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WORKING WITH REFUGEE CHILDREN: SOME 

GUIDELINES FOR TEACHERS 

 

Adjusting to a New Culture 
 
Each child is an individual and will adapt differently and at different 
times. Some general stages of adaptation are: 
 

1. Optimism/Excitement- Upon arrival children may feel 
happy and safe to be away from the situation that caused 
them anguish and distress. They may feel optimistic and 
ready to begin a new life. This stage may not last long 
depending on the child’s circumstances in the new 
environment (stability at home, how many friends are 
made, understanding of English etc.) 
 

2. Culture Shock- In this stage children may begin to 
experience shock as everything may be very different from 
what they are used to- the culture, language, people, food 
etc.  

3. Superficial Adjustment- Students attempt to make 
adjustments. Everything is interpreted in terms of own 
perspective. 

 
4. Frustration/Depression- Students begin encountering the 

problems of daily living in a new country: language, 
discrimination, parental unemployment and setbacks in 
their attempt to fit in the educational system. Stress can 
lead to frustration and depression. 

 
NOTE: This is the stage where often the behaviors 
associated with trauma can manifest and grow. Teachers 
must offer support, empathy and understanding in this 
stage as the feelings the child experiences may manifest into 
behaviors that are unexplainable and erratic. 

 
5. Acceptance of Host Culture- Students accept and 
identify with host culture and eventually feel integrated. 



The may readjust their outlook on life and want to fit in 
with the new culture without totally giving up their own 
cultural identity. 
 

 
Some Possible Behaviors Manifested by Refugee Children: 
 

 Difficulty concentrating and completing tasks 
 Avoidance of particular activities and situations 
 Complaints of physical ailments (stomach aches, headaches) 
 Irritability/hyper-alertness 
 Impaired memory 
 Preoccupation with violent events (conversations/drawings) 
 Unrealistic worries about possible harm to others or self 
 Stress upon separation from parent/trusted adult 
 Recollection of traumatic events. 

 
Triggers- May cause individuals to relive traumatic events and 
experiences. 
 
Buffers- are predictive experiences like schedules, classroom 
routines etc. Teachers can help refugee children deal with their 
traumatic experiences by creating buffers. 
 
School Based Triggers 

 
 Dark hallways 
 Uniformed policeman coming to or working in school 
 Fire bells 
 Earthquake drills or any evacuation procedures 
 Other children/people staring 
 Misinterpreted body language 
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How Can Teachers Help 
 
Much of a child’s initial healing may take place in the classroom with the 
support of the teachers and school staff. A team approach with the 
teacher, counselor and Critical Incidence Response teams working 
together is the best scenario. 

 Teachers should create a warm and welcoming environment, as 
the child’s first impression and feeling of safety are crucial. 

 Be conscious of how the environment may affect a refugee child. 
Advance communication may alleviate fear and concern 

 Familiarize new students with the school layout and schedules. 
Have a small welcome group for the student. 

 Be aware that body language may confuse children who do not yet 
understand it’s meaning in the new cultural context. Make 
adjustments accordingly. 

 Consider innovative ways to welcome refugee parents/guardians 
into the classroom. 

 Consider learning and using international greetings in the 
classroom. 

 
 Things to Avoid 
 
Many refugee children come from extremely traumatic 
backgrounds. Thus some typical school activities may need to be 
avoided in the beginning stages of adjustment: 
 

 Show and Tell- This may be a painful reminder of what 
children no longer have or cannot afford to buy. 

 Current Events Discussions- Do not publically ask refugee 
students to tell about their experiences in camps, talk about 
conflict in their home country or on refugees in general. Just 
because students may not be showing the symptoms of 
trauma does not mean they will want to talk about their 
past in front of their peers. When students are prepared to 
discuss their past, they will do so. 

 Detentions- may be a totally alien concept to students and 
their parents. It may also be perceived as a form of arrest. 
Make sure the routines, forms of discipline etc. are clearly 



explained to students and their parents. (Use a translator 
when necessary) 

 Seating- some refugee students will have little or no formal 
schooling experiences. Seat students next to peer role 
models and close to a teacher for feelings of security and 
easy access to help. 


