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Preface 
 

The idea for this handbook began several years ago with a series of conversations 
over dinner. Jo Hannah Katz, Alexandra Moellman and I were all LexRAP volunteers 
working with refugees from Iraq, Syria and Uganda. We got together periodically to trade 
observations and share questions and ideas, usually around K-12 education. Invariably, 
our evenings would end with one of us saying, “We should really put together some kind 
of handbook.” 

The concept of an experienced-based handbook became increasingly urgent once 
COVID-19 imposed unexpected disruption on all aspects of everyday life, including a 
suspension of in-person contact with our clients and colleagues. Organizations and 
individuals working in resettlement groups have found themselves facing the same 
challenges. Added to this complex situation has been a recent surge in arrivals following 
the United States’ military exodus from Afghanistan. 

When LexRAP began in 2015, there were no manuals for how to do this work. We 
relied on our experiences as teachers, healthcare and medical providers, mental health 
and case management professionals, musicians, Peace Corps alumni, freelance writers, 
software engineers, grant writers, biotech entrepreneurs and, of course, as parents.  

I offer this guide as a distillation of those experiences and as a basis for your own 
work with new arrivals. 

Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW 
February 2022 
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Chapter 1  

ABOUT OUR CLIENTS  
By Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW and Marianne Boswell 

Our clients come from many places but share one important life circumstance. All 
of them were forced to leave their countries; they fear persecution or grave physical 
harm if they return. Their well-founded fears have arisen due to their race, religion, 
nationality, political opinion or membership in a social group. 

Gaining permission to become a legal resident of the United States is granted 
solely by the federal government. States are not involved in granting status although 
states provide aid for residents, whether permanent or temporary, which may vary from 
state to state as determined by federal immigration status. 

 

 
 

LexRAP serves clients with a variety of immigration status designations. Leads will 
find the following terms useful as each designation has its own limitations and benefits.  

Refugee. A refugee is someone who has been forced to flee his or her country 
because of persecution, war or other forms of violence. To qualify as a refugee, a person 
must prove that they have a well-
founded fear of persecution for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
political opinion or membership in a 
particular social group. The 1951 
Geneva Convention is the main 
international instrument of refugee 
law. The Convention clearly defines 
refugees and the kind of legal 
protection, other assistance and social 
rights they should receive from the countries who have signed the document. Before 
their arrival in the US, refugees are first vetted by the United Nations and then by US 
Homeland Security. They arrive with the right to work and certain benefits such as 
healthcare and food stamps through the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP). A resettlement agency provides three months of financial support and federally-
dictated social services. In addition, they are eligible to apply for Green Cards after only 
one year and have a fast-track path to citizenship (five years). 

Our clients come from many places but share 

one important life circumstance. All of them were 

forced to leave their countries; they fear 

persecution or grave physical harm if they return.  
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Even though the basic definition of refugee has stayed essentially intact since the 
Geneva Convention, how the US resettles refugees and what resources it provides may 
change with each new Presidential administration. All new arrivals work with a 
resettlement agency to understand the current landscape for help in the resettlement 
process. Because of their direct relationship with the Federal Government, resettlement 
agencies have a front-line understanding of rules and benefits. 

Asylum Seeker. An asylum seeker is someone who is in the process of seeking 
asylum. These individuals may already be in the US on a legal visa, or they may arrive 

here and declare that they are 
seeking asylum when they land 
or cross the US border. They 
must appear before an 
immigration officer and offer 
credible proof that they would 
face persecution or death or 
the threat of either situation if 
they returned to their home 
country. When seeking asylum, 
there is a waiting period for 
permission to work. Asylum 
seekers may not be eligible for 

some state or federal social services and aid. In Massachusetts, asylum seekers are 
eligible for partial MassHealth. While in the legal process of seeking asylum, a person 
may stay in the US. If they are denied asylum, they may not remain in the US and will 
be deported. 

Asylee. An Asylee is an asylum seeker who has been granted asylum by the 
federal government; once granted, they have refugee status. Once asylum is granted, 
they are entitled to the support and benefits afforded a refugee.  

Humanitarian Parolee. These individuals have been permitted to quickly enter 
the US without a visa for emergent personal reasons, such as specialized medical care 
or evacuation from a war zone. The Afghan Parolee Support Program (APSP) was created 
in 2021 to accommodate the sudden influx of Afghans fleeing the Taliban. Parolees in 
this program are permitted to remain in the US for two years; they must apply for asylum 
or other type of immigration status in order to stay. Parolees can receive authorization 
to work, but are not eligible for all of the aid given to refugees. Exceptions include full 
MassHealth for children and partial MassHealth for adults under the Medicare program, 
as well as SNAP eligibility for women and children. 
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Special Immigration Visa (SIV). This program was designed to help Iraqi or 
Afghan nationals who have aided the US government and its armed forces. There are 

several types of SIVs. One type is 
specifically for interpreters and translators 
who worked for the US military or under 
the Chief of Mission (COM) authority at US 
embassies in Baghdad or Kabul. Another 
type of SIV program is intended to help 
Iraqis and Afghans who have worked for, 
or on behalf of, the US government and its 

military personnel. SIVs are not eligible for all the benefits given to refugees or asylees, 
but they do have the same benefits as parolees. 

Green Card Holders. A Green Card Holder is a permanent resident of the US. 
They have the right to live and work in the US permanently. Refugees are fast-tracked 
to get Green Cards as well as fast tracked in their ability to apply for citizenship. 

 

 
 
Resources 

 

Immigration Forum. Features articles explaining asylum, humanitarian parole and 
Special Immigration Visas (SIV) 

https://immigrationforum.org 

  

How the United States resettles refugees and 

what resources it provides may change with 

each new Presidential administration. 
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Chapter 2  

WHAT IS A LEAD?  
By Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW 

Key Points 
• A Lead is an individual or pair of volunteers who coordinate all services for a 

specific individual or family. The Lead works with other volunteers who take on a 
variety of roles, including educational advocacy and English-language tutoring. 

• The Lead’s role is to help clients successfully adjust to life in the United States 
and develop the skills necessary to become self-sufficient. 

• There are no special skills or licenses required to become a Lead. Flexibility, 
curiosity about different cultures and a commitment to helping others are key 
qualities. A sense of humor often helps. 

• A Lead cannot meet every need a family has. Be clear with clients about what 
you can help with and what you cannot. For example, a Lead can help with 
school registration, but he or she cannot provide legal representation.  

• Understanding a client’s needs is key. Ask clients what they hope for, what they 
worry about, and what their expectations are. Long-term goals need to take a 
backseat to current needs. 

• A Lead is key to a family’s building relationships within the community. 
Relationships and trust take time. Get to know the individual or family, and trust 
that there will be plenty of opportunities to gather formal information. 

• Respect is the cornerstone of trust. Respect for privacy means that clients’ 
private information remains confidential outside of your meetings, unless it 
poses a threat to the safety of the discloser and/or others. A Lead should avoid 
using a client’s last name in emails and other written correspondence, as well as 
in public conversations. 

• A Lead helps with issues that are often complicated and have developed over 
time, sometimes over years. Be realistic about the pace of progress.  

• A Lead helps to conserve focus and energy for the long run by setting 
straightforward and consistent boundaries. Boundaries also promote skill 
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building and independence for clients and gives them a clear sense of how their 
needs will be addressed. 

• It is important for a Lead to stay in regular contact with fellow Leads. Colleagues 
can offer perspective and new ideas, as well as emotional support.  

• There is no one way to be a Lead or a liaison—be honest with yourself about 
your expectations and abilities. If you need help with a given issue, reach out. 

 
 

LexRAP and New Arrivals. There are two phases of resettlement for refugees, 
asylum seekers, humanitarian parolees and SIVs: the Initial phase (sometimes called 
Primary) and Secondary. The Primary phase of resettlement is facilitated by formal, 
established resettlement groups such as Ascentria, Catholic Charities, International 
Institute of New England (IINE), and Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS). These 
organizations connect new arrivals with immediately-needed social services such as food 
stamps, secure short-term housing and facilitate registration in English Language 
Learners (ELL) classes.  

Secondary resettlement groups, such as LexRAP, focus on longer-term 
adjustment. To help with this adjustment, the large group of LexRAP’s volunteers work 
together to provide the comprehensive set of services that facilitate successful 
resettlement in the United States. LexRAP calls an individual or pair of volunteers who 
are responsible for coordinating all of these services to an individual or family, a Lead. 

 
Our Leads. The organization sees its role as helping clients successfully adjust to 

life in the US. LexRAP’s goal is to help clients become self-sufficient by providing 
information about the realities of life in this country and helping them to understand how 
things happen. Every individual and family have a Lead assigned to them. 

Some behaviors in the United States may be quite foreign to a client. Helping a 
client through this process of acculturation requires effort in a number of different areas. 
A Lead works with other volunteers to divide responsibilities, especially in areas such as 
education. Teams can have as many or as few members as needed; a Lead generally 
decides how the team will be organized. 

There is no official list of things with which a Lead may be asked to help.  A Lead 
assists clients as they move into new apartments, learn English, learn to drive, prepare 
for citizenship tests, decipher job applications, register for school and advocate for 
special education services. Leads have helped clients sign up for summer camp, access 
dental care, and become familiar with US healthcare, education and financial services. 
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A Complicated Process. The first step in the adjustment process is to ask clients 
what they want and need. Their priorities 
and definition of success may or may not 
be similar to those of the Lead. Cultural, 
familial and individual factors can greatly 
influence priorities, values and even 
communication style. Needs may change 
over time as clients become more 
familiar with the choices available to 

them and become more secure in their understanding of US culture and ways. Do not 
overlook the many strengths clients bring with them, such as resilience, perseverance 
and a commitment to family. 

Clients often have many mixed feelings about their resettlement here, especially 
when they arrive. They may be relieved to be safe but also overwhelmed with worry 
about relatives back home facing violence or food insecurity. It is not uncommon for 
clients to wrestle with feelings of guilt and grief over having left relatives behind, feelings 
that can be worsened by the knowledge that they do not know when, or if, they will see 
their relatives again. Trauma is another complicating factor. It is essential that a Lead 
and other volunteers give clients the space to freely express themselves, especially if 
those feelings do not reflect gratitude. 

 
First Steps. A Lead can help ease a client’s sense of physical or cultural 

displacement in a variety of ways. After settling into their housing arrangement, refugees, 
asylum seekers, humanitarian parolees, SIV holders and other new arrivals should learn 
how to find and use commonly-needed services. Leads can help with locating the nearest 
markets, local houses of worship and medical services, as well as post offices, stores, 
laundromats, libraries and community recreation centers.  

Finding resources for new arrivals is extremely helpful, such as markets where 
halal groceries are available. Online searches can pinpoint the location of local 
emergency medical care, post offices, stores, laundromats, library and community 
recreation centers, as well as local houses of worship and their distance from a client’s 
home. If clients will depend on public transportation to get to jobs or appointments, a 
Lead can help familiarize clients with schedules and payment information. 

If clients depend on public transportation to get to school, jobs or appointments, 
A Lead can help familiarize them with schedules and payment information. A Lead can 
also help clients prepare for their driver’s license tests. 

There is no one way to be a Lead.  

Each person brings different life experiences, 

skill sets and interests to the role. 
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Helping clients become financially self-sufficient in the US is critical to their 
resettlement success. A Lead can 
offer tutoring to orient clients to our 
financial system, ranging from 
budgeting to making online 
purchases and returns. More 
information about personal finances 
will be presented in Chapter 6: 
Personal Finance. 

Our clients arrive with many 
immediate, concrete needs but 
feeling welcome and accepted in their 
host communities is essential to successful resettlement. It is what helps clients 
transition from being town residents to becoming valued members of the community. A 
Lead can assist in this process by helping clients find ways to learn more about their 
neighborhoods, towns and cities. 

 
The Role of Social Media. Social media has become an important means of 

letting people know about events and programs in town. Storytime at the library, 
showtimes for the upcoming high school musicals, recreation department application 
deadlines and other events can all be found online. 

Social media also creates real-time connections between individuals. A client from 
Iraq may be pleasantly surprised that a fellow town resident is also interested in finding 
out about registration for Girl Scouts. People often turn to social media for specific 
information, but the sharing of opinions and personal experiences frequently sparks 
friendships and a sense of community. Sites set up by refugees have been a valuable 
resource for others who share their language or culture. These sites from “home” offer 
comfort and support and help clients venture out into the new world of their communities. 

If clients have requested it, LexRAP will help a Lead to locate fellow refugees, 
including those who have settled here years ago. Finding those peers can give clients an 
important and nationwide source of friendship, guidance and optimism about their new 
lives here. Again, social media has played a major role in facilitating these connections. 

 
Client Relationships. In the process of helping clients, Leads have learned about 

other cultures, and have been honored by the trust clients have placed in them. Leads 
have watched small children become teenagers and have seen families reunited after 
years of separation.  

No formal training, licensing or background in refugee resettlement is required to 
do this work. Most Leads are parents and often consider their own experiences in order 

It’s not uncommon for clients to wrestle with feelings 

of guilt and grief over having left relatives behind, 

feelings that can be worsened by the knowledge that 

they do not know when, or if, they will see their 

relatives again. 
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to support and advise clients. LexRAP Leads include retired teachers, stay-at-home 
parents, grant writers, entrepreneurs, doctors, software programmers, accountants, 
attorneys and social workers. Commitment, openness, flexibility and creativity are 
among the most useful qualities that Leads share. A sense of humor definitely helps. 

Leads and clients are relationships in the making; over time, many Leads have 
developed close and lasting friendships with clients. A Lead needs to give him- or herself 
permission to let relationships develop at a pace that is comfortable for the Lead and 
their clients. It is important to keep the “clipboard” list of questions as short as possible, 
especially in the beginning. 

Importance of Clear Expectations. A Lead must be clear and consistent with 
clients about areas where he or she can help (for example, academic tutoring and liaison 
work, assistance in accessing healthcare or in applying for jobs) and areas where he or 

she cannot help. LexRAP cannot provide 
legal representation and, in fact, 
requires that a potential asylum client 
already have legal representation 
before taking them on as clients. There 
are pro bono organizations and 
attorneys who specialize in immigration 
issues throughout Massachusetts.  

If there is an area outside of a Lead’s knowledge or experience, he or she can 
consult a LexRAP volunteer or locate local resources that clients, as well as the Lead, 
can turn to for help. There are individuals with expertise in healthcare, affordable 
housing, special education and other areas to be found within the LexRAP volunteer 
community. It is important to know a town’s social workers who are an invaluable 
resource for a variety of social services. 

There is no one way to be a Lead. Each person brings different life experiences, 
skill sets and interests to this role. A Lead should be honest with him- or herself about 
expectations and abilities. Being a Lead is not a 9-5 job; a Lead decides what his or her 
personal limits will be in terms of time and type of involvement. 

 
Confidentiality. Respect for privacy is the cornerstone of trust. Clients may or 

may not choose to share personal life details; it is important for a Lead to respect these 
choices, especially with regard to trauma. By definition, a refugee or asylum seeker has 
fled violence or persecution; LexRAP has a policy of not asking about the circumstances 
that led to their qualification as a refugee, asylee or humanitarian parolee. If a client 
wishes to share personal information, a Lead listens. 

It is important that clients’ personal information remain confidential, unless it 
involves the safety of others. Whenever possible, do not use a client’s full last name in 

Commitment, openness, flexibility and creativity  

are among the most useful qualities that Leads  

share. A sense of humor definitely helps. 
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emails or other correspondence. Keeping personal information private is mandatory 
when dealing with someone in the process of seeking asylum. Failure to do so can 
jeopardize their safety and the safety of their family back home. Confidentiality is also 
important as Leads are residents of relatively small communities. The same standard 
applies to verbal conversations with those outside the Leads’ group. Someone who 
comes to the US as a refugee, asylee or humanitarian parolee usually quickly identifies 
themselves as an immigrant and may want to blend in and leave their experiences in 
the past. 

The issues that clients bring are complex and years in the making. Some days, 
weeks, months or even years will be easier than others. 

 
Setting Boundaries. Setting clear boundaries around time commitment and type 

of assistance is important for a Lead and also important for clients. It helps a Lead 
conserve energy and avoid burnout and helps clients build skills and become self-
sufficient.  

Some of the information clients choose to disclose might be very upsetting, 
draining and even haunting. It is completely appropriate—and advisable—for a Lead who 
is feeling particularly upset to talk to someone. The same thing applies if a Lead 
determines that the client wants or needs assistance that he or she does not feel able 
to physically or emotionally provide.  

 
The Lead Community. There is no substitute for the diversity of experience each 

Lead brings, both personal and professional. However, relying exclusively on one’s own 
views or experience can be isolating and limiting to a Lead and to clients. If LexRAP 
hopes and expects that clients become part of a larger, shared community, having a 
strong LexRAP community embodies that value. 

Staying in touch with fellow Leads on a regular basis is an important way to share 
ideas, get support or simply vent in a confidential setting. Monthly meetings are 
facilitated by senior Leads who also serve on LexRAP’s Board. Meetings ensure that Leads 
make the time for themselves and their colleagues to think out loud and gain new 
perspectives. In addition to meeting as a group, a Lead can individually offer ongoing 
mentorship opportunities. 

 
Changing Roles for Leads. Over time, most relationships change. Some deepen, 

some grow more distant and some evolve based on the wishes and needs of the parties. 
The relationship between a Lead and his or her clients is no exception.  

A Lead is the guide as clients learn to navigate American society in the beginning 
and throughout the long-term resettlement process. Eventually, clients learn to do more 
things independently, such as taking public transportation on their own, earning driver’s 
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licenses, attending college and starting new careers. Some clients, however, do not 
become self-sufficient; they make decisions that consistently interfere with their stated 
goals, regardless of any efforts to offer guidance. 

LexRAP’s stated mission is to foster self-sufficiency in its clients, but fostering can 
be an emotionally complicated journey. Some clients have moved from being reliant 
newcomers to good friends, while others have become more distant and have even 
discontinued contact. It is not possible to predict what a client’s needs will be over time 
and there is no way to guarantee any particular outcome. 

 
We do our best. No more, no less. It is important to remember that there is a 

difference between being dedicated to clients and feeling personally responsible for how 
their lives turn out. Stay in contact with fellow Leads; sooner or later, we all will have 
gone through this process and can share comfort, validation and perspective.  
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Resources 
 
Pulla, Venkat. (2017) Strengths-Based Approach in Social Work: A Distinct Ethical 

Advantage. International Journal of Innovation, Creativity and Change. Vol. 3, 
Issue 2. 

https://www.ijicc.net/images/vol3iss2/Pulla_2017.pdf 

An article helpful to anyone working with displaced individuals and families which 
focuses on helping clients identify their strengths and social supports in order to 
foster self-sufficiency and confidence in their ability to problem solve.  

 

World Relief. A global Christian humanitarian organization that brings sustainable 
solutions to the world’s greatest problems. There are several area World Relief 
centers across the United States. Articles and stories offer practical guidance for 
leads and liaisons.  

https://worldrelief.org/seattle/get-involved/volunteer/volunteer-resources/ 

https://worldrelief.org/durham/ 
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Chapter 3  

CULTURE AND FAMILY 
By Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW 

Key Points 
• American culture prioritizes privacy, the primacy of peer relationships, growing 

autonomy and self-discovery. On the other hand, refugees from collectivist 
societies prioritize obedience, self-control and cooperation, as well as continued 
interconnectedness. 

• Clients should set the tone in terms of establishing relationships with people 
from their home countries. Refugees may share nationality, ethnicity and/or 
religion, but not wish to reach out for any number of reasons. In general, it is a 
good idea to refrain from sharing information about clients without their 
permission. 

• A number of our clients have remarked that time is perceived differently here 
than it is in their native countries. As a society, Americans tend to be schedule- 
and deadline-bound. 

• Punctuality is considered a positive character trait and a standard of behavior in 
the United States, while tardiness is perceived by many as disrespectful, 
especially in academic or work settings. Frequent tardiness can create conflict 
with employers and co-workers and can ultimately lead to dismissal. 

• Datebooks, organizers and kitchen bulletin boards can help with time 
management and may be a good suggestion in addition to smart-phone 
technology. 

• Most of the two-parent families we work with are authoritarian and patriarchal, 
an orientation in which fathers or husbands communicate all important decisions 
to those outside the family. Children and teens are expected to obey parents 
and act in accordance with cultural values with regard to dress, religious activity 
and overall demeanor. 

• Teenagers exist worldwide, but the experience of adolescence varies widely 
across cultures. Gender roles tend to be traditional in these families and 
adolescence often brings increased attention to religious and cultural 
expectations, particularly for girls. 
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• If parents prohibit an activity a Lead believes would be helpful (for example, 
membership on a sports team), ask if there is something about this activity that 
worries them or about which they have questions. Are they concerned that 
sports might interfere with study time? Are they worried that their teen 
daughter may be asked to remove her hijab at any point? 

• If there is an opening to do so, it is essential that clients know that corporal 
punishment is illegal in the US and will trigger an investigation by the state’s 
Department of Children and Families (DCF). They should know that intimate 
partner violence is also illegal and can result in arrest and in prosecution. 

 
“Me” Versus “We.” One of the biggest cultural differences refugees coming to 

the US may encounter is the American emphasis on individualism. American culture 
values self-reliance, assertiveness, self-interest, competitiveness, ambition and self-
assurance. In collectivist societies, interconnectedness is a core value, as are self-
sacrifice, obedience, cooperation and self-control. Virtually all refugees coming to the 
US are from collectivist societies. In these societies, family, friends and neighbors know 
each other and depend on one another, especially in small villages and agrarian areas. 

In their communities, elders are 
respected and their advice sought out. 
Extended families may live together in 
multi-generational homes; sending 
elders to nursing homes is considered 
culturally unacceptable. Many of the 
refugees with whom LexRAP works have 
settled in population-dense cities, where 
they may or may not know anyone else 
from their home countries. This sense of 
isolation extends to suburban life, 

especially if receiving communities have not yet had the opportunity to welcome 
refugees and asylum seekers. 

 

Easing Displacement. Leads can play an essential role in easing the sense of 
displacement felt by many refugees, asylum seekers, humanitarian parolees and SIV 
holders. The adage, “it takes a village,” holds as true for successful resettlement as it 
does for raising children. Virtually all clients live in the same communities as a Lead and 
other volunteers, thanks to local housing authorities and individuals who have stepped 

Clients should set the tone in terms of 

establishing relationships with people from 

their home countries and culture. It is a good 

idea to let clients decide what information they 

wish to share with others. 
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up to host individuals or families. Their children have access to the same schools as 
LexRAP volunteers’ families, which is a big advantage when working with local school 
systems. 

 

Connecting with Peers. A Lead may also help clients locate fellow refugees and 
other new arrivals, including those who settled here years ago. Finding those peers can 
give clients an important source of emotional support and optimism about their new lives 
here.  

Some refugees are eager to find peers from their countries and may be interested 
in finding social groups and faith communities that worship in their language and observe 
familiar customs. Some refugees may share nationality, language, ethnicity and/or 
religion, but do not wish to reach out for any number of reasons. Clients should set the 
tone in terms of establishing relationships with people from their home countries and 
culture. It is a good idea to let clients decide what information they wish to share with 
others. 

 

Time. A number of LexRAP’s clients have remarked that time is perceived 
differently here than it is in their native countries. As a society, Americans are generally 
schedule- and deadline-bound. Events are scheduled to begin and end on time. 
Punctuality is considered a positive character trait, while tardiness is perceived by many 
as disrespectful, especially in academic or work settings. While clients understand the 
value of punctuality in job and school settings, they may not realize that standard 
extends to medical and dental appointments. Tardiness, especially without phoning 
ahead, can result in a missed appointment; failure to show up often results in a 
cancellation fee. In addition, it is important that families notify school offices of 
impending absence, tardiness or the need to leave early. Find out how clients keep track 
of their appointments. It may be helpful to suggest the use of datebooks or refrigerator 
calendars, as well as digital devices. 

 

Privacy and Hospitality. Different sensibilities around personal space, eye 
contact and greeting others abound across cultures. Americans tend to be relatively 
informal. They smile, even when greeting strangers. They maintain eye contact and 
shake hands, even with those they have just met. They often use first names to address 
others, whereas other cultures use a person’s last name, preceded by an honorific, such 
as Ms. or Dr. 
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Despite a tendency to be more 
informal, Americans generally, and 
strongly, value personal privacy; it is 
considered impolite to drop in on 
someone without being invited or 
without calling beforehand. In societies 
where hospitality is a core value, many 
refugees expect to have unintended 
visitors and welcome them as guests, 
even if they have to interrupt their day 
or evening plans to do so. Hospitality and 
food are very closely linked in many 
cultures. Chances are that a guest will be offered something to eat or drink when arriving 
at a client’s home; many of LexRAP’s clients are superb cooks. It is gracious to accept 
their offer. If a guest allows clients to extend hospitality, it signals their interest in 
creating and maintaining a relationship. It also conveys interest in and respect for their 
culture. Guests do not need to bring anything with them, but if they choose to do so, 
flowers or a homemade dessert will be welcome. 

 

The Role of Faith. Many refugees bring with them strong religious commitment. 
For these individuals, religion offers hope, strength, cultural continuity and the way they 
make sense of their lives.  

The God that sustained them in Jordanian refugee camps and in Ugandan refugee 
settlements is the same God they pray to in their homes in Medford, Arlington, Lexington 
or whichever community they now call home.   

Many refugees and asylum seekers have come from societies in which they 
endured sectarian discrimination, violence, or both because of their minority status. 
Resettlement in the US may offer the first opportunity for them to worship freely.  

For clients who are religiously committed, faith permeates every aspect of their 
daily lives, ranging from how they manage finances to their dietary choices and child 
rearing philosophies. It is important that Leads understand and respect the central role 
of faith in their clients’ lives. A practical example of this is understanding that students 
who are fasting with their families during the month of Ramadan may be particularly 
sleepy toward the end of the school day. During Ramadan, Muslims are forbidden to eat 
or drink anything after dawn and before sunset; those observing the fast generally 
gather for a meal at sunset and again before dawn. At school, teachers and school 
administrators have been understanding and supportive, allowing students to read in 
the library during lunchtime. 

 

Different sensibilities around personal space, 

eye contact and greeting others abound across 
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Diversity. Refugees may also come from countries where there is little religious, 
ethnic or racial diversity. As Americans, many of us have grown up or lived in diverse 
communities. Relationships with clients offer them and volunteers the opportunity to 
learn more about other cultures and religions in a personal setting. In turn, clients offer 
volunteers the opportunity to share their own backgrounds, which may be completely 
unfamiliar to clients. 

Clients coming from culturally and racially homogeneous communities may find 
themselves in the minority for the first time in their lives. Massachusetts is generally 
known as an open-minded state, but xenophobia and discrimination can exist 
anywhere. For example, Muslim women and girls wearing headscarves may be 
especially vulnerable to harassment at school, at work and in other public settings.  

It is important to validate 
their concerns and if they wish, 
encourage them to talk to school 
administrators or peers about the 
emotional harm bigoted remarks 
and behavior cause. Guidance 
counselors can and have played an 
important role in advocating on 
behalf of students who have been 
on the receiving end of religious 
prejudice. Teens and adults who 
have been harassed at work should 

also be encouraged to get help. 

Similarly, refugees and asylum seekers from religiously traditional and 
homogeneous societies may hold stereotypical beliefs about other groups based on their 
race, religion, gender, gender identity or sexual orientation. When those beliefs surface 
in discriminatory remarks or behaviors, Leads should take the opportunity to let clients 
know that these actions are not acceptable in the US; they can get in the way of fostering 
positive relationships with peers, teachers and employers. Several years ago, a teacher 
spoke with a Lead after a teenage male student made a number of demeaning comments 
about women in her class. Expectations about respect for others were clarified and this 
did not happen again. 

 

Family Matters. Families are a source of joy, intimacy and strength for many 
people. They often provide physical and emotional continuity. Refugee parents typically 
will tell you that a better future for their children was the single biggest goal of resettling 
in the US. Many refugees arrive with relatives, but many have been compelled to leave 
loved ones behind in their home countries. A pregnant Syrian client arrived several years 
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ago, eight months pregnant, on a medical visa for her six-year-old son. Her baby was 
born in America but did not get to meet his father and five of his siblings until the family 
was reunited after more than four years of separation. 

 

A Different Emphasis. Most of the refugee families with whom LexRAP works 
are authoritarian and patriarchal, an orientation in which fathers or husbands 
communicate all important decisions. Children and teens are expected to obey parents 
and act in accordance with cultural values regarding dress, religious activity and overall 
demeanor. Gender roles tend to be traditional in these families; adolescence often brings 
increased focus on religious and cultural expectations, particularly for girls. Private 
parties and school dances, especially those which include members of the opposite sex, 
may be out of the question for these families. It is not uncommon for refugee parents 
to prohibit their teenage daughters 
from going to the homes of friends 
after school or participating in a 
sleepover. 

It is important to reassure 
families that their religious practices 
will be respected. For example, 
Muslim parents may be concerned 
that their children will be compelled to 
eat religiously prohibited food at 
school. In this instance, a Lead can reassure them that schools offer a variety of options 
for students, including vegetarian food. As for traditions involving modesty, there are 
online resources for clients seeking hijabi swimwear. Several years ago, a generous 
business owner donated appropriate swimwear so that two Iraqi girls could take 
swimming lessons. 

Resettlement often challenges or changes family roles and this can create tension. 
Matters can become especially complicated when a parent and any children have not 
lived together for years. 

 

The Value of Interpreters. Children naturally acquire language more easily than 
adults and often find themselves with the responsibility of translating for their parents. 
Parents often rely on their children’s expertise, which can complicate relationships or 
create misunderstandings. Adults should know they have the right to an interpreter in a 
variety of situations, including medical and academic settings. Using an interpreter 
instead of relying on children or teens has the advantage of maintaining privacy and 
preserving parental authority. 
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Adolescence. Teenagers exist everywhere, but the experience of adolescence 
varies widely across cultures. American culture prioritizes privacy, the primacy of peer 
relationships, growing autonomy and self-discovery. Refugee families that are culturally 
and/or religiously traditional frequently have values that are radically different from 
those of mainstream American culture. Obedience, self-control and cooperation are 
prioritized in most refugee families, as is continued interconnectedness. These cultural 
differences can cause conflict over issues of assimilation and parental authority. 

The culture gap can be especially 
hard on teenage refugees, asylum 
seekers, and humanitarian parolees. 
Frequently, they are behind their 
American peers academically, yet have 
only a few years of school left before they 
graduate high school and reach legal 
adulthood, with its attendant 
responsibilities. Social and emotional 
development, already complicated by 
puberty and trauma, can be especially 
challenging. Refugee teens often report 
feeling isolated or even bullied. 

For many teen and adult refugees, 
the only exposure to American 
adolescent culture they have had is 
through television, movies and the internet. They may also get information, accurate or 
not, from peers. American teen entertainment frequently includes portrayals of multiple 
sexual relationships outside of marriage, drinking alcohol, drug use and other culturally 
inappropriate situations. 

 

Respecting Parental Authority. Leads and volunteers must respect family rules 
and guidelines, whether or not they agree with them. This respect, of course, does not 
extend to those activities that pose an active or imminent risk of harm. A Lead or 
volunteer can advocate for decisions they believe to be in a family’s best interests, but 
parents make decisions for their children. 

If parents prohibit an activity that a Lead believes will be helpful, it might be 
productive to ask them if they have any worries or unanswered questions about the 
activity. In one Iraqi family, there was initial concern about whether their teenage 
daughter should join the track team, which was co-ed. The Lead made sure they knew 
that she was allowed to wear her hijab and that a team sports uniform could easily be 

Teenagers exist everywhere, but the experience 
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put over appropriate clothing. Parental approval was granted and the teen had a great 
season. 

 

Safe Homes. If there is a natural opportunity to bring this topic up, it is important 
for clients to know that corporal punishment is illegal in the US. Reported use of corporal 
punishment will trigger an investigation by the state’s Department of Children and 
Families (DCF). Families may be coming from societies in which school personnel are 
permitted, or even expected, to use corporal punishment. It is useful to tell them that 
corporal punishment is against the law for everyone, including parents. Teachers, 
coaches, social workers and a host of other professionals are required by law to report 
any suspected abuse or neglect to DCF. 

 

Protecting Women. Women are also legally protected against physical, sexual 
and other types of abuse. However, cultural norms and a lack of accurate information 
can make it hard for women to reach out to American social service organizations. There 
are a variety of domestic violence resources in the area that serve specific ethnic groups, 
with volunteers that speak their language and understand their culture and religion. One 
such group is the Burlington-based Saheli organization, which provides culturally 
sensitive and nonjudgmental help to women from South Asia and the Middle East. The 
resources listed for this Chapter include additional information about Saheli and other 
domestic violence organizations. 

Victims of violence need to be encouraged to take action but it is important to not 
pressure or judge them if they feel unable to do so. This holds true for any survivor of 
intimate partner violence. 

 

 
Resources 
 
Cultural Atlas. This site offers country-specific information about the cultural 

background and etiquette of various populations. The link below for cultural 
atlas works best with Google Chrome. The link does not work with Safari. 
https://www.culturalatlas.sbs.com.au 

 

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) identifies four types of Intimate 
Partner Abuse—physical violence, sexual violence, stalking and psychological 
aggression. There are several shelters in Greater Boston. 
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Saheli. Services offered in Arabic, Gujarati, Bengali, Hindi, Kannada, Marathi, Punjabi, 
Sindhi, Tamil, Telegu, Urdu, Nepali.  

866-472-4354 

https://saheliboston.org/ 

 

Casa Myrna. Services offered in English, Spanish, French and Portuguese.  

877-785-2020 

www.Casamyrna.org 

 
EACH Beyond Domestic Violence (24 Hour) 

Boston MetroWest 

1 (800) 899 – 4000 

 

HAWC:Healing Abuse Working for Change (24 Hour) 

Boston North Shore 

1 (800) 547-1649 

 

Jeanne Geiger Crisis Center (24 Hour) 

Boston North Shore 

1 (978) 388 – 1888 

 
Bridging Refugee Youth and Children’s Services (BRYCS). A clearinghouse for agencies 

that are focused on refugee, youth and family well-being. Topics include child 
welfare, early childhood, family strengthening, migration and settlement 
awareness. BRYCS also offers resources for bullying prevention. 

https://brycs.org 

 
Silverman, Lisa Shari, (2015). "When Are We Going to Be Settled Down and Know This 

Is Our Place?”: A Phenomenological Examination of Iraqi Refugee Families’ Lived 
Experiences with Resettlement." PhD diss., University of Tennessee. 
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_graddiss/3363 
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Chapter 4  

HOSTING REFUGEES, ASYLUM 
SEEKERS AND ASYLEES 
By Bruce Neumann, LexRAP Volunteer and Host 

When refugee- and asylum-seeking individuals and families arrive in the 
United States, finding an affordable place to live is a top priority. To temporarily 
meet that need, some LexRAP members volunteer to host new arrivals in their 
homes.  

 
Being a Family Lead. As a host a volunteer is, in LexRAP terms, the “Family 

Lead,” meaning that he or she has primary responsibility for interacting with and 
supporting the individual or family and interfacing with others in LexRAP. A Lead is not 
a simple role and can feel quite weighty, but no Lead is alone. Leads can raise concerns, 
get feedback and/or ask for help at monthly Leads’ meetings and in informal discussions 
with other LexRAP colleagues. See Chapter 2, “What Is a Lead?” for more information. 

 
About Attitudes. For those considering hosting, there are two attitudes which 

are not helpful in this work: 

First, believing that you have all the answers, and that everything will go well if 
guests follow your advice. Remember that advice is just advice. Guests’ choices will be 
affected by countless parameters we do not understand; they must learn from 
experience. 

Second, not being clear about the difference between compassion and pity. 
Compassion is what motivates volunteers in this work: “These are people who have had 
a more difficult path than my own. I am happy to share my own knowledge and security 
to help them find their way to independence.” Pity can poison the relationship and work 
against what LexRAP is trying to achieve: “I feel so sorry for these people.”  
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The Role of Host 

Understanding the Role. The number one mission for a host is to help the 
individuals or families feel safe, secure, and confident that they are in a stable place. 
This behavior may come naturally to someone considering hosting, but it is worth naming 
the significance for people who have been forced to leave their homes and families and 
live in uncertain and dangerous environments, only to struggle in this country as well. 

For someone who has spent years in uncertain environments with constant 
concern about safety, having a stable 
and safe place to live, food to eat, and 
some friendly faces with whom to 
interact is of unimaginable comfort. 

A hosting arrangement can end up 
looking somewhat different than 
imagined, but it is an important part of a 
hosts’ role to remember that this 
situation is not about what he or she 

needs or wants, it is about what the asylum seekers need. A host can imagine daily 
conversations and eating dinner together five nights a week. While in some cases this 
may happen, in others, the individuals may need more time in quiet and privacy, which 
is important for a host to accept. 

 

A Host Is a Cultural Guide. Hosts play an important role in helping new arrivals 
understand and navigate the way things work in the US. There are so many aspects of 
Americans’ lives that they do not realize are cultural in nature; those coming from 
another country may not understand these differences. The task of any LexRAP volunteer 
is to help asylum seekers understand, without implying that the US way is “right.” It can 
be challenging to avoid being judgmental about some guests’ own cultural and religious 
ways. Explaining US norms or how an individual’s own beliefs or practices are different 
from theirs is useful: trying to convince them that their ways are wrong is not hosting, 
it is evangelizing and that is not the role of a host. 

 
Building Mutual Cultural Understanding. It is easy to think that if someone 

speaks English well, they understand what is being said to them, but LexRAP hosts have 
often seen when either some cultural difference, or an expression, even a facial gesture, 
is incomprehensible. All volunteers need to stay attuned to these situations, and help 
guests figure it out, not just for the situation of the moment, but as part of building their 
cultural competency in this country. Also, be aware that because of embarrassment or 

There are so many aspects of Americans’ lives 

that citizens do not realize are cultural in 

nature; those coming from another country may 
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some other cultural factor, some people may be reluctant to admit that they do not 
understand.  

While some families readily embrace the new culture, others struggle to 
understand it or wrestle with accepting some parts that feel radically different. Some 
individuals and families may consciously choose not to adapt American norms. 

For those who are hosts or team Leads, it can be hard to strike a balance between 
encouraging new arrivals to accept and adapt to American culture while also encouraging 
them to treasure elements of their own culture which may contradict those of their 
newly-adopted country. 

 

Mixed Emotions. Most arrivals did not give up living in their home country lightly. 
Even though the US is a seen as a beacon of safety and prosperity for many new arrivals, 
most of them would have preferred to live in peace in their home country. While there 
is appreciation for the safety and stability they find here, there is also grief that they are 
not able to live at home, and that this 
country of opportunity demands very 
foreign ways of thinking and being. 
Sometimes this mix of feelings “reads” 
as lack of appreciation. 

It is essential to consider a 
guest’s prior life experiences. While 
each person’s story is different, every 
story turns around the fact that their 
home was not safe and they had to 
give up much of what they had in the 
hope of finding personal safety. Some 
have very specific stories of personal trauma, while for others it might be the knowledge 
that if they did not leave, they might not survive. Others were forced to live for years in 
a third country, often in a refugee camp, while waiting for permission to emigrate. For 
many, their time in the US has not been easy. 

At LexRAP, volunteers do not ask clients to recount their story. Some of the stories 
are quite painful and may carry shame, so it is important to respect an individual’s, or 
family’s, privacy. After getting to know someone is a good time to convey being open to 
listening if they want to share. Be aware that some stories can be very difficult to hear. 
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Guidelines for Hosting 

The Role of Host has several very practical considerations—living arrangements, 
helping to build independence, managing day-to-day guest needs. Key to the success of 
these considerations is setting expectations. 

 

Setting Expectations. Before committing to any guests moving in, have a frank 
conversation with them to clarify mutual expectations. No one living arrangement is the 
right answer for all situations, but all aspects of each situation should be discussed. It is 
okay to put decisions in writing, but do not consider any written information as a contract. 
Whether because of language, reading issues, or cultural differences, the person may 
not fully understand what is on the paper. It is better to have some initial conversation, 
and talk with them as minor issues arise. Hopefully, issues will be minor in nature. 

 

Space. Guests certainly need their own private space. Our experience is that while 
the individual may seem friendly and sociable, in many cases, they have been through 
so much that a private room can be a place of comfort and respite. If the room is 
somewhat apart from where others in the house congregate, and has a private or mostly 
private bathroom, this is ideal. That being said, if the alternative is homelessness, a bed 
in a safe home with congenial people is more than adequate. 

 

Public Transportation. For asylum seekers, asylees and refugees, it can take 
some time to be established enough to get a job, save some money, and get a driver’s 
license. If the person in consideration does not have a car, good access to public 
transportation is very helpful—ideally the regional T system (bus or train). However, if 
there is a local bus service (for example, Lexpress) this may be satisfactory.  

 

Rent and Food. The ability to pay rent or buy food also depends on each 
individual situation. Asylum seekers who do not yet have work authorization are in no 
position to pay rent. Receiving asylum or having refugee status enables them to work. 
If they are working and it is important to a Host to receive some help with housing costs, 
you can discuss what seems appropriate. For the most part, LexRAP prefers that rent 
not be charged for a year or more, to help guests begin to build a small cushion of 
financial security. 

The same considerations apply to food. Before an individual receives their work 
authorization, they may have no income. For the most part, LexRAP hosts have 
subsidized asylum seekers’ food until they are employed and begin to have some savings. 
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Hosts should talk with guests about whether the Host will buy food for them or if he or 
she needs them to purchase their own. 

 

Help Around the House. If someone is receiving free housing, it is quite fair to 
ask them to help a bit. Please do not think of this in terms of a financial equation, that 
is, X hours of work = $Y of equivalent rent. 

 

Access to Common Spaces. Unless they are in a completely separate space, 
such as an in-law apartment, some amount of being around each other is expected and 
desired, as that’s often how you find out what is going on, answer questions, give advice, 
or engage in other helpful interactions. But if Hosts have times or spaces during which 
privacy is preferred, they should make that clear. Some guests may want to share meals 
and cooking, while others prefer to cook and eat on their own. 

 

Quiet and Guests. Different hosts have different needs; feel free to say “no 
music after 10:00 p.m.” or “please be quiet on the stairs and in the kitchen if you are 
up before 8:00 a.m.” 

Hosts are free to make whatever policy they are comfortable with regarding an 
individual or family having guests in their living space. It is a good thing to bring up the 
question of guests early on, so that expectations are clear and no one is surprised later. 

 

Smoking and Alcohol. Hosts choose their house rules around smoking and 
alcohol. Whatever the house rules are, be clear. Since guests, particularly asylum 
seekers, are on relatively tenuous grounds, the possession or use of illegal substances 
should be a big no-no. 

 

Laundry. Hosts should not do laundry for those they are hosting. Demonstrate 
use of available machines, or explain where to go, how to get there and how to use a 
public laundromat. 

 

Length of Stay. How long people host refugees or asylum seekers will depend 
on many factors, including the host’s evolving situation, the guest’s evolving situation, 
and how well you all get along. It is best if a host can offer at least six months, to help 
refugees and asylum seekers experience an increase in stability. What several hosts 
have done is to say, “We expect that you will stay for at least six months; we will discuss 
the future at that point.” If a host cannot be sure about the length of time, he or she 
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should make clear about what can be offered. Before the end of the agreed-upon time, 
another discussion can be held with a guest(s) about the future. If hosts are perfectly 
comfortable with guests in their household, they may keep the leave time open-ended. 
However, if hosts are less than happy with the situation, guests can be asked to start 
looking for a new living arrangement. If the situation becomes untenable for any reason, 
ask for help from others in LexRAP. 

 

Moving On. One of the issues hosts have wrestled with is when to “push the baby 
bird out of the nest.” In most cases of housing thus far, these conversations were not 
awkward or even necessary. However, there may be some individuals who find it very 
comfortable living in a free space, with plenty of support and nurturing. Since a key part 
of the host role is to help the individuals grow into self-sustaining members of society, 
some may need a nudge. Experience to date suggests that two years is a reasonable 
length of time to consider for a maximum stay. 

 
Working with refugees and asylum seekers can be joyful, frustrating, satisfying, 

and confusing. Most of us who have been hosts find it rewarding to be a resource to 
people whose life stories are so different from our own. Seeing their resilience in the 
face of so much loss puts our own security and (relative) riches in a new perspective. 
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Chapter 5  

HEALTHCARE FOR 
NEW ARRIVALS 
By Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW 

 

Key Points 
• A Lead generally makes initial medical and dental appointments, arranges for 

transportation, if needed, and formally requests interpreter services. Medical 
interpretation is now the standard of care, so that Leads or family members 
should not have to request interpretation services.  

• Clients are entitled to see a clinician of the same gender. The request should be 
made when booking an appointment. 

• HIPAA laws prevent healthcare providers from sharing information with anyone 
other than another healthcare provider who is enlisted in the patient’s care, 
unless the adult patient has signed an authorization for information release. If 
patients are minors, a parent or guardian needs to sign any authorization on 
their behalf. 

• If possible, clients should bring a copy of vaccination records and other pertinent 
medical records to their first medical appointment. Vaccination records and 
growth charts are especially important for minor children. 

• Some clients have had little, if any, experience with medical professionals, 
procedures or equipment. In addition, they may have had negative experiences 
in medical settings. In some cultures, seeing a doctor is done only if you 
perceive that you have a mortal illness or injury. 

• Healthcare providers may ask a client questions about themselves or their 
families, including questions about physical and mental health and sexuality. It 
is helpful to let clients know that asking questions is standard medical practice in 
the US. Let clients know they have a right not to answer them. 

• Some societies view clinicians, especially physicians, as revered authority 
figures; individuals are reluctant to ask questions or correct them. It can be 
helpful to encourage clients to take a more active role in their appointments with 
questions; this practice is culturally appropriate in the US. Caution clients that 
some medical health providers are more open to questions than others. 
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• If a client shares that he or she has an upcoming visit, it is helpful to ask if they 
have questions, concerns or expectations. For example, if a client has never 
undergone breast imaging, they are unlikely to anticipate how the procedure is 
done or that it can be very uncomfortable. Some jobs may require a chest x-ray 
for school or employment; many people in resource-poor countries have never 
had any imaging done at all. 

• Many clients come from countries where they have never had health insurance. 
An explanation of how insurance works, in basic terms, will be helpful. 

• Encourage your client to write down any health problems, concerns or questions 
in a notebook, and bring this list along with documents to the physician’s office. 
The entries can be referenced when speaking with the physician and will help 
get the important issues addressed. If clients have limited literacy, suggest that 
they dictate the list to a friend or family member.  

 
 

Accessing Primary Care. When they arrive, refugees, asylees and humanitarian 
parolees are connected with a variety of services, including healthcare, through 
resettlement organizations. Massachusetts General Hospital, Cambridge Health Alliance 
and Boston Medical Center are among area providers that have extensive experience 

with these populations. Cultural 
sensitivity around issues such as gender 
and medical intervention is key in helping 
clients develop trusting relationships with 
their healthcare providers. This is 
essential for those who have been 
dealing with the effects of torture, 
malnutrition and/or sexual violence. 

It is important that someone be 
available to help explain procedures and 

answer a client’s questions and concerns, especially if a client has had limited or negative 
experiences with medical personnel, equipment and procedures. Even if a client’s 
companion has strong English skills, they likely will not have the expertise of a trained 
medical interpreter. Interpreting services may also be valuable if the client wants to 
speak privately with medical professionals. 

 

Leads can play a variety of roles in helping 

individuals and families access appointments, 

arranging for translators and explaining 

medical information specifics. 
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Roles for Leads. Leads can play a variety of roles in helping individuals and 
families access appointments, arranging for translators and explaining medical 
information specifics. Some Leads have had years of experience navigating the 
MassHealth system and are a great resource for colleagues, as well as clients. 

Some Leads join individuals and family members in emergency rooms, at 
specialist appointments and even at the dentist. This level of assistance is completely at 
a Lead’s discretion; it is not expected or required of them. The same is true of providing 
transportation to and from medical appointments. 

If a client needs interpreter services, Leads should call the doctor’s office ahead 
of time to arrange these services. During the visit, translators are generally accessed 
via telephone and are not physically present during the exam. If having a healthcare 
provider of the same gender is a priority, make arrangements when scheduling the 
appointment. 

Healthcare visits generally involve asking a client many personal questions about 
themselves and their families. Clients may find these questions intrusive or inappropriate. 
It is useful for Leads to let clients know that the type and volume of questions they are 
being asked to answer are part of standard medical exams in the US. The more a clinician 
knows about an individual patient’s needs, the more helpful they can be. However, 
clients should know that no one will force them to answer questions or undergo 
procedures if the client refuses them. 

Trust and rapport are harder to establish when a patient cannot even see a 
clinician’s face due to Covid-19 protocols. Patients who undergo actively or potentially 
invasive medical exams and interventions may be especially anxious; they may be 
trauma survivors or have previously established anxiety. Having a trusted friend or 
relative accompany them to appointments can help. 

 
The Pandemic and Other Challenges. COVID-19 has made medical care harder 

to access for some clients. Some clients have not gone to appointments because they 
are afraid of contracting the virus. Small issues can become serious if not detected and 
treated early. Social distancing and masking protocols may be necessary, but they can 
create anxiety. 

Medical offices may not be located close to where clients eventually settle; 
transportation to and from appointments is not always available or convenient. With this 
in mind, it is useful to mention that their specific doctors’ practices generally have more 
than one location; clients can transfer care to another office within the practice if that 
makes visits more convenient. 

If clients have a non-emergent medical issue and are unable to get an 
appointment with their regular health provider, let clients know that freestanding urgent 
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care centers are a good alternative to hospital emergency rooms. Most centers accept 
MassHealth, but it’s wise to check ahead of time for your client. 

Health Documentation for Children. Schools require that students have a 
physical exam every year. Prior to entering into a school system at any age, children are 
expected to have had a physical exam and required vaccinations. Participation in sports, 
summer camps, town recreation 
programs and other entities also require a 
physical exam done within the past twelve 
months. Documentation from those 
exams and vaccinations is critical.  

If parents or guardians have a copy 
of their child’s vaccination and medical 
records, they should bring it to their 
child’s first appointment. If possible, 
Leads should have a copy of the children’s 
annual physical and vaccination records. 
Leads often coordinate afterschool and 
summer activities. Having a copy of the 
exam and vaccination documents on hand 
makes the registration process quicker 
and easier for everyone involved. HIPAA regulations require parents or guardians to sign 
release-of-information forms before Leads can access medical information. 

There will be a point in a child’s physical exam when parents are asked to leave 
the room so that the clinician can ask the child about feeling safe at home. It will be 
reassuring for parents to know that medical staff follow this protocol for every patient; 
they are not being singled out. 

 

Women’s Health. Female clients may not have had regular, or any, routine 
gynecological care, including mammograms, PAP smears, and obstetrical visits. Such 
care may not have been available or avoided for a variety of reasons. 

In areas where female clients have not received routine OB-GYN care, clients may 
assume that whatever symptoms they are experiencing within their own bodies is either 
normal or untreatable. There may be cultural taboos that prevent clear and open 
discussion of gynecological issues. Women may suffer with menstrual irregularities, 
fertility challenges, breast masses and a variety of other conditions for years without 
medical intervention. In some cases, clients may not understand what is happening 
within their bodies; medical explanations should be provided in terms that are 
understandable to them. 

In areas where female clients have not received 
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Clients may be unfamiliar with the variety of available menstrual products. For 
example, most pads in the US feature adhesive strips or wings that enable them to be 
securely attached to underwear. In families with adolescent girls, it would be useful to 
encourage parents or guardians to send them to school with menstrual products; this is 
also true for girls approaching menarche. 

There are some women’s mental health issues that require urgent intervention. 
Postpartum depression is a serious and 
potentially deadly disorder. New mothers 
may be thousands of miles away from 
family and friends who ordinarily are an 
important source of support. Most 
societies hold motherhood up as a joyful 
experience; women who are struggling 
with postpartum depression may harshly 
judge themselves against this idealized 
standard. Women may be confused or 
distressed about feelings of extreme 
sadness and/or detachment from their 
babies. If you believe that your client is 
suffering from postpartum depression, 

urge them to talk to their doctor. Individual counseling and peer support groups can 
literally be life-saving. Let them know that other women struggle with this condition; it 
has nothing to do with their fitness as a mother.  

 

Vaccination Hesitancy. Individuals in the refugee community may refuse 
optional vaccines, such as the ones developed to prevent COVID-19. This refusal makes 
them no different than their American-born peers. Messaging about the safety and 
efficacy of vaccines is even more unlikely to change minds unless it is delivered in a 
culturally-sensitive way by someone whose opinion arrivals respect and trust. Unless 
medical practitioners come from a similar background as their patients, relatives, friends, 
clergy and community leaders will have more success in this area than doctors, nurses 
or physician’s assistants. This factor is especially true if the trusted individuals have been 
vaccinated. 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has excellent materials about COVID-19 
available in more than a dozen languages. Fact sheets are heavily illustrated, which may 
be helpful to those whose reading skills are limited or nonexistent. 

 

Specialist Referrals. Clients, most of whom receive MassHealth benefits, may 
need specialty care. There are a variety of different plans under the MassHealth umbrella 

It is important that clients be able to ask 

questions and receive accurate information 

about procedures and costs. This is especially 

true for clients who have had limited or no 

experience with dentistry or are afraid of dental 

procedures based on previous experience. 



 

 

 • 42 • 
 

which may differ in coverage. It is important that clients contact their provider ahead of 
booking an appointment to find out about benefits available to them. Specialty care, 
such as the diagnosis and treatment of fertility challenges, generally is not covered by 
MassHealth. On at least one occasion, LexRAP has paid for such care with grants and 
contributions from private sources. 

Dental Care. Dental disease is extremely common in our clients. Whether 
preventive or restorative, dentistry costs money and requires the existence of a 
functioning healthcare system in one’s homeland or former country of residence. Clients 
from rural areas may never have had access to a dentist. Preventive dentistry may not 
be a culturally-familiar practice. 
Understandably, many refugees and 
asylum seekers are more consumed 
with survival. Dental care, especially 
preventive dental care, may be 
considered a luxury, rather than a 
priority for overall health.  

Children have often gone 
years without exams, dental x-rays, 
dental cleanings or fillings. As a 
result, many of our clients do not see 
a dentist until they are dealing with 
the pain and infection of abscessed 
teeth or advanced gum disease.  

Although the extent of coverage varies, preventive care including annual exams, 
x-rays, cleanings, tooth extraction and fillings are generally covered by MassHealth 
insurance plans. It is important to check with individual dental offices to find out which 
plans they take and which services are covered, including orthodontics. 

Area dental schools are a popular alternative for those seeking free or reduced 
fee care. The clinicians are dental students who provide care to uninsured and 
underinsured patients. The Boston University Dental Health Center, Tufts University 
School of Dental Medicine and Harvard School of Dental Medicine are several sites that 
serve these populations.  

It is important that clients be able to ask questions and receive accurate 
information about procedures and costs. This is especially true for clients who have had 
limited or no experience with dentistry or are afraid of dental procedures based on 
previous experience. Interpreters are available to translate a wide variety of languages. 
It is recommended that Leads request this service before their clients’ appointments. 

Mental Health. Given the circumstances that refugees, asylum seekers, 
humanitarian parolees and SIV holders have survived, it is not surprising that clients 

In general, and for several reasons, it is not 

appropriate for Leads to ask clients about traumatic 

experiences. Leads cannot know how far along in the 

recovery process an individual is. The discussion or 

mere reference to past trauma can be triggering for 

clients, who can easily be re-traumatized. 
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often struggle with the aftereffects of trauma. Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is 
commonly referenced as a mental health issue for our clients who have been forced to 
leave their homelands under desperate circumstances. However, depressive and anxiety 
disorders also disproportionately affect trauma survivors, as do issues with memory, 
concentration and learning. 

If your client is struggling with 
psychological or emotional issues, 
you can gently broach the subject of 
seeing a therapist. Many societies 
have strong taboos regarding the 
origins, validity and treatment of 
mental illness. Denial and shame 
often characterize the responses 
clients get from family and friends or 
even feel themselves. It may be 
useful to point out that seeing a 
therapist does not mean one is 
“crazy.” It does mean that someone 
is sitting down with a person trained 
to help them figure out how best to 
take care of themselves so that they 
can take care of what is important to 

them. For adults, those things may include parental responsibilities or caring for elders.  

For kids and teens, it may be about dealing with academic pressure or tension in 
peer relationships. Family conflicts are a common source of stress for both groups. Many 
area agencies, including the Boston Medical Center, Massachusetts General Hospital and 
the Edinburg Center in Bedford, Massachusetts are among practices that accept 
MassHealth and offer a range of services. Clients should contact their primary care 
physician or call the member service phone number on your client’s MassHealth card. If 
clients authorize assistance, a Lead can help with those calls. 

Working with Professionals. Clients may also be distrustful of mental health 
professionals who do not share their religious or cultural backgrounds. If a clinician from 
their background is not available, it is especially important to locate clinicians who are 
experienced in treating refugees and asylum seekers, such as those at Boston Medical 
Center, Lowell’s Metta Center and Massachusetts General Hospital. These mental health 
practitioners generally understand that a client’s culture and religion can be an essential 
source of support, rather than an impediment to treatment and recovery. The respect 
this approach conveys can go a long way in fostering trust between a client and their 
clinician. 
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Whether or not they choose to enter formal treatment, a client’s social supports 
are key to fostering resilience. Much of a Lead’s attention is justifiably oriented toward 
helping refugees and asylum seekers meet basic needs. However, there are intangible 
needs that also have to be met: the need to feel welcome, accepted and productive. 

Dealing with Trauma. In general, and for several reasons, it is not appropriate 
for Leads to ask clients about traumatic experiences. Leads cannot know how far along 
in the recovery process an individual is. The discussion or mere reference to past trauma 
can be triggering for clients, who can easily be re-traumatized. Post-traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD) can manifest itself in 
a variety of ways. Nightmares, 
flashbacks and sleep disturbance are 
often talked about as core features of 
PTSD. However, other issues, such as 
memory loss, inattention, numbness 
and survivor guilt can also become 
disabling.  

These discussions can also become traumatizing for Leads, who may find 
themselves hearing things they wish they had not. Leads are often trusted confidantes, 
but our role is not that of a trained therapist. If you become overwhelmed after these 
conversations, talk to your colleagues. Some LexRAP Leads who have had clinical 
experience as psychotherapists have often found themselves sitting with sadness, rage 
or anxiety after upsetting discussions with clients. 

Some mental health problems might warrant a referral to a psychiatrist. Talk to 
colleagues about potential referral resources in the area. 

If you believe your client is at risk of harming themselves or others, urge them to 
get help. Psychiatric emergency services in your area are available 24 hours a day and 
are easily located by dialing 9-1-1. People in crisis are not always willing or able to accept 
help when they most need it. If this is the situation, clients should be brought to the 
nearest emergency room for clinical evaluation.  

 

Mental Health Services for Children and Teens. It is important to let parents 
or guardians know that mental health difficulties are seen as valid and treatable in the 
US and that there are clinicians in schools and clinics who are specifically trained to help 
children. Therapy can be helpful because it is a place where kids can express thoughts 
and feelings freely while they develop the tools to manage stressful situations. 

Parents must authorize mental health treatment if their child is under 18. If they 
do not, guidance counselors, school social workers and teachers can still provide a safe 
space for kids to freely express themselves. These individuals are mandated reporters, 
which means that they are legally required to contact the Department of Children and 

Attitudes toward the origins, treatment and recovery 

from mental illness vary widely and are heavily 

influenced by cultural norms. 
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Families (DCF) if there is reason to believe that the child is being abused or neglected 
or if they are at risk for abuse and neglect. 

Mental health is especially critical for children who are refugees themselves or 
part of refugee or asylum-seeking families. Helping children become their most resilient 
selves is crucial. Resilient kids grow into resilient adults.  

Persuading parents to authorize formal mental health counseling for their children 
can be challenging. Attitudes toward the origins, treatment and recovery from mental 
illness vary widely and are heavily influenced by cultural norms. Family members may 
also be terrified to get help for their kids, especially if they come from societies where 
the only intervention is forced institutionalization. 

 

Critical Importance of 
Mental Health for Children and 
Teens. Mental health treatment has 
made a substantial difference in the 
lives of several LexRAP teens. There 
are clinical practices in the area for 
teens that take MassHealth. Clients 
should call the member number on 
their MassHealth cards to arrange for 
a referral through their primary care 
providers. 

Mental health difficulties often surface in academic settings. They can affect 
memory, concentration and distractibility as well as emotional well-being. Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, schools in some districts contracted with private counseling 
practices to provide in-person outpatient therapy. However, the availability of mental 
health resources has been sharply curtailed, leaving children and teens particularly 
vulnerable. Telehealth has become an established way to offer services during the 
pandemic. It is not yet clear what services will be available in the future as protocols 
around in-person attendance and social distancing continue to evolve and shift. See 
Chapter 7, K-12 Education. 
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Resources 
 

Dental Health Resources 

Limited dental services may be available to MassHealth members. The following 
institutions offer free or reduced free services for Dental care and accept 
MassHealth. 

 

Tufts University School of Dental Medicine 

617-636-6828 

http://dental.tufts.edu 

 
Harvard School of Dental Medicine 

617-432-1434 

https://hsdm.harvard.edu 

 
Boston University 

617-358-3900 

https://www.bu.edu/dental/patients/finance/bumpup/ 

 

For fillings or other restorative dental treatments, MassHealth members should contact 
a local Community Health Center dental program. For information about what 
services are covered and a list of dentists in their area accepting MassHealth 
patients, members may contact MassHealth Dental Customer Service by phone or 
visit the site for a list of providers. The same link can be used to access information 
on dental coverage for Seniors in Massachusetts.  

1-800-207-5019  

https://www.masshealth-dental.net/ 

 
Mental Health Resources 

 

The Edinburg Center 

205 Burlington St., Bedford, MA 

781-862-3600 
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Youth Counseling Connection (YCC) 

Emily 781-862-0330 

 

Lexington Human Services  

39 Marrett Rd, Lexington, MA 

Sharon Gunda, Outreach Coordinator, sgunda@lexingtonma.gov 

Tony Serio, Asst. Director Youth and Children’s Services, aserio@lexingtonma.gov 

781-698-4840 

https://www.lexingtonma.gov/human-services/resources 

 

Advocates Community Counseling 

Hamali Shah, Asst. Director Senior Services 

781-893-5110 

781-893-2003 

hshah@lexingtonma.org 

 

Justice Research Institute (JRI) 

Rachel Aruda 

508-468-6042 

navigator@jri.org 

 

Bemak, Fred and Amri, Saara, (2013). Mental Health-Seeking Behaviors of Muslim 
Immigrants in the U.S.: Overcoming Social Stigma and Cultural Mistrust. Journal 
of Muslim Mental Health, 7 (1).  

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/j/jmmh/10381607.0007.104/--mental-health-help-
seeking-behaviors-of-muslim-immigrants?rgn=main;view=fulltext 

 

Bryant, Richard, Edwards, Ben et.al., (May 2018). The Effect of PTSD on Refugees’ 
Parenting and their Children’s Mental Health: A Cohort Study. The Lancet, Vol 3, 
Issue 5. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2468266718300513 
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Hosin, Amer A., Moore, Simon and Gaitanou, Christine, (2006). The Relationship 
between Psychological Well-being and Adjustment of Both Parents and Children 
of exiled and traumatized Iraqi Refugees. Journal of Muslim Mental Health, Vol. 1, 
Issue 2. 

 

Sheik, Fyeqa, PsyD., (May 24, 2019). Muslim Mental Health: Fighting the Stigma through 
Awareness. The Islamic Monthly. 

www.theislamicmonthly.com/muslim-mental-health-fighting-the-stigma-
through-awareness 

 

Culturally-Sensitive Healthcare Programs for Refugees and Immigrants  

 

Community Counseling by Refugee and Immigrant Assistance Center (RIAC) 

Offices in Boston, Lynn and Worcester 

617-238-2430 

www.riacboston.org 

 

Boston Medical Center for Immigrant and Refugee Health Center and Refugee Women’s 
Health Clinic 

Both programs are part of the Boston Center for Refugee Health and Human Rights 
at Boston Medical Center. They offer health assessment, primary care, mental 
health assessment, obstetrics and gynecology and social services. 

617-414-5951 

617-414-1994 

https://www.bmc.org/boston-center-refugee-health-and-human-rights 

 

Massachusetts General Hospital Center for Immigrant Health (part of the Boston Center 
for Refugee Health and Human Rights) 

617-643-8644 

617-887-3593 

https://www.massgeneral.org/community-health/cchi/programs/immigrant-and-
refugee-health-programs  
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Lowell Community Health Centers Refugee Assessment Program at the Metta Health 
Center 

978-441-1700 

https://www.lchealth.org/specialty/metta 

 

 



 

 

 • 50 • 
 

  



 

 

 • 51 • 
 

	
	

Chapter 6  

PERSONAL FINANCE  
By Elizabeth F. Ellen 

Key Points 
• Do not make assumptions about a client’s English skills. A client may speak 

more English than they understand—or vice versa. Other clients may read well, 
but struggle to communicate verbally. This disconnect can come as an 
unpleasant surprise to employers, teachers and others. Yes-or-No questions 
often do not accurately gauge comprehension. 

• Clients may not have mastered basic math skills or be familiar with technology 
such as electronic PIN pads. Tutoring can be extremely helpful. It might also be 
helpful to orient clients on how to use PIN pads at gas stations, markets and 
other businesses. 

• Rent and utility bills have to be paid on time; clients need to know that it is their 
responsibility to reach out to landlords if they are anticipating or experiencing 
financial difficulties or issues regarding repairs. Bills can be paid through the 
mail or through online banking. 

• Clients should be strongly encouraged to bring a friend who is bilingual to a 
bank or rental office in order to thoroughly understand legal documents such as 
leases and loans before being expected to sign papers. 

• Many refugees come from cash-based societies. In much of the Middle East and 
Africa, for example, people pay rent, utilities and most purchases in person and 
in cash. Online banking and ATMs are not used universally by people around the 
world.  Some clients may not have had experience with formal banking of any 
kind. Financial literacy courses can be a great way to help clients understand 
their rights and responsibilities. Reach out to colleagues—they may have 
expertise or be able to identify appropriate resources. 

• Clients may come from countries where it is customary to bribe law enforcement 
officers and other government officials. It is essential that clients understand 
that this is illegal in the United States. 

• Let clients know that if they receive government aid in the form of Department 
of Transitional Assistance (DTA) checks or public housing vouchers, their income 
streams can and will be routinely scrutinized by the agencies involved. Working 
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under-the-table with no record of their income puts them at serious risk for 
losing their benefits. 

• A good credit rating is essential for anyone applying for a loan, including a 
mortgage. Paying bills on time matters, including the monthly minimum credit 
card payments.  

 

Financial self-sufficiency is an important goal for the individuals and families who 
LexRAP serves. Realizing this capability is an undertaking that requires a thoughtful long-
term plan. In the process, LexRAP Leads learned a number of lessons from helping clients 
achieve financial independence. 

Refugees are survivors committed to rebuilding their lives. They come with 
different skills and different needs, but all need to find a way to support themselves and, 
in many cases, their families. Clients’ expectations about life in the United States may 
or may not be realistic. Leads play a pivotal role in providing accurate and useful 
information. 

 

Before LexRAP Steps In. Resettlement agencies such as the International 
Institute of New England (IINE) provide short-term help in the form of financial subsidies, 
temporary housing and English classes. They may also help clients find immigration 
attorneys who donate their services. When 
financial assistance ends, newly arrived 
refugees and asylum seekers are expected 
to have the skills and experience needed to 
find work, pay for their own apartments and 
manage their daily lives in a new country. 
While this intensive infusion of resources 
and services only lasts for a few months, 
refugee resettlement agencies such as IINE 
do continue to provide some important 
services, including English classes and citizenship classes. 

The resettlement agency will help the client apply for public benefits including 
Transitional Aid to Families with Dependent Children (TAFDC) and Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), commonly known as Food Stamps; both programs 
are administered by the Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA), which often 
assigns a caseworker to enroll clients. Clients who receive benefits are expected to look 

Clients’ expectations about life in the United 
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for a job and begin working. Exceptions are made for full-time students, such as those 
enrolled in daily ELL classes.  

It is important to let clients know that, if they receive government aid in the form 
of DTA checks or public housing vouchers, their income stream can and will be routinely 
scrutinized by the agencies involved. Working under-the-table with no record of income 
puts them at serious risk for losing their benefits entirely. 

The resettlement agency will also enroll clients in MassHealth, a separate, state-
administered program which offers health coverage to children and adults by 

participating providers.  

 

Potential Roadblocks to 
Progress. Newcomers to this country 
are often unfamiliar with US financial 
systems, which can be overwhelming. 
How do you open a bank account and 
use an ATM card and checks? Are rent 
and utilities payments due by a set 
date? How do I get a driver’s license 
and car insurance? Do I need to pay 
taxes? How can I tell if a training 
school is good or not? 

Talking about money can be 
awkward, but it is key to helping 
clients develop self-sufficiency. 

Financial discussions require trust and respect for the autonomy of our clients. It also 
requires the acceptance that clients may choose to spend their money in ways that 
significantly differ from our own.  

English competency is another potential roadblock; it is extremely important to 
determine the type and level of a client’s English skills. Some refugees may be able to 
read English but are unable to speak it, and others may speak English fluently but are 
unable to read it. The pressure to appear competent is understandable and yes-or-no 
questions often are not helpful in assessing a client’s English skills. 

Clients who are fluent in English may have had limited or interrupted formal 
education, and may not have mastered basic reading or math skills in their native 
languages. There are times when clients have all the information they need to make 
decisions but still make financial choices that are counterproductive given the family’s 
income and budget. These choices may include buying items such as expensive 
electronics for their children or a car that does not take their budget into consideration. 
Each Lead will have to determine when and how to respond to these events. 
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Leads have the opportunity to help make sure that clients make conscious and 
informed decisions about budgeting. LexRAP has a Financial Literacy team that can offer 
help with informal one-to-one tutoring. 

Entering the Workforce. Refugees are responsible for supporting themselves 
and in many cases, large families. Being able to get a job as soon as possible has been, 
and continues to be, a top priority. One Rwandan professional secured full-time 
employment in his field. However, many, if not most, of our clients are having to start 
over, generally in entry-level jobs. 

Clients who have entered the US job market have worked at a variety of jobs, 
including work as delivery truck drivers, medical translators, skilled carpenters, 
physicians, pharmacy technicians, construction workers and retail sales staff. In many 
cases, clients have worked with a DTA caseworker and a Lead to identify potential job 
opportunities. Networking, skills assessment and collaboration with Jewish Vocational 
Services (JVS) and other social service agencies has also been helpful. Since Leads often 
live in the same communities as their clients, 
they are often aware of resources and 
opportunities that LexRAP clients might not 
otherwise have known about. Networking 
with established individuals from their home 
countries may yield solid job leads; business 
owners who were refugees or asylees may 
find future employees among new arrivals. 

Local vocational and technical schools 
offer training in a wide variety of fields. 
Several Iraqi clients completed the 
Automotive Technician program at 
Minuteman Regional Technical and Vocational High School in Lexington. They were 
quickly hired for full-time jobs. LexRAP financed tuition for these individuals, both of 
whom worked in other fields in their home and transit countries. Other clients, including 
individuals from Uganda and Syria, are on track to earn degrees in nursing and 
ultrasonography from UMASS Boston and Middlesex Community College, making them 
attractive to potential employers. 

As previously stated, many refugees will struggle to find work in their trained 
fields, especially medicine. In order to make ends meet, physicians, dentists and many 
other experienced professionals are often compelled to take lower paying jobs, such as 
restaurant work, healthcare, hospitality or housekeeping. Some clients have also 
become drivers for Uber and commercial courier companies such as Amazon and UPS. 
Adult education, job training and retraining will be discussed in Chapter 8, Adult 
Education and Employment. 
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Shopping. Shortly after they arrive, new arrivals will begin the process of figuring 
out how to buy food and other essentials. It would be helpful to accompany clients on 
the first few shopping trips, especially if they have limited or no English skills. Encourage 
them to compare the words for items in English to those in their native language. Google 
translate is an amazing app, but it is of limited importance if users do not find a way to 
learn words instead of simply finding them. 

 

Using Food Stamps. Clients who receive SNAP benefits may need them very 
briefly, while others may rely on them for years. Each month, money will be put into 
their Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) account, which is accessed with a government-
issued debit card. If a month’s benefits have not been totally spent, they can be put 
toward future shopping.  

SNAP cards are inserted in the same card reader as debit and credit cards. It is 
important that clients understand the 
grocery items which are eligible for 
SNAP payments, which cover most 
types of edible items. Supermarkets 
generally post whether or not they 
will accept food stamps; the 
Customer Service Department can 
also explain their store’s policy. 

 

Gas Stations. The majority of 
US gas stations are self-serve. If a 
client wishes to use their debit card or 
credit card at a self-serve station, he 

or she will need to know how to specify the fuel octane. They may also need to specify 
the type of payment and provide a zip code in order to finalize the transaction. It is 
useful to accompany a client to the station in order to demonstrate how payment is 
made at the pump. 

 

Rent and Other Bills. Clients need to know that rent and utility bills have to be 
paid on time; it is their responsibility to reach out to landlords if they are experiencing 
or anticipating financial challenges. They are also responsible to let a landlord know 
when there are repairs that need to be made. Let clients know that bills come in the mail 
but they are rarely paid in person; bills can instead be paid online or through the mail. 
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Banking. Many refugees come from cash-based societies. In much of the Middle 
East and Africa, for example, people pay rent, utilities and virtually everything in cash; 
vendors expect to be paid in cash. Online 
banking and ATMs are the exception, not the 
rule, for millions of people worldwide; some 
may not have had any experience with 
banking of any kind.  

Cash is an easy instrument to use and 
is a tangible, liquid resource that people have 
on hand at any moment. Having cash with 
them is especially important to refugees from 
countries with failed government institutions, 
in which depositors’ money is not secured by 
the government. In these countries, it is 
often customary and necessary to offer 
bribes to bureaucrats and law enforcement 
officers for even the most basic needs. 
Clients should be advised that bribery is illegal in the US. Clients, especially those from 
cash-based societies, generally need orientation around how money is spent in the US. 
Assisting new arrivals with the opening of checking and savings accounts is an important 
first step in helping them join the mainstream US economy.  

The US has moved to a digitally-dominant financial model. Transactions are 
primarily electronic and money is virtual. Bills arrive in the mail and are generally paid 
with personal checks, debit or credit cards or through the online bill pay function of their 
bank. Clients from countries without a postal service or those clients who are accustomed 
to physically going to pay a bill in cash may find this system unfamiliar, if not overly 
complicated. 

Clients, especially those from cash-based societies, generally need orientation 
around how money is spent in the US. Some may not have any experience with currency 
in general. The fact that all US paper money is the same color increases the level of 
complexity around currency.  

 

Loans, Credit and Debit Cards. In some societies, money is lent interest-free. 
Clients may need help understanding how interest payments on loans and credit cards 
work in the US. Credit card companies actively court potential customers; clients may 
end up owing thousands of dollars in charges accrued on multiple credit cards. It is 
especially problematic if a second, or third, credit card was taken out in order to pay 
toward the balance of another card. Clients have recounted how they have been offered 
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discounts at the point of purchase at big-box stores if they sign up for a credit card, only 
to accumulate multiple cards. 

Predatory loans are another risk, as are 
fraudulent degree programs. Prior to his 
resettlement in the area, one refugee paid 
thousands of dollars to an online organization 
that promised the certification necessary to get 
a job in the healthcare field. The certificate 
turned out to be worthless; the LexRAP client 
lost his money. 

Debit cards are also not without risk; 
even though money is withdrawn in real time 
from a bank account and interest is not charged, 

it can still be difficult to keep track of how much money is being spent. As a result, 
refugee clients run the risk of quickly becoming financially overwhelmed. Adding to this 
potential is the round-the-clock availability of an infinite number of things, including 
many items that were considered out of reach or even non-existent in their home or 
transit countries. 

A good credit rating is essential for anyone applying for a loan, including a 
mortgage. Paying rent and utility bills on time matters, as does making the minimum 
monthly payment on credit cards. It is important to strongly advise clients against 
signing up for multiple credit cards, especially if they are doing so to make payments on 
an existing card. If a client’s English is not fluent, encourage them to bring a friend who 
can translate forms so that the client can make informed decisions before he or she signs 
any contracts. 

Talking About Money. Some Leads 
have reported that clients often do not bring up 
financial problems until they have reached a 
crisis, such as impending eviction. Leads should 
let clients know that they are willing to help 
them plan or problem solve, identifying the 
Lead as an ally who can be called on to answer 
questions without judgment. 

Opportunities to talk about money come 
up frequently and informally. For example, if 
clients considered plans to send their children 
to summer camp but reconsidered, it is okay to 
ask why or if they felt they had all the 
information they needed before making the 
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decision. The answers often reveal whether the decision was based on cultural norms, 
the high price of summer programming, on specific questions or concerns that had not 
been adequately addressed or on some combination of all three factors. There are many 
experiences and opportunities available in the US that were not available in their 
transitional or home countries. Clients need information in order to understand their 
options. Leads and clients should discuss and determine how much information is helpful 
in order to make certain decisions. The more you understand how and why decisions are 
made, the more easily you can figure out how and when to offer help. 

 

Helpful Town Resources. In our experience, town social workers can be very 
helpful in finding resources and navigating state bureaucracies, including local and state 
subsidized housing. They are also the go-to people when children are signed up for free 
or reduced lunch at schools. 

Town recreation departments generally give scholarships to summer recreation 
programs, such as day camp. LexRAP has traditionally covered costs for children’s and 
teens’ summer programming. 

 
 
Resources 
 
Financial Literacy. The link below contains a number of folders which cover an extensive 

range of topics related to financial literacy and personal finance. 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/17GY1XzkLO-
9yz2wYp0YbWGglZvBmCFIl?usp=sharing 
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Chapter 7  

K-12 EDUCATION 
By Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW and Jo Hannah Katz, BS, MPH 

Key Points 
• Interrupted, inconsistent education is the rule, not the exception, for refugee 

students. Life in war zones and refugee camps makes it hard for children to 
attend school consistently, let alone excel. 

• Refugee children may also have difficulty in social settings, lacking the ability to 
properly read social cues with peers and adults. The cultural norms or rules of 
etiquette, the degree of independence and the degree of supervision afforded to 
student refugees often vary in different cultures. 

• It can be strange, uncomfortable or even frightening to acknowledge 
uncertainty, especially for students accustomed to an authoritarian teaching 
style and little, if any, student discussion. 

• It is important to ask parents what they hope for in terms of their children’s 
education, as well as their own needs and expectations. It is equally important 
to ask parents about what they see as their role in their children's education. In 
general, US schools expect parental involvement in their children’s education, 
which may not be a shared cultural expectation.  

• Reading with young children and creating a quiet environment for homework are 
two examples of how parents can be active participants in their children’s 
education, regardless of how much or how little English fluency they have.  

• A major role for a designated academic liaison is one of advocate for the 
students and their families. Advocating for what may be needed can be 
especially important for students who have had little, or interrupted, formal 
education.  

• Leads and academic liaisons should keep a copy of signed authorization forms, 
the most recent physicals and insurance cards. Up-to-date yearly physicals are 
required for school and outside programs such as summer camp and recreation 
center classes.  



 

 

 • 60 • 
 

• One of the hardest challenges new students may face is getting used to the 
length and structure of the school day. Having an assigned student “buddy” can 
help them physically navigate their way through the school day. 

• Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education (SLIFE) may appear to 
have learning difficulties as a result of their lack of knowledge, skills, experience 
and confidence. They may work slowly, avoid work, copy answers from books or 
peers without understanding, show poor or inconsistent work or study habits, 
seem disorganized or unmotivated to apply new knowledge or skills. These 
factors are not necessarily a measure of capabilities. 

• The same curriculum, workbook and reading material are used by all English 
Language Learners (ELL) students, refugee or not. ELL students whose families 
have immigrated to the US often come from countries with highly advanced, 
well-funded competitive education systems.  

• When it comes to refugee students with limited or interrupted schooling and/or 
trauma, it can be hard to sort out what are emotional/behavioral issues, ELL 
issues or learning issues. It is important to coordinate or consult with ELL, 
Special Education (SPED) and Resource staff to support students’ social and 
emotional, as well as learning, needs. 

• Students placed in ELL classes may not be able to read in their own languages. 
In this case, teaching them to read in English cannot happen without intensive 
intervention in basic language arts, for example, phonics, parts of speech, 
sentence structure. 

• When children are working on a language-based assignment, children should be 
encouraged to write in their own words as best they can. Grammar and 
vocabulary need to take a back seat to understanding underlying concepts. 

• Start a general discussion of a content subject with students who have to look 
up more than a few words on each page. Another strategy involves translating 
overly challenging words into understandable ones. Physically replacing 
inaccessible words with familiar ones enables some students to better focus on 
grasping content.  

• Student refugees with limited formal schooling often struggle with basic math 
skills. Language-based math problems can be especially confusing, sometimes 
making it hard to distinguish challenges with the material from language 
challenges.  
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• Common concepts such as matter, magnetism, or photosynthesis may not be 
familiar. If students have not had access to microscopes, it can be hard to 
convey the properties of objects not seen by the naked eye. Visual 
representations and artifacts are useful tools. 

• Many children have had limited or no experience learning about formal history or 
geography. A timeline can help visually understand the sequence of various 
events. Books, movies and storytelling are three good ways to introduce children 
to time periods. 

• Arts and crafts can provide valuable hands-on learning experiences, regardless 
of a student’s reading level. 

• Conventional public high schools may not be a good fit for some students. 
Vocational or technical schools offer excellent opportunities, preparing students 
for steady employment in well-paying jobs. 

• Extracurricular activities are a great way to help new students make friends and 
expand their social circle. Team sports build camaraderie and school spirit. 
Students generally do not compete for a limited number of team slots until high 
school, which makes this a comparatively low-stress activity. 

• If necessary, reach out to the school to collaborate on ways to help students 
meet their commitments while doing something fun and social. Too often, 
student refugees spend so much time and effort in remedial education that they 
miss out on extracurricular activities and school day electives. 

• Special education often carries significant stigma in refugee communities. The 
technical, diagnostic labels that are often used to describe functioning can be 
extremely confusing and anxiety-provoking. 

• If parents suspect that their child has learning differences or developmental 
challenges that are interfering with academic progress, they can submit a 
written request to their school district for an evaluation that can determine if 
their child is entitled to special services. 

• When conversations around post-secondary education come up, it might be a 
good idea to ask them what they hope their children will get out of college.  
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This Chapter uses a number of acronyms, many of which are explained in the text. The 
following table lists those acronyms and what they represent in this context. 
 
CORI 
DOE 
EL/ELL 
ELP 
IDEA 
IEP 
SEI 
SLIFE 
SPED 

Criminal Offender Record Information 
Department of Education 
English Language Learner (EL and ELL may be used interchangeably) 
English Language Proficiency 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
Individualized Education Plan 
Sheltered English Immersion Program 
Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education 
Special Education 

 
For many families, this will be their first experience sending their children to school, 

at least in the United States. The amount of paperwork alone can be daunting, even for 
American-born parents. Joining the family as they embark on this process lets them know 
that they have allies who are there to help them. 
 

Complex Histories. Interrupted, inconsistent education is the rule, not the 
exception, for refugee students. Life in war zones and refugee camps makes it hard, if not 
impossible, for children to attend school consistently, let alone excel. Classrooms in 
refugee camps are often overcrowded and lack basic educational materials. In addition, 
children can face discrimination and violence in host countries. One Iraqi father related that 
he was told not to bring his son to school 
anymore once the teacher learned that he 
held differing political beliefs. Religious 
discrimination is also a frequent issue, 
even in populations that share one faith 
but are of different sects. 

Some US school systems have had experience with refugee students and 
understand that these students have had dramatically different life experiences and 
academic opportunities than their US peers. These districts understand that the needs of 
student refugees vary significantly from those of immigrants. 

When student refugees enter the US school system, they are being asked to 
understand material and understand the language in which it is communicated. At the same 
time, they may be trying to manage or repress trauma in order to participate in school.  
 

Working with School Systems. It is critical to foster and maintain good working 
relationships with teachers and school administrators. Introducing yourself at the beginning 

The needs of student refugees vary 

significantly from those of immigrants. 
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of the school year identifies you as an important resource. Maintaining regular contact with 
the school gives Leads and academic liaisons a real-time sense of how things are going. In 
turn, Leads’ relationships with students and their families enable them to provide important 
context to educators. For example, if a new student is spending hours wrestling with 
homework that they cannot do, talking to school staff about reducing or even suspending 
homework may be helpful. When approved by schools, this approach can also apply to 

letter grades, allowing middle- and 
high-school students to take 
courses on a Pass/Fail basis for a 
limited amount of time. 

LexRAP Leads and academic 
liaisons in Lexington, Arlington, 
Concord, Carlisle, Medford, Lowell 
and other communities work closely 
with the schools in their districts. 
Although we come from a variety of 
professional backgrounds, a number 

of us have extensive experience with ELL (English Language Learners) and special 
education. Since Leads and clients generally live in the same communities, our experience 
as parents means that we know and understand how our districts work. This awareness 
has been especially helpful in the IEP (Individualized Education Plan) process. 
 

Registering Children for School. School-age children must be registered in the 
town’s school system before they are assigned to a school or class by age. Often a Lead, 
academic liaison or other team member will work with a parent to fill out all registration 
forms. Registration forms are generally posted on the school system’s website where 
directions for completion can also be found. The forms require the names and contact 
information for emergency contacts. If the parents or guardians allow it, it is helpful for the 
Lead or academic liaison to be on the list of designated emergency contacts. It is highly 
recommended that parents help students memorize their addresses and important phone 
numbers and have a written copy of them in their backpacks. 

Schools will also ask about insurance coverage. Most of our families are on 
MassHealth (Medicaid), the state’s public health insurance program. All children need a 
physical examination before they can go to school, as well as annually. If at all possible, 
parents or guardians should have a written record of immunizations to show to the 
registrar. Leads and liaisons may find it useful to have their own copies of the most 
recent physicals, as well as paper copies of insurance cards. Up-to-date physicals are 
also required for programs such as summer camp and recreation center classes. See 
Chapter 4, Healthcare. 
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Getting authorization and release of information forms signed as quickly as 
possible enables Leads and liaisons to exchange information with schools. These forms 
are readily available at every school and must be renewed each year. Leads and liaisons 
should make sure they are put on the mailing list. Schools are required to provide 
translation services at all school meetings and will, upon request, provide translation of 
school documents. Leads should request this service in advance if they believe it will be 
needed. 

One aspect of the role of Lead or academic liaison is supporting all efforts to help 
the children and teens do their best in school. That role can include accompanying 
parents to school meetings, such as IEP or 504 meetings, back-to-school night, 
curriculum night, and parent-teacher conferences. It also can include making sure that 
the students get whatever academic 
support they need, including one-to-one 
tutoring by volunteers outside of school. 
Getting to know students and their 
families is an essential first step in 
forming solid relationships with them 
and becoming a trusted ally. 

 

Grade Placement. The student’s 
address will determine which school 
they attend. Grade placement is usually 
determined by age, not academic 
achievement. Once children have been enrolled, schools will determine students’ reading 
and math fluency. 

If available, school records from previous schools can be helpful in getting to know 
a student. If school-age children have already been living in the US, it is important that 
records be transferred to the new school as soon as possible. It is a good idea to check 
in with the new school to make sure this transfer has taken place. 

 

The Effects of Limited and/or Interrupted Formal Education. Refugees 
come from many countries and many socioeconomic, political, linguistic and ethnic 
backgrounds. Most have experienced life in refugee camps or difficult living 
circumstances for weeks, months or years before arriving in the US. Refugee students 
arrive in our schools with histories and stories that will impact their learning and the 
trajectory of their education. Children typically have gaps in their schooling, having been 
out of the classroom for anything from weeks to years.  

It is important to understand that while their skills and knowledge may lag behind 
their peers as a result of disrupted schooling, it is not due to a lack of aptitude. Students 
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may not be able to read or write in their native language, and may also lack an 
understanding of the basic concepts, content knowledge and critical thinking skills that 
their peers will have mastered. They will not have the foundation of knowledge, history 
and culture that their peers in school have. Their parents may or may not have the 
knowledge or experience to help students with homework or to explain material or 
answer questions, given their understanding of English and their own educational 
experience. 

 

Understanding SLIFE Students. Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal 
Education (SLIFE) are often unfamiliar with the expectations and norms of American 
classrooms. If they have been in school, it will have been a very different environment 
from what they will experience here. They may not understand, and thus must be shown 
or taught, such common behaviors as how to use Western-style bathrooms, what to do 
if they feel sick, how to use doorknobs, telephones and locks and how to use classroom 
materials, especially computers. 

Students may also have a very different understanding of how things work or why 
things are the way they are. For example, one elementary student explained that the 
earth goes around because it was like a huge snow globe being carried around in a large 

sack by a giant. Demonstrations, as well 
as visual models using actual or 
computer-generated images or videos, 
will be very useful in these circumstances. 
Art projects can also be extremely 
effective in learning about scientific 
phenomena and historical events. 

SLIFE may also appear to have 
learning difficulties as a result of their 
lack of knowledge, skills, experience and 
confidence. They may work slowly, avoid 
work, copy answers from books or peers 

without understanding, show poor or inconsistent work or study habits or seem 
disorganized or unmotivated to apply new knowledge or skills. It is helpful to understand 
that students may arrive motivated and enthusiastic about learning, but soon become 
discouraged and frustrated as they discover how hard it will be. They feel like they cannot 
catch up, that they can never close the gap. It is helpful to remind them that we know 
they are still learning and that they will get there in time. Efforts to recognize and build 
on their existing knowledge and skills will help those students feel connected and valued. 

Massachusetts state laws require that school districts providing learning for all 
ELLs keep a twofold goal in mind—English language proficiency and academic content 
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achievement. One of the first steps toward realizing this twofold goal is assessing 
whether newly-enrolled students are, in fact, ELLs in order to provide appropriate 
instructional structures.  

The Massachusetts Department of Education (SLIFE Definition and Guidance) has 
produced an Intake and Placement Chart (as seen below) as a roadmap for determining 
the SLIFE status of students. 

 

 

ELL: English Language Learners. Regardless of their academic background, 
students who are not fluent in English will be placed in an ELL class. Students remain in 
the program until they achieve a high enough score on specific, standardized tests.  

The same curriculum, workbook and reading material are used by all ELL students, 
whether or not they are refugees. ELL students whose families have immigrated to the 
US often come from countries with highly advanced, well-funded competitive education 

systems; those countries are also free of 
war and its attendant trauma. For these 
students, the ELL experience will be 
relatively brief and very successful.  

Students placed in ELL classes 
may not be able to read in their own 
languages. In this case, teaching them to 

read in English cannot happen without intensive intervention in basic language arts such 
as phonics, parts of speech and sentence structure to name a few areas. If students are 
able to read or write in their native language, they will still need to memorize a new 
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alphabet, one that moves in a left-to-right, top-to-bottom direction. The use of academic 
language increases and becomes more sophisticated in each grade, permeating classes 
throughout the academic curriculum, presenting further impediments for refugee 
students. 

Students’ command of spoken English may be deceptively fluent, even if they are 
unable to read or write. This apparent paradox can be problematic, as it is often assumed 
that a student’s verbal fluency extends to their ability to read or write. When this 
happens, reading assignments, projects and tests quickly become overwhelming, 
frequently causing frustration and disappointment for students, teachers and families 
alike. 

For many, being able to pass as able has been a survival skill. It can be strange, 
uncomfortable or even frightening to acknowledge uncertainty, especially for students 
accustomed to an authoritarian teaching style and little, if any, student discussion. Asked 
if they understand something, refugee students are very likely to answer Yes, whether 
or not they do understand. Inviting children to explain something back to you is often a 
better gauge of their understanding. Giving a student extra time to answer a question 
can be useful, since they are also figuring out the answer and how to say it in English. 

Self-consciousness about not 
knowing the answer is a miserable 
experience for any student. If it happens 
often enough, students learn not to raise 
their hands with questions. Teachers are 
responsible for an entire class; 
unfortunately, it is not uncommon for 
children to be passed up through the 
grades before they master basic skills. 
In worst-case scenarios, parents are 
repeatedly assured by successive 
teachers and school administrators that 
their children are doing well in school when in fact their reading, writing and math skills 
are years behind those of their peers. A major role for academic liaisons is one of 
advocate for the student and their family. Advocating for what may be needed can be 
especially important for students who have had little, or interrupted, formal education 
and do not fit the standard profile of an ELL student. 

Every student is good at something, especially if it is something they enjoy. 
Helping them recognize what that interest is can give students resolve when they are 
struggling. A student may do well in science but struggle in language arts. A good test 
is asking them to teach you something they are learning in science class. It might also 
be a good time to remind them that they speak English much better than we speak their 
language.  
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Sometimes talents may be less obvious. One student was understandably 
discouraged when she did not do well on a math quiz for which she had studied 
extensively. She then took the initiative to get help from her teacher to understand the 
questions she got wrong. The perseverance she demonstrated was reason enough for 
significant pride, as were her improved grades in the class.  

 

The Effects of Trauma on Academic Achievement and on Social 
Adjustment. Trauma is known to be a major impediment to academic achievement, as 
well as to emotional adjustment. Children are especially vulnerable, since they have little 

control over their environments and 
limited coping skills.  

Trauma can affect a refugee child 
on many levels. That being said, not all 
refugee students will have experienced 
the same level of trauma. Those who 
have experienced trauma may or may not 
exhibit the symptoms related to trauma. 
Some refugee children will adapt more 
easily, learn English more quickly and 
adjust to school more smoothly. This 
ease of adjustment relates to their 
experiences with trauma and schooling, 
and some will reflect their temperament, 
personality, family support and their 

facility with acquiring new language and skills. 

The trauma experienced by many refugee students frequently manifests as 
behavioral or learning issues. Students who have experienced trauma may feel and act 
acutely anxious in certain situations that seem ordinary to established students, for 
example, dark corridors, loud or harsh talking, people wearing heavy boots or uniforms 
and words or body language that are misunderstood. Some students may be fearful or 
super-sensitive to environmental factors such as noises or movements, which can be 
alarming and/or distracting. Some students may react to trauma by acting out; others 
react by becoming withdrawn and shut down. It is important to pay as much attention 
to those students who are withdrawn and quiet as to those who are acting out. 

Bells, fire alarms and evacuation and active shooter drills are likely to be especially 
disorienting and upsetting. Masks, costumes and skeletons associated with Halloween 
may also be triggering. It would be a good idea to mention potentially traumatic triggers 
to school personnel when students are registered so that steps can be taken to try to 
minimize re-traumatization. 

Students who have experienced trauma may feel 

and act acutely anxious in certain situations 

that seem ordinary to established students, for 

example, dark corridors, loud or harsh talking, 

people wearing heavy boots or uniforms and 

words or body language that are 

misunderstood. 

 



 

 

 • 69 • 
 

Refugee students may also have 
difficulty in social settings or may lack 
the ability to properly read social cues 
with peers and adults, especially since 
the cultural norms or rules of etiquette 
or decorum may be different. For 
example, boys who come from countries 
in which men are affectionate and show 
friendship by holding hands or 
embracing each other may need to have 
explained how those behaviors will be 
interpreted here. Students may come from countries where they are not expected or 
allowed to ask adults or teachers questions, while here we want them to tell educators 
when they do not understand. 

 

Determining Student Needs. When it comes to refugee students with limited 
or interrupted schooling or trauma, it can be hard to sort out what are emotional or 
behavioral issues, ELL issues or learning issues. There could also be a combination of 
multiple factors. All of these issues represent challenges that require attention and 
consideration, as refugee children adjust to their new homes, school and lives in a new 
place. This process can take a year or two. Educators can support children and families 
by making their classrooms academically and emotionally safe, such as assigning a kind 

classmate as a “buddy,” making frequent 
check-ins and keeping expectations 
manageable and realistic. Students who feel 
safer emotionally by feeling welcomed and 
cared about will be better able to learn. It is 
important to coordinate or consult with ELL, 
Special Education (SPED) and/or Resource staff 
to support students’ social and emotional, as 
well as learning, needs. 

Working independently is a goal that is built into our school systems. By the time 
students reach middle school, they are generally expected to be academically self-
sufficient and efficiently manage their time. Taking responsibility for keeping track of 
homework, notes and test preparation is not an innate skill. Neither is time management. 
Children need to be taught how to anticipate and meet deadlines. These skills will be 
invaluable as the amount and difficulty of work increases significantly over time. 

Agenda books are generally distributed to middle and high school students at the 
beginning of the year; agenda books are an essential tool in helping children develop 
good work habits. Encourage students to consult it throughout the day and after school 
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in order to make sure they know what materials to bring home, as well as what work 
needs to be done. Agenda books can teach children how to prioritize assignments and 
break long-term projects and assignments into scheduled phases. For example, if a 
written reading assignment is due on Friday, encourage students to use agenda books 
to complete the reading on Tuesday, write the response on Wednesday and review their 
work on Thursday. 

Assigned reading and homework will often be done online. Students in many 
districts receive tablets for school use. If they have not had access to computers or 
tablets, students may need extra help to become familiar with this technology. 

One of the hardest challenges new students may face is getting used to the length 
and structure of the school day. Elementary school students remain with the same 
teacher and peers for the entire school day, which may be hours longer than they are 
accustomed to. Middle and high school students are expected to follow detailed 
schedules that require them to change classes, sometimes even buildings, throughout 
the day. Each class will have its own teacher and a different mix of peers.  

Having an assigned student “buddy” can help them physically navigate their way 
through the school day. Inviting students and their parents to visit the school before 
they begin can give all of them a sense of what to expect. If there is a language barrier, 
having someone to interpret will make the process clearer, giving students and parents 
the chance to ask questions. If there is not a friend or relative available who can translate, 
call the school office to find out if the district can arrange for an interpreter. 

 

Common Academic Gaps. By the time they enter school in the US, children have 
been exposed to a virtually unlimited array of information about the world around them. 
Most five- or six-year-olds 
recognize and can name common 
animals and shapes. Seven-years-
olds generally know that all shades 
of color result from the mixture of 
three primary colors. Students 
entering high school usually know 
about major historical events, such 
as the American Civil War, and both 
World Wars. 

Students who are refugees 
often arrive without the global fund of knowledge that Americans often take for granted. 
The older the students are when they enter US schools, the greater the gaps in common 
information. 

Refugee children typically have gaps in their 

schooling. It is important to understand that while 

their skills and knowledge may lag behind their peers 

as a result of disrupted schooling, it is not due to a 

lack of aptitude. 
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These gaps often result in students not having the context for information they 
will be taught in school.  

Leads and other volunteers play an important role in helping to close those gaps. 
For example, organizations such as Destination Imagination encourage creativity while 
drawing on art, engineering, math and a range of other subjects. There are dozens of 
afterschool and summer activities available in the area. 

 

 

The following section is intended to give Leads, liaisons and other volunteers a 
sense of common gaps in academic content that are the result of limited or interrupted 
schooling, as well as some ideas for how they can be addressed. 

 

Math. Student refugees with limited formal schooling often struggle with basic 
math skills such as fractions and the basic functions of addition, subtraction, 
multiplication and division. The number systems they may have learned likely have 
numerals that are different from those used in the US, making language-based math 
problems especially confusing. Sometimes this makes it hard to distinguish conceptual 
challenges with the material from language challenges. While students need to learn 
standard math vocabulary terms, making sure they understand the math first is essential.  

Our experience is that one-to-one tutoring has made a major difference in 
students’ math progress and has shortened the amount of time it takes for them to catch 
up to their US-reared peers. Math tutoring can mean helping students with homework, 
playing math games in person and online or engaging in any other activity that builds 
the foundation needed to do well with their current classes. For example, matching card 
games strengthen working memory and pattern recognition skills, while jigsaw puzzles 
are a fun way to develop spatial relations skills. Board games teach reasoning skills and 
cooking or baking with students is a good and delicious way to teach fractions. 

 

Language Arts/English. Students who are refugees, asylees, humanitarian 
parolees or Special Immigration Visa holders may speak English fluently but be unable 
to proficiently read or write in the English language or in their native language as well. 
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When children are working on a language-based assignment, encourage children 
to write in their own words as best they can. Copying verbatim out of a book will ensure 
the correct answer, but taking time to make sure a concept is clear is the priority. 
Grammar and vocabulary need to take a back seat to understanding underlying concepts. 
As students move through grades, 
they will be expected to become 
proficient in increasingly 
sophisticated academic language. 
Knowing what basic vocabulary 
words mean is a necessity before 
students can successfully make 
this transition. 

Homework help is useful, 
but if a student is struggling with 
basic skills, it is as if they are trying 
to construct a building without the 
benefit of a solid foundation. 
Parents may or may not be able to 
help children with their homework; 
it can be an exercise in frustration or avoidance if students cannot do work independently.  

The same issue holds true if homework is too time-consuming or covers 
information that has not already been taught in class. If these situations arise, it is useful 
to be in touch with teachers to share your observations. Leads, liaisons and tutors 
generally have a solid understanding of what students may be struggling with 
academically because we spend so much time with them and their families. It has been 
our experience that teachers and school administrators have generally been flexible with 
the amount and type of homework for refugee students, as well as with testing and 
grading policies. 

If a student has to look up more than a few words on each page, invite them to 
put their books aside and start a general discussion of the subject with them. Another 
strategy involves translating overly challenging words into understandable ones. 
Physically replacing inaccessible words with familiar ones enables some students to 
better focus on grasping content. Once students have some familiarity with the subject, 
they will be ready to tackle more challenging vocabulary. 

If reading materials being assigned in class are not accessible, it can be useful to 
find the same stories in heavily-illustrated books with simpler language. The goal is to 
find materials that are written at a grade level that a student can understand, either by 
reading to themselves or by having information read to them. Non-fiction materials may 
be easier for students to understand since real-world phenomena, for example, the 
weather, can be observed and experienced. Audiobooks are another good tool that can 

When children are working on a language-based 

assignment, encourage children to write in their own 

words as best they can. Copying verbatim out of a 

book will ensure the correct answer, but taking time to 

make sure a concept is clear is the priority. Grammar 

and vocabulary need to take a back seat to 

understanding underlying concepts. 
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be used alone or in tandem with other materials; schools often will have books on 
audiotape, as will local libraries. 

Learning to write has its own challenges. Student refugees are learning how to 
communicate in written English while they learn to do different types of assignments. 
Being able to organize an essay, write a persuasive paragraph, demonstrate 
understanding of metaphors and irony are just some of the skills they are trying to 

master.  

Helping emerging writers 
figure out what they would like to 
say should happen well in advance 
of addressing spelling and grammar. 
Leads or tutors can invite students 
to brainstorm ideas and write them 
down as best as they can, even if 
they are able to come up with only 
words or short phrases. Refer to 
writing prompts or class outlines 
throughout the process to help 
them stay focused. If they are 
unable to write, ask them to dictate 
ideas to you. If they have 
developed sufficient writing skills, 
encourage them to use an online 

thesaurus and dictionary to find the words they think best convey their thoughts. 

 

Science. Children and teens may have limited or no experience with science 
museums and experiments. Common concepts such as matter, magnetism, or 
photosynthesis may not be familiar. If students have not had access to microscopes, it 
can be hard to convey the properties of an object or substance not visible to the naked 
eye. 

Science education presents students with the chance to ask questions, test 
theories and understand the How and Why of the way the world works. Classroom 
experiments make students active participants, rather than passive observers of their 
environment, which may be a new experience for students accustomed to an educational 
culture based on formal lectures and memorization. Encouraging students to make 
predictions, test theories and understand why an experiment turned out the way it did 
makes them active learners. 

Leads and other volunteers can fuel curiosity with simple and inexpensive home 
experiments or trips to local science museums. Students can learn about matter with 

If a student has to look up more than a few words on 

each page, invite them to put their books aside and 

start a general discussion of the subject with them. 

Another strategy involves translating overly 

challenging words into understandable ones. 

Physically replacing inaccessible words with familiar 

ones enables some students to better focus on 

grasping content. 
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common household objects or learn about photosynthesis by watching seeds grow with 
sunlight and water. Visual representations and artifacts are very useful tools. 

 

Social Studies. Many children have had limited or no experience learning about 
formal history or geography. As an example, timelines that delineate B.C. from A.D. are 
not universally used and can be extremely confusing. 

If an assignment or project assumes background knowledge of a subject, start 
with the basics. If students are learning about the Civil Rights movement, it is important 
to familiarize them with the history of enslaved Africans in America and the American 
Civil War. A timeline is a good visual aid to help with understanding the sequence of 
various events. Books, movies and storytelling are three good ways to introduce children 
to time periods. 

Arts and crafts can provide valuable hands-on learning experiences, regardless of 
a student’s reading level. If students are learning about ancient Egypt, constructing 
pyramids from sugar cubes teaches children about architecture and the technology 
available to the builders. Cooking can teach them about states of matter and the ways 
in which they change. 

 

Geography. Maps and globes make the world real and accessible, and help 
students visualize past and current events, regardless of reading ability. Tracing the 
flight route from their home country to Massachusetts can give children a reference point 
from which to gauge distances. Using familiar analogies can give students a way to 
picture unseen places. For example, if students do not grasp the differences between a 
town, city and state, the kitchen table can be likened to a town (small), the kitchen can 
be the city (larger) and the house can represent the state (largest). 

 

Health.  Students’ understanding of anatomy and body systems may be extremely 
limited. This deficiency is also an area in which cultural, religious or family norms and 
beliefs can impact what a student knows or thinks they know about health and the 
human body. The use of familiar analogies can be helpful; for example, veins can be 
likened to pipes or drinking straws. Questions about health topics often come up 
randomly and may not necessarily be related to topics being taught in class. Illustrated, 
age-appropriate books and videos can also help students visualize things located inside 
the body. 

Parents may have strong negative feelings when it comes to instruction about 
human reproduction; they are entitled to have their children exempted from this unit. If 
parents choose this exemption, there will still be opportunities to answer questions or 
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clarify information. It is strongly recommended that only female Leads engage in these 
conversations in deference to cultural norms around these issues. 

If girls are nearing puberty, it is a good idea to privately speak with their mothers 
to encourage them to explain the basics of menstruation and to send their girls to school 
with menstrual products and a change of clothes. The variety and availability of such 
products are considerably greater in the US with helpful features such as adhesive strips 
or wings on disposable pads, which may not be familiar. If an explanation of 
menstruation is necessary, using simple analogies can be extremely helpful. The uterus 
can be likened to a house with walls that get built every month for a baby to live in 
before it is born. If there is no baby, the body gets rid of the “house” and builds new 
walls the next month. The “old walls” are the blood and uterine lining that leave their 
body. 

 

Religion. Students may have very 
limited knowledge of their own religion, 
even if they live in devout households. 
Encourage parents to educate their 
children so that they understand why 
they are observing religious guidelines. 
Peers are curious; it can be socially 
awkward to be unable to answer basic 
questions. Being able to teach others 
about their faith can be a genuine source 

of pride for some students. For Muslims, this might include information about the 
importance of modest clothing and fasting during Ramadan. 

Refugee students who come from religiously and/or culturally homogenous 
societies likely will be unaccustomed to the degree of diversity in the US, especially if 
they come from rural areas. See Chapter 3, Culture and Family.  

 

The Value of One-to-One Tutoring. No matter how well-resourced a school 
district is, public school teachers are responsible for roughly two dozen students in a 
given class. The number is much higher in middle and high school, when teachers are 
tasked with teaching several different sections. As volunteers, we can be valuable allies 
to teachers because we are committed and available to individual students. We are also 
free. 

Being able to teach others about their faith can 

be a genuine source of pride for some students. 

For Muslims, this might include information 

about the importance of modest clothing and 

fasting during Ramadan. 
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Leads or academic liaisons are generally responsible for recruiting tutors. If a 
student needs help in a specific subject, it is ideal to get someone with relevant 
experience, especially if they have expertise in special education. However, a good fit 
between tutors and students is more important. To help facilitate this, it is recommended 
that Leads or liaisons meet with tutors, in person or via Zoom, to get a sense of their 
expertise and interpersonal style. Prospective tutors can get some general information 
about the person with whom they will be 
working, including a student’s age, 
grade, areas in which they need help, 
learning challenges, and personality. If 
both parties agree to meet, contact 
information is shared. 

Tutoring generally takes place at 
a student’s home when a parent is 
present, or at the local library. Before 
tutoring starts, volunteers undergo 
CORI criminal background checks 
facilitated by LexRAP. 

Leads and tutors can play an important role in creating an environment where 
children feel safe asking questions and asking for help. When a student says he or she 
does not understand something, invite the student to show or tell you the place where 
he or she last understood it. It pinpoints the issue and starts from a place where a 
student has been successful. It also helps a tutor understand whether the challenge lies 
with the concept, the vocabulary, the presentation, or all three. 

While the primary purpose of one-to-one tutoring is academic progress, the 
relationship between tutors and their students often deepens over time. As it does, 
students have become more willing to ask for help and better at taking initiative to begin 
work independently. They have the experience of knowing that if they do not understand 
something, it is our responsibility to find a better way to explain it. It is thrilling to hear 
a student read out loud fluently for the first time, or to see how proud they are for 
solving a complex math problem. 

 

Liaisons and Tutors: Getting Started. If students have had some formal 
education, find out what their school day looked like. If they have had limited, or no, 
formal education, find out how they spent their days. Schools have a set number of 
classes, which are of a consistent duration and frequency. As academic liaisons and 
tutors, our sessions can be as long, or as short, as they need to be. Breaking lessons 
into 20-minute blocks has been helpful for children who may struggle to maintain focus.  

When a student says they do not understand 

something, invite them to show or tell you the 

place where they last understood it. It pinpoints 

the issue and starts from a place where a 

student has been successful.  
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The flexibility in our roles as liaisons and tutors provides many opportunities to 
build trusting relationships. Trust builds comfort and comfort translates into a student’s 
willingness to be open about both academic and personal challenges.  

Starting sessions with informal activities such as card games or a recap of the 
weekend eases students into sessions, while giving them the chance to practice their 
conversational skills. Over the years, liaisons, tutors and Leads have found that the time 
spent in informal, non-academic activities such as card games, board games or 
conversations about weekend plans has made a substantial difference in the quality of 
relationships with students. These activities have the added bonus of building 
conversational English skills. 

 

Special Education. Special education often carries significant stigma in refugee 
communities. In countries with limited or non-existent resources, it is not uncommon 
for a child with special needs to be taken from their families by authorities and 
institutionalized. This is important for school staff to know. The technical, diagnostic 
labels that are often used to describe functioning can be extremely confusing and 
anxiety-provoking. Even the term “special education” has negative connotations for 
some parents. Language should focus on children’s needs, not their diagnoses. For 

example, the term “ADHD” (Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) is an 
established diagnostic term for a 
common disorder.  

Unfortunately, a diagnosis does 
not tell parents as much about their 
child’s challenges as it does about the 
areas in which their children struggle. 
Since new arrivals typically have no 
familiarity with special education 
services in schools, it would be 
worthwhile to tell parents or guardians 
that these services are very common in 
the US. Special Education Services are 

intended to help students develop and use tools to reach their academic potential. 

It is important to convey that the need for special services does not mean their 
child is lazy or unintelligent; it means that everyone’s brain works differently and that 
certain things, such as focus and planning, may be more challenging for their children. 

 

Special Education and Other Services (504 Plans and Individualized 
Education Plans (IEPs). If parents or guardians suspect that their child or teen has 

It is important to convey that the need for 

special services does not mean their child or 

teen is lazy or unintelligent; it means that 

everyone’s brain works differently and that 

certain things, such as focus and planning, may 

be more challenging for their child or teen. 
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learning differences or developmental challenges that are interfering with academic 
progress, they can submit a written request to their school district for an evaluation that 
can determine if their child or teen is entitled to special services. Once the district 
receives that letter, the school has 45 working days to complete the testing and meet 
with parents or guardians to discuss findings. 

There are two types of school plans that offer accommodations designed to make 
sure that students with disabilities have access to a free and appropriate public education: 
504 Plans and IEPs. A 504 Plan offers specific accommodations for physical, 
psychological or neurological disabilities without changes to the curriculum for students 
who do not qualify for SPED services. Examples of accommodations may include extra 
time on tests or the ability to leave 
class for short breaks. A 504 Plan 
can reduce the amount of classwork 
or homework a student is assigned, 
as well as change the format of 
tests. The disability must be 
documented in writing by doctors, 
psychologists, audiologists or other 
professionals involved in the 
student’s diagnosis and treatment.  

IEPs differ in that the 
curriculum is or may be changed to accommodate a student’s disabilities. They cover 
students who qualify for SPED services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA). Comprehensive assessment of a student’s disabilities is obtained through a 
comprehensive, in-school evaluation that assesses a student’s psychological, medical 
and cognitive needs, as well as his or her current abilities. Parents are then invited to a 
team meeting to hear about the testing results and the specific ways in which the district 
intends to address their child’s needs. 

Parents should be provided with the evaluation results two days prior to the 
meeting so that they have the opportunity to review them with someone who can explain 
test results in lay terms, generally the Lead or academic liaison. The focus should be on 
what their children’s needs are and how the school might address these needs. Having 
some familiarity with assessment results can help parents formulate questions or make 
observations. A parents’ rights brochure from the Massachusetts Department of 
Education explains programs and details parental rights. It is available in a variety of 
languages, including Pashto and Arabic. 

It is strongly recommended that Leads or academic liaisons attend these meetings. 
Translation services can be arranged several days in advance and written assessments 
can be made available in parents’ chosen language. However, these documents and the 
verbal reports presented during the meeting often contain pedagogical and clinical 

It is essential to empower parents as key to their 

child’s or teen’s success. Regardless of their academic 

background or English proficiency, parents can play 

an essential role in shaping and supporting their 

children’s academic trajectory. 
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jargon that can be impenetrable to parents with limited English skills. A translator 
interprets what is said but may not be able to convey the significance of testing results. 

Since we generally live in the same communities as our clients, we understand 
how districts work in terms of policies, opportunities and challenges. Parent volunteers 
whose children receive special education services often have important insights into the 
process. 

Parents and guardians, as well as Leads and academic liaisons are encouraged to 
participate in IEP meetings to ask questions or voice concerns about how a district 
intends to provide services. IEPs identify specific needs, but individual school systems 
decide how they will be met. After the meeting, the district sends a tentative IEP to 
parents, who have the option to accept the plan entirely, to accept some aspects of the 
plan or to reject the entire plan. IEPs and 504 Plans are reviewed annually and 
evaluations are conducted every three years. 

If a child is not old enough to attend school but shows signs of developmental 
challenges such as Autism Spectrum Disorder, evaluations for early intervention services 
can be done at no cost to the family; the services themselves are also free. 

 

Supporting Academics at Home. American school systems generally expect 
parents to be actively involved in their children’s education. Attendance at meetings, 
supervision of, or help with, homework is assumed, especially in high performing districts. 
So is reading for pleasure. While volunteers support families as much as possible, 
parents ultimately are the people who create an education-friendly household. 

It is important to ask parents what they hope for in terms of their child’s or teen’s 
education. What are their needs and expectations? What was school like for them and 
for their child or teen? What did they like most? What profession did they practice before 
they arrived? If parents’ education has been limited to an elementary level or less, they 
are also likely to benefit from one-to-one tutoring. 

It is equally important to ask parents about what they see as their role in the 
education of their child or teen. In general, US schools expect parental involvement in 
their children’s education, which may not be a shared cultural expectation. Refugee 
parents may see teachers and administrators as the experts and, therefore, completely 
responsible for their child’s education. Adults with large families are also understandably 
focused on their roles as breadwinners and homemakers. Parents may not be fluent in 
English or have limited education themselves. They may also be dealing with the effects 
of the traumatic circumstances that forced their exodus to the US. 
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It is essential to empower parents as key to their child’s or teen’s success. 
Regardless of their academic background or English proficiency, parents can play an 
essential role in shaping and supporting their children’s academic trajectory. Reading 
with young children, or having older children read to their younger siblings, and creating 

a quiet environment for homework are 
two examples of how parents can be 
active participants in their children’s 
education, regardless of how much or 
how little English fluency they have. 

 

Gifted and Talented. Despite the 
harsh circumstances that brought them 
to the US, there are students who far 
surpass grade expectations or have 
unique talents. Sometimes the talents 

are STEM-based, such as an aptitude for math or science and an interest in innovation. 
Other students may have artistic or musical talents but have not had the opportunity to 
play an instrument, write for the school newspaper or start their own nonprofit 
organization. And some students are athletically gifted. Given the opportunity, these 
students may become essential members of a winning team or even set records of their 
own. 

As community-based Leads, liaisons or tutors, we develop close, long-term 
relationships with individual students. Over time, we learn about students’ interests and 
talents and often help them locate resources that will enable them to explore and reach 
their potential. Sometimes, it is a trip together to a city’s science or fine arts museum; 
sometimes it is a summer program offered at a local university. 

 

Becoming Part of the School Community. School plays a major role in the 
social adjustment of student refugees. New arrivals often have little in common with 
American-born peers; they may not be familiar with cultural norms and frames of 
reference. There may also be significant cultural differences in the degree of 
independence and supervision afforded to student refugees. 

Younger students generally adapt more quickly, but older students have added 
challenges, including less prior contact with members of the opposite gender. 

Extracurricular activities are a great way to help new students make friends and 
expand their social circle. Team sports build camaraderie and school spirit. Students 
generally do not compete for a limited number of team slots until high school, which 
makes this a comparatively low-stress activity.  

Volunteers support families as much as 

possible, but parents are ultimately the people 

who create an education-friendly household. It 

is essential to empower parents as key to their 

children’s academic success. 
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Time commitments for extracurricular activities vary and students are expected 
to balance daily practice, games, performances and competitions with homework. When 
possible, encourage children to try activities about which they are curious. If necessary, 
reach out to the school to collaborate on ways to help students meet their commitments 

while doing something fun and social. 
Too often, student refugees spend so 
much time and effort in remedial 
education that they miss out on 
extracurricular activities and school day 
electives. Be mindful that, as students 
get more involved in activities with their 
peers, it may create new tensions at 
home as parents reassert their 
expectations regarding family time. 

While most refugee students make 
solid and lasting friendships with 
American-born peers; some students 
may be bullied by classmates either in 

person or online and some may face outright aggression based on their faith, national 
origin or language. This is obviously unacceptable. School administrators, especially 
guidance counselors, should be contacted when this happens. Their response generally 
sets the tone for the school and can make a difference. Every district has a chain of 
command, ending with the school superintendent. It is also a good idea to check in with 
other Leads and academic liaisons to see if anyone is personally familiar with a bullying 
situation and how they have handled the situation. 

 

Academic Opportunities in High School and Beyond. Refugee families want 
their children to be as successful as American families want theirs to be. However, it is 
up to them to decide what success looks like. Is it a stable, well-paying job that will 
enable them to support their families? Is it the prestige and status associated with 
certain fields, such as law or medicine? Is it something they will feel proud to share with 
family and friends? As teens enter high school, conversations with parents and students 
about post-secondary plans usually begin. What do they hope to gain from an 
undergraduate degree? Is it the ability to earn a good living as soon as possible? Is it a 
stepping stone to medical school? 

LexRAP experiences have shown that its clients generally expect their children to 
attend college. For them, a college degree is the reward for the sacrifices they have 
made on behalf of their children, a symbol that they have truly arrived. Their children 
may be the first in their family to attend college or high school. 

School plays a major role in the social 

adjustment of student refugees. Younger 
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Unfortunately, parental expectations may not be different for those who struggle 
mightily in school. When conversations around post-secondary education come up, it is 
a good idea to ask them what they hope their children will get out of college. Students 
and their parents will benefit from understanding the duration and cost of college and 
graduate programs, and a sense of what common professions earn. See Appendices for 
Jobs Chart. 

Most students entering the ninth grade generally attend the conventional public 
high schools in their town or city. 
However, these schools may not be 
a good fit for some students. 
Vocational and technical schools 
offer excellent opportunities, 
preparing students for steady 
employment in well-paying jobs. 
While some graduates go on to 
attend two- or four-year colleges, 
others enter the full-time workforce 
once they graduate from high 
school. 

If students are college-bound, they usually take one or more of the following tests: 
the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT) in the fall of their junior year, the 
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) or American College Test (ACT) in the spring of their 
junior year or fall of their senior year. In recent years, a number of colleges and 
universities have moved to make standardized tests optional. If a student plans on taking 
the SAT or ACT, they may benefit from volunteer tutors to prepare for exams. 

Guidance counselors can be a good resource for questions about the college 
process. However, given that counselors are responsible for hundreds of students, Leads 
can play an important role in helping to shepherd students and their families through 
the process. Let students and parents know that if attending college is a priority, they 
need to start planning long before students enter their senior year of high school. Choices 
about classes and extracurricular activities can affect a student’s attractiveness to 
potential schools and enhance their chances of getting financial aid. The FAFSA 
application (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) for financial aid or scholarships is 
lengthy and comprehensive, but more than worth the effort. Again, getting an early start 
in this process can make a big difference. 
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Resources 
 
The Welcome Project. This Somerville-based organization offers college and job coaching 

for high school students and is open to non-Somerville residents. The Welcome 
Project also offers the “Liaison Interpreter Program,” a free, 10-week program 
that trains bilingual high school students to become paid interpreters. 

www.welcomeproject.org, 

 

International Children’s Digital Library. Children’s books from around the world, written 
in dozens of languages, including Arabic, Pashto, Kiswahili.  

http://www.childrenslibrary.org 

 

Storyweaver. Another international digital library for children’s books. Features 
thousands of titles organized by language and four different reading levels. 

https://storyweaver.org.in/stories?sort=Relevance 

 

Destination Imagination. A creative, team-based STEAM competition for K-12 and 
university students. 

www.destinationimagination.org 

 

Core Knowledge. A free website geared toward students from preschool-grade 8. 
Curriculum offerings include math, language arts, science, visual arts, history and 
geography. 

www.coreknowledge.org 

 

The Children’s Poetry Archive. Children’s poetry, read out loud. 

https://childrens.poetryarchive.org 

 

We Are Teachers. Museums, farms and national parks are among the virtual destinations 
on this website. 

https://www.weareteachers.com/best-virtual-field-trips/ 
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Colorin Colorado. A bilingual educational resource for educators and families of those 
ELL students. This website includes practical advice across grades and subjects 
for those working with children and adults, including students with interrupted 
formal education.  

www.colorincolorado.org 

 

Khan Academy. Free, virtual instruction in all subjects at all levels for children (and 
adults). 

www.khanacademy.org 

 

Federation for Children with Special Needs. In conjunction with the Massachusetts 
Department of Education, the Federation has published “A Parent’s Guide to 
Special Education.” 

www.fcsn.org/parents-guide 

 

Graham, Hamish R., Minhas, Ripudaman S., Paxton,Georgia, (2016). Learning 
Problems in Children of Refugee Background: A Systematic Review, Pediatrics, 
137 (6), e20153994. 
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-
abstract/137/6/e20153994/52348/Learning-Problems-in-Children-of-
Refugee?searchresult=1 
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Chapter 8  

ADULT EDUCATION AND 
EMPLOYMENT 
By Elizabeth F. Ellen, LICSW 

Key Points 
• Adult arrivals are focused on learning what they need to know in order to be 

successful in daily life. 

• If clients do not come from communities where literacy or numeracy are 
priorities, they may not realize that most aspects of everyday life in the United 
States assume these skills. 

• It would be a mistake to equate a client’s educational background with their 
intelligence or to assume that national statistics apply to every individual. 

• The availability to work, not English fluency, is the single biggest factor 
determining placement, although stronger language skills open up opportunities 
for better paying jobs. 

• General English Language Learner (ELL) classes tend to focus on grammar, 
vocabulary and basic fluency. There are also vocation-based ELL classes offered 
by job placement agencies. 

• Repetition is necessary in order to master content, but rote memorization is not 
nearly as effective as making words and phrases personally relevant and 
familiar. 

• Regardless of learning style, clients benefit from the use of as many modalities 
as possible to understand and guarantee information acquisition. 

• It is a good idea to initially overlook mispronounced words or grammar errors 
unless those mistakes can cause embarrassment or interfere with a client’s 
attempt to communicate clearly. The priority is to help clients feel comfortable 
as they learn to communicate in a new language; more practice translates to 
better English. 

• Familiarize clients with common American expressions, idioms and 
colloquialisms that they are likely to encounter, especially in a workplace 
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setting. Idioms such as “think outside the box” or “play it by ear” are likely to be 
confusing to new ELLs. 

• Clients should have a glossary of math terms translated into informal language. 
The term “divided by” can be defined as cut into same-size pieces; the symbols 
“<” and “>” can be defined as bigger and smaller instead of greater or lesser. 

• Opportunities are extremely limited for those who do not speak English; new 
arrivals often find themselves in low-paying jobs. This issue applies to 
professionals with advanced degrees, as well as to those with little or no formal 
education. 

• It is possible that someone can speak English fluently but be unable to read or 
write in any language. It is also possible for someone to smoothly read a 
passage in English out loud but not understand anything they’ve read. Any 
combination of these abilities and challenges is possible. 

 

New Arrivals. Adult refugees, asylum seekers, Special Immigration Visa (SIV) 
holders and humanitarian parolees may be starting new lives in the United States, but 
each has brought a lifetime of personal and professional experience with them. Some 
new arrivals come from professional backgrounds and have advanced degrees, while 
others may have limited, if any, formal education. Our ability to successfully work with 
any client depends on our ability to understand and address their priorities, which may 
change over time or differ from our own. 

New arrivals are expected to look for work right away if legally entitled to do so. 
Short-term financial benefits are contingent on an individual enrolling in a full-time ELL 
program, finding a job or demonstrating effort to get a job. During this time, usually 
several months, Primary resettlement groups often refer clients to job placement 
organizations such as Jewish Vocational Service (JVS) and International IINE. These 
groups have relationships with thousands of area employers and work with clients to 
identify skills, interests and challenges. 

Vocational service agencies are focused on helping clients get their first or second 
job. Availability to work, not English fluency, is the single biggest factor determining 
placement, although stronger language skills open up opportunities for better paying 
jobs. These organizations also offer resume writing, mock interviews, workplace culture 
and etiquette, and ELL classes that are specifically tailored to the workplace, for example, 
personal introductions or asking for directions. 
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LexRAP: Partners for the Long Term. LexRAP’s role is that of a secondary 
resettlement group. Our clients have been through the primary resettlement process but 
often need continued help as they attempt to adjust to life in the US. LexRAP Leads help 
clients identify and address short-term 
priorities, which may include one-to-one 
tutoring in English, learning how to use public 
transportation or filling out job applications. 
Mid-range priorities may include learning how 
to drive, shopping for a car or learning how to 
use a laptop computer. Leads and clients may 
work together for months or for years, 
depending on the clients’ wishes and needs. 

As a secondary resettlement 
organization, LexRAP cannot formally refer 
clients to vocational service agencies. However, there are many free resources available, 
including the state’s MassHire program. Their online site can be accessed in nearly three 
dozen languages; career centers are spread throughout the Commonwealth. LexRAP 
also relies on informal networking to help clients find work. Given that LexRAP has over 
100 volunteers from dozens of professions, chances are good that volunteers or fellow 
clients will know about job openings. 

 

The Value of Vocational Schools. Many of our clients have skills that are 
transferable, such as cooking, housekeeping, construction work, carpentry, 
interpretation and translation work, driving for individuals or for a delivery service, 
mechanics and cosmetology. While employment agencies have access to a variety of 
jobs, some clients need updated or additional training, or training that prepares them to 
switch careers. Vocational schools are an excellent resource for clients who want to fine-
tune existing skills or learn new ones that will make them attractive to potential 
employers. These programs offer training in dozens of different fields and enable 
students to improve their English while pursuing a trade. Trades that require licensure, 
for example plumbing and electrical, make English fluency essential. 

Before arriving in the US, T. had earned a mechanics degree from an 
industrial college in his homeland, a Middle Eastern country in conflict. He 
completed the nine-month automotive technician program at Minuteman Vocational 
and Technical school with tuition financed with a grant from LexRAP. The program 
included a paid internship. T. was immediately hired full-time as an auto mechanic.  

 

Vocational schools are an excellent 

resource for clients who want to fine-tune 

existing skills or learn new ones that will 

make them attractive to potential 

employers. 



 

 

 • 88 • 
 

The Benefits of 
Community Colleges. 
Community colleges continue to 
play a significant role in 
improving the economic 
trajectories of new arrivals, 
particularly those who are 
female. Female refugees, asylum 
seekers, humanitarian parolees 
and SIV holders are often 
disproportionately represented in 
unskilled, undervalued sectors of 
the economy. These clients often 
work in poorly paid jobs, such as that of domestic workers. 

R., a client from a Middle Eastern country in crisis, is taking an introductory 
business computer class at Middlesex Community College with hopes of securing an 
office job. The single mother of two supported herself and her children while living in 
four different countries before receiving refugee status in the US in 2016. She has 
received limited financial support from LexRAP as she prepares for a new career. 

S., an African client, lived with a host family in Lexington for two years. With 
continuing encouragement and limited financial support from LexRAP, she will soon 
graduate from UMASS Boston’s nursing program. She has been working nearly full-time 
at multiple jobs while going to school.  

 

Understanding Client Expectations. It is important to understand a client’s 
perspective. Refugees, asylum seekers, humanitarian parolees and SIV holders hope for 
a safe, stable environment for themselves and their families with the opportunity to 
make a living and see their children educated. However, the expectations of new arrivals 
vary greatly, depending on such factors as education level, previous employment, and 
socioeconomic status. It has been suggested that individuals with a history of high 
academic and professional achievement and higher socioeconomic status have higher 
expectations of resettlement in the US than peers from disadvantaged backgrounds. As 
a result, these individuals may be less likely to be satisfied with their new situation. At 
the same time, individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds have not been able to 
expect anything different from their circumstances; they are therefore more likely to 
express satisfaction with their resettlement.  
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Economic security and career advancement can be elusive for some clients, 
especially those with advanced degrees and years of professional experience. Major 
obstacles exist for physicians, dentists and other medical professionals, who must fulfill 

strict US licensing requirements in order 
to practice. Even nursing assistants and 
phlebotomists require US certificates. 
Physicians must pass rigorous exams 
and complete a medical residency in the 
US in order to practice. This process can 
take years; they are very expensive and 
can be part of an extremely competitive 
process. Without fulfilling these 
requirements, licensure will not be 
possible. 

Strong English skills are 
especially important in the medical 
arena. Fluency can help clients transition 

to related employment as medical translators and interpreters, bioinformation 
professionals and clinical research positions. 

 

ELL (English Language Learners). Many new arrivals will be anxious to enroll 
in ELL classes to develop basic fluency. Ideally, ELL instruction should begin as soon as 
clients arrive. There are free ELL classes at public libraries, community colleges and 
other local venues. Some clients will be able to take advantage of these classes right 
away, while others may not be able to juggle work or childcare responsibilities. Some 
clients may not be interested in learning English at all, especially if they interact 
exclusively with others who share their home language. 

The content of ELL classes varies. General ELL classes tend to focus on grammar, 
vocabulary and basic fluency. Most students are successful and emerge with a solid 
foundation of basic English language skills. There are also vocation-based ELL classes 
offered by job placement agencies such as JVS, IINE and others. In these classes, the 
focus is on language skills that are directly applicable to the job market. 

Adult ELLs have needs that differ from those of their children. Children generally 
acquire fluency in other languages more easily than adults do. They also benefit from an 
entire school day full of instruction as well as multiple opportunities to learn and practice 
new skills. 

Developmentally, language proficiency begins with listening, proceeds to speaking 
and is followed by reading and writing. When a teacher or supervisor writes notes on a 
Smartboard during a lecture, students are being asked to do several things at once, 

Before arriving in the US, T. had earned a 

mechanics degree from an industrial college in 

his homeland, a Middle Eastern country in 

conflict. He completed the nine-month 

automotive technician program at Minuteman 

Vocational and Technical and was immediately 

hired full-time as an auto mechanic.  
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including attending to spoken language and deciphering written language. If a teacher 
is also asking a question, students have to figure out how to generate spoken language. 
Taken together, these mental tasks represent significant effort, especially in a language 
full of exceptions, homonyms and a host of other confusing rules. 

Adults are focused on learning what they need to know in order to be successful 
in daily life; they need to create and maximize opportunities to learn and practice their 
language skills. Unlike children, adults have years of life experience that can enhance 
the learning process by providing context. Repetition is necessary in order to master 
content, but rote memorization is not nearly as effective as making words and phrases 
personally relevant and familiar. The adage, “a picture is worth a thousand words,” 
applies to learning a new language. Gestures can clarify information. When a user enters 
an unfamiliar word in Google Image, they get multiple visual representations of it in its 
physical form. If clients have Internet access, they can assemble items to create a 
personalized, illustrated reference.  

Some clients are visual learners, others auditory. And some learn best with hands 
on instruction. Regardless of learning style, clients benefit from the use of as many 
modalities as possible to fully understand and retain information.  

 

Learning to Speak English. English is an extremely challenging language to 
learn, especially as an adult. For every rule in grammar and spelling, it is almost certain 
that there are exceptions to that rule. English has scores of words that have multiple 
meanings, such as “break,” or may have different pronunciations depending on context, 
such as “lead.” Clients make progress at different rates. Do not equate a client’s 
language ability with their intelligence. 

Encourage clients to practice spoken English whenever possible. It is a good idea 
to overlook mispronounced words or grammar errors unless certain words will cause 
embarrassment or interfere with a client’s attempt to communicate clearly. The priority 
is to help clients feel comfortable as they learn to communicate in a new language; more 
practice translates to better English.  

A number of clients were asked why they wanted to learn English given the 
difficulty of the language. It was revealing and gratifying to see the responses. The box 
that follows lists the reasons the clients cited. 
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It is a good idea to familiarize clients with common American expressions and 
idioms that they are likely to encounter, especially in a workplace setting. Idioms such 
as “think outside the box,” or “play it by ear” are likely to be confusing to new ELLs. 
Students at Lexington High School and Winchester High School put together very helpful 
videos on American idioms. The link to these videos can be found in the Resources 
section of this Chapter.  

 

LexRAP Client Reasons for Learning English 

• A gateway to education, employment and upward mobility and a higher standard of living.  

• The ability to help children with homework as well as communicate with teachers and other school staff. 

• The ability to read warning labels and dosing information for over-the-counter and prescription 

medications. 

• The ability to communicate with 911 dispatchers and other first responders in the event of an 

emergency. 

• Increased opportunities to network with friends, neighbors and others to find information on job 

opportunities. 

• Increased opportunities to meet and form friendships with others who do not share their home 

language.  

• Increased confidence that one knows exactly what is in a document, especially if expected to sign it. 

• The ability to be an active parent—involved in matters outside the home because their children’s 

dominant language will be English. 

• The ability to communicate in this new language sets an example for other family members and conveys 

the importance of English in resettlement. 
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Reading. Clients’ home languages may be written in alphabets that are different 
from the Latin-based alphabet used in the US. Their written language may also be 
directionally different, for example, read and written right to left rather than the Latin-
based left to right. The use and placement of nouns and adjectives in sentences may 
also be different. If clients have solid reading skills in their home language, chances are 
they have learned how to decode the 
meaning of a sentence based on 
recognition of a familiar key word. 

It is important to use written 
materials that are of interest to adults, 
rather than those geared towards 
children. Visually dense books and 
magazines such as People, US Weekly or 
Reader’s Digest give readers context 
cues and information about current 
events and American culture. 

Clients who have not learned to 
read or write in their home languages 
will first need to learn the basics of printed language. They will also need to learn that 
the marks on a page symbolize letters and that combinations of letters form words. They 
also will need help learning how to pronounce words by learning the phonetic sounds the 
vowels or letter combinations make. For example, the letter “a” can be pronounced in 
different ways depending on context; “bat” sounds different from “bay.” They will learn 
to recognize familiar words in a sentence and use them to decode the meaning of the 
rest of the sentence, even if they do not understand some of the other words. As reading 
skills improve, clients will learn how to communicate in written form. As with other ELLs, 
visually dense materials that are suited to clients’ interests will help them stay engaged. 

 

Math. American mathematics generally assumes mastery of written academic 
English. For example, students need to know that a table in math is not the same as the 
one on which meals are served. Clients should have a glossary of math terms translated 
into informal language. The term “divided by” can be defined as cut into same-size pieces; 
the symbols “<” and “>” can be defined as bigger and smaller instead of greater or 
lesser. Having conversations that include math helps clients learn vocabulary. Casual 
situations, such as shopping, cooking or banking often present opportunities to do this. 

 

The Value of One-to-One Tutoring. Leads are uniquely positioned to offer one-
on-one tutoring based on a client’s needs and interests and accommodate their busy 
schedules. Tutoring can be helpful whether or not a client is attending formal ELL classes. 

Encourage clients to practice spoken English 

whenever possible. It is a good idea to overlook 

mispronounced words or grammar errors 

unless certain words will cause embarrassment 

or interfere with a client’s attempt to 

communicate clearly. 
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If leads are not tutoring clients themselves, efforts should be made to find tutors who 
are a good match in terms of teaching style and personality.  

Learning a new language entails a significant and ongoing commitment by the 
client. The client should request tutoring and set the agenda for each meeting. Do they 
want to engage in casual conversation? Do they want help with specific categories of 
words such as foods, shopping or furniture? If clients have concrete goals for a session, 
it is helpful to leave time toward the end of the session to give them the opportunity to 
tell you what they have learned. 

A good tutor does not have to be an expert in their field. The individual should be 
patient, non-judgmental and encouraging. Adults may be self-conscious about their 
limited, or lack of, formal education; those feelings can fuel self-consciousness. Providing 
encouraging, detailed feedback boosts morale. Gentle humor can help; if clients become 
discouraged, you may want to remind them that their English is still a lot better than 
your Arabic (or Dari…or Pashto…). 

Unlike classes, one-to-one tutoring can also be scheduled at a client’s convenience. 
Ideally, tutoring is best done in person. However, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
some individuals are reluctant to meet face to face. If a client or tutor has health 
concerns, virtual sessions are a great option. Many clients use WhatsApp and other apps 
to communicate with friends and family overseas, so they are already familiar with that 
technology.  

Students with Limited and/or Interrupted Formal Education (SLIFE). 
There are many reasons why adult clients arrive with limited or interrupted formal 
education. War, famine, natural disaster 
and the forced relocation from home are 
often obstacles. Some clients come from 
countries that have always had few 
resources for education, while others, for 
example, Iraq, had thriving school 
systems. Life in refugee camps is chaotic, 
overcrowded and often dangerous, 
especially for girls and women. For many, 
family circumstances dictated that they 
remain at home to help with farming or 
child care. In rural areas, schools have often been few and far between; attendance 
involved hours of walking to and from school each day, taking time needed to perform 
necessary home chores and often at considerable personal risk.  

Public K-12 education is not free; when resources are scarce, male children are 
often prioritized with regard to education. Girls and women worldwide have been 
disproportionately affected by curtailed educational opportunities, especially once they 

Adults are focused on learning what they need 

to know in order to be successful in daily life; 

they need to create and maximize 

opportunities to learn and practice their 

language skills. 
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reach puberty. For example, stark, gender-based differences in literacy rates exist in 
countries in which education is limited for female students. Cultural expectations have 
often resulted in early marriage and large families, putting continued education 
indefinitely on hold. 

Clients frequently cite a good education for their children as a priority. However, 
it may be harder to persuade parents that education is available to them as well and 
that LexRAP is committed to working with them to realize whichever goals they hope to 
attain. Conversely, clients may enthusiastically embrace the opportunity to attain more 
education. 

Some adults may feel as if it may be too late for them to access and benefit from 
formal education since they have managed to raise children and support families without 
one. If clients do not come from communities where literacy or numeracy are priorities, 
they may not realize that most aspects of everyday life in the US assume these skills. 

 

Assessing the Degree of Formal Education. The more formal education clients 
have had, the easier it will be to find employment, especially if they speak English. Better 
language skills generally position clients for career advancement. Regardless, it would 
be a mistake to equate a client’s educational background with their intelligence or to 

assume that national statistics 
apply to every individual. For 
example, some of LexRAP’s clients 
have been able to attend college 
and enter the workforce, even if 
they come from a country with low 
literacy rates, especially among 
the country’s women. 

It is possible that someone 
can speak English fluently but be 
unable to read or write in any 
language. It is also possible for 
someone to smoothly read a 
passage in English out loud but not 
understand anything that they 

have read. Any combination of these abilities and challenges is possible. 

Regardless of skill level, adults are focused on learning the words and terms that 
they will need, either on the job or out in the community. It is a good idea to ask open-
ended questions, rather than yes or no, so that both of you can gauge how well the 
material was understood. It is our responsibility to find a way to help, not their fault or 
problem. 

R., a client from a Middle Eastern country in crisis, is 

taking an introductory business computer class at 

Middlesex Community College with hopes of securing 

an office job. The single mother of two supported 

herself and her children before receiving refugee status 

in the US in 2016. She has received limited financial 

support from LexRAP as she prepares for a new career. 
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A number of our volunteers are active or former teachers and are important 
sources of information and advice. There are several ELL specialists in our organization, 
some of whom are also skilled in assessing general literacy and numeracy. 

 

Mathematics vs. Numeracy. Adult students with limited formal education face 
many more challenges than younger arrivals do. They often carry the responsibility of 
supporting themselves and their families in a new and alien environment. They may also 
be living with the aftereffects of trauma, which greatly affect their quality of life. They 
have had to be resourceful over the 
years, relying on strategies that 
compensate for a lack of formal 
education. Successful bartering, for 
example, does not require formal math 
ability, but instead relies on an 
individual’s ability to gauge value. 

Adult refugees and asylees are 
practical—they learn what they need to 
learn as quickly as possible. 
Mainstream ELL classes will not close 
the gap in literacy or math skills, but if 
clients are interested and invested in 
remedial education, team leads and 
designated tutors can make a 
substantial difference. 

Math has often been called a universal language, based on the assumption that 
every society uses the same numeric systems. Numeric systems differ across the world; 
sometimes the numbers themselves are written with different symbols. A glossary of 
math terms written in nonacademic language is useful; physical demonstrations can 
reinforce concepts. For example, multiplication and division can be illustrated with arrays 
of the same object. 

Tutors can help new arrivals learn how to recognize and use US money, and how 
to use percentages to calculate sale prices or interest rates. Using real world examples 
makes numbers relevant and useful, and reinforces written and spoken instruction. 

 

High School Diplomas. Earning a high school diploma or its equivalent is 
essential if clients hope to find work that pays more than minimum wage. Both the 
General Educational Development Test (GED) and High School Equivalency Test (HISET) 
diploma programs are available online or in classrooms. If a client requests it, tutoring 

S., an African client, lived with a host family in 

Lexington for two years. With continuing 

encouragement and limited financial support 

from LexRAP, she will soon graduate from 

UMASS Boston’s nursing program. She has been 

working nearly full-time at multiple jobs while 

going to school.  
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may be a helpful way to learn and reinforce course material. 
 

Two- and Four-Year Colleges and Graduate Programs. Some refugees, 
asylum seekers, humanitarian parolees, and SIV holders arrive with the hope of 
attending or continuing college or graduate degree programs, an option not available in 
their countries of origin. 

A growing number of US colleges and universities are offering generous 
scholarships to eligible Afghans; a number of institutions are offering aid to refugees and 
other new arrivals from all countries. 

Regardless of their countries of origin, Leads can help clients identify schools that 
can be a good match in terms of course offerings and financial aid packages. The process 
of completing college applications and applying for financial aid is time-consuming and 
complicated. Some Leads have gone through this process with their own children; their 
recent experiences can be useful to clients. Leads and other team members who have 
professional experience with college counseling and human resources can be Go-To 
people for help with resume writing, financial aid questions, mock interviews, and SAT 
or ACT preparation. 

 
Resources 
 
English Language Learning Resources 

Adult Education programs 

http://massliteracyhotline.org/hotline/  

 

Hardy Caregivers English Meet-up. There are some links on this site for testing English 
level, podcasts, suggestions for helping kids learn how to use flash cards for 
specific words. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Nanv97gNfhE4bJ77wDLCgtnBqADNNPkm
NHSp2OieWdY/edit#  

 

Library programs are free and a good option for adult learners. They offer some classes, 
but mostly tutoring and conversation groups. 

https://libraries.state.ma.us/literacy/esol  

 

English for New Bostonians. A Boston-based organization that may not work for LexRAP 
families who are in the suburbs. It supports many ESOL and workplace education 
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programs. Your local library will have information about how to find English 
language classes often providing such opportunities. One example is the Waltham 
Library. 

https://waltham.lib.ma.us/english-language-learning/other-resources/  
 

Adult Education Classes. Some towns and cities offer free adult education classes. For 
example, refugees who live in and around Lowell, MA can access classes through 
the city.  

 

The Welcome Project. Offers multi-level ELL classes to adults. 

www.welcomeproject.org  
 

Belmont Library ESL on-line conversation circles Monday 9:30-10:45 or 11-12:15 
organizer—lpfendner@minlib.net. 

https://belmontpubliclibrary.net/services/english-as-a-second-language/ 
 

Somerville Library ESL on-line conversation groups. Tuesdays from 6 pm-7 pm, 

Wednesdays from 5:30 pm-6:30 pm: Organizer:bpigott@minlib.net 

https://www.somervillepubliclibrary.org/esl-citizenship/esl-classes 
 

How to Teach ESL: Differences for Children and Adults.  

https://www.gooverseas.com/blog/teaching-english-abroad-children-vs-adults 

 

Idiom Videos  

Lexington High School Refugee Alliance Club. Members of the Refugee Alliance Club of 
LHS made this video to help ELLs learn about idioms.  

https://youtu.be/A-_fBgefGDA 
 

Winchester High School. (August, 2020) WHS students Grace and Savannah use 
idioms to explain literal versus figurative in the English language.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S0JnsmrH3tI  

College/Education/Career Training Resources 
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Many refugee adults need opportunities to get trained or retrained to enter the workforce 
and/or advance their careers. 

 

Middlesex Community College  

Alison Handy, Asst. Director of Admissions  

https://www.middlesex.mass.edu 

978-656-3458 

 

Bunker Hill Community College  

https://www.bhcc.edu/admissions/ 

617-228-3398 

 

International Institute of New England. IINE’s integrated Refugee Employment offers 
English language instruction, employment services and industry skills training and 
support services coordination for newly-arrived immigrants. There is multi-level 
English language instruction focused on vocational preparation. 

https://iine.org/job-skills-training-boston/ 

 

Jewish Vocational Services (JVS), Boston. Offers preparation for college-related activities 
as well as other career services.  

https://www.jvs-boston.org/bridges/ 

https://www.jvs-boston.org 

 

Bridge to College Program (BTC). Provides academic instruction, tutoring, and financial 
and career coaching that prepares students to enter college and start a career. 
Three program tracks are available: General Studies, Information Technology for 
Healthcare, and Biotechnology. Attendance results in automatic acceptance at 
Bunker Hill or Quincy Community Colleges. 

 https://www.mass.edu/strategic/bridgestocollege.asp 

 

Medical Interpreter Program. This 10-week program offered at Bunker Hill Community 
College is free and prepares bilingual individuals for paid interpreter jobs. 

Lateia Johnson 
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https://www.bhcc.edu/ce/career/medicalinterpreterprogram/ 
 

MassHire Career Centers 

https://www.mass.gov/masshire-career-centers 
 

Dennon, Anne, (November 29, 2021). “How Colleges are Aiding Afghan Refugees—and 
How they Can Do More.” Best Colleges. 

www.bestcolleges.com/news/analysis/2021/09/09/afghanistan-refugees-
colleges-universities-aid-scholarships 

 

Office for Refugees and Immigrants  

617-727-7888 

https://www.mass.gov/orgs/office-for-refugees-and-immigrants 
 

Teaching ELL Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education 

https://wida.wisc.edu/sites/default/files/resource/FocusOn-SLIFE.pdf 
 

The following websites offers preparation for HiSET and the GED, which are high school 
equivalency diploma programs. 

https://hiset.ets.org 

https://ged.com 
 

The Council of Europe is an international human rights organization that was founded at 
the end of World War II. Their site contains links related to adult language learners 
and other relevant topics. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/home 
 

USA Learns. A free website offering English language lessons for all levels of emerging 
English speakers. 

https://www.usalearns.org 
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Appendix A 

AUTHORS 
 

Marianne Boswell is a recently-retired healthcare technology executive. In 2015, 
Marianne sent a simple email to the Lexington town email list saying "I am really 
disturbed by the march north to Europe by refugees from Syria and Africa. I have an 
extra bedroom and can take in a family. Who is with me?" A group came together to 
explore what they could do to help refugees, and formed LexRAP. Marianne is currently 
President and on the Board. She has been a Lead to several LexRAP families.  

 

Elizabeth Fried Ellen, LICSW is a former family Lead who helped develop the 
organization’s Lead system and joined LexRAP’s board of directors when it was formally 
established as a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization in 2016. She was a clinician at 
Centerpoint, an intensive residential treatment program (IRTP) run by Justice Resource 
Institute. Prior to entering social work, she was a staff reporter at the Hartford Courant 
and the Bluefield Daily Telegraph, as well as a regular contributor to Psychiatric Times. 
She is the proud daughter and granddaughter of refugees. 

 
Jo Hannah Katz, BS, MPH is a retired elementary public-school teacher of 34 

years. She is the director of the East Coast Ethiopian Culture camp and the mother of 
five, four of whom are adoptees/immigrants/SLIFE/ELL who have experienced trauma. 
She has extensive professional and personal experience working with children and 
families whose stories, experiences and lives are found in this Guide. 

 

Bruce Neumann is a semi-retired mechanical engineer and a Quaker who is 
deeply involved in both his local Meeting (congregation) and New England Yearly Meeting, 
the regional body of Friends. Bruce and his wife, Patricia Moyer, have been involved in 
LexRAP since its inception. In addition to a variety of other roles with LexRAP, Bruce and 
Pat have used their “empty nest” to host an asylum seeker from Uganda for two years 
and a Jamaican couple seeking asylum for another two years. 
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Appendix B 

JOBS AND CAREERS* 
Average salaries and educational requirements for 20 common careers 

Job Requirements Average Median 
Income 

Attorney Bachelor’s degree from a four-year college, 
followed by three years of law school and 
passing the Bar Exam 

$126,930 

 

Auto Mechanic High School diploma or equivalent, training 
at a vocational/technical school and 
industry certification once employed 

$44,050 

Carpenter High School diploma or equivalent $49,520 

Certified Nursing 
Assistant (CNA) 

High School diploma or equivalent required 
for entrance to the program, that runs from 
four-12 weeks. In addition, must complete 
75 classroom hours, 25 hours of clinical 
externship and successful completion of 
nursing and competency evaluation 

$35,040 

Dentist Requires four years of college plus four 
years of dental school 

$164,010 

Dental Hygienist Requires an Associate Degree in Dental 
Hygiene, that takes about three years to 
complete. There are additional licensing 
requirements that vary by state. 

$77,090 

Doctor/Physician Requires Bachelor’s degree from a four-
year college, four years of Medical School, 
plus three-to-nine-year of internship and 
residency programs 

$208,000 

Electrical Engineer Requires a Bachelor's degree from a four-
year college. High school students should 
focus on algebra, trigonometry, and 
calculus. Internships while still in high 
school preferred, along with drafting skills 

$103,390 
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Job Requirements Average Median 
Income 

Electrician Requires a high school diploma or 
equivalent, four-to-five-year 
apprenticeship, including 2,000 hours of 
paid, on-the-job training. Technical and 
vocational schools are the primary source 
of preparation for apprenticeships. 

$56,900 

Grocery Cashier No formal education required. Training 
provided on the job 

$25,020 

House Painter No formal education required. Training 
provided on the job 

$43,130 

HVAC Tech Requires technical training at a technical or 
trade school that takes 6 months to 2 years 
to complete, followed by a 3-to-5-year 
apprenticeship 

$50,590 

Insurance Actuary Requires a four-year college degree with 
specialization in math, statistics and 
business. Separate licensing exams are also 
required. 

$111,030 

Nutritionist Bachelor’s degree from a four-year college, 
plus a supervised training internship 

$63,090 

Paralegal Requires successful completion of a four-
year college. Legal experience is helpful 
but not required. Training is provided on 
the job. 

$52,920 

Pharmacist Requirements vary widely but generally 
include graduation from an accredited 
College of Pharmacy, a minimum of 1500 
internship hours plus post graduate 
residency and licensing exams. Generally, 
a total of six-to-eight years of schooling, 
depending on academic track 

$121,450 

Physical Therapist Requires a degree from a four-year 
accredited program plus three years of 

$91,010 



 

 

 • 107 • 
 

Job Requirements Average Median 
Income 

graduate school ending with a Doctor of 
Physical Therapy degree (DPT). High school 
students should prepare with classes in 
Anatomy, Chemistry and Physics. 

Physician Assistant Bachelor’s degree from a four-year college 
plus Master’s degree, which generally takes 
an additional two years 

$115,390 

Plumber Requires a high school diploma or 
equivalent, four-to-five-year apprenticeship, 
including 2,000 hours of paid on the job 
training. Technical and vocational schools 
are the primary source of preparation for 
apprenticeships 

$56,330 

Teacher—K-12 Requires a Bachelor’s degree from a four-
year college 

$60,660-
$62,870 

*Data, including average median income is from the US Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 
2020. 
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Appendix C 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
 

There are many resources available to people in need at the state and local levels. 
LexRAP has accessed these for the families and individuals that we serve. We hope that 
the information contained in the following appendix serves as a guide as you build your 
own networks of support. 

 

Citizenship Planning 

 

IINE (International Institute of New England). Specializing in family, humanitarian and 
business immigration law as well as US citizenship. Accredited, professional staff 
deliver low-cost legal services to immigrants and corporate clients throughout 
New England. 

https://iine.org/ 

 

Project Citizenship. Seeks to increase the naturalization rate in Massachusetts and 
beyond. A nonprofit agency that provides free, high quality legal services to 
permanent residents to help them become US citizens. Project Citizenship offers 
free workshops, eligibility screening, application assistance, legal referrals and all 
materials needed to apply for US citizenship. In addition, Project Citizenship works 
collaboratively with community-based partners in Massachusetts to provide a 
range of support services, civics instruction, application assistance, and ESOL 
classes. 

https://projectcitizenship.org/ 

 

Town Resources 

Your town will be a treasure trove of resources, starting with the Town Social 
Worker. While not exhaustive, the following list provides ways the Town Social Worker 
may be able to help. 

 

Cell-phone assistance (federally-funded) through Safelink. Apply at the following link 
which must be copied and pasted into your web browser: 
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https://www.safelinkwireless.com/Enrollment/Safelink/en/Web/www/default/ind
ex.html#!/newHome 

Clothing access. Vouchers to Salvation Army and/or similar organizations 

Food Access. information on local food pantries 

Fuel Assistance 

Housing/Rent Assistance 

40B program for subsidized housing 

Section 8 Subsidized Housing: Apply at 
http://www.section8listmass.org/How_to_Apply.php 

Internet Access 

There is a possibility for reduced cost of Internet access at this website: 
Internetessentials.com 

Recreation and enrichment programs for children. Town Social Workers may be able to 
facilitate getting scholarships 

Social Networking group. Many towns have Listserves or Social Networking groups like 
Nextdoor.com. Facebook has “Everything Free…” groups to join. 

Social Services/Mental Health Services 

 

Legal Resources 

PAIR. Provides free immigration services to asylum seekers and detained immigrants, 
helping with their legal rights and legal representation. 

617-742-9296 

www.pairproject.org 

De Novo. Provides free civil legal assistance and affordable psychological counseling to 
low-income people. Services include work on behalf of immigrant and refugee 
rights. 

617-661-1010 

Denovo.org 

 

Donation Resources 

Furniture and Household Needs/Donations (in Massachusetts). Several area 
organizations offer free home furnishings to low-income residents, including refugees 
and asylees. 
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Household Goods 

Acton, MA 

978-635-1710 

https://householdgoods.org/ 

 

Mission of Deeds 

Reading, MA 

781-944-9797 

https://www.missionofdeeds.org/ 

 
 

Project Home Again 

Lawrence, MA 

info@phama.org 
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