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Armed conflicts around the world have driven millions of people away from their homes. Known as
refugees, tens of thousands of these people start new lives in the United States every year. In this news
feature, Caroline Garrison learns about the lives of young refugees in Dallas, Texas. As you read, take notes
on the challenges that refugee children face in American schools.

Going to school in the U.S. can be hard: students
are expected to juggle classes, extracurricular
activities, homework, and maintain an active
social life. But for Burmese refugee SB, there’s a
far greater learning curve.

“My first day of school, I did not know what to
do,” SB said. “There are so many people and so
many classrooms, and everyone was talking so
fast. They all had so many books and things that I
did not know I was supposed to have. I got lost in
the school and I could not find my class, and I felt
like everyone kept staring at me and laughing. It
was one of the scariest things in my life.”

SB, whose name we cannot disclose because of
his age and refugee status, came to the U.S. in the summer of 2016 and is currently in his freshman
year in Dallas, Texas. His experience within the U.S. educational system has not been unique —
refugee children face these challenges daily.

Almost 85,000 refugees have immigrated to the U.S. in the past fiscal year,1 and school districts
throughout the country receive new refugee students daily. Due to the system of refugee resettlement
within the U.S., certain cities and school districts yield disproportionately2 high numbers of refugees.
One such city is Dallas, Texas.

Refugees have settled in Dallas since the 1970s, mainly from Burma, and the numbers have only
increased due to political unrest. The face of Dallas has evolved as a result of this continual influx3 of
refugees, and this change is most evident when looking at the demographic4 breakdowns of schools.
The Dallas Independent School District enrolls 1,200 refugee students.

[1]

[5]

1. “Fiscal years” run from October 1 to September 30, instead of January 1 to December 31.
2. Disproportionate (adjective): much more or much less than the expected amount
3. Influx (noun): an arrival of a large number of people or things
4. Demographic (adjective): relating to the characteristics (such as age, sex, income, or ethnicity) present in a large

group of people
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Schools, teachers and staff have had to adjust the programs offered at the institutional level to account
for the influx of refugees. The majority of students are unfamiliar with the structure of the US
education system and do not speak English at their grade level. Thus, a majority of them are enrolled in
English Second Language (ESL) programs.

The schools in the U.S. are often bigger and more complex than those in other countries. This leaves
students feeling lost, like SB did on his first day and the weeks after.

“The other students knew where things are and how things work and what to do if they need
something,” SB said. “But I did not.”

There is a noticeable difference between refugee students and their peers; in the Dallas school district,
refugee graduation rates are about 35 percent, compared to 84 percent for the average student. Some
of this stems from the fact that they experience barriers to learning.

“When I don’t know the language, how can I learn?” SB said. “It is so hard to have to always be thinking
about the words and the school. I wanted to stop going to school after the first week. It was too hard.”

It’s not just academic challenges that cause the low graduation rates among refugee students; it’s the
cultural differences as well.

“People would laugh at my accent, tell me to speak English better,” SB said. “Some of them would call
me names and words that I didn’t understand, but I knew they were supposed to be mean. When I
tried out for soccer, one boy told me that ‘my kind’ were not allowed to be on the team. All I wanted to
do was play soccer. In Malaysia, Burmese kids couldn’t play for school soccer teams, and I wanted to
play now that I was in America. But when he said those things to me, I left.”

When discriminatory comments like these are made, refugee students can become alienated5 from the
rest of their classmates and eventually segregated6 from the general population.

Coupled with cultural differences — such as when Burmese girls wear white paste known as thanaka
on their faces or when some Congolese children can’t hang out on Saturdays because of religious
activities — these situations are exacerbated.7 It is easy to see how this leads to problems for refugee
students.

Schools have tried to combat this alienation with programs like the Refugee School Impact Program in
Dallas. The program coordinator, Zeljka Ravlija, provides educational support services for refugee
students. This includes responsibilities ranging from home visits to keep refugee parents up to date on
their children’s progress, to ensuring that teachers can create culturally aware learning environments
for refugee and non-refugee students. These projects range from maps showing where everyone is
from, to World History classes allowing students to present on their home country and culture.

Ravlija says the main goals of the program are to “enhance academic performance of the refugee
students, to develop positive relationships with the parents, and integrate them into education of their
kids, and into larger community, and also to inform and educate school personnel8 on the needs
unique to the refugees.”

[10]

[15]

5. Alienate (verb): to cause someone to feel that they no longer belong in a particular group
6. Segregate (verb): to separate groups of people based on race, religion, etc.
7. Exacerbate (verb): to make a bad situation even worse

2



“Dallas’ Own United Nations: Going to School as a Refugee” from AWOL Magazine by Caroline Garrison. Copyright © 2016 by Caroline
Garrison, reprinted with permission of author and AWOL Magazine (awolau.org). All rights reserved.

Programs that address the divide within the academic community are vital9 to creating an environment
where refugee students can succeed. More ESL teachers have been hired and interpreters contracted
for large school events and meetings, and all staff go through additional training to learn how to
understand the needs their refugee students may have and challenges they may face. Despite these
efforts, the administration is not always the greatest resource for integrating students.

“When I need help, I go to other refugees,” SB said. “They have been in the United States longer and
they know what I am going through. They know that there are things the other kids know that I do not,
and they tell me and help me out… People tell me to ask teachers, but I don’t know if they can help or
will just call my parents.”

Refugees make their own support system. It is not just Burmese helping Burmese or Congolese helping
Congolese; the support crosses national identities and cultural barriers. There is a common struggle in
being a refugee that they all know. One of SB’s best friends, and the person he says gives the best
advice, is a boy named Salomon, whose last name we cannot disclose. He came from the Democratic
Republic of the Congo when he was 10.

“Someone in my gym class made fun of me for talking slowly,” SB said. “I was embarrassed and upset,
and I did not want to go back to school the next day. Salomon came to my home and told me that if he
could do it as a baby, I could do it as an adult. He took me to his Spanish class with him and showed
me how slow everyone was talking. He told me ‘Look, they speak slowly too, you’re both learning. So
don’t worry.’ It made me feel better, and I cared less that I speak so slowly.”

Vickery Meadow, the neighborhood where the vast majority of Dallas refugees live, has been dubbed
‘Dallas’ Own United Nations’ by D Magazine, a Dallas-centric magazine. It’s not just because there are
so many different countries represented, but because they all form one supportive, unified
community. Refugees come from different backgrounds and cultures, but they all know what it’s like to
be on the outside of the dominant society in Dallas.

In the face of budget cuts that limit the abilities of the Refugee School Impact Program, communities
like that in Vickery Meadow are important now more than ever.

“I have heard people tell me to be scared,” SB said. “I am worried a little. But people like Salomon and
Ami and my friends from the neighborhood make me confident and make me know that I will be okay
and I can succeed.”

[20]

8. Personnel (noun): the group of people who are employed at a particular organization
9. Vital (adjective): extremely important
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Text-Dependent Questions

Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which statement best identifies the central idea of the text?

A. Having to learn a new language is challenging and can often discourage refugee
students from making friends, interacting with teachers, and focusing on
schoolwork.

B. Although attending school in the U.S. presents a variety of challenges, refugee
children are finding support in communities that include people from different
cultures.

C. Going to school can feel like an uphill battle for refugee students, but they are
grateful to have found a new home in the U.S. because it offers them a high
chance of success.

D. Because the U.S. government does not provide adequate support for refugees,
it must prevent further cuts to services like the Refugee School Impact Program.

2. PART B: Which TWO of the following quotes best support the answer to Part A?

A. “‘In Malaysia, Burmese kids couldn’t play for school soccer teams, and I wanted
to play now that I was in America.’” (Paragraph 12)

B. “Schools have tried to combat this alienation with programs like the Refugee
School Impact Program in Dallas. The program coordinator, Zeljka Ravlija,
provides educational support services for refugee students.” (Paragraph 15)

C. “‘When I need help, I go to other refugees,' SB said. 'They have been in the
United States longer and they know what I am going through.'" (Paragraph 18)

D. “‘Salomon came to my home and told me that if he could do it as a baby, I could
do it as an adult. He took me to his Spanish class with him and showed me how
slow everyone was talking.’” (Paragraph 20)

E. “It’s not just because there are so many different countries represented, but
because they all form one supportive, unified community.” (Paragraph 21)

F. “In the face of budget cuts that limit the abilities of the Refugee School Impact
Program, as well as increasingly fearful and hateful citizenry” (Paragraph 22)

3. How does SB’s perspective contribute to the text’s description of refugee student
experiences?

A. SB’s observations differ from the views of other refugee students and provide
balance.

B. SB’s quotes reveal how American-born students feel about their foreign-born
classmates.

C. SB’s viewpoint is used to illustrate the common experiences that many refugee
students share.

D. SB’s stories support the author’s opinion on the harm caused by discrimination.
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4. How do paragraphs 15-16 contribute to the development of ideas in the article?

A. They reveal why existing support programs have not been more successful at
integrating refugee students.

B. They focus on possible solutions by explaining that change must start with
parents and school personnel.

C. They introduce some of the efforts that schools are currently making to address
problems discussed in the text.

D. They offer a response to claims raised in the text that schools have not created
positive learning environments.

5. According to this article, how did SB’s experiences impact his feelings about school?
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Discussion Questions

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. In the context of the article, what makes a good friend? Cite evidence from this text, your
own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.

2. Why do you think people sometimes avoid making friends with those seen as outsiders,
such as the refugee children in Dallas? In your opinion, is it important for people from
different cultures to become friends? Why or why not?

3. Americans often speak of their country as a “melting pot” — a place where people from all
backgrounds can come together and live side-by-side. In the context of the article, how do
the experiences of refugee children in the United States relate to the idea of America as a
melting pot? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or
history in your answer.

4. In the context of the article, how do communities form? What are some communities that
you belong to, and how did these communities form? Cite evidence from this text, your own
experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer.
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