

 Appropriate academic course work.  Teachers were more concerned it seemed with 

teaching content that is developmentally appropriate for the students depending on what their 

language levels are.  Table 16 shows each teacher’s response when asked how they could engage 

a refugee in their class with the given course work.  Please note that Teacher E was omitted from 

this table because their response was left blank.   

Table 16 

Teaching Suggestions 

 

Question 15 Teacher Response 

What are some suggestions 
you would give to a non ENL 
teacher who is trying to 
engage adolescent refugee 
students in their classroom 
during instructional part of 
their day? 

A 
 

- Scaffold instruction 
- Encourage a caring, safe environment 
- Adapt work for language level 

B - Learn about their culture/ country/ language 
and try to incorporate it into your instruction 
- [Create a] school environment where students 
feel safe and secure 

C - Give them time to participate 
- Motivation to learn from student and teacher 

D Help refugee students to develop regular study 
schedule and be available to them outside of 
classroom when they are doing their individual 
assignments and homework 

F - Scaffold everything 
- Translanguaging is very helpful 
- Learn from your students don’t just have them 
learn from you 

 

The themes of scaffolding and translanguaging were common throughout the research, 

what was interesting are Teacher B and D’s responses.  These teachers encourage learning to be 
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done by both teacher and student.  This helps support the students’ responses that they want to be 

respected by their teachers.  Teachers B and D are giving a good example for other teachers to 

follow; if your students feel that their culture and life experiences are valued, then they will be 

more engaged in the classroom during the day. 

Other profound responses were from Teachers A and B.  They both mentioned that in 

order to have refugee students do well in school, they must feel safe.  Students did not explicitly 

mention feeling safe at school in their questionnaires, but they did mention needing to trust their 

teachers.  Student H, for example, wrote, “The teacher can help me to be more comfortable in the 

school.”  Student J mentioned that the things she felt helped her were seeing her flag, home 

language, and cultural dress within the school.  These subconscious messages that the school 

sent, allowed her to feel safe at school. 

Positive and growth mindsets.  Another widely discussed aspect of teaching adolescent 

refugees was the concept of Growth Mindset.  Five of the teachers mentioned this popular 

teaching idea that you cannot do something… yet.  In time, with both successes and failures, 

eventually you will be able to overcome whatever obstacle you are facing.  With these 

encouraging teaching methods, the participating teachers believe that adolescent refugees are 

able to succeed in the classroom.  Table 17 shows some of their responses.  Positive associations 

were responses that reflected what the participant felt they were doing to help promote the 

growth mind set in the classroom.  Negative responses were mostly reflected on other teacher 

beliefs; mainly teachers that do not practice growth or positive mindsets in their classrooms. 
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Table 17 

Participants’ Responses Regarding Classroom Mindsets 

Teachers Responses Connotations 

A, C, E, 
F 

 
Feel that growth mindset helps students achieve in the classroom 
 

Positive 

A, B, D, 
F 

Feel that teachers do not believe their students can handle the 
material Negative 

F 
 
Feel that teachers expect their students to age out of the system 
 

Negative 

 
 
 Although teachers mentioned the importance of maintaining a positive and growth 

mindset with their students in their classroom, four out of six teachers felt that other teachers 

were not maintaining this during their classroom instruction.  Teachers knew the importance of 

keeping a positive mindset with adolescent refugees to help them excel in the classroom, it 

seemed that the major challenge was to maintain it among the adults.  
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Discussion 

Identity Groups Among Adolescent Refugees 

Although the four identity groups are good guidelines of how certain students may feel or 

act in certain situations, after analyzing the findings and reflecting on the participants’ responses 

it is evident that individuals’ identities are dynamic.  It would be impossible to say that one 

person was solely representative of one identity group over another.  This is consistent with the 

literature Colic- Peisker & Walker (2003), Harklau (2007), Mosselson (2006).    

Ways to Reach Adolescent Refugees in the Classroom 

 Keeping in mind the findings from the first research question, the following part of this 

thesis was to see how teachers could better incorporate refugee students and their life 

experiences within their classrooms.  For example, a student who identifies with the segregation 

group is less likely to start forming relationships or other strong ties to their local community 

because they see their country of origin as home and have the intention to return there as soon as 

possible (Mosselson, 2006).  These students may be labeled as “noncompliant” or “hard to work 

with” because of the identity they have taken on.  Teachers have to work to make them feel 

valued in the classroom community with multiple opportunities within a curriculum utilizing a 

nostalgic student’s experiences to the advantage of the whole class.  One student recalled that 

their class “had to watch a movie on living through war so that the students would understand the 

impact of war, but no-one ever asked her to talk about it” (Mosselson, 2006, p. 28).  If that 

student’s teacher had looked at her as an asset to the learning community, then her views towards 

her new culture may have become slightly more positive.  

In regards to creating a safe environment, the teachers mentioned how students are able 

to do better in the classroom once they feel safe.  Students also expressed this in their 
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questionnaires.  Student H, who discussed his families escape and his dislike of gun shots was 

also one of the students that responded positively to a safe classroom environment.  This 

supports findings in the literature from Colic- Peisker and Walker (2003), Fantino and Colak 

(2001), Harklau (2007), Sabbah (2006), and Zimmerman- Orozco (2015). 

In addition to feeling safe, adolescent refugees need to feel that both they and their home 

culture are accepted in society; as noted by Harklau (2007) and Ligget (2009).  As was 

mentioned by various students, there were more negative implications regarding how they were 

viewed by their teachers and society.   

As the findings show, students who show characteristics of the marginalization group 

tend to make friends with everyone, but are not closely connected to anyone.  The concept of 

refugee students being a part of a global community is not exclusive to the marginalization 

group; it is applicable to all identity groups.  This was evident throughout the study from various 

student responses.  When talking about his feelings about friends, Student I wrote that he liked to 

spend time with members of his own refugee ethnic group because they “share the same ideas 

and same language.”  He liked to be with members of other refugee ethnic groups as well, 

because he liked “to learn more about other cultures.” 

Student D wrote that he liked to spend time with members of his own refugee ethnic 

group because “they know Arabic.”  But, he also wrote that he liked to spend time with members 

of other refugee ethnic groups because he wanted “to know about other’s cultures.”  The 

principal researcher believes this to be why the majority of students appear to associate with the 

integration group.  Adolescent refugees are global students.  Although they have faced trauma 

they recognize that they are a part of a global community and are willing to reach out to other 

ethnic groups to learn more about the world that they have experienced, but through different 
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eyes.  As educators, it is important to keep this in mind and use their interest in the international 

community as an educational advantage.   

Overall, the findings from this research project provide many meaningful strategies of 

how to teach adolescent refugees.  There were many overlaps within the findings and literature.  

There were some aspects of the findings that were not found within the literature.  This is not to 

say that the findings from this research conflict with the leading research, instead they support 

the literature by bringing in a new lens in which to focus on. 

Limitations 

            After the initial distribution of the questionnaires, the principal researcher encountered 

various limitations that may have affected the outcome of the research study. 

There ended up being a huge winter storm that hit the area the week preceding the date 

that the school had designated as the day to conduct the study.  Schools were closed down for 

two to three days both the week before as well as the week the study was being conducted.  Only 

four students had signed up at that point.  It was determined to be in the best interest of the study 

to wait till the following week.  This proved to be a better decision because about forty students 

had signed up and handed in their consent forms.  On the day of the study, thirteen out of the 

forty students attended.  Out of the twenty questionnaires handed out to teachers, only eight were 

returned.  Of those eight, only six teachers wished to participate.  No parents attended.  The 

principal researcher believes that the large decrease from initial sign up to actual attendance had 

to do with the inclement weather that the area had been experiencing, as well as students 

forgetting to tell their parents that the day of the study had been changed.  

The lack of parent participation may have been because of the last-minute change of the 

study date due to the weather.  However, there are three other explanations as to why parents did 
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not attend.  First of all, the parents may not have been able to find transportation to the school.  

Many people in the area have one car or do not own a car at all because of the convenience of the 

city bus system.  This particular school is located along the bus route.  If parents were not able to 

match their daily schedules to the buses’, which explains why there was a lack of parental 

attendance.  Inflexible work schedules also may have contributed to low parent participation.  If 

parents were employed in a position that did not allow for personal days to be taken, then it was 

highly unlikely that they would take time off of work to participate in a questionnaire at their 

child’s school.  Lastly, and potentially the most probable, parents may not have attended because 

of illiteracy.  They may not have been able to read or write in either English or their home 

language.  It is likely that the parents had signed their child’s consent form without really 

understanding what they were signing, even if it was delivered in their home language. 

As mentioned previously, only six of twenty questionnaires were returned by the 

teachers.  This is in line with what Gay, Mills, and Airasian (2015) had anticipated, when they 

said researchers should expect as much as 50% of distributed questionnaires not to be returned, 

or to be returned partially completed.  The lack of teacher participation may have been because 

of two reasons.  The first reason may be due to the lack of interest in the study.  At this particular 

school, every teacher works with a range of newcomer students, especially refugees.  But if a 

teacher’s certification did not include TESOL (Teaching English to Students of Other 

Languages), then they may not have been interested in completing the questionnaire.  The second 

possible reason has to do with the time of the year that the study was completed.  March is a 

busy time for teachers; mid-winter break had just ended, state testing was just a few weeks away, 

and with all the snow days that the district had received two weeks previous to the study being 

completed, it was unlikely that teachers had the time to complete their questionnaires.  
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There are several reasons why the students should be included in this section as 

well.  The first involves the limited number of participants, which narrows the diversity of the 

responses received.  To continue with this thought, the select students that did participate may 

have skewed the findings of the study, based on their overall personality type.  For example, 

there were not many students that appeared to be in the marginalization identity group.  This may 

have been because there are not that many marginalized students in the participating school, or it 

is due to the personality that these students have.  Students that identify into the marginalization 

group tend to be withdrawn and do not like to interact with members of their home culture or the 

new culture.  The final reason that may have affected the findings of the study, that have not 

already been previously mentioned (i.e. lack of literacy in home language or English, weather, 

etc.) may have to do with the students’ resistance to bring up troubling memories of the 

past.  Many of the questions that had to do with their lives before they resettled in the United 

States were left blank or contained very generalized responses.  Questions that asked about their 

transition to the United States contained an overwhelming response that everything has been fine 

and that no bad things have happened to them in Western New York.  The reason this is 

significant is because even if a student would have typically been placed in the segregation or 

assimilation groups, their answers may have presented as a part of the integration group. 

The questions themselves can also be considered a part of the limitations in the study.  

The questions selected for this study were chosen from preexisting studies.  Additionally, they 

were selected for their potential of collecting the necessary information to determine who the 

student is and how they have begun to form their identity in the United States.  The original 

questionnaires, however, were designed for adults that had some English background.  The 

principal researcher had changed the wording of some of the questions to better serve the three 
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different groups completing the questionnaires for the purposes of the research.  The principal 

researcher wrote the student’s questionnaires at a level that she felt was appropriate for a high 

school audience, however, she forgot to take into account the fact that her main audience was 

solely made up of students identified as newcomers.  Meaning, these students have been in the 

United States for under a year and do not have a strong foundation with English.  This being 

said, many words that an average high schooler could understand, these students could not.  For 

example, one of the questions had asked if students felt that their teachers engaged with them in 

class.  One girl jumped up after she read this and said, “I ain’t engaged to my teacher!”  Elevated 

wording like this may have confused students from answering the questions as anticipated, or 

even at all. 

The other part of questionnaire wording that needs to be addressed is the translated 

versions of the questionnaires.  Of the individuals that translated the documents for the study, 

two of them came highly-recommended from the participating school district.  The last translator 

was a classmate from the principal researcher’s graduate program.  All of the translators 

approached the task with professionality and were proficient in their respective languages. 

However, there are two reasons why translated versions should be addressed within the 

limitation section.  The first is due to the students’ lack of home language literacy.  If the student 

is unable to read their home language or English very well, then they would have had a hard time 

completing the questionnaires.  It was helpful for them to have the questionnaires in their home 

language if someone was there to read it to them.  Unfortunately, none of the translators 

mentioned above were able to attend the study to assist with verbal translations.  The second 

reason has to do with the meaning of the questions.  Some English meanings may have been 

altered when translated. For example, in English, the question reads, 
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but in Arabic, some of the responses translate differently.  For example, parties translated to 

something more along the lines of ceremony.  This also would have changed how the students 

responded to the questions. 

Implications 

The findings from this study suggest that the majority of students in the participating 

school are able to be classified into the integration identity group.  Despite the seemingly many 

limitations from the study, many positive implications were gained from the research.  Overall 

this research has helped the field of TESOL by allowing teachers that interact with these students 

on a day to day basis to deepen their understanding of who the students are and how to better 

meet their learning needs. 

This research will also be useful for students as well.  By having concrete examples from 

this study’s participants, future students might have a better understanding of themselves, 

knowing that they are not alone in what they have experienced or currently are experiencing. 

Additionally, administrators can benefit from the findings of this study.  Teachers are 

able to make changes within their own classrooms, but principals and superintendents can make 

these changes policy.  With the guidance from the findings from this study, administrators will 

be able to implement school or district wide changes that benefit adolescent refugees.    
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            Implications for future research.  Based off of the findings of this study, future 

research may be done to further explore the change in identity for adolescent refugee 

students.  This particular study focused on newcomer students.  It would be ideal for a 

longitudinal research study to be done in the future to look at the same refugee demographic.  It 

would be preferred to even extend this study to one year after its completion and revisit it again 

five years from now to see if the students’ identities have shifted.  

            Another suggestion for future research would be for the principal researcher to complete 

follow-up interviews with the participants to clarify any responses that they had.  This would 

allow the principal researcher to deepen their understanding of the individuals and the 

experiences that have helped form their identity.  Unfortunately, due to time constraints, this was 

unable to be done for this research project.   
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the answers to these two main research 

questions: What identity groups do adolescent refugees in the participating school identity with, 

and how can teachers better include adolescent refugees and their experiences in classroom 

instruction?  Various studies and articles were read and were compiled to create the literature 

review.  Based off these findings from the literature, the principal researcher was able to 

formulate a hypothesis based off of the two main research questions.  The source of data 

collection came from the use of questionnaires; designed to triangulate the responses from 

teachers, students, and their parents.  Next, the questionnaires were read, translated, and analyzed 

by the principal researcher.  Students were then able to be organized into one of four main 

identity groups; segregation, assimilation, integration, and marginalization.  The findings from 

the research support the idea that the majority of adolescent refugees can be classified as 

belonging to the integration group, and disproved the stated hypothesis that the percentages of 

individuals in the identity groups will be relatively the same.  Given the findings, the 

implications for this study were for teachers to increase their knowledge and understanding of 

refugee students and their cultures, to use multiple languages in the classroom in order to 

promote English acquisition, to be cautious of their rate of speech and to repeat information so 

that their students can understand it, and lastly to explore new and innovative ways of connecting 

the curriculum with students. 
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Appendix A 

Proof of CITI Completion 
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Appendix B 

HSR Form 
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Appendix C 

Teacher Consent Form 
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Appendix D 

Student Consent Form: English 
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Appendix E 

Student Consent Form: Arabic 
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Appendix F 

Student Consent Form: Somali
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Appendix G 

Student Consent Form: Swahili 
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Appendix H 

Parent Consent Form: English 
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Appendix I 

Parent Consent Form: Arabic 
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Appendix J 

Parent Consent Form: Somali 
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Appendix K 

Parent Consent Form: Swahili 
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Appendix L 

Teacher Questionnaire 
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Appendix M 

Student Questionnaire: English 
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Appendix N 

Student Questionnaire: Arabic 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  95  
 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  96  
 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  97  
 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  98  
 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  99  
 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  100  
 

 

 



IDENTTIY CATEGORIZATION  101  
 

 

Appendix O 

Student Questionnaire: Somali
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Appendix P 

Student Questionnaire: Swahili
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Appendix Q 

Parent Questionnaire: English 
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Appendix R 

Parent Questionnaire: Arabic 
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Appendix S 

Parent Questionnaire: Somali
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Appendix T 

Parent Questionnaire: Swahili
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