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IMMIGRANT AND REFUGEE PERCEPTIONS

Abstract

A great deal of research explores language acquisition among English language learners (ELLS)
in the United States, yet little explores the educational experiences from the perspectives of
ELLs who are refugees or immigrants (Goodwin, 2002, Roxas, 2010). ELLs now represent a
growing percentage of students in the United States therefore teachers must be prepared to meet
the needs of these new learners. This study provides some insight on the unique perspectives of
these refugees and immigrant ELLs and their families, in an attempt to better inform educators
about the new faces in their classrooms and the challenges they face in and out of the classroom.
This qualitative study, through individual and focus group interviews with refugee adolscent
ELLs and refugee parents of ELLs in urban Upstate New York, explores the challenges these
people face as newcomers in the United States Findings show learning English is identified as
the number one challenge, for students and parents alike, and although students experience
challenges, they possess a great optimism and hope for their future. Implications reflect the need
to expand our understanding of these new perspectives and provide more opportunities for these
diverse voices to be heard in an effort to more equitably serve their varied educational needs.
Future research may explore ways to implement more supportive programs for the students and

families in schools and the surrounding community.
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Introduction

This study explores immigrant and refugee youth ELLs and their family’s perceptions of
the schools, neighborhoods and communities in the U.S. that they call home. Through
interviews and surveys with a diverse group of ELL students and their families in a major urban
district in upstate New York, this study attempts to gain an understanding of immigrant and
refugee perceptions regarding their educational and social environments, as well as local
communities. With this knowledge, educators may better understand and identify the challenges
and issues ELLs experience daily, which may impact language learning and academic success.
Further, with a better understanding of the perceptions, beliefs, attitudes and viewpoints of ELL
students and parents, educators may better seek out and implement practices and programs which
can benefit these students and their families.

Problem

Projections of demographic trends within U.S. youth populations through 2050 point to
two major shifts, the first being an increase of immigrant youth, “defined as those children under
age eighteen who are either foreign-born, or U.S.-born to immigrant parents” (Passel, 2011, p.
19). The number of immigrant youth is projected to grow from one-fourth of the nation’s 75
million children, to one-third of 100 million children by 2050. The second major shift reflects
the growing racial and ethnic diversity of these children; who will become the most racially and
ethnically diverse age group in the United States.

Therefore, American classrooms are changing. Immigrant and refugee families and
children represent the fastest growing portion (11%) of the U.S. population (U.S. Census, 2001).

Many of these immigrants and refugees are English language learners, or ELLS, a term generally
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used to refer to students for whom English is not the first language within the U.S. educational
system.

Many school systems and educators are unaware or unprepared to understand the unique
cultural perspectives and challenges each group of immigrants and refugees may be experiencing
(Goodwin, 2002; Roxas, 2010). Some ELLSs arrive with a basic foundational knowledge of
English, others may have had years of formal schooling, but little familiarity with English
language, and then others may have spent their life in a refugee camp with very little or no
educational experiences at all, including no exposure to the English language. For many of these
English language learners in American classrooms, the time it takes to acquire the language
skills necessary to achieve in the classroom, approximately six to eight years, their native
speaking peers have moved ahead academically, or their school years are over. These challenges
poise students to struggle within American schools (Crawford & Krashen, 2007).

For educators, an awareness of these unique and diverse educational background
experiences and needs of students must first be acknowledged and understood. An
understanding of these issues is critical not only in a broad, generic sense, but in personally
understanding from the point of view of these students and families themselves, including their
beliefs and views they have of their new environments and societal relationships (Roxas, 2010).
Without recognizing and understanding the issues that these new ELLS bring to the classroom
and without hearing from the perspectives of these families themselves, teachers and school
districts may miss the opportunity to capitalize on the wealth of information these families bring
to the educational table concerning their children, while the students themselves face yet one

more challenge to be understood in the classroom as individuals.
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Purpose

The flow of immigrants and refugees is rapidly changing the demographic character of
American schools (Passel, 2011). Therefore, this increasingly diverse student population in our
classrooms requires new thinking and approaches to equip these learners with the tools they need
to achieve academic success. Understanding the unique background experiences of immigrants
beyond “common immigrant characteristics” is important to consider (ISIK-ERCAN, 2012, p.
3026). Many school systems and educators are unaware of the unique cultural perspectives and
challenge each group of immigrants and refugees may experience and are thus often ill-prepared
to work with these types of ELLs (Goodwin, 2002). This lack of teacher understanding and
preparedness, coupled with immigrant and refugee ELLs’ need to learn English while potentially
managing other life challenges outside of school, means that the ELLs may struggle in school
and have detrimental outcomes regarding their school success. The purpose of this study,
therefore, is to expand on the body of knowledge concerning the understanding of the
experiences and perceptions and attitudes immigrant and refugee youth ELLs and their families
have about their new neighborhoods and community and school environments, in order to
understand how to better and more equitably educate these students and create positive
school/home relationships with these families. As such, the goal of this study is to better inform
education professionals as to what they need to establish school-family relationships, educational
programs, and pedagogy that address the ELLs’ academic needs in a holistic way.
Significance

There is a good deal of research that discusses immigrant and refugee experiences before
resettlement and the educational experience after resettlement, yet very little of that research

looks at the experiences from the viewpoint of refugees themselves (Jacob-Scott, 2009).
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Further, while there is a great deal of literature concerning issues of racism and prejudice within
the educational system, there is very limited work focused on the perceptions that immigrant and
refugee youth/families have about their educational experiences in the U.S. (Krajewski-
Lockwood, 2010). Without firsthand knowledge of the experiences, beliefs and perceptions of
these new students and families, educators, community organizations and policy makers are
restricted in their ability to understand and address issues which may put these learners at
additional risks for limited school success, and overall academic achievement. Critical to the
discussion about how best to improve the education for immigrant and refugee ELL students is
input from these families themselves about their goals for education in the U.S., and their unique
views on how teachers and other educational support staff can help them to achieve these goals.
This study will add to the body of knowledge concerning these unique viewpoints of ELLs and
their families. This study focuses on how these ELLs and their families view these new
neighborhoods and communities, including school environments to add to the body of
knowledge in an effort to improve the educational achievement and opportunities for these
students.
Literature Review

ELLs now represent a growing percentage of students in the United States, and the fastest
growing subgroup of students in public schools (Passel, 2011). Many ELLSs are refugees who
have experienced severe life traumas and interrupted education, or no education at all in their
homelands. As these youth leave their countries of origin, they leave behind their friends,
families, familiar language, community and social systems. Many ELLs are immigrants who
while their initial reason for leaving their homeland and resettlement circumstances may differ

from refugees, they still face many obstacles and challenges in the U.S. The term ELL also refers
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to students who although born in the U.S., speak a first language other than English. Covered in
the following review is: a synthesis of research which explores the challenges they; and their
families face as immigrants and refugees in American schools, neighborhoods and communities,
as well as what they themselves offer in adding to the conversation about their children’s
education. As American schools grow increasingly diverse, understanding of these new
immigrants is vital, including their perceptions and beliefs about (a) their new communities and
neighborhoods and challenges in reestablishing new social identities and networks within these
new communities and neighborhoods; (b) creating new peer relationships; (d) learning a new
language and navigating a new school system; (e) becoming familiar with the new, larger
community; and (f) potentially facing new bias and discrimination within the new community.
Immigrants, Refugees, and ELLs

Immigrant youth are defined as “those children under age eighteen who are either
foreign-born or U.S.-born to immigrant parents” (Passel, 2011, p. 19). There is enormous
diversity among immigrant youth. They come from dozens of different countries for many
reasons, and once in the U.S. encounter a variety of educational and living circumstances
(Carhill, Gaytan, & Suarez-Orozco, 2007). In U.S. schools, ELLs from over 400 language
backgrounds are currently enrolled (Crawford & Krashen, 2007). In the 2004-2005 school year,
5.1 million ELLs were enrolled in American elementary and secondary schools. The majority of
these students were enrolled in schools in New York, California, Texas, Florida, Illinois, and
Arizona. Large numbers speak Korean, Viethamese, Hmong, Cantonese, Haitian, Creole,
Tagalog, Arabic, Navajo or Russian. The most rapidly increasing number of ELL enrollments is
in Arkansas, Georgia, North Carolina, Nebraska, Oregon, and Kentucky. The National Center

for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2011), reports that the percentage of students who speak a
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language other than English at home, aged 5-11, has doubled since 1980. All of these children
are considered ELLSs, although when defining English proficiency, “there is no uniform
definition at the national level” (Crawford & Krashen, 2007, p. 12). Each school district decides
on its own set of criteria for assessment and placement of ELLSs, in addition to the criteria for
reclassifying them as English proficient. In the U.S., many numbers of immigrants are refugees.
Refugees, according to the United Nations Convention (1951), are defined as “people
who have experienced persecution or live in fear of persecution in their former homelands, due
to their religion, nationality, or membership in a particular social or political group” (p. 21).
While a refugee may change their official status to that of an immigrant after one year of
residence in the U.S., the “psychosocial profile of a large proportion of the refugee population
has little in common with that of most immigrants” (Segal & Mayadas, 2005, p. 563).
Immigrants generally arrive on American shores by their own choice. Although they may face
hardships or persecution in their homelands they may still be able to bring selective assets and
resources with them to the States. Refugees, conversely are forced to leave their homelands and
generally do not come directly to the U.S., but seek asylum in neighboring countries and then are
selectively resettled in the U.S or other nations, based on guidelines that are determined by the
new host country (Segal & Mayadas, 2005). Refugee students present unique challenges for
educators. Although lumped in the general category of ELLs because many are learning English,
the specific experiences of refugee students must be considered by educators (Morland, 2007).
Although there are important differences between refugees and immigrants, they also
have significant similarities. Both groups have to deal with migration, which is very disruptive
and stressful. Both groups must balance a new home life with an unfamiliar school system and

navigate new cultural and societal customs and expectations. In addition, both groups may face
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experiences of discrimination and racism, as well as developing new personal and cultural
identities (Scott-Smith, 2008).

ELLs in the U.S. are not necessarily immigrants or refugees themselves. They may be
second generation children of immigrants and refugees born in the United States, who speak
another language at home, or they may be from indigenous populations such as Native
Americans or Spanish speaking students from Puerto Rico (Suarez-Orozco & Todorova, 2003).
Many of these students face the same challenges in acquiring English as do their immigrant and
refugee peers, coming from homes, neighborhoods, and communities where their exposure to
English may be limited.

Resettlement in the U.S

Since the 1960s, the United States has seen more diverse groups of immigrants and
refugees entering the U.S. than in previous years (NCES, 2011). As a result, these
heterogeneous groups have had a dramatic impact on the social, political, cultural and economic
structures of metropolitan areas which have become “cities of nations and among the most
multicultural spaces on the planet” (Li & Teixeira, 2007, p. 222). Most of these new immigrants
and refugees “have limited financial resources and face language barriers” (p. 222).

Within the U.S., 56,419 refugees from 65 countries were resettled in the U.S. in the year
2011. In 2012, the leading countries of nationality for refugee admissions were Bhutan (26%),
Burma (24%), and Irag (21%). Other leading nations include Somalia (8.4%), Cuba (3.3%),
Democratic Republic of the Congo (3.2 %), Iran (3 %), and Eritrea (2.3 %). Russia is also
represented in refugee statistics (ORR, 2012). Each group has unique experiences and

backgrounds which must be considered by schools, educators and policy makers beyond the
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common immigrant experience ( ISIK-ERCAN (2012). Immigration trends reflect that within
school populations, 40 percent of foreign born immigrants are ELLs’.

Resettlement has been described as a process in which a refugee, having recently arrived
in a place of “permanent asylum, gradually re-establishes the feeling of control over his/her life
and develops a feeling that life is back to normal” (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2003, p. 62).
Pointing out that “normal” means different things to different people, the researchers state that
refugees may have different expectations and perceptions concerning resettlement than skilled
immigrants which may impact their resettlement outcomes. The researchers describe that the
immigrant and refugee perceptions of their resettlement experiences will matter as it impacts
their satisfaction with life and future outcomes.

These types of unique perspectives were revealed in a qualitative study conducted by
Szente, Hoot, and Taylor, (2006), as the researchers examined refugee resettlement in Buffalo,
New York. The researchers contacted Catholic Charities of Buffalo, which is an approved
resettlement agency in Buffalo to help them to identify refugee families from Afghanistan,
Ethiopia, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, Sudan, Ukraine, Kenya, Ivory Coast, Liberia, and Rwanda. This
and other agencies in that area, such as Jewish Family Services, as well as other such
resettlement agencies across the U.S. help refugee families start new lives in the U.S. schools
and communities. In the years subsequent to this particular study, the City of Buffalo has seen
waves of new immigrants and refugees from Burma, Thailand, Nepal, and Somalia (Szente et al.,
2006).

Three themes emerged from Szente et al.’s discussions with 26 refugee families who had
5-8 year olds in Buffalo Public Schools, and teachers in those schools the themes highlighted

issues “regarding helping children cope with trauma, supporting academic adjustment of refugee
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children and establishing positive/teacher relationships (p. 16). Coping with trauma is truly
significant when a child in a classroom may have seen or experienced violence due to war or
political conflict. Parents recognized that their children’s academic outcomes were dependent on
factors beyond simply learning English, which traditionally has been the focus of policy and
educational reforms within the American educational system (Oikonomiday, 2010). These three
themes identified by parents and families reflect a revealing personal perspective on the concerns
and needs of their children, that can guide communities in developing and establishing programs
and interventions for refugees in schools, and in supporting agencies in the larger community.
How well the host community responds to these needs and is prepared to accommodate these
new refugees is reflected in community agencies and in implemented school and outreach
programs designed to allow for easier refugee transition into the new culture.

Communities. Smith (2008) describes the initial focus of a refugee (family) as in
fulfilling basic needs such as finding adequate housing, obtaining food, living in a safe
community and accesses other necessities such as medical care and schools. As refugees seek to
adapt to the “psychological and material culture most related to survival in their host country” it
becomes difficult to separate their “adaptation to a host community from their resettlement
process” as well as “how host communities and their institutions change in response to the
presence of refugees without considering how the host community accommodates their
resettlement” (p. 329).

Smith examines community attitudes towards refugees and whether there is evidence at
the community and organizational level of adaptation or accommodation to the new refugee
presence. Smith’s findings demonstrate evidence that “American born residents of Utica have

displayed a considerable amount of behavioral flexibility and perseverance in terms of
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welcoming refugees and meeting their resettlement needs in such a way as to better integrate
them into the community” (p. 339). Smith’s findings reflect positively on the local “host”
community, and portray a “successful resettlement” (p.339).

Although relevant and constructive, his findings reflect the perceptions and beliefs of a
portion of the host community, Utica, New York, and the native English speakers of that
community. One participant in the study noted that although the Utica community was receptive
to the refugees, the surrounding areas attitude to the refugees was “harsh and resentful” (p. 340)
due to the perception of native born residents that the refugees received assistance that the
native-born residents did not. The nature of perception is that it depends solely on the
perspective that it (whom) it originates from. From the perspective of the “host” community in
Utica, resettlement for these refugees has been “successful,” yet one wonders, if from the
perspective of the refugees, whether they believe this to be true.

Many definitions of community describe a “shared notion of togetherness, united by
common history or goals, sharing and participating in activities, culture, and ideology” (Young
Spigner, Farwell, & Stubblefield, 2006). That feeling of connectedness is important to all
members of a community, but may be especially necessary to new immigrant and refugee youth
and families as they seek to establish new lives in this country. In many situations, diverse
cultures are resettled in an area and how they deal with the different languages and cultures
around them will impact their successful adaptation to the new environment. Young et al.
(2006) examined the perceptions of community among East African and Southeast Asian
Immigrant and refugee youth residing in public housing in Seattle. This study of perceptions of
community revealed that within these “public housing settings, young people come together,

bridging ethnic, national, and linguistic identities in age related activities such as sports and
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entertainment programs” (p. 66). The researchers found “many indications of racial and ethnic
tolerance” (p. 64) with the youth feeling the racial and ethnic mix of their neighborhood was a
positive element. The study also reflected the youth’s common concerns regarding safety. Their
“community” is the “locus of the development of identity, interests, and a sense of place” (p. 66).
The youth in this study recreated and identified with a new social community, within the public
housing setting, although somewhat isolated from the larger surrounding community.

Neighborhoods. In many cities and urban areas across the U.S. immigrants and refugees
are being resettled from various countries in the world. In North American cities, Teixeira
(2009) explored how new, more ethnically diverse waves of immigration have “transformed the
demography, as well as social, economic, and political structures of North American urban and
suburban areas” (p. 221). The successful integration of these new immigrants and refugees into
the new societies depends partly upon attaining basic needs such adequate employment, access to
affordable housing, access to good education, and safe and welcoming neighborhoods. In
particular, Teixeira points to the neighborhoods in which these immigrants and refugees settle as
impacting their social networks, attaining good housing and employment opportunities, access
and availability to social services and subsequent involvement in the social life and activities of
their new communities.

The areas in which refugees and immigrants historically settle tend to be areas that have
been in past years economically depressed, and while housing costs are low; this creates more
segregation from the native English speaking middle class community in relation to the schools
these families send their children to (Anyon, 2005). In addition, when immigrant and ELL
youth live in these urban neighborhoods with higher environmental risks such as crime, this

compounded with the acculturative stress many are experiencing, may substantially increase
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their risk factors for anxiety and depression (Gupta, Katisiaficas, Seelcuk, & Suarez-Orozco,
2013). This study also highlighted the importance of the protective role of perceptions of social
and academic support that students have, as it may “serve a critical function against the
acculturative challenges that immigrant youth encounter” (p. 34). Gupta et al. (2013)
recommend putting in place strong academic networks for students who are experiencing high
acculturative stress and anxiety. Important to this discussion is the ability of teachers to
recognize and identify students who may be experiencing high levels of acculturative stress as a
result of influences outside of the classroom.

Schools reflect and are microcosms of the larger community and neighborhood. They
reflect neighborhoods, for example, within a city, an expensive, private school reflects a
socioeconomic demographic of affluence and, students generally have advantages that money
can bring; life experiences, travel, private lessons and a cultural advantage in accessing, by
familiarity, the mainstream, “American” curriculum. The social reproduction cycle of poverty
becomes reinforced as new immigrants and refugees, who need additional support to succeed in
school, are resettled and live in the neighborhoods that have poorly funded schools, with have
overcrowded classrooms, and additional issues of behaviors associated with poverty and crime
(Anyon, 2005). Students in these segregated neighborhoods and schools have less access and
exposure to the mainstream, middleclass culture that creates the standards and content
knowledge to which they are being evaluated on in standardized testing, as well as the English
language. This social segregation ensures that many immigrant youth have no systematic, direct
contact with middle-class white culture, which in turn that affects the kinds of English spoken by

these students.
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Immigrant and refugee students are largely served in high-ELL schools, which are generally
located in urban areas. Many of these urban school environments are segregated, overcrowded
and poorly funded (Chu, 2008; Suarez-Orozco & Todorova, 2003). These urban areas in which
many refugee and immigrants resettle may or may not be receptive and welcoming to these new
families. Crime and safety issues within these neighborhoods puts added strains on families as
access to vital services is necessary to survival. Social isolation and poverty are conditions that
inevitably impact schools and students in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Anyon, 2005). The vast
majority of ELL students are mainly located in a small number of schools and these schools are
overwhelmingly located in poor, urban areas.

New social networks. Hsin-Chun Tsai (2006) describes social network as a “complex
interpersonal linkage in a social system” (p. 286) divided into interactional and structural
dimensions. Structural dimensions include size or range, proximity, density, homogeneity type
of relationship and reachability. Interactional or interpersonal characteristics of such ties are
considered to be “frequency of contact, intimacy, duration, reciprocity, multiplexity and
durability” (p. 286). It is important for these new families to reestablish new social connections
and relationships to ease transition into the community.

Many refugee and immigrant groups reestablish new ethnic neighborhoods and social
networks within the larger community, which while beneficial in many aspects as a support
system, may also serve to segregate the ethnic community from the larger, native English
speaking community. It is important for these new families to reestablish new social connections
and relationships to ease transition into the community. These new relationships serve a variety
of functions including guidance and advice concerning job information, childcare, housing leads,

or home maintenance issues, in addition to understanding new cultural expectations and roles in
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the new community, running errands, and locating resources within the community (Suarez-
Orozco & Todorova, 2003).
Acculturation and Assimilation

The process of immigrants transitioning from the culture and environment of their native
country, with familiar customs, social networks, institutions and language, to a new country with
unfamiliar practices, customs and language involves a great deal of adaptation and adjustment.
The terms acculturation and assimilation are sometimes used interchangeably, although they are
different in meaning. Assimilation usually refers to a person’s giving up of their native customs
and practices to fit in with the new culture (Schumann, 1978). Many youth ELLs who are
immigrants or refugees may willingly give up traditional customs, clothing or practices in an
effort to fit in with their peers, like many American born youth do as well, to try to distance
themselves from parents and identify with their friends. Assimilation reflects a loss of the
former cultural practices. Acculturation on the other hand, describes a change in the immigrant
or refugee’s behavior, social identity, values and thinking patterns as a result of contact with the
new culture. Acculturation allows for the integration of both cultures without giving up
traditional values and practices. Schumann (1978) relates the relevance of social factors to
informal language learning, and points to the “degree to which a learner acculturates to the
target-language group will control the degree to which he acquires the second language” (p. 34).
Schumanns model deals with immigrants not in formal educational settings, and identifies the
major causal variable underlying natural second language acquisition. By being able to embrace
both cultures, a person can develop a more healthy, “integrated sense of self” (James, 1997, p.

98).
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Research also points to the “role of language efficacy in acculturative stress” (Katsiaficas
& Suarez-Orozco, 2013, p. 28). In many parts of the world, a foundational English is taught to
students and as the level of proficiency in English varies in the individual, so does the ease of
transitioning into the new culture or accessing necessary resources within the community. Those
who arrive with some English may have experience less stress as opposed to an individual with
no experience with English. As with other aspects of immigrant and refugees, English language
proficiency impacts the transition into American society.

The emotional toll resettlement can have on individuals is great, and individuals may
experience acculturative stress, which is precipitated by the anxiety that results from losing all
familiar “signs and symbols” of social interaction, and losing these cues produces strain,
uneasiness, and even emotional maladjustments if the person is received negatively” (Baptiste,
1993, p. 345). Xenophobia and the disparity in American perceptions of immigrants and
refugees from various parts of the world only add to the stress on the newcomers.

ELL status. Immigrants and refugee students unexpectedly encounter racism and
negative stereotyping in neighborhoods and schools (Traoré, 2006). In the case of African
students in Traoré’s study misconceptions and prejudice on the part of the native English
speakers translated into bullying and openly hostile and violent behaviors against these ELLS.
The students described these experiences as surprising, degrading and demoralizing, which led
many to feel disillusioned about their educational expectations.

As a result of a greater exposure to the new culture in school, neighborhoods and the
media, many Immigrant and refugee youth frequently learn the English language more quickly
than their parents. This leads to a complex negotiated restructuring of traditional family roles for

parents and children as well as the institutions in the larger community that deal with the family
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(Orellana, Dorner, & Pulido, 2003). Although this is cited in the study as on one hand
empowering students with a sense of responsibility, organization and work ethic, it conversely
may lead to conflict within the family as power roles shift and students may, in helping parents
by facilitating translations, miss school and take valuable time away from completing homework,
which in turn negatively impacts academic achievement (Katsiaficas & Suarez-Orozco, 2013).

Schools. Educators and administrators must recognize that in working with immigrant
and refugee populations, both the culture of the individual and the immigration experience must
be understood (Morland, 2007). Understanding of the cultural and linguistic diversity of ELLs in
American schools must include the recognition that it is not solely up to the students and families
of ELLs to simply adapt to their school system, but that schools must actively implement
changes within the schools to adapt and accommodate these new learners (Chu, 2008).
Challenges for schools that service ELLs are many. Designing effective programs requires the
obtaining of adequate resources and locating appropriate materials as well as most significantly
recruiting and training “sufficient numbers of qualified staff to serve ELLs needs (Crawford &
Krashen, 2007, p. 13).

Helping children cope with trauma. Helping children cope with trauma has been
identified by immigrant and refugee parents as a concern for educators when dealing with their
children (Szente et al., 2006), who may have had experiences with or have seen violence in the
homeland, or lived under stressful, impoverished conditions. Considering both the number of
immigrant and refugee children in American classrooms now and projected into the future, it is
imperative that teachers, counselors and administrators, as well as health organizations outside of
educational institutions recognize the uniqueness of their social-emotional needs, as it in turn

impacts their academic achievement. To best respond to the needs of these children in our
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schools who may have experienced trauma, or are experiencing trauma related issues such as
post-traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD), Szente et al. (2006) recommend that various community
agencies collaborate, including resettlement agencies, schools, colleges and universities as well
as mental health service organizations within the larger community (p. 19). In many situations,
teachers who recognize a student may be struggling with trauma related issues, may not have
adequate support within the school, and not know where to obtain the needed services. This
issue again points to broader school leadership in providing the necessary tools and services to
provide help for these students, as their academic success will no doubt be impacted if they are
ignored (Moreland, 2007).

Establishing positive home school relationships. Research consistently shows that the
involvement of parents in their children’s schools is beneficial to students, parents and teachers.
Increased achievement and motivation as well as improved self-esteem are the benefits to
students, and teachers gain from parental involvement by obtaining a broader awareness of the
families’ perspectives on any number of issues (Sohn & Wang, 2006).

Many teachers and administrators in schools often have low expectations of participation,
or involvement, for parents and families of immigrants and refugees. They may see these
families as less able to understand the pedagogy and curriculum, therefore less able to be a part
of school learning activities and the academic lives of their children (Diez, Gatt, & Racionero,
2011). The low expectations are reflected in the types of activities parents are invited to
participate in; multicultural festivals where they may be asked to bring in traditional foods, or
explain traditions or share folklore with students, “ rather than becoming more deeply involved
with the educational work of the school” (p. 14). In many instances parents themselves may be

reluctant to contact teachers or participate in school activities as a result of language being a
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barrier, as in many school setting translators are not present. This compounds school low
expectations and teacher’s hesitancy involving immigrant and refugees. In cases where parents
do speak some English, unfamiliarity with educational terms or norms for communicating with
teachers may also be a factor in parent’s reluctance to become actively engaged with their child’s
school.

Additionally, many parents may hold cultural beliefs surrounding schools, teachers and
parental involvement that are different from the majority of Americans. For instance, in Korea,
school issues are mostly relegated to teachers (Sohn & Wang, 2006). Although parents may
have their own opinions or suggestions surrounding their child’s education, they regularly defer
to the teacher, which is considered a reflection of respect for the teacher’s authority. Many
cultures may also prefer a verbal ambiguity and hesitancy so as to retain harmony within a group
or community, which may create reluctance in these parents to “clarify their own confusion or
voice their own opinions” in regards to school issues (p. 129). This may in turn be interpreted by
American teachers as a lack of interest in their child’s schooling or in becoming involved.

Diez, Gatt, and Racioneros (2011) findings point to more effective strategies to help
these families become “more deeply involved with the educational work of the school” (p. 188).
One such strategy is seeking out individuals within the refugee or immigrant communities to
serve as community spokespersons to serve on school councils or boards to ensure that these
voices usually unheard are now heard. Another strategy the researchers discuss as being
successfully used in the observed schools was regularly scheduled, more informal meetings
between the culturally diverse families and school staff, organized around parent schedules with
translators present. These meetings included other community members and helped to include

the funds of knowledge that these families offered (Gonzalez et al., 2005). Lastly, the researchers
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point to a third critical element in improving family members participation; that being teachers’
high expectations, and involvement of parents in their classrooms that break with traditional
expectations.

In conversations with immigrant and refugee parents and families, Szente et al. (2006),
also identified strategies to establish more meaningful collaborations between home and school.
Locating and utilizing translators who can consistently help bridge the communication gap is
necessary, yet in situations where this is not possible, parents have identified that written
communication is a valuable option as it allows for them to translate or find translation within
the community. Parents and families also identified home visits which help in establishing
trusting relationships and may help teachers in identifying family needs such as clothing or
school supplies (p. 19). Additionally, it is important for teachers to be aware that beyond the
student, parents themselves are going through major transitions. These parents and family
members need time to adjust and especially initially after arrival, may be focused on managing
issues unrelated to their child’s schoolwork.

Each of these more successful strategies involves the input and perspectives of the
immigrant and refugee family and invites parents and families to share not only their foods and
traditions, but to share their voices, vision and knowledge and actively participate and advocate
for their children in all aspects of their education. In addition, each of these strategies
implemented went beyond the individual ELL teacher’s classroom and involved the whole
school community, including administration and native English speaking parents.

Prior schooling. Each refugee and immigrant group arrives with fundamental
differences and unique experience with the educational system in their native country as well as

customs, beliefs and expectations surrounding that experience (Baptiste, 1993). These
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experiences can be vastly different and impact their new experience with American educational
systems. Recognizing the unique differences and perspectives of each individual immigrant or
refugee group in relation to educational institutions must be considered by teachers and
administrators Zeynep ISIK-ERCAN, (2012).

Because of the nature of the conflict in Burma, many refugees spent years in dangerous,
crowded Thailand refugee camps and were denied education and civil rights. ISIK-ERCAN
(2012) describes the experiences of Burmese refugee families in American elementary schools.
Data collected from in-depth interviews with 25 families demonstrated that the parents did not
know how they could advocate for their children’s education, or use academic resources “due to
their own limited school experiences” (p. 3025).

These immigrant and refugee parents contrast with other immigrant or refugee parents
and students who may be familiar with the basic school system in the U.S., as it is similar to
their own, thus they are more aware of the school systems, curriculum, educational practices
and their expected role in their child’s education. These parents have an advantage in helping
their child to transition in American school systems. Illustrating the differences in the ease of
assimilation between different immigrants and highlighting how Bosnian refugees arriving to the
U.S. between 1992 and 1995, during their civil war came from similar socioeconomic
backgrounds as many Americans and had arrived with educational experiences “in a European
and social context” (p.3052), ISIK-ERACAN describes this background as “moderating”
negative impacts of the refugee experience. A child of Burmese refugee parents “might then be
more vulnerable in academic settings than the children of Bosnian refugees are” (p. 3026). This
study also reported that although many refugees had little or no formal educational experiences,

in general, they held very high aspirations for their children’s academic success and future job
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and career success. These high aspirations can be channeled into productive and progressive
relationships between schools and families that positively impact student academic adjustment
and academic achievement.

Educators, including teachers and educational and community policy makers must
acknowledge and understand these new faces in their classrooms to be able to provide a quality,
rigorous and equitable education for these new students our future neighbors, citizens and
leaders. As ELL numbers are predicted to increase, school systems should be well-prepared
before immigrant and refugee students enroll. To more adequately and equitably educate these
ELLs, schools and administrators should provide supportive services to help immigrant students
to succeed academically and adapt to American society. (Chu, 2008). If Chu (2008) and
Schumann (1978) are correct, adapting to American society is directly intertwined with academic
success. Schools are an extension of the surrounding communities; the surrounding communities
directly impact the schools. Research points to perception of school environment as an
influential factor in children’s lives (Hamilton et al., 2011). Having a deep understanding of the
perceptions these new students have concerning their new classrooms, peers and their new
community can only aid in the goals of educators.

School community. In a study conducted by Oikonomiday (2010), she describes that the
experiences of immigrant and refugee students have been traditionally examined through two
primary frameworks; the first a sociological lens that looks at the macro-level adaptation of
language learners in schools and the host country and a second framework which has a micro-
cultural aspect that is informed by linguistics and focuses on students’ language learning
experiences. In her paper, she presents a third framework that combines elements of both, in

response to “multicultural educator’s call for increased attention to the experiences of diverse
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students in schools” (p. 74). In interviews with ELLs concerning their general education classes
as well as observations, Oikonomiday (2010) focused on the teachers and the curriculum. The
researcher describes the student responses as “rich and complex” (p. 74), and although many of
the perspectives were typical of teenagers, through more careful analysis she underlying in their
responses “negative experiences that challenge their racial, linguistic, cultural identities as well
as their status as newcomers” (p. 74). The girls described instances in which they felt
marginalized and they talked about specific instances in which they experienced religious
discrimination; an instance in which a classroom teacher spoke negatively about the Muslim
religion. They expressed frustration in situations in which teachers requested they not speak the
native language, and were told to only use English. They expressed a desire that teachers be
patient with them and to respect their relocation experiences. Oikonomiday concludes that
although the participants “religious, racial, linguistic, and cultural identities were challenged in
school through explicit and tacit means” (p. 79), that they expressed, through the researchers
lines of questioning such as “if you were a teacher”. She describes how they deal with their
circumstances: “They transcend it into the creation of pockets of imaging a different future” (p.
74). The researcher concludes a main premise of culturally responsive pedagogy is the impact a
teacher has on a student’s development of a sense of self. As American classrooms become
more ethnically diverse, teachers must not only ensure that students comprehend instructional
materials, but that respect, care, and understanding of cultural differences “could translate into a
sense of identification and enhanced academic opportunities for them” (p. 79).

Many ELLs gravitate to the edges of classrooms, never fully integrated in the classroom
community (Scott, 2009). Often quiet and non-disruptive, many ELLSs are ignored by classroom

teachers who simply do not know how to involve them in classroom discussions or elicit
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responses to presented materials. Classroom teachers with no experience or training in bilingual
or ESL education may not have the training to know how to reach and involve these students in a
fully integrated and equitable way. ELL students in these situations may perceive their
classroom learning environments in an unfavorable way (LeClair, Doll, Osborn, & Jones, 2009).

Pointing to social and cultural support as being essential in establishing classroom
environments that allow and promote academic achievement among ELLs and which support the
transition from the home culture to the classroom, in a study by Szpara and Ahmed (2007), the
teachers’ willingness to learn about ELL students’ cultures, home life and experiences, and
inviting students to share their cultures and language as well as incorporating home cultures and
language into lesson plans and assignments, correlated to increases in student academic
achievement.

This correlation between teacher cultural responsiveness to diversity in the classroom,
and ELLSs’ perceptions of support, was also examined in a study of classroom environment
conducted in the Midwest by LeClair et al. (2009). Third and fifth ELL students’ perceptions of
the eight self-regulatory and relational classroom environment variables important to school
success were assessed and compared to non-ELL perceptions with the Class Maps Survey (CMS;
LeClair, 2009, Doll et al., 2004). The CMS contains eight subscales, each one assessing one
key characteristic of classroom environments, including self-determination, behavioral self-
control, and following rules. In addition there are five subscales which assessed teacher-student
relationships, home-school relationships, peer friendships, peer conflict and concerns about
bullying. The researchers found that although on “indices measuring students’ self-
determination or their relationships with teachers, parents and peers”, there were no confirmed

statistical differences, thus overall “ELL and non-ELL students’ perceptions of their general
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education classroom differed to a statistically significant degree” (p. 574). The researchers point
to these results as suggesting that: “there are certain conditions under which ELL students
perceive their classrooms to be positive and supportive learning environments” (p. 574).

These supporting and positive learning environments cannot be established by teachers
alone, as adequate district and school resources are need to implement programs and support for
teachers must be in place (Morland, 2007). Educating teachers on cultural responsiveness is a
start, but overall, schools must assume leadership roles in reforming and improving programs
and services for these students (Chu, 2008). Recognizing that efforts to equitably and adequately
educate these students must include all of the school community, Chu believes that school
leaders must implement supportive services for their immigrant students to succeed academically
and adapt to American society. Chu recommends that school leaders must provide a framework
in guiding practitioners in understanding the needs of these culturally diverse students and
families, and in understanding the obstacles to providing an effective education for these
students.

Suggesting that for immigrant and refugee families “the perception of the school
environment may be significantly associated with aspects of child behavior and emotional
health” (p. 317), Hamilton, Marshal, Rummens, Fenta, and Simich, (2011), also suggest
“considering ethnic origins in investigating immigrant experiences within schools” (p. 317).
This points to individual schools not simply creating programs for ELLS, as one homogenous
group, but in differentiating their approaches to meet the unique needs of each diverse group, as
these needs vary greatly from learner to learner, as their previous experiences with education
may be vastly different from one another’s, thus each group will perceive the educational

experience differently.
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Self-identity. Many immigrant and refugee children struggle with adjusting to their new
culture in relation to their identity. Many parents and educators alike have the misbelief that
children are so resilient and adaptable that they easily settle in to new customs and environments,
and dismiss concerns about student’s social and emotional adjustment to a new culture. A
healthy sense of identity is essential for immigrant youth this may be complicated by issues of
acculturation and intergenerational conflict (Baptiste, 1993). An intergenerational conflict may
be created as immigrant students may be more exposed to English than their parents, they may in
turn more readily acquire the English language which may in turn undermine parental authority
as through changing roles such as are established when immigrant children become translators
for their families (Suarez-Orozco & Todorova, 2003). Other conflicts within immigrant and
refugee families may arise as the children of these new families begin to adopt the cultural norms
and customs of their new environment, in an attempt to adapt to the new culture and to fit in with
their new peers. These youth are often experiencing a both a profound shift in their
environmental circumstances as well as “changing relationships with their parents” (p. 22).
Efforts to Close the Gap

Many ELL students are not succeeding in American classrooms, although receiving

additional support services (Chu, 2008, Sheng, Sheng, & Anderson, 2011). The National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2007) reports that only 30% of eighth-grade ELL
students in the U.S. achieved at a basic level of reading, compared to 84% of their non-ELL
peers. Most of these students will eventually become proficient in English, but “their problem is
timing” (Crawford & Krashen, 2007, p. 12). By the time many have acquired English language
skills necessary for academic success, their native English speaking classmates have moved

ahead academically, or their school years are over. Some ELLs may spend five or six years in
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high school, until their age prevents them from continuing. Generally, the ELL population is
identified as at higher risk for dropping out of school, although there is no direct statistical data
available on the dropout rate in the ELL population (Sheng et al., 2011). This is a pressing issue
for educators.

Within public school systems, despite valiant efforts to create equity by many educators
and policy makers alike, huge disparities exist. The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2002
imposes challenges of new accountability measures for students, including ELLs. The law relies
heavily on standardized achievement tests overwhelmingly created for native-English speakers.
Many researchers recognize that standardized testing “has a bias in relation to socioeconomic
status and race” (Smyth, 2008, p. 133). Freeman (2005) states that under the NCLB mandate,
the realities of racial disparities are disregarded. Rather than assessing ELL students’
knowledge, they really function as English language proficiency tests, unreliable and invalid
measures of ELLs academic achievement.

While many schools do attempt to assist ELLs through accommodations such as allowing
more time for ELLs taking tests or allowing bilingual dictionaries or translators, there is no
evidence that this in any way makes these tests more valid or reliable, even if some studies point
to accommodations raising ELL test scores (Crawford & Krashen, 2007). The worst mistakes
that schools make in serving ELLs are described as “denial, delegating, and remediation” (p. 14).
Denial simply means not acknowledging these students language barriers in accessing the
curriculum, and offering little or no assistance to students to achieve academic success. Often
described as “sink or swim” these approaches are not only illegal under civil right laws, they are
undoubtedly doomed for failure. Delegating describes administrators assigning bilingual or ESL

teachers only to teach or address the needs of ELLs, rather than involving the whole school
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community, meaning content area teachers, to be accountable and involved in addressing the
needs of ELLs. Remediation refers to the deficit perspective that these students are lacking, or
have a learning problem or disability, rather than recognizing and nurturing the bilingual needs
of these students. In many cases the remediation approach may focus on skill building of
grammar and vocabulary rather than more holistic, effective ESL approaches (Crawford &
Krashen, 2007).

Educators, including teachers and educational and community policy makers must
acknowledge and understand these new faces in their classrooms to be able to provide a quality,
rigorous and equitable education for these new students our future neighbors, citizens and
leaders. Schools are an extension of the surrounding communities; the surrounding communities
directly impact the schools. Research points to perception of school environment as an
influential factor in children’s lives (Hamilton et al., 2011). Having a deep understanding of the
perceptions these new students and families have concerning their new classrooms, peers,
neighborhoods and community can only aid in the goals of educators, therefore, what are the
perceptions of immigrants and refugees perceptions of the schools, neighborhoods and

communities?

Methodology

This study investigates ELL students and their family’s perceptions and attitudes about
their neighborhood, school, and community in upstate New York. The overall goal was to
identify how these attitudes and perceptions, and potentially as yet unidentified issues, might
impact ELL achievement and success in school. The area has seen great numbers of immigrant

and refugee families in recent years, and this study focuses on the portion of a city where many
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immigrant and refugee families reside. This area has emerged as a diverse, dynamic language
community with many new nationalities and ethnicities living in close proximity. New Asian,
Arabic and African restaurants, shops, markets and community centers have begun to revitalize
this neighborhood, which is historically Italian and Spanish. The impact on the city schools has
been tremendous, with unprecedented numbers of ELLSs enrolled in schools, and schools are
scrambling to accommodate and educate these new learners. New Common Core standards have
raised the bar on teachers and students alike, yet how best to prepare ELLs to meet these new
standards has little been addressed by state policies; although schools and teachers serving these
new immigrant communities often recognize that critical to their success is the success of these
students. The first step in this goal is an understanding from the perspective of the ELLs and
their families, of not only the challenges they face, but to recognize and understand the cultures,
the values, and the contributions they can offer to advance and advocate for their child’s
academic achievement. ELLs face challenges not only with learning a new language and
navigating a new school environment, but also a new neighborhood, the greater community, and
establishing new social connections and support systems within this larger community. How
these individuals perceive their new community, including personal safety, quality of education,
access to healthcare, job opportunities and acceptance of the larger community will impact
personal choices and decisions.

Therefore, this study attempts to gain an understanding of the perceptions and attitudes
various ELL students of diverse ethnic backgrounds in one upstate New York School and their
families have concerning their neighborhoods, schools and local community through interviews.
The specific focus of the study is to gain a deeper understanding about the unique experiences,

beliefs and attitudes each of these groups and individuals through their own words and
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experiences, to help inform educators of ELLSs in their desire to adequately address the
educational and language needs of these students.
Limitations, Validity, and Confidentiality

To avoid selection bias, the researcher used flyers posted in areas that diverse ELL
students and parents would see, and did not personally solicit participation from any one
individual, based on race or ethnic origin. Yet, due to limited translations of recruitment flyers,
some students may not have been able to read the flyer, so may have in fact not been able to
become informed or learn about the study. The major languages in the schools were utilized, as
well as English, and word of mouth and snowball sampling did contribute to giving access to
students who may not have been able to read the flyer as well. The researcher could not control
for the minor student (s) who did want to participate, but were not given consent by their parents.
This is a limitation in that perhaps these students’ voices could have given a more complete
narrative of refugee and immigrant ELLs’ beliefs. The researcher could not control for the
variable of parental consent, which may in itself reflect varying perspective or perception of
schools and community on the refugee or immigrant parent part. This aspect of involvement or
noninvolvement was not studied by the researcher. Students were aware that participation in the
study in no way had an impact or bearing on their grade or status in school. All participants were
interviewed with the same questions and student interviews occurred at the same times in the
day, after school, although students were interviewed at two different sites due to logistics and
convenience for students, so the actual interview environment was not the same for each student
interviewed and may have an impact for results and findings, although both settings were school

setting students were familiar with and conducted at the same time each day.
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To accommodate parents, who may have jobs or commitments, the researcher conducted
parent interviews at times convenient to parents. Parents were interviewed at one school site and
students were interviewed at another. To ensure participant confidentiality all identifying
information was removed from consent forms and interview material after the study was
concluded. Through audio recording and accurate transcribing of data, the researcher also
sought to eliminate researcher bias (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2009).
Setting

The school district in which this study occurred has seen dramatic shifts in the numbers
of newcomer ELLSs in classrooms, putting teachers who may have had previous experience with
only a handful newcomers in their entire careers, or mainly Spanish speaking, to having as many
as one third to one half of their class non-English speaking, representing a great diversity of
languages, including many African, Burmese, Arabic languages. Teachers, administrators and
department heads in an effort to equitably educate and meet new common core standards for
these students, seek to understand how best to accommodate these children, and families, and
implement best-practices for ELLs in their classrooms. The number of ESL teachers in the
school district has quadrupled in the past four years, yet even many ESL classrooms have 20 to
30 students in them. Although thousands of new residents are living in the city, they are
somewhat invisible to the larger surrounding community. In general 90% of student’s qualify
for free or reduced lunch.
Sample

The immigrant and refugee population in the city in which this study took place and
surrounding areas has increased dramatically in the past 10 years. In 2013, just over 1,400 new

refugees settled in the city. Most of these new families are resettled through various settlement
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agencies which also seek to address the needs of these families in the larger community. In the
city, four resettlement agencies are tasked with the job of providing refugees with the initial
support they need including; food, housing, healthcare, school, and employment opportunities.
In the city and the upstate New York area, there are an estimated 3,000 — 4,000 people from
Burma. Most, but not all, of the new immigrants into the city are refugees. The Asian
community has doubled as well and 10 % of these new refugees are from Irag. Refugees from
Bhutan are also seen in large numbers. These new arrivals are critical to the economic growth
and development of the city which it has seen decline in population over the past ten years.

The individuals who were eligible to participate in this study are ELLs of various
backgrounds including Burmese, Karenni, Somali, Iraqgi, Palestinian, Nepali, Nigerian, Kenyan
and Spanish based on the demographics of the urban city setting in which this study took place.
The sample was drawn from students who were enrolled in one upstate New York Public High
School and were currently living in the upstate city where the research took place. Also, parents
of ELLs attending a second public school public school in the same urban district were also
included as part of this sample. ELL families were recruited from an after-school program for
parents of ELLs at one of the schools via snowball sampling?.
Procedure

Initial stages of the study required the researcher to obtain Human Subjects Review
(HSR) approval at the university the researcher was attending (see Appendix A). Additional
approval was required and obtained by the school district and supervising principals in which the
research took place (see Appendix B and C).

Student recruitment. Students were initially recruited through flyers posted in both

schools which gave information about participation in the study and a date and place that
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additional informational meetings would be held (see Appendix D). The informational flyers
were translated into four main languages, Burmese, Somali, Arabic and Nepali in the school and
in English. Through the flyers and snowball sampling, students became of aware of the study.
The informational meetings for student were held in one of two the school’s library after school
hours, and also in the researcher’s classroom in another one of the participating schools before
and after school.

At these informational meetings student participants were informed of the goals, intents
and purposes and potential risks of the study. Participants were informed of procedures and
asked if they would like to participate in an interview session at a later date. Consent forms (see
Appendices E, F, and G) for interviews were distributed to those who chose to be interviewed at
this informational meeting. Concerns, questions and any clarifications of the procedures and
goals of the study that potential participants had were addressed and answered at this
informational meeting as well. Translators were present at these informational meetings.
Students understood that participation had no bearing or impact on their school grades or record.
When students agreed to be a participant, consent forms were distributed to participants.
Students under the age of 18 were given parental consent forms after they had given their
personal consent. Students over the age of 18 were given consent forms and informed of
potential interview dates and times. Consent forms were translated into the participant’s native
languages. Burmese, Arabic, Nepali and Somali translations were required.

Parent recruitment. Parents were initially recruited for participation through flyers
posted in an adult ESL program located at one of the schools (see Appendix H). Word of mouth
and snowball sampling were additionally used to recruit parents. The flyer listed information

about participation in the study and a date and place that additional informational meetings
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would be held. The informational flyers were translated into four languages and in English. The
parent informational meetings were conducted in the classroom at the school that the parent ESL
program utilizes after school hours. Parent participants who expressed willingness to participate
in an interview were given consent forms and once signed and returned they were informed of
potential dates for the interview.

Interviews. Once consent forms had been received for all interview participants, dates
and times were agreed upon by researcher and participants to conduct interviews with students
and parents in groups or individually depending on schedules and convenience for participants.
Interview times were arranged at the convenience of participants, and interviews were conducted
and recorded by the primary researcher in the school library after school and in the researcher’s
classroom, in one of the participating schools. To accommodate participants for interviews the
researcher set up two interview dates, and interviewed participants individually if necessary due
to individual’s schedules. Interview sessions were approximately 90 minutes long, with
approximately 15 semi-structured questions. Follow up questions were asked on the part of the
interviewer, so as to clarify any responses for the researcher. Each interview was audio recorded
and later transcribed by the researcher. Semi-structured questions were utilized for interviews to
allow for the rephrasing of questions to clarify and make clear any question or part of that the
interviewee may not understand. As all of the participants were English language learners,
clarification or rephrasing for understanding was necessary and essential to obtaining accurate
responses as pertaining to questions. Interviews for both parents and students were conducted
over a three week period. Interviewees had the choice to be interviewed individually or in a
focus group. Some focus group interviews were conducted over a two day period to allow for

extended responses and administration of all questions.
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Instrument

Interview questions were adapted from a study of conducted by Zeynap ISIK-ERCAN.
(see Appendix I) and all interviews were conducted solely by the researcher. Interviewees were
only identified through, pseudonyms and assigned numbers. Groups and individuals were
interviewed and those interviews were audio-recorded, coded and analyzed. Interview sessions
were approximately 45 minutes long. Parents were interviewed in two focus groups, and
students were interviewed individually and in focus groups. Interview sessions took place over a
three week period. Interview responses to semi-structured questions were thematically coded

and organized by topic and recurrence of theme.

Table 1
Instrument Items by Theme.
Theme Question Literature review
number
Resettlement 1,2,3 Colic-Peisker & Tilbury (2003)

Li & Teixeira (2009)

Szente et al. (2006)

Zeynep ISIK-ERCAN (2012)
Education 4,5,6,7,8 Chu (2008)

Crawford & Krashen (2007)

Hamilton et al. (2011)

Morland (2007)

Smyth (2008)

Zeynep ISIK-ERCAN (2012)
Adjustment to school 9,10,11,12 Chu (2008)

LeClair, Doll, Osborn, & Jones (2009)

Morland (2007)

Oikonomiday (2010)

Orellana, Dorner, & Pulido (2003)
Neighborhood and community 13, 14 Anyon, (2005)

Chu (2008)

Orellana, Dorner, & Pulido (2003)

Smith (2008)

Job opportunities* 15 Smith (2008)

Note. *Only parents were asked about job opportunities.
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Results

Two parent focus groups, each consisting of four women, were interviewed at the adult
ESL program which in their child’s elementary school. Student interviews were conducted over
a three week period with some focus groups of two to three students each, to individual
questions. The first parent focus group consisted of four Bhutanese women, all Nepali speakers.
The second focus group consisted of four Burmese women, 2 of whom spoke Karenni, two who
spoke both Karenni and Burmese. All interviews were audio recorded, with translators present at
the parent interview sessions. Interview responses to semi-structured questions were
thematically coded and organized by topic and recurrence of theme (see Appendix J). All
interviews were first coded using initial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and subsequently
utilizing process coding techniques (Charmaz, 2002). Codes were examined across individual
and common experiences to establish, define and categorize the experiences, beliefs and
perceptions of the participants.

Of the 21 students who agreed to participate and returned consent forms, 11 either did
not sign up for an interview time, or did not show up for the scheduled interview. This left nine
total student participants (see Table 2 for a demographic overview of the student participants).
Of the nine students who did participate, five were from Burma originally and of those five, all
spoke the Karenni language. Of the other student participants, three were from Iraq and one was
from Kenya. All three students from Irag spoke Arabic and the one student from Kenya spoke
Somali and three of the male students, one Iragi student, one Burmese student and the Somali
speaking student also reported being able to speak three languages. All of the students who
participated were enrolled at one of the high schools as juniors or seniors, and were enrolled in

an advanced ESL class. One student had spent his entire lifetime prior to coming to the U.S.
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None of the students were children of any of the parents interviewed in this study. Two students

were interviewed individually and the rest in groups of two or three.

Table 2
Student Demographic Information
Gender  Age Grade  ESL level Country L1 Yearsin Time
of Origin Refugee inU.S.
Camp

Abdul M 21 12 Advanced Iraq Arabic 0 5

Ali M 18 12 Advanced Iraq Arabic 0 2

Khalil M 18 12 Advanced Kenya Somali 2.5 10

Ku M 19 11 Advanced Thailand  Karenni 12 5

Kyaw M 21 11 Advanced Burma Karenni/ 14 5
(mynmar) Burmese

Mya F 21 12 Intermediate Burma Karenni 10 7
(mynmar)

Noor F 18 11 Advanced Iraq Arabic 0 1

Nu F 19 11 Advanced Burma Karenni 8 6
(mynmar)

Paw F 19 12 Advanced Burma Karenni 14 5

All of the eight parents who agreed to participate and gave written consent participated in
interviews (see Table 3). Of these participants, of whom all were women and enrolled in an ESL
group at their child’s school, four were Burmese and four were Bhutanese All of these women
had children attending primary school, and although one parent did have a teenage son attending
the high school, he was not interviewed. The parents were interviewed in two focus groups of
four. None of the parents spoke more than a little English and a Karenni translator and a Nepali
translator were present for the interviews. Every individual involved in interviews had spent
lengthy amounts of time either in a refugee camp (in Thailand) or in asylum in another country
(in Nepal) as they were forced to flee their homelands. All of these women had spent at least 10

years in a refugee camp, or were displaced from their homeland in another country. Although
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one woman reported being educated for three years in her home country, none of the other
parents reported being educated, although upon reflection, through translation they may have

interpreted this to be whether they had a college education, which they all responded to as none.

Table 3
Demographic Overview of Parent Participants
Name Gender Country of L1 Years in Time in
Origin Refugee Camp U.S.
Mu F Burma Karenni Over 10 1.5 Yrs.
(Mynmar)
Thiri F Burma Karenni Over 10 6 Mos.
(Mynmar)
Thi Oo F Burma Burmese Over 10 4.6 Yrs.
(Mynmar)
Noe F Burma Burmese Over 10 2 Yrs.
(Mynmar)
Sonam F Bhutan Nepali 18 4 Yrs.
Cristina F Bhutan Nepali 20 3Yrs.
Mindu F Bhutan Nepali 15 3Yrs.
Sabitri F Bhutan Nepali 22 2.7 Yrs,

Through analysis of the data from the focus groups and individual interviews, identified
statements were grouped according to themes that emerged surrounding the student and parent
participants perceptions concerning aspects of the their neighborhoods, schools, communities
and challenges involved in learning the English language and adapting to American culture. The
results indicated that overall the student and parent participants had very positive perceptions
about the American education system, schools and teachers before arriving in the United States.
Students felt they were receiving a quality education that would prepare them for their future,
although all expressed opinions and concerns about the challenges of learning English. Parents
had high expectations for their young children’s future, but spoke of concerns for themselves and
their older children’s job prospects. They expressed respect for teachers and schools, and

gratitude for the efforts of teachers to educate their children, and school efforts to involve parents
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through translators and adult ESL programs. The participants felt they were lucky in that they
had left behind living conditions in which opportunities were minimal, and in most cases, their
lives were in danger. Themes that surfaced can be categorized into five groups: (a) experiences
in refugee camps and dangerous homelands, (b) American schooling, (c) communities and
neighborhoods, (d) learning English, and (e) adjusting to the new culture. In each upcoming
section, students’ narratives are presented first followed by parent responses.
Experiences in Refugee Camps and Dangerous Homelands

All participants described situations in their homelands, either in a refugee camp (e.g.,
Thailand for Burmese refugees), or dangerous living conditions due to war (e.g., in Iraqg), that
forced them to leave their homelands. All five Burmese students had come from refugee camps

in Thailand, where they had spent many years, and in Ku’s, his entire life. He explains:

Because my parents they don’t want to live in Burma country they are, they have a lot of
suffer, they go through a lot of hard times, because of like Burmese soldiers. It’s hard for
them like for to survive in that place, so from there they start moving around from place

to place, and they finally settled down in Thailand, because it’s peaceful.

Several students described the difficulties their families had, for example simply having enough
food day to day. The Burmese students described education in these camps as poor. In Thailand
the students studied math, science, Karenni, and English, in one classroom with other students of
all ages. Kyaw, describes that in the refugee camp school: “You don’t have to learn, the
education over there is not good at all.” Another Burmese student, Mya, describes that “It was

then, it was difficult than American, they um, the education over there is dirty, the buildings
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bamboo.” Another Burmese girl, Paw, describes that they did not have a lot of materials. She
discussed that as refugees, they had no rights in Thailand, and if “you try to go out of the refugee
camp, if the police see you, they gonna put you in jail.” Many students described that teachers in
the refugee camps in Thailand as well as those in Kenya might use a stick to reprimand or correct
students. Khalil from Kenya states: “It was tough cuz we had, you know, I don’t want to say
beatings, but teachers, you know they use little sticks to hit you in the hand when you get

answers wrong.” Mya, a student from Burma, also comments on this issue:

And like in class you don’t know how to do your work, and you had to read the paper
Miss, the like the story, the whole story...and if you don’t know how to do that, then the

teacher he hit you with a stick, on your hand or on your butt.

Memories of experiences in the refugee camp by Khalil, a Kenyan student who began his
education in the U.S. in second grade, include experiences of sadness. “I was a little kid, the, I
remember going, uh, I had a lot of friends but then you losted them along the way ‘cuz of
sickness and stuff.” He also remembers that because of violence in Kenya many were afraid to

go outside.

There was some war but you know, wars you know like a lot of people couldn’t go
outside like that ‘cuz of wars and sometimes we stayed at home, ‘cuz of wars, you know,
and even if we were hungry we stayed in home ‘cuz you know you don’t want to be

killed or shot, you know? (Khalil)
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Two Iraqi students, Ali and Noor, both talked about the dangerous conditions in their
homelands that compelled their families to leave Irag. Noor, a young woman in the U.S. for just
over a year, explains that her father had a dangerous job, he worked for the U.N., and if they had
stayed in Iraq, her father might have been killed. Ali, living in the U.S. for two years also
described that the situation in Iraq was not good and “It’s dangerous now and start to be worse,
the educations not good.” Ali also brought up an issue that, many lraqi teachers require, or
request, money from parents in the higher grades, although this is considered illegal in Irag. He

explains:

The senior year, it is hard because of the teachers; they are not good after that. They need
money, they will take money from you and if you didn’t give them money they will fail
you and the class, so you cannot graduate. So they will take money to give you a fake
grade, sometimes some students, | know them, they was bad, and they pass. How they
pass? They was bad, they fail everything, they pass and they go to college with 90s and
80s grades, but, because it’s bad, now (in Iraq) so nobody talks about this stuff. They

don’t care about it, especially the state or country, like the whole country, they don’t care.

Ali describes his father, who cannot work now after back surgery, as bringing his family to the
United States and being worried that he may encounter a similar situation in this country, where
teachers requested money.

Both focus groups of parents also detailed that in the camps, their children’s education
was limited and many of the Bhutanese children of the interviewed parents were not receiving

any education in Nepal. Because of their refugee status in Nepal and Thailand, the parents were
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not permitted to attend schools or pursue higher education, or even to work outside of the camps.
Daily activities were difficult and simply cooking a meal was often impossible. One parent,
Sunam, recalled a story of her young son in Nepal who was reluctant to go to school because of
being punished with a stick previously, she described that now, here, the same child is eager to
go to school and she described the difference here that the teachers “use love to teach the
children.”
American Schooling

With the exception of one student, all participants were eager to come to the United
States, and believed that this would be beneficial to them, or their children, from an educational
standpoint. The expectation that education was better in the U.S. was expressed by many
students. Another young man, Ku, had an uncle who was a teacher in the refugee camp in
Thailand. Ku, again, the child who had spent his entire life in the refugee camp, states that in the

camp his education was:

Very poorly, as soon as | get to the U.S., my education was getting higher, higher and |
know a lot better than before. Before when I was in Thailand | had like, most people told
me that the U.S. had a better education because of the things had never do before such as
engineering, be a scientist, learn about geography and earth, so many things that | was
interested in and my parents wanted us to have more better education. So | was excited

to come here. Now | feel very happy for my education.

Khalil describes the difference between his former education in Kenya and education in the

United States in terms of opportunities:
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[In Kenya] you don’t school for free, you have to have to pay for education, but here is
like you get to go to school, an [sic] learn something, do something with your life, you
know, there you work, you know, you don’t get a lot of stuff, you know you want in your

life, but here you got a lot of opportunities to do what you want in your life.

Before arriving in the United States, Abdul describes going to school from eight to
twelve in the afternoon and then working in a bakery in the evenings. The prospect of coming to
the U.S. was one of high expectations for him. When asked what he thought about the American
education system before arrival Abdul states: “was great, I will have a good future.” Another

Iragi student, Noor, having only been in the U.S. recalled her fear at coming to school in the U.S:

I cannot imagine like how I will be with a teacher, he speak English and I cannot
understand him, or what about the students? They will make something for me, I don’t
know, like the movies; they will make something bad for me because | am different from

them.

Noor went on to say how she was relieved after came to the school and found other Arabic

speaking students:

Before I came here I felt it’s gonna be hard on me because the language, but when I came
here it’s better. When at first the day | came here | was crying and then I saw him, like

yes, he’s Arabic!
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Each parent expressed an expectation that their children would receive a good
education in the United States, and their experiences so far have lived up to that expectation.

Sonam, the most vocal of the Bhutanese women, with a young son in third grade reflects:

She had not dreamed about America when in her homeland country, they had not about
America, but before when they were there, she was sure that when they are there
everything will be good, the life system, especially the education will be good, they had
expect positive for English, and when after they came over here they found the same

reality. America is a system that you can get advancement.

Another parent, Cristina described that in Nepal:

They didn’t go to the education for their children, and they didn’t have any expected life
for future, or their future, but right here they, everybody they have dreamed one life over
here, is due too, it’s due to their children. They are learning in this, [school] big
knowledge, this school has a name, and fame, so...he will find a good job, and here at
your education [U.S.] he will be, for in every style that he is speaking, the language, and

we hope that our kids will get a better future.

When parents were asked how much they knew about what their child was learning in

school, Myat Noe responded that she:
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That she doesn’t know the details uh, what kind of subject that [her child] is studying, but
the other one for the high school student they maybe learn some kind of vocational, or

some kind of that be interesting to, to become an, a good employee.

Perceptions of teachers. Generally, the student participants reported very positive
experiences with teachers in American schools, many feeling as if the teachers really cared and
made an effort to help them learn, with only one incident of a teacher being perceived as
unsympathetic to an English language learners request for help with an assignment. Ali

described this situation:

| tell you, the easier is, like the classes, is not the teachers, the teacher is everything, you
know, they make you love the class. There was a teacher, I didn’t like, the teacher, he
give us like 20 questions in one period. All the people finish, but not me, because | need
time to understand the questions and I ask him, ‘can I have one period more, or come

back,’ he say ‘no.’

Both groups of parents expressed that they were happy with their children’s American teachers,
and in particular the efforts of the school staff to provide after school ESL classes for the parents
and translators during teacher conferences and school events, although a few parents did report
that language was a problem, and did sometimes stop parents from communicating with their

child’s teacher. Mindu said that for her daughter:
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Sometimes she miss, because her students teacher, her students teacher, uh, she used to,
she keep to speak in a good way, but her (parent) English is bad, and she cannot go there

because is to a language problem.

American students’ freedom and disrespect. When students were asked about their
perceptions and opinions about their current school, a few, students highlighted the fact that the
school had a large international population, which was seen as a positive factor in their
adjustment and subsequent school days. Khalil states: “Like its good cuz we’re learning stuff
and we see we see a lot of um, internationals here. We see a lot of languages and we like, um,
come together, and we work as one unit.” Although most of the study participants didn’t relate
any issues with their peers personally, many of them commented on what they perceived as too
much freedom for young people, and a lack of respect for teachers from mainly the American

students. Ali spoke in length about this issue:

The teenager have too much freedom. They don’t respect the teachers, they don’t respect
the old people, even some of the Arab cultures they start to do the same thing, they don’t
be respectful. Not in my country, we must respect the old people, we must respect the
teacher, too, you cannot like sitting and talk each over things, or like if he tell us
something we must do it or we will be in problem...I have a problem with the under 18,
it’s like they all acting in the air, and bad behavior. They always like, they don’t respect
anybody, uh, like in my country, my teacher if you, if she yell on me, | have to be quiet,

but in here, I, it’s, she don’t have the right to yelling on me, so.
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Ku also spoke about student behavior in the classroom, describing it as a problem for himself,
though he does not identify whether the behavior was from other refugees, or American born

students.

Well, um, pretty much every class I gots [sic] really good, but some students you know,
they like distracting you while you’re working in class. They even yell back to the
teacher, use their phone in class, and they start every time you try to learn something

from your teacher they just distract you, and make you out of focus.

Mya also commented on the other students: “The good there are, you make friends and
some they help each other, the bad is when in class, the other people that, you just try to learn, if
they don’t they talk, and can’t pay attention.” Two other students, Abdul and Paw, spoke about
students talking back to teachers, as being “rude, and both also added they had been laughed at
by other (American-born) students in their mainstream classes, because of their accents, on
different occasions. As a result of other students laughing at him, Abdul refuses to participate in
the two group projects he is required to do in that class. Although his teacher urges him to

complete them, he is not willing to do them. He says

| have, | have this thing, this year, on this two projects | missed, I, the teacher tell me, do
it, and I go ‘no, I will not do any projects any more. Yeah, I have accent, I still say the

word wrong, but someone says it’s no good, that’s not, makes me angry.
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When asked how the teacher responded to this particular incident the student replied that the
teacher did not seem to notice. Paw also stated she had also been laughed at in the classroom

when speaking because of her accent.

Neighborhoods and Community

The perceptions and opinions of the students and parents about neighborhoods were
varied, from some participants feeling isolated with unfriendly neighbors, to others describing,
quiet streets with friendly neighbors, and others describing unsafe neighborhoods where
shootings occur. Mya describes the bad aspects of her neighborhood, and the good neighbors

she has:

Sometimes it’s, it’s bad, sometimes good, and sometimes very annoying. My first year,
very bad, a lot of people I think, at night they were shooting, but we stay there, it’s
getting better. The neighborhood, some things they are good, some people they make
friends with us and we make friends with them, and one of our, I thinks he’s American,
he was, my mom she know how to speak English a little, because she go to school, an if
my mom cooked, she go give it to the man, the food, and if he cooked he give my mother

the American food. And sometimes he give my mom the stuff, the house stuff.

Ali and Noor describe their neighborhoods as being “empty,” and not friendly, with neighbors

not communicating with each other.
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It’s empty, yeah, it’s like a ghost there, and it’s like, I don’t like it in here. I feel I don’t
like it, we are alone. They don’t communicate with each other; they don’t care about
each other. I tell you like my brother he was playing with his friends soccer, in the
garden, in the front of the house, in our neighborhood, somebody call the police, he say,
he making the area noisy and crowded with people. We living with each other, and they
are not different, they, their house is next to us, so we are not communicate with them
because in my country, we eat together, we play together, we visit each other, like in the

holidays you’ll find all the neighborhood, like each house go to another house.

Noor describes an incident she had on a city bus the previous week:

Last week, somebody, | came right to the house, and was someone on the bus told me:
‘you are Arabic, why you are here? The Arabic boys came here to take our girls, and the

Arabic girls don’t want us, so why you are here?’

Khalil describes his neighborhood in government housing project as having:

some ghetto people, but you just have to get through I you know? As long as you don’t
bother them, they don’t bother you, that’s how it is. Yeah, you have to be careful where
you’re walking to, you know? But, um, you just hafta be smart where you go, you know,
you see a lot of beatings, a lot of selling stuff, you know they be selling a lot of illegal
stuff, I think, yeah, but you just hafta be, you know the smarter one, you know, not to get

into that stuff, just try to be a safe, you know, person.
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In both parent focus group interviews, parents described their neighborhoods as “mixed
communities “and felt that overall the majority of people are good. Both groups of parents
seemed reluctant to elaborate on this question, one parent noting that the only issues she really

had was loud music. Via her translator she explained that

75% people she found would be respectable, honest, some of the families, 25%
interrupted, they are not good, they’re just yelling each other and the other families, and
just taking uh, big parties, an producing a loud noise, using a speaker, big volume. [She]
don’t like this, and even they don’t use to say ‘hi’, or good morning when they pass by.
But anyway, [she] don’t care, this is a mixed community, [she] have to do like, uh, there

is a learning situation from each another anyway.

Parents and students did express a willingness to participate in community events in their
neighborhood, but cited language as the main reason they would not attend. Students described
attending community events with friends, but felt that their parents were much more isolated
because of not knowing English well enough.

Learning English

The difficulties in learning English were echoed by each and every participant in some
manner, whether they were students who spoke about themselves, and the challenges they were
experiencing in classrooms, or when describing the issues that faced their parents, or the
difficulties the parents experienced in communicating in the community. Overall, students

expressed frustration with expectations of exams and classwork, while still struggling with
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learning the language. Parents wanted to learn English but recognized the problems of not
knowing the language well. Parents were thankful for the English program they attended twice a
week at their child’s school in the afternoon, and they expressed great optimism that their young
children would learn English and go to college and find good jobs. However, they identified
language as a barrier for their older children and themselves in finding jobs, and furthering their
education.

Students discussed their initial adjustment as being the hardest time. Mya describes her

first year as a fifth grader as very stressful. She says

I, ’'m nervous, my, I’'m very nervous and one day I, the teacher give our homework and I
bring the homework home, I forgot it at home and I go to school, and I didn’t see my

homework and | was, | was crying.

Abdul described the first six months as being the most difficult, and now after four years admits

there are many words he still does not understand, and so is grateful for his ESL classes. He

describes being unafraid of being laughed at in his ESL classes, “because we are all the same.”
Three of the participant students who lived in Irag had learned some English in school in

Irag, although they had learned a British English. Ali remarked

Yes, (we learned English) primary and through, through you graduate from the college.
This is the normal so that’s why we both of us we speak English because we have a

background about it. It was, It was the British English, yeah, so that’s why sometimes |
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watch a movie, it’s British, I understand them more than the American because, the

Americans don’t like say the whole word, and they speak so fast.

Some student participants felt their parents had more difficulty learning English because
they were older, and they felt for that reason it was harder. Some felt that their parents avoided
participating in community or school events because of they felt their English skills were not
good enough, although many of these same students also felt that their younger siblings were
learning English at a much faster rate than even they themselves were. This gap in English
language knowledge caused tension in one student’s family. Nu, spoke of how her little sister
speaks mainly English, to the frustration of her mother. She describes that she herself only

speaks to her younger sister in English.

If | talk to her in Karen, and | help her, help her homework, any question for her to tell
her, | speak to her in uh, in English. My mom sometime my mom get angry because

everything she talk to her, she doesn’t really understand, so she keeps repeating herself
again but she won’t understand, so um, my mom say ‘every time I talk to you are very

important to you understand me, and she talk to me, but I don’t understand her either.

The Bhutanese women described how not understanding English was a problem for them

in becoming involved in the larger community. The translator for the group explained

They are believe that when there are some important going on, we should learn, we

should to have fun in the society, uh, they are believe again when the parents go there
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they are ready to help them, they are good main part, but main problem they are facing is
our, the language that can only speak English and whatever the language they speak they
don’t understand, it is a problem. Sometimes they cannot give the necessary help to
them, and sometimes they may not also give the necessary help from them also, it’s like

this problem, but other thing is looking good, yes.

Sonam was hopeful that the ESL classes she was enrolled in would allow for better

communication with her child’s schools and teachers in the future. She explained that she is

attending these classes, [and] hopes to learn something [she] use and [she] learned in the

language, so [she] can fully, [she] talk free, frankly, and she can even interfere with

teachers in the future. [Sonam] feel really appreciative and happy with this school

because they are giving many more specialties, as like these general ESL classes, so that

is one way to get education.

Discussion

The study provides a glimpse into the perceptions of ELL students and parents and shed
light on aspects of the communities, and the personal challenges (inside and outside of school),
that face our ELL students and their families. An awareness of the attitudes, beliefs and
perceptions that ELLs and their families have about their schools, neighborhoods and
communities may give insight to educators and community organizations that seek to educate,
empower and assist these families.

Although each participant came originally from a refugee camp or had fled their own

war torn country, the participants did not elaborate much about life in these situations. Many
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described life as hard, with little opportunity for a good future, or students talked about their
parents’ suffering, but mostly in general terms. This was not an area that the researcher delved
into with questioning because of the sensitivity of the topic. Only one student described a
personal situation in which he lost a friend to sickness. Most described their education in the
camps as poor and a main advantage in coming to the U.S. was that their education and
subsequent opportunities would improve. The study revealed that most parents of ELLs and
ELLs themselves had positive perceptions about American educational practices before and after
living in the United States.

The study reflected that although many ELLs and their parents are hindered by language
barriers that sometimes prevent them from participating in school and community activities,
although some cases, such as this adult ESL class provided opportunities’ for the parents to come
to the school regularly. Some of the mothers stated they did come to the school on a somewhat
regular basis. The student participants were not asked how frequently their parents attended their
school. While this school is unique in the after school program it provides for parents, most
schools in this district do not offer adult ESL programs, and the program itself, one hour on
Tuesdays and Thursday, with volunteer teachers is limited in its capacity to reach a majority of
parents.

Learning English was identified as the number one challenge facing students and parents
alike. Students identified that learning English was key to their academic success, yet they
expressed concerns about taking many exams and felt many of the accommodations that were
provided, such as translators or more time were appreciated, but not necessarily helpful and took
too long. Although they had acquired enough English to function on a day to day basis and to

converse with English speaking peers, the students were aware that the English required for them
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to succeed academically, was not always familiar to them, and not always explicitly taught in
their general education classes. Many general education teachers may be unaware of this gap in
their knowledge of academic vocabulary, and students stated they frequently came to their ESL
teachers to help with comprehension of assignments, and even just the directions for an
assignment. All of the students reported staying after school for extra help from teachers,
general education and ESL, with assignments on a regular basis. Each of these students put in
considerable effort on their schoolwork, but expressed discouragement when, although they pass
the class, time after time they failed state examinations. A few of the students stated they had
taken Regents examinations for the same subject two or three times, and still failed. How this
continual failure impacts their academic future is greatly concerning. All of these students
express an understanding of the value of education in their lives, yet they may age out of the
school system before they can achieve their goals, though not from lack of effort. A few of the
students are what are considered to be long term ELLs. Khalil entered American schools in
second grade and 10 years later, in 12th grade is still in an ESL classroom. The question of why
is intriguing. Although in our interview he is able to verbally express himself effectively, he
consistently fails test and examinations in his mainstream classrooms, and avoids or does poorly
on written assignments. Khalil revealed that although he speaks some Somali, he cannot read it.
In searching for answers to this puzzle, one wonders if the fact that he never truly mastered his
native language is impacting his English language skills.

The parents also identified learning English as a personal goal. The particular parents in
this study were receiving English language instruction, in their child’s school after school hours
twice a week. This unique situation allowed these particular parents to become familiar with the

child’s school and many of the teachers and administrators which most certainly had an impact
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on their levels of satisfaction with their child’s school which was high. They recognized the
uniqueness of the school in that aspect and even described the “fame” of the school. All of the
parents expressed gratitude that this school provided this needed (ESL) service to them. The fact
that they themselves had access to an English language program seemed to create a more
positive perception of the school, but their actual involvement with parent teachers organizations
in decision making for their students education was not apparent, or reported.

Although they expressed satisfaction with their child’s school, when questioned about
what they were learning in school, they did not seem to be aware of the specific subjects or
content their students were learning, except ESL instruction in the lower grades, and one mother
expressed that in the higher grades she felt they were learning vocational subjects that would
lead to finding a good job. Overwhelmingly, the women interviewed were so grateful that their
child’s education had improved simply because of living in the U.S., and their belief that this
was a good education, they did not seem concerned with, or did not bring up as an issue, some
things that may have come up with American born parents in this city, such as standardized
testing and recent concerns over common core standards, lack of recess time and emphasis on
math and science, although this may be due to the fact they were not directly questioned on
these issues. One parent did, however say that when she felt she had learned English well
enough she may one day “even interfere” with the teachers. Upon initial analysis of the
particular comment, it seemed an unusual word choice that may have been unintentional, due to
translation, although this may just as well reflect some as yet unidentified dissatisfaction with
some element of the school, or teachers.

Issues of generational language issues surfaced in the interviews, with one student Nu,

noting that her younger sister’s lack of understanding of her native language frustrated and
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angered her mother, as the young girl could not always understand her mother when she spoke to
her. Suarez-Orozco and Todorova (2003) describe intergenerational conflicts that arise when
students who are exposed to English more than their parents, experience a shift in roles,
sometimes becoming translators for their parents, or as in this case, the replacement of the home
language with English in a young child is frustrating and upsetting to the parent, who herself has
difficulty understanding English. One wonders how this scenario will develop over the course of
the child’s school years. The older child also admitted she sometimes did not understand her
mother either.

When asked of their perceptions of their teachers and classrooms and peers, the students
although acknowledging that they were among many other “internationals” at the school. This is
perhaps their way of saying there is a high percentage of ELLs in the school and was generally
perceived to be a good thing by all participants. Most students had friends who spoke their
language and tended to somewhat group themselves through language, and nationality. A couple
of the students did have some experiences of being laughed at by the other students, and for one
student it may have had an impact on his grade, and most definitely led to the student becoming
less involved and engaged in the class. This one example highlights the experiences of many
ELLs who move to the perimeters of classroom engagement, not wanting to call attention to
themselves or be ridiculed for their speech, even in a school such as this with a high population
of ELLs. The study reflected both that students felt comfortable amongst their American born
peers, but some also had experiences where they felt marginalized.

Oikonomiday (2010) describes marginalization in schools where participant’s cultural,
linguistic and racial identities were challenged in school through explicit and tacit means,

Oikonomiday (2010) describes comments by teachers to culturally diverse students that students
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found offensive. Most of the students in the present study described their teachers as being
helpful and caring about their academic success, although one student felt the teacher was not
willing to acknowledge the students request for more time to finish a classroom assignment. The
teacher’s comment, “Why are you here?” seemed to echo the “you’re in America, speak English”
attitude many Americans have towards speakers of other languages and also reflected a lack of
understanding of this particular students’ academic needs in this situation. Many teachers, who
feel unprepared and unsupported when encountering challenges in teaching ELLS, may
unwittingly transfer, or demonstrate negative community attitudes towards these ELLs (Liams,
Shafer, & Walker, 2004). Although the teacher may not have intended this remark to be
offensive, the Arabic student went on to clarify that he was in the U.S. because he was forced to,
a situation (war) in his homeland was the reason “he was here”, not to harm, or visit, but to be
safe. He wondered how the teacher would like to be in his situation, in a new country, learning a
new language. Noor also felt that she was questioned on why she was here, by a stranger on the
bus, who identified her as an Arabic girl.

In questions surrounding their neighborhoods, responses were varied. Some students, Ali
and Noor, felt isolated and unaccepted in their neighborhoods, and missed the close connections
they had with neighbors in their home countries. Overall many student and parents alike did not
seem to want to say anything negative about their neighbors, except in general terms. The
attitudes of the participants ranged from simply avoiding particular people or areas, such as
Khalil stated: “watching where you walk too” or a kind of acceptance like you have to take the
good with the bad. Although safety was an issue, and many stated they did not always feel safe
in the evenings, and had even heard gunshots, and saw beatings and illegal activities, other

students described their neighborhoods as quiet, with good relationships with neighbors, who
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shared food with them and seemed to participate in reciprocal relationships, such as Mya
reported. The differences in relationships between the ELL families and their neighbors may be
due to specific location, or may be due to community beliefs about that particular group. The
isolation that the Arabic students felt may be due in part to negative attitudes towards Arabic
speakers, while the Burmese families may not be perceived negatively by the local community.
The Bhutanese parents when asked this question, laughed, and engaged in a lengthy
conversation amongst themselves, but through the translator they did not want to really speak
about the topic: “We cannot, we cannot talk about this”. When the researcher confirmed this
response, the translator repeated the answer and then stated that the women were grateful for the
school. As all the students and parents who participated in the study live in a broad area, the
actual neighborhoods may in fact be dramatically different in regards to crime and safety issues,
so any generalizations about their neighborhoods are fairly subjective. The feelings of isolation
expressed by some of these students may well have an impact on their general emotional well-
being, establishing relationships and subsequently impact their academic achievement. How
students develop their self-identities is related to their experiences in classrooms, interactions
with teachers, peers and neighborhoods and local communities and to feelings of acceptance or
non-acceptance within these realms (Chu, 2008; Schumann, 1978). What we as teachers may
not be able to see or imagine may become apparent once described by our ELL students and
areas of concern may emerge to be addressed to help ease and facilitate academic progress. By
eliciting the views and beliefs and perceptions of these students and families, we engage and
allow them to be full participants in the conversations concerning their children’s education.

This is fundamental to the success of the students’ academic achievement as well as integrating
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these students, family’s communities into the larger community in such a way that promotes a
proactive voice of diversity in our schools.

Conclusions

Overall, these refugee and immigrant students and families expressed gratitude and a
sense of relief to be in the U.S. after experiencing difficult and dangerous conditions in refugee
camps in Thailand and Nepal and in war torn Iraq, and tremendous optimism about theirs and
their children’s futures. While stating learning English is both a necessity and a challenge, most
were satisfied they and their children were receiving a quality education that would lead to good
jobs and futures. While some experienced difficulties in communicating with teachers and
schools, they felt that the schools were making efforts to facilitate better communication, through
the adult ESL classes, and the ESL classes students were taking in school. Neighborhoods were
described in various ways, by parents and students, but most participants were tolerant and
recognized that the “mixed community” setting, with many ethnic and cultural groups was a
learning experience of sorts, even while they were reluctant to highlight any negative aspect, at
least to report those to the researcher.

While these results may only be generalized for similar diverse ethnic communities to
that of the upstate New York community, the unique situation of the parent participants having
adult ESL classes in their children’s school, may factor in to their levels of satisfaction with
communication and positive opinions about the school. Student participants may have been less
frank in their descriptions if they were speaking with an interviewer who had no relationship
with the school, and although they understood these interviews had no bearing on their grades or
standing in school, still may have been influenced by the fact that the researcher is an ESL

teacher in the school district. The fact that all parent participants were female may also represent
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a limitation. Fathers of ELLs may well have different experiences and perspectives and beliefs
about the topic discussed in interviews.

Implications

The implications presented lead the researcher to believe that while many refugee and
immigrant parents and students are satisfied with the education they or their children are
receiving, their status in the society as non-fluent English speakers prevents them from fully
engaging schools and teachers in conversation about the education and educational practices that
directly affect and have an impact on their education and future outcomes. A sense of gratitude
seems to overshadow any doubts they may be experiencing, or negative opinions they have and
may be reluctant to express. Their silence on many issues may be interpreted by the larger
educational community as approval, when in fact this may not be the case. For true equity for
themselves and their children, they must be more fully engaged in the discussions surrounding
these educational matters. This should be initiated by schools, and considered when working
with these families.

Future research must focus on ways communities and schools can integrate refugee
parents into the decision making processes about what and how their children learn in public
education settings. Although the particular parents in this study received ESL services at their
child’s school, the program is unique, and not a district sponsored program, but one run by
teacher and community volunteers, and as such is not always consistent. School districts must
establish and fund English language programs for these immigrant and refugee parents simply as
an investment in the school and community’s future. As more of these families are resettled into
the area, by having established ESL programs for parents in the schools, it would seem to have

the double effect of helping parents to learn English and creating parent school partnerships that



IMMIGRANT AND REFUGEE PERCEPTIONS 61
involve parents in the educational process, which research points to helping student academic
achievement, through familiarizing them with the schools themselves. In addition, teachers will
have more opportunities’ to interact with these diverse parents and families and discover how

these families can contribute their knowledge and experiences to the multicultural classrooms.
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Appendix D

Student participant recruitment flyer-English

Research Study

What do you think about your

neighborhood, school and

community?

The purpose of this research study is to gain insight into perceptions and attitudes of ELL
students and families about their neighborhood, school and community. The overall goal is to
identify how these attitudes and perceptions may impact ELL achievement and success in
school. The study will consist of an approximately 90 minute interview session, in addition to
a brief informational meeting describing in detail the procedures and risks of study.

Participants must be a student or parent of a student who is an English Language Learner,
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English Language Learner enrolled in a | I oo |. Student participants must be at
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» Participation is voluntary; participants may withdraw from the study at any time, with
no penalty.

Participants will not be paid for their participation.

There is no risk or guaranteed benefit to participants.

Interviews will be conducted at || NG

All information collected during interviews will be confidential.
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Parent consent for child under 18
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and community in [ N | A s is 2 parental consent form to allow your child to participate in
this study, Your child has shown an interest in participating in my study

Imterview times will be available for students ta participate during a three week session, bebween 3 and

4:45 PM. Monday through Friday in my classroom, (. I

, with translators present.
If you agree for your child to participate in this research study, the following procedures will ocour:

+  First, your child may choose potential times and dates for interviews

+  Second, the interviews will be appraximately 20 minutes long and audic-recorded and
transcribad. Your child will be given a codename sa that the information will remain anonymaous
when it is transcribed. Interviews will include 10 -16 guestions. There will be a translator present

50 your child may speak in their first language.

+* Interview questions will not address personal behavior, religious or political beliefs/habits,
sexual activity, criminal activity or drug usage.

2 There B no cost 1o you or your child

= There are no risks and no guaranteed benefits to you or your child,
Your child may choose at any time during the interview sassion to withdraw participation
in the study without any penalty.

= Participation in this study (or no participation) does not affect your child's grades in
sehool in any way.

| have read and understand the above statements. This form has been translated to me in my
native language. By signing this consent form | am giving my consent for my child to participate
in this research study. | understand participation is voluntary and | may withdraw my consent at
any time with no penalty. | understand that information recorded from my child's interviews will
remain confidential

My child has my consant o parlicipate in the resaarch study.

Parent!Guardian signature ___ Date

Contact information for questions:
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Appendix F

Adult and student over 18 consent-English

To Whom It May Concern:

Thiz ks a consent form to participate in a research study conducted by mraduate student
anrodled in the Master's degree (MSEd) in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) at
SUNY Fredonia. The objective of this study s o interview students and parents to gain insight into
perceptions and attitudes about their neighborhood, school, and community in MEEEEENNGN vl This.
will be done through interviews

= First, if you choose to participate, you may choose potential times and dates for interviews. Sign-
up sheats far timas. locations and dales of interviews will ba available in the researchar's
classmum,m as needed. Interview dates will

be scheduled between 3:00 and 44 EG___——_—— . rom
March 2 through March 21,

= Second, the interviews will be approximately 90 minutes long and audle-recorded and
transcribed. You will be given a codename 5o that the infermation will remain anenymaous when it
is transcribed.  Interviews will consist of 10 -16 guestions. There will be a translator present so
you may speak in your first language

All participation is veluntary and confidential, You may choose 1o withdraw from interview sessions at
any time during interviews without any penalty. All consent forms and inlerview information is
confidential (including audio recordings and transcribed interviews) and will ba hald by my instructor, Dr.
aren Lillie, and will be shredded afler one year,

| have read and understand the above statements. | am 18 years of age or older. This congent form
has been translated in my native language. By signing this consent form | am giving my consent
to participate in this research study. | understand participation is voluntary and | may withdraw at
any time with no penalty. | understand my participation or withdrawal will have no bearing on or
impact in any manner on my/my child's grades or myimy child's standing in school. | understand
that infermation taken from interviews will remain confidential.

Signature Date

Contact information for questions:

P o mhe . P

74



IMMIGRANT AND REFUGEE PERCEPTIONS

Appendix G

Student under 18 consent-English

This is a consent form to participate in a research study conducted b:.r—a
graduate student enralled in the Master's degree in Teaching English to Speakers of Other
Languages (TESCL) at SUMY Fredonia. The objective of this study is to interview you to gain
insight into your attitudes about your neighboerhood, school, and community in [N

Dear student:

+ First, if you choose lo parlicipate, you may choose times, and dates for inferviews. Sign-
up sheets for times, locations and dates of interviews will be available in the Ms. Clarke’s

classroom, room G icw cates will be schedulad

between 3:00 and 4: Tom

« Second, the interviews will be 90 minutes long and audio-recorde (IR than
copy the interviews word for word (this is called transcription). You will be given a
codename so that the infarmation will remain anonymous whe i< the
interviews. Interviews will include 10 -16 questions. There will be a translator present so
you may speak in your first language.

All participation is voluntary (your choice) and confidential (private). You may choose to
leave the interview at any time without any penalty. Participating is not related to your classes
or class work. All consent forms and interview information is confidential and all audio
recordings and the transcriptions will be held by my instructor, I - il be
shredded after one year.

| have read and understand the above statements. This form has been translated to me in
my native language. By signing this consent form | am agreeing to participate in this
research study. | understand my participation is weluntary and | may withdraw my participation
at any time with no penalty. | understand my participation or withdrawal will have po impact
on my grades or my standing in school. | understand that information from the interviews will
remain confidential,

Signature Date

Ceontact information for questions:
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Appendix H

Parent participant recruitment flyer-English

Parents, what do you think

About your neighborhood, community
and child’s school?

Please Participate in My Research Study, Looking at These Questions!

The purpose of this research study is to gain insight into perceptions and attitudes of ELL students and
families about their neighborhood, school and community. The overall goal is to identify how these
attitudes and perceptions may impact ELL achievement and success in school. The study will consist of
an approximately 90 minute interview session, in addition to a brief informational meeting describing
in detail the procedures and risks of study.

Participants must be a student or parent of a student who is an English Language Learner, enrolled in

Riverside High School, or HEEEE Y o1 the parent of
an English Language Learner enrolled in a (| - student participants must be at least 15
years of age, and have parental consent.

> Participation is voluntary; participants may withdraw from the study at any time, with no
penalty.

> Participants will not be paid for their participation.
» There are no risks and no guaranteed benefit to participants.

> Interviews will be conducted at [ NG

> All information collected during interviews will be confidential.

> Informational meetings about this research will be held on: || NG

If you are interested in participating, please come to one of the information meetings! If you have
questions, please contact
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Appendix |

Semi-structured Interview questions (adapted from Zeynep ISIK-ERCAN, 2012):

Resettlement:

1. Tell me about your stay in the U.S so far?

2. How did you begin living here?

3. How does life here compare to life in your former country?
Education:

Tell me about your education?
If you attended school in your former country, for how long?
What did you think of the education system before coming here?
Tell me what you think of the U.S. education now, (as a student) or (as the parent of a
student)?
8. How do you feel your (your child’s) educational experience was the first year (in U.S.)
and subsequent years?
Adjustment to School:

N o ok

9. Was your (your child’s) adjustment to school difficult?

10. How much do you know about your child’s education and what they learn at school?

11. Tell me about your communication with your child’s teacher?

12. Tell me about your visits to your child’s school? Do you go there? How do you feel when
you go to your child’s school?

Neighborhood/community

13. Describe your neighborhood?
14. Do you participate in community events?

Job/employment opportunities (for parents only)

15. Tell me about your employment opportunities? Do you feel you have job opportunities in
Buffalo?
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Appendix J
Code book by theme
Theme Defined Student Evidence Parent Evidence
Experiences in Individual has “guz of wars, you know, Because of their refugee status in Nepal and Thailand,
dangerous spent considerable and even if we were hungry the parents were not permitted to attend schools or

homelands or
refugee camps

time in refugee
camp, or has fled
their homeland
due to war, or
violence

we stayed in home “guz you
kmow you don’t want to be
killed or shot, vou kmow™

“yvou try to go out of the
refugee camp, if the police
see you, they gonna put you
injail.”

pursue higher education, or even to work outside of
the camps. Daily activities were difficult and simply
cooking a meal was often impossible.

mixed feelings

safety

“Sometimes it’s, it’s bad,
sometimes good, and
sometimes very annoying.
My first vear, very bad, a
lot of people I think, at
night they were shooting,
but we stay there, it’s
getting better.”

Optimism Positive view of “but here you got a lot of “They are learning in this, [school] big kmowledge,
towards their teachers, opportunities to do what this school has a name, and fame, so.. he will find a
American opportunities vou want in vour life™ good job, and here at your education [U.5.]7
schooling
Neighborhoods Relationships with “Thev don’t communicate But anyway. [she] don’t care, this 15 a mixed
and neighbors, with each other; they don’t community, [she] have to do like, uh, there isa
communities- perceptions of care about each other.” learning situation from each another anyway.”

“We cannot, we cannot talk about this™

Learning
English

Priority expressed
by all participants

“T cannot imagine like how
I will be with a teacher, he
speak English and I cannot
understand him™

2 but mamn problem they are facing 1s our, the
language that can only speak English and whatever the
language they speak they don’t understand, 1t 1s a
problem ™

“Too much
freedom,
disrespectful

American peers:

View of peers

“The teenager haye too
much freedom. They don’t
respect the teachers, they
don’t respect the old
people”™






