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Who Refugees Are
All refugees are immigrants, but not all immigrants are refugees. So what is the difference?
Typically, an immigrant is someone who is making a conscience choice to move to another country
- typically for better opportunities in employment and/or education. Refugees, on the other hand,
do not have the luxury of choice. Refugees are forced to flee their homes not for a ‘better’ life, but
for life itself. In order to be granted refugee status, a person must be fleeing war, violence, or
persecution. Natural disasters and/or poverty will not grant someone refugee status in another
country.

Immigration Terminology
Immigrant

Person who moves to another country permanently

Refugee

Person who has been forced to flee his or her country because of
persecution, war, or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear of
persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or
membership in a particular social group.

Asylum

A form of protection available to people who:
- Meet the definition of refugee
- Are already in the United States, or
- Are seeking admission at a port of entry

Special Immigrant Visa
(SIV)

Person who worked with the U.S. Armed Forces or under Chief of
Mission authority as a translator or interpreter in Iraq or Afghanistan

DREAMer

Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors Act is a
Congressional bill proposed several times but which has never been
passed, which would grant a path to permanent legal status for
undocumented immigrants who came to the US as children.

DACA

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals was an executive branch program
started in 2012 which gave deferred action, but not a path to permanent
legal status.

Unaccompanied Minor

Refers to status at arrival in the U.S.A., not current living situation

Undocumented Immigrant

Person without legal immigration status in the United States

All school age children in the United States are entitled to a
free public school education regardless of immigration status.
In fact, not only do they have a right to attend, they are legally
obligated to be in school.
Public schools cannot ask the immigration status of a student
or guardian. Public schools cannot ask for a social security
number. We can ask country of birth, race, previous education
history, and primary language/s spoken in the home.
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Global Trends
June 20th is internationally recognized as World
Refugee Day*. Each year on this date, the United
Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR,
www.unhcr.org) releases the most recent statistics
on forcibly displaced people.
Life in Refugee Camps
A refugee camp is meant to be temporary
accommodation for people who are forced to flee
their home due to violence and persecution, but
unfortunately many refugees are living through
protracted situations. This brings about a new set
of challenges. Responding to these challenges
and the needs of refugees redefines what a
refugee camp is and how best to respond to
refugee crises. Camps are not simply rows of
tents, they are communities filled with people
preparing for brighter futures.

UNHCR Global Trends 2018:
70.8 million people were forcibly
displaced due to persecution, conflict,
violence, or human rights violations.
Half of all displaced people are children
under 18 years of age.
20.4 million qualify as refugees under
UNHCR’s mandate.
37,000 new displacements daily.
67% of all refugees worldwide came from
just five countries: Syria, Afghanistan,
South Sudan, Burma (Myanmar), and
Somalia.

While 60% of global refugees are eking out a living in urban areas of neighboring “host” countries,
the vast majority of refugees resettled in Omaha are coming from refugee camps rather than urban
areas. Camps vary drastically depending upon location and available resources, but most lack
plumbing, electricity, adequate sanitation, etc. Additional concerns of camp life:
 Limited access to employment, education, and healthcare.
 Camps are often fenced and patrolled by the host country.
 Refugees may not travel freely throughout host country; leaving the confines of the camp
without explicit permission is to risk being detained, deported. tortured, or even killed.
 Limited contact with the outside world (this is improving with advancements in technology).
 Food is rationed by family size.
 Water is collected in containers from natural sources, community wells, or elevated water
tanks depending upon camp location.
 Average stay in a refugee camp globally is 15-20 years.
Want to learn more about a refugee’s experience?
Check out these books and films.
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Many resettled refugee students were born into refugee camp life. Prior to the resettlement
process, some students may have never been outside the confines of their refugee camp. This can
contribute to identity confusion. If you ask a student a student who was born into a refugee camp
where they are from, most will tell you the host country where their camp was located rather than
their ethnic country of origin. For example, an ethnically Somali student, whose parents were
forced to flee their home country of Somalia prior to the student’s birth, may state they are from
Kenya because that is where the refugee camp in which they were born is located. In this case,
Kenya may be the country of birth, but it would not be considered that student’s official country of
nationality or culture. Somalia is that student’s official country of nationality, even though they
may never have set foot in that country. Distinctions are made between country of birth and
country of nationality on official immigration paperwork. This is because very few countries in the
world offer birthright citizenship like we do here in the United States.
Being born in a refugee camp does not grant birthright citizenship in a host country nor entitle that
person to any rights of statehood of the host country (pre-resettlement).

(www.businessinsider.com/countries-that-recognize-birthright-citizenship-jus-soli-2018-10)

Some ‘newcomer’ refugee students are directly resettled into your city upon arrival in the United
States with assistance from a local resettlement agency. Your school will be their first American
educational experience. Keep in mind, however, that some ‘newcomer’ students may not be new to
the U.S., just new to your district. ‘Newcomers’ also includes secondary migrants. Refugees are
allowed to move freely on their own once resettled in the United States. After initial resettlement
elsewhere, a family may choose to move to your district for personal reasons. Always inquire about
previous school records just in case. Also keep in mind that secondary migrants will not have a
local resettlement agency or caseworker to turn to with questions and may rely more heavily on
schools for cultural and social service guidance.
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Refugee Resettlement
Less than 1% of refugees worldwide will qualify for resettlement
Take 10 minutes to go online and watch this video
following a Karen family as they come to the U.S.
from the largest refugee camp in Thailand.
Mae La Camp is/was home to many of our local
Karen families prior to their resettlement in Omaha.
“The 1%” – International Rescue Committee
www.rescue.org/video/one-refugee-familys-roadnew-life-united-states

The UNHCR determines if an individual qualifies for refugee status and, if so, works
toward the best possible durable solution: safe return to the home country, local
integration, or permanent resettlement in a third country such as the United States.
Refugee Resettlement in the U.S.
Since the passage of the Refugee Act in 1980, the United
States has admitted more than 3 million refugees. Persons
outside the U.S. seeking admission as a refugee
under Section 207 of the Immigration and Nationality Act
(INA) are processed through the U.S. Refugee Admissions
Program (USRAP), which is managed by the Department of
State in cooperation with the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) and Department of Health and Human
Services (DHHS).

By The Numbers
Reports on U.S. resettlement
numbers and countries of origin
are available online:
www.wrapsnet.org/

For the most current information on the U.S. refugee admissions process, please visit the Bureau of
Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM): www.state.gov/j/prm/ra/admissions/. Much of the
following information detailing U.S. refugee resettlement process comes directly from this office.
Presidential Determination
Each year the President sends a report to Congress on the proposed number of
refugees to be admitted in the next fiscal year (Oct. 1-Sept. 30); an annual “ceiling”.
 The government is not required to reach the ceiling.
 The government can halt all refugee arrivals if the figure is met.

Fiscal Year
Ceiling
Actual Admissions

-

U.S. Refugee Admissions Fiscal Year 2010-Fiscal Year 2019
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017
80,000 80,000 76,000 70,000
70,000
70,000
85,000
110,000
74,654 56,424 58,238 69,926
69,987
69,933
84,994
53,716

2018
45,000
22,491

2019
30,000
30,000

As of October 2019, President Trump has proposed a ceiling of 18,000, but has not yet officially
signed off on that number. If so, it would be by far the lowest ceiling since the program’s inception.
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U.S. Refugee Vetting and Screening Process
Adjudication: When a refugee applicant is
referred to the U.S. for resettlement, the case is
first received by a Resettlement Support Center
(RSC). RSCs collect biographic and other
information from the applicants to prepare
cases for security screening, interview, and
adjudication by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services (USCIS).
USCIS officers review the information that the
RSC has collected and the results of security
screening processes and conduct an in-person
interview with each applicant before deciding
whether to approve for classification as a
refugee.

Images Credit: International Rescue Committee

Processing: If an applicant is conditionally
approved by USCIS, RSC staff guide the
applicant through post-adjudication steps,
including a health screening to identify medical
needs and to ensure that those with a
contagious disease do not enter the U.S. The
RSC also obtains a “sponsorship assurance”
from a U.S.-based resettlement agency that
receives funding from PRM for Reception and
Placement (R&P) assistance.
Once all required steps are completed, the RSC refers the case to the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) for transportation to the United States.
Transportation: Refugees do not get a ‘free
ride’ to the U.S. The cost of transportation is
provided by IOM in the form of a no-interest
loan directly to the refugee. Refugees are
responsible for repaying these loans over time,
beginning four-six months after their arrival in
the U.S. This loan does impact credit score.
The good news: travel loans can be deferred
for short periods of time, and/or minimum
monthly payments can be lowered, if
requested with good reason.
The average loan amount for each refugee is $1,200, and the average number of people in a refugee
family is 2.1, making the average loan note for U.S.-bound refugees $2,500
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‘Reception and Placement’ (R&P)
Each refugee approved for admission to the United States is sponsored by a resettlement agency,
participating in the R&P Program under a cooperative agreement with the Department of State.
The local resettlement agency is responsible for providing assistance services during a refugee’s
first three months (90 days) in the U.S. Upon completion of 90 days in the U.S., R&P cases are
officially closed. There are no exceptions to this 90 day limit for R&P assistance services.
The Department of State’s standard cooperative agreement with each of the resettlement agencies
specifies the services the agency must provide. Resettlement agencies are provided a one-time
payment per refugee (currently $1,125) to assist with expenses (rent, utilities, household items, etc.).
Upon arrival, refugees are met at the airport by someone from the resettlement agency and/or a
relative or friend. They are taken to their new home, which should have basic furnishings,
appliances, climate-appropriate clothing, and some food typical of the refugee’s culture.
Additional core services provided by the resettlement agency include applying for a Social Security
card, registering children in school, arranging medical appointments, and connecting refugees with
necessary social or language services.






Refugees receive employment authorization upon arrival and are encouraged to
become employed as soon as possible. Refugees are not required to show employers
immigration documents or a work permit; refugees are eligible to work with only their social
security card and a valid state ID.
Refugees are eligible for public assistance upon arrival. Nevertheless, the U.S.
government seeks to promote early economic self-sufficiency through employment to
speed integration into American society.
Refugees may apply for financial assistance via the FAFSA using the A# on their arrival
I-94, even if they have not yet received their legal permanent resident card (“green card”).

I-94:

Naturalization Certificate:

Used as ID upon arrival

Refugees may apply for citizenship
after five years in the U.S.

Legal Permanent Resident Card
(‘Green card’): Refugees may apply
after one year in the U.S.
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The School Experience

Credit: UNHCR

scalar.usc.edu

Education in Refugee Camps
Many refugee students have had their education limited or interrupted due to conflict and/or lack
of resources. For those who participated in formal education prior to resettlement, schools
functioned quite differently than those they will encounter here in the United States.
Some major differences include:
 Learning through rote memorization
 Whole (large) group instruction
 Questioning and discussion not encouraged
 Greater formality in student-teacher relationship
 Authoritarian discipline
 Parents entrust school staff to dole out appropriate discipline and do not expect to be
contacted by the school to address behavior issues separately
Refugee students in the U.S. may be experiencing for the first time:
 Freedom to express opinions in public
 In-depth presentation of subject matter
 Access to textbooks, literature, art supplies, technology, etc.
 Support staff such as counselors, social workers, nurses, etc.
 Access to a wide range of extracurricular activities
 Switching classrooms
 Cafeterias (and all the strange tastes, smells, silverware, etc.)
 Special education programming
 Fire and lockdown drills
 Changing clothes for physical education
 Police officers in schools
 School transportation or walking to school in unfamiliar terrain, traffic, and weather
 Attendance requirements
 Graduation based upon earned credits rather than comprehensive exams
School calendars can be very confusing.
Teacher days? Presidents’ Day? Spring break?
Make sure to remind newcomer students about any
upcoming changes in routine.
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Tips for Supporting Newcomers
As they learn English, many students will go through a silent period or simply nod “yes” to any
question. Having come from backgrounds with limited resources, newcomers typically do not seek
out additional supports or self-advocate. It is important for school staff to introduce and explain
available resources then proactively connect interested newcomers.

Preparing classmates to be Peer Partners for newcomers is a great idea. Peer partners can help
newcomers navigate the cafeteria, include them during recess play, introduce new students to
school personnel, and invite them to join their extracurricular activities. Pump potential Peer
Partners up and ensure they feel appreciated for their help welcoming newcomers.

Additional Tips for Supporting Newcomers
 It is not advisable to ask refugee students too much about their personal history. They may
be grieving or experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder. Help them concentrate on their
new school activities and making friends.
 Refugee students can be targets for bullies. All students need to understand where to go
for help if they are afraid or bullied in school.
 Restrooms should be clearly marked with pictures. Enter and explain how to properly use
the toilets, toilet paper, urinals, automatic sinks, soap dispensers, etc. during school tours
with patience and kindness as needed. Explain when students may access the restrooms
and how to ask permission to go.
 Although it is important for American students to learn about different cultures, do not
assume that refugee students are experts on all the traditions of their native countries.
Many have grown up outside their country or may have experienced life in the middle of
war or famine.
 Learn basic phrases in the language/s of your students such as ‘hello’ and ‘thank you’.
 Remember that every child is unique.
 Have high expectations!
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Understanding Naming Conventions
Many refugee cultures do not follow the American
standard of First-Middle-Family name. Ask newcomer
students what they prefer to be called. You may need
them to repeat it several times to understand clearly –
and you may need to do the same with your name for
them! Due to differences in alphabets, spellings of
names may also vary.
In many cultures it is disrespectful
for a child to call an adult by name
rather than title, so be prepared to
be hear ‘Miss’, ‘Mr.’ or simply
‘Teacher’ a lot during adjustment!

Vowels are most commonly pronounced:
A = Ah (as in ‘awesome’)
E = Eh (as in ‘egg’)
I = Ee (as in ‘ski’)
O = Oh (as in ‘only’)
U = Oo (as in ‘tulip’)

Some cultures refer to people by kinship (e.g. uncle, aunty)
or title rather than legal names. Sometimes names can be
very personal and people may feel shy to share them.
Women typically do not change their name when they
marry. Mothers frequently have different ‘last’ names than
other members of the family.

Some cultures use only one individual name, based upon personal characteristics or the time of
birth (similar to the idea behind Native American names like Sitting Bull or Crazy Horse). Individual
names are divided by syllables into ‘first’ and ‘last’ names during the resettlement process to fit into
U.S. systems. For example, a Karen person from Burma named Ehgaysoe becomes Eh Gay Soe. It
would not be appropriate to call that student Eh or even Eh Soe if Gay is listed as a ‘middle’ name;
they should be called Eh Gay Soe in its entirety.
January 1st Birthdays
When people come from countries with different calendars, home births, or lack
of government birth certificate and the exact date of birth is unavailable, refugees
will be assigned January 1st as their official date of birth during resettlement.
Guardian Support and Inclusion
Refugee parents may not realize that they are not only allowed, but encouraged, to talk to teachers
and visit school. Reach out to parents and guardians to explain that staff wants to connect with
them and work together to ensure a successful educational experience for their child. Keep in mind
some refugee parents may have never been in any kind of school before, but are anxious for their
children to have quality education. Take guardians on tours of the school and introduce them to all
staff so that they can feel comfortable in the school.
Tips for Supporting Guardians
 Invite parents personally to attend school events via interpreted calls home or home visits.
 Get PTO/PTAs involved. ‘Parent Partners’ can bridge the inclusion and transportation divide
between newcomer families and school events, ensuring all families feel welcome and able
to participate.
 Learn basic phrases in the language/s of guardians such as ‘hello’ and ‘thank you’. Be aware
gender and/or age may affect greetings
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Legal Requirements for Interpreting and Translating
The U.S. Department of Education in partnership with the U.S.
Department of Justice provides the following guidance
regarding the rights of guardians who are not English proficient.
1. Schools must communicate information to limited English proficient parents in a language they
can understand about any program, service, or activity that is called to the attention of parents who
are proficient in English. This includes, but is not limited to, information related to:
- Registration and enrollment in
- Parent-teacher conferences
school and school programs
- Grievance procedures and notices of
nondiscrimination
Flag of Bhutan
- Parent handbooks
- Language assistance programs
- Gifted and talented programs
- Report cards
- Magnet and charter schools
- Student discipline policies and
- Requests for parent permission in
procedures
school activities
- Special education and related
services, and meetings to discuss
special education
2. Schools must provide language assistance even if the child is proficient in English and guardian
is somewhat proficient in English.
3. Schools must provide translation or interpretation from appropriate and competent individuals
and may not rely on or ask students, siblings, friends, or untrained school staff to translate or
interpret.
4. School districts must provide effective language assistance to limited English proficient parents,
such as by offering translated materials or a language interpreter. Language assistance must be
free and provided by appropriate and competent staff, or through appropriate and competent
outside resources.
5. School districts should ensure that interpreters and translators have knowledge in both
languages of any specialized terms or concepts to be used in the communication at issue, and are
trained on the role of an interpreter and translator, the ethics of interpreting and translating, and
the need to maintain confidentiality.
6. It is not sufficient for the staff merely to be bilingual. For example, a staff member who is
bilingual may be able to communicate directly with limited English proficient parents in a different
language, but may not be competent to interpret in and out of that language, or to translate
documents.
For more information:
 U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) at www.ed.gov/ocr
 U.S. Department of Justice’s Civil Rights Division at www.justice.gov/crt/about/edu/
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Bhutan
Correct Term for People: Bhutanese-Nepali
Primary Language: Nepali
Primary Religions: Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, Kirati
Major Holidays: Diwali (siblings bless each other),
Dashain (Parents bless children), Lhosar (New Year),
and Sakela (Kirati holiday, but others celebrate)
Historical Context
 Bhutan is a small Himalayan kingdom virtually
untouched by Western influence.
 Generations ago, ethnically Nepalese people
moved into the southern valleys of Bhutan and lived peacefully amongst the other ethnic
groups until the late 1980s.
 In the late 1980s, the king of Bhutan instated a “One Nation” policy, meaning Bhutan would
become a nation of one ethnicity, one religion, one language, etc.
 People who spoke Nepali language, wore Nepali dress, and practiced Nepali culture were no
longer welcome in Bhutan according to the One Nation policy.
 There was a brutal ethnic cleansing. Those who survived were forced to flee.
 Refugees lived in camps in Nepal following expulsion from Bhutan.
 Average stay in Nepalese refugee camps is/was 17-20 years.
 The majority of students from this group were born and raised in the refugee camps. Students
likely have never seen their home country of Bhutan.
 Nepal does not offer birthright citizenship. Refugees born in camps in Nepal are not citizens of
Nepal. USCIS considers their nationality to be Bhutan. This technicality can be confusing for
students when self-identifying.
Teaching in the Classroom
Education is highly valued. More than 75% of
Bhutanese-Nepali refugees were able to attend
school in camp and an estimated 5-10%
attended college or university.
Education in camps is free until grade 10. From
10th to 12th grade refugees must pay a portion
of the tuition. Many children from the camps go
to boarding schools in Nepal and India for 10th
to 12th grade.
Americans might consider the school system
strict and old-fashioned. Corporal punishment
btcl.bt/bhutanese-attire/
is utilized to control behavior problems.
This is a very diverse group of refugees in terms Teaching
of life experience.
Someincludes
have attended
methodology
rote university
and worked outside the camps. They can be highly
educated
and
have
lived
in
‘westernized’
memorization and recitation exercises. New
conditions. Others have never left the camps andarrivals
have had
towith
western
amenities.
mayno
beexposure
unfamiliar
the Western
model of expressing individual opinions and
creative thinking in the classroom.
2019

Alana Schriver, MPH, Refugee Specialist

12
Family Engagement
 Eye contact during conversation is standard.
 Greetings typically do not involve touch; hands come to prayer
position while bowing slightly and saying, “Namaste” (peace be
with you). “Namaskar” is a more respectful/formal version of this
greeting.
 Tilting or ‘bobbing’ of the head shows someone is listening and/or
agreeing.
 Households typically include extended family and multiple
generations. If you need to discuss an issue with a Bhutanesetimepassinnepal.blogspot.com
Nepali family, invite the entire household. Privacy standards are
“Namaste” Greeting
different from what Americans might desire, especially where
children are concerned.
 Traditionally, families eat twice per day so students may not have eaten breakfast before
coming to school. Hindu families will not eat beef, and are often vegetarians.

Nepal Sambat (ने पाल सम्बत) is the national lunar calendar of Nepal. The Nepali calendar is
approximately 56 years and 8½ months ahead of our Gregorian calendar (A.D). There are 12
months, but dates of the month are not pre-determined and may vary. The months have a
minimum of 28 days and maximum of 32 days. Birthdate horoscopes are valued culturally.
Naming Standards
Bhutanese-Nepali names typically follow a three-part standard, but some people do not have
middle names.
 First names are not always gender-specific.
 Middle names are gender specific.
 Naming ceremonies take place 11 days after birth. Often an auspicious member of the
community (such as a lama or priest) chooses the ‘official’ name based upon
birthdate/horoscope or some other spiritual connection.
 As there are limited acceptable names to choose from, inevitably many people share the
same combination of first and second names. To resolve potential confusion, an informal
nicknaming system comes into play. Bhutanese-Nepali people typically use a “call-name”
with family or friends that may sound nothing like their formal first name.
 A person’s last name historically denoted their caste.
 The caste system creates a social hierarchy; caste
identifies position in society and influences
choice of spouse and other social relationships.
Names commonly mispronounced by Americans:
 Emphasis should stress the first syllable;
 Examples: Tamang = TAH-mah-ng (not may-ng)
Gurung = GOO-roong
 ‘Sh’ is more like a double ‘Ss’ sound;
Example Dinesh = Diness
 Rai = Rye, not Ray
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Burma (Myanmar)
It is very important to understand that ‘Burmese’ is an
ethnicity, not an national identity. There is no cohesive
national identity in Burma so it is not appropriate to refer
to everyone from Burma as ‘Burmese’. People should be
referred to by their individual ethnic identity.
Ethnic Groups: 130+ groups; the largest being Burmese,
Shan, Karen, Karenni, Mon, Rakhine/Arkanese, Chin, and
Kachin. Burmese Muslims are ethnically Burmese but
persecuted due to religion.
Primary Religions: Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, Animist
Major Holidays: Vary based on ethnic group
Primary Languages: Burmese may be a shared language
amongst some adults, but most youth only speak their
ethnic language/s. Note: these languages often have
different alphabets from each other.

Credit: A.Schriver

Karen Traditional Dancers

Burma or Myanmar?
The name ‘Burma’ was adopted following British colonial
invasion of the country. In 1989, the ruling military regime
changed Burma’s name to ‘The Republic of the Union of
Myanmar’ to reclaim an indigenous title. However, prodemocracy activists prefer to use the name ‘Burma’ because
they do not accept the legitimacy of the unelected military
regime to change the official name of the country.
Furthermore, the name ‘Myanmar’ implies the political
dominance of the Burmese (majority ethnic group). Thus,
many minority ethnic groups strongly dislike ‘Myanmar’ and
choose to continue using ‘Burma.’

History
 World’s longest running civil war.
 The Anglo-Burmese Wars (1824-1826) were fought to regain territory Burma wrested away
from British India; the British eventually won and took control of Burma. They made Burma a
province of India in 1886, making major changes to the culture and economy of the
country. Resentment towards British rule was strong.
 During World War II, Japan courted the majority Burmese with promises of ending British
rule; meanwhile the British promised autonomy to the Karen State in exchange for their
support during the war. Long-term tensions between the Karen and Burmese turned into
open fighting.
 The British eventually won, but reneged on their promise of autonomy to the Karen when
Burma was granted independence. Free from colonial rule, the Karen and other ethnic states
continue to fight for their independence against the brutal Burmese military regime to this
day.
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Thanaka is a paste made from bark mostly worn for cosmetic
purposes, but also cools the skin. There are perceived health
benefits: sun protection, acne control, fever relief, etc. It smells
nice (similar to sandalwood). All ages and genders may wear.

Credit: Wikipedia

Rice is typically part of every meal. Food is eaten with the right
hand or a spoon. Parents feed children by hand until school age.
Expect to be offered food or drink on home visits; politely refuse
once before graciously accepting.

Family Engagement
 When shaking hands, support your right elbow in your left hand to show respect.
 When passing or receiving an item, use both hands together to show respect.
 It is a sign of respect to fold one’s arms while talking to another person.
 It is customary to walk behind seated people. If you have to walk in front of someone, ask
first or apologize.
 Do not touch anyone’s head, even children.
 Take your shoes off when entering someone’s home
and place them neatly with the soles flat on the floor.
 People tend to smile throughout conversation; do not
assume smiling means they agree with your point or are
taking a serious conversation lightly.
 Indirect communication: people take a roundabout way;
Credit: A.Schriver
upfront honesty can be intimidating; people tend to be
subtle and discreet with their opinions.
Weaving is an important folk art;
 People may give you the answer they think you want to
Clothing, head bands, and bags.
hear instead of an honest one. Ask open-ended
questions that allow people to answer in their own way.
 Do not beckon someone towards you with a single finger curled upwards; this reflects
hostility or accusation. Instead, use an open hand with the palm facing down and motion
towards yourself.
 Be sure to thank your host dearly at the end of a visit.

Credit: Wikipedia

Kachin Women
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Naming Standards
There are no first, middle, or last names; people have one complete name
that should be said in its entirety unless that person has stated a different
preference. Names from Burma have personal meaning. Americans may
better understand this if compared to traditional Native American names
like Crazy Horse. Just like it wouldn’t be appropriate to address Crazy
Horse as simply Crazy, dropping part of someone’s name from Burma can
change the meaning entirely. Given names are somewhat private and
often not casually shared. People normally address others not by legal
name, but rather by terms denoting a relationship or position; Uncle,
Teacher, etc.
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Democratic Republic of the Congo
Primary Languages: 200+ languages spoken by 200+ ethnic groups;
most common languages are (Ki)Swahili, French, Kikongo, Lingala, and
Tshiluba. It is common for Congolese to speak multiple languages.
Primary Religion: Majority Christian (Catholic and Protestant)
Major Holidays: January 1 New Year’s Day, May 1 Labor Day, June 10
Reconciliation Day, August 15 Independence Day, November 1 All Saints
Day, December 25 Christmas Day
Size comparison to U.S.A.
Historical Background
1200s - Rise of Kongo Empire
1870s - Belgian King Leopold II brutally begins to colonize Kongo for
his own personal gain. King Leopold’s regime killed 10-15 million
Congolese; reign enforced through work camps, body mutilations,
torture, and executions.
1908 - Congo Free State placed under Belgian rule following outrage
over treatment of Congolese people.
1960 - Independence, followed by civil war and temporary fragmentation of country.
1965 - Mobutu Sese Seko seizes authoritarian power.
1971-1997 – Country renamed Zaire
1997 - Rebels oust Mobutu. Laurent Kabila becomes president. Country name becomes
Democratic Republic of the Congo, often referred to by its acronym of DRC, or called Congo
(Kinshasa), with the capital added parenthetically, to distinguish it from its neighboring country to
the west the Republic of the Congo, referred to as Congo (Brazzaville).
1997-2003 - Civil war, drawing in several neighboring countries; known as the “African World War”.
2006 - First free elections in four decades.
Facts About DRC
 Second largest country on the continent
 Rich in natural resources: vast deposits of
diamonds, cobalt and copper (needed for
electronics and cell phones); one of the world’s
largest forest reserves; and half of the
hydroelectric potential of Africa.
 Refugees live scattered among Uganda,
Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi, Zambia and Malawi.
 73 percent of Congolese refugees are under
the age of 25 due to violence and lack adequate
Phil Moore / AFP/Getty Images
health services; high degree of trauma exposure.
 4.5+ million displaced people; 1 million+
Refugees fleeing from conflict
newly displaced since 2017.

Kiswahili is a language widely spoken across east Africa, but Americans incorrectly refer to the
language as ‘Swahili’. Swahili is actually the word for the people who speak Kiswahili.
If you have seen Disney’s ‘The Lion King’ you already know some Kiswahili words!
Simba means Lion – Rafiki means Friend – and Hakuna Matata really does mean No Worries!
2019
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Academic Considerations
5.2 million+ children did not receive any
education during the civil war. Primary
education became free in 2010, but access as
well as attendance remains poor. Currently,
25% of primary-aged children and 60% of
adolescents are not in school. Severe shortage
of teachers is another issue; the national
average for primary schools is one teacher for
UNHCR/Sebastian Rich
37 students; however, marginalized or rural
areas endure much worse ratios. On average, marginalized areas consist of one teacher to 100
students. Teachers' salaries are often unpaid by the state, forcing many to bribe students for a high
test score. Some male teachers solicit sexual acts from female students, offering a good grade or
money in exchange. The adult literacy rate is approximately 80% for males, 60% for females.
Naming Standards
During Mobutu's rule, Congolese citizens were ordered to abandon
Vowel Pronounciation:
their Christian or foreign names and replace them with traditional
A = Ah (as in ‘auto’)
Congolese names. Following the end of Mobutu's rule, many
E = Eh (as in ‘egg’)
Congolese either reverted back to the previous names or retained both.
I = Ee (as in ‘ski’)
Typically, the present structure of Congolese naming sequence includes
O = Oh (as in ‘only’)
the first name (usually Christian) followed by two traditional names.
U = Oo (as in ‘tulip’)
 Pronounce each and every vowel (ex: Joan = Jo-ahn)
 Some names have French pronunciations (ex: Benoit = Benwah)
 Sometimes first and last names are reversed on official documents; ask students which they
prefer to use in the classroom
Culture
 Congolese are very elegant people; the unwritten
rule is the nicer one looks, the more respect one will
receive. Most Congolese dress in clean, crisp clothes
and colorful outfits.
 Greetings are very important; inquiring about the
other person's family should be attended to before
other matters are discussed.
nikkibilliejean.com
 Using both hands to shake to shows respect.
 Objects should be passed with both hands or the right hand, never the left.
 Congolese often touch one another and talk quite frankly.
DRC is equatorial. Having essentially the same hours of daylight year round means
clock time remains constant in relation to daylight. The first hour of daylight (sunrise)
is 1:00; the second hour is 2:00 and so on. This can cause confusion for new arrivals
converting to the American system. Their 1:00 is roughly equivalent to our 7:00am.
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Somalia
Primary Languages: Somali and Mai Mai
Primary Ethnicities: Somali-Somali and Somali-Bantu
Primary Religion: Sunni Muslim
Major Holidays: Ramadan (one lunar month of fasting sun up to sun
down; the month changes year to year), Eid Al-Fitr (end of Ramadan)
Eid Al-Adha (Haj/pilgrimage, festival of sacrifice in honor of Abraham).
Friday is the holy day of the week; ‘weekends’ are Thursday/Friday
instead of Saturday/Sunday.
Size Comparison

iftineducation.org

Credit: Pittsburgh City Paper

Somali-Bantu

Somali-Somali

Historical Background
 The Republic of Somalia was formed in 1960 by the federation of a former Italian colony
and a British protectorate.
 Mohamed Siad Barre held dictatorial rule over the country from 1969-1991; he was
overthrown in a civil war waged by clan-based guerrillas.
 Somalia was without a functioning centralized government from 1991-2012.
 As of 2017, over 870,000 Somalis were registered as refugees in the Horn of Africa and
Yemen, while an estimated 2.1 million men, women and children are displaced within the
country itself.
 Bantu people were brought to Somalia as slaves around two centuries ago and feel they are
still treated as foreigners in some ways. This history, coupled with their cultural, linguistic,
and physical differences, distinguishes them from Somali-Somali. While most Somali-Bantu
speak and understand the Somali language, they may prefer the Mai-Mai dialect or another
indigenous language if available.
Traditional Dress
Women are expected to dress modestly, which includes covering their hair in public. The woman’s
head covering is called a hijab. Pants are not generally accepted attire for women, but may be worn
under a skirt. The traditional wrap for men is called macawiis. Their snug-fitting hat is a qofe.

www.ilmessaggero.it/t/lapidazione/
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www.masjidmpd.or.id

Prayer Accommodation
Devout students may wish to pray at school. There are five calls to
prayer per day, but only one occurs during the school day (midday).
Ablutions are required before prayer; this washing process takes
about 5 minutes. Prayers require a clean, private space and take
about 5 minutes to complete after ablutions.

Classroom Considerations
Devout families may choose to exclude their child from music and certain art assignments. Some
interpretations of the religion do not allow ‘idol worship’, which includes drawing living creatures
(landscapes, buildings, etc. are fine). These exceptions are only made if the family requests them;
they are not proactively offered by schools. Also, please be aware that many Somali parents will
not want their child photographed aside from the yearly school identification photo.
Nutritional Considerations
Muslim students will not be able to eat any pork products, or anything that
has come into contact with pork (food cooked in the same oil, food
touched by gloves that have touched pork, etc.). Since American food
looks very different than what students are accustomed to eating, they
may need assistance identifying which foods are safe for them to eat.
Somali people traditionally eat with their right hand rather than silverware.
Sharing food is common.
Naming Standards
Somali people do not have first, middle, and last names, but rather a chain of patriarchal names:
1 – Their personal name (one single name)
2 - Father's one personal name
3 - Grandfather's one personal name and so on…
Upon immigrating to the U.S., the first three names in the chain become
Vowels Pronunciation:
that person’s official legal name. Thus siblings, both male and female,
A = Ah (as in ‘auto’)
will share the same second and third names since they have the same
E = Eh (as in ‘egg’)
fathers and grandfathers. Parents will not have the same “last” name as
I = Ee (as in ‘ski’)
their children or their spouse. Women do not change their names when
O = Oh (as in ‘only’)
married.
U = Oo (as in ‘tulip’)
Names commonly mispronounced by Americans:
 ‘Kh’ is not a hard ‘K’ sound, but rather a guttural ‘Huh’ sound,
almost like you’re clearing your throat.
Examples: Khalif = Huh-leef Sulekha = Soo-leh-huh
 Ayan = Eye-yon
Family Engagement
Men and women typically do not shake hands with each other. If greeting someone from the
opposite sex, simply place your hand over your heart. Be aware that children are not supposed to
make direct eye contact with adults as it is considered disrespectful. Parents may not be literate in
their primary language, so verbal interpretation is best.
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South Sudan
Primary Languages: 60+ languages; largest include Dinka, Nuer,
Shilluk, Acholi, Bari, Zande, and Juba Arabic
*Many languages of South Sudan do not have a written alphabet
Primary Religions: Majority are Christian, some Muslims, animists,
and other traditional folk religion practitioners
Major Holidays: Christian holidays (Christmas, Easter), Independence
Day (July 9th), Martyr’s Day (July 30th)
Historical Background
Size Comparison to U.S.A.
 South Sudan is currently the world’s youngest county.
 Sudan split into two countries in July 2011 after the people of
the south voted for independence.
 Decades of conflict had existed between the two regions for
religious, economic, and political reasons. Sudan is majority
Arab Muslim, South Sudan is majority Black Christian.
 When Sudan gained its independence from colonizers in 1956,
it was with the understanding that southerners would be able to participate in the political
system. When the government reneged on this promise, mutiny led to two prolonged
periods of conflict (1955-1972 and 1983-2005) in which perhaps 2.5 million people died.
 After gaining independence, civil war has since broken out in South Sudan between the
largest tribes, the Dinka and Nuer. In 2018 alone, more than one million refugees from
South Sudan fled to camps in Uganda seeking safety.
yasminroohi.com

yasminroohi.com

spsilk.wordpress.com/2013/04/03/
south-sudan-traditional-costume/

africanceremonies.com

Cattle are at the center
of many rural cultures

Some tribes practice coming of age rituals involving
scarification that identifies them as a member

Stylish beadwork in
traditional colors

Education
Although primary education is mandatory, less than 50% of children in South Sudan attend primary
school and only 21% attend secondary school. Most schools are located in urban areas even
though more than 80% of the population lives in rural areas. Many rural schools were destroyed as
a result of war, and children sometimes do not go to school for fear of abduction. The country is
experiencing a severe teacher shortage and many teachers are untrained. There is often not
enough space in classrooms for learning, so children are taught outside. The educational situation
in refugee camps is equally strained.
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Family Engagement
 Households are traditionally large and multigenerational. People generally try to have as
many children as possible. Children live in their parents’ home until they are married.
 For engagements, relatives often exchange goods or pay a dowry to the bride’s family. The terms of
the dowry vary between tribes and it does not always have to be in the form of assets or money.
Dowries can make divorce more complicated.
 Stand to greet people with a handshake. People may also pat each other on the shoulders
before shaking hands and close friends or family may embrace.
 It is usually appropriate to address someone by their first name unless they are an elder,
teacher, or religious leader. For superiors, use their title and surname.
 Consistent eye contact is uncommon; instead people glance at the other’s eyes periodically.
 Family members will likely have an interest in the child’s education but may feel shy or
intimidated because of a lack of schooling themselves.
 Many languages from South Sudan are only oral (75% of people in South Sudan are
illiterate), so even if parents can speak English they may not read and write proficiently.
 There is no official language of Sudan or South Sudan; there is no such language as
“Sudanese”. If you need an interpreter for family meetings, please know which one/s.
 Traditionally time was event-based rather than clock-based, so may need to reiterate the
importance of being “on time” by explaining that tardiness may put their child at a
disadvantage or negatively impact others.

www.newsafrica.co.uk

www.wordpress.com/author/claireesler/

saskatoonfolkfest.com/south-sudan/

Homes in rural areas

Snapshot of a refugee camp

Acholi dancing at a celebration

Naming Standards
Many South Sudanese have a Christian first name with a tribal name for the second. The father's
name follows, which is then followed by the grandfather's name, and so on. Many people can easily
recount ten generations of paternal lineage because they carry those names themselves. Upon
immigration to the U.S., officially their first name is followed by their father's name as their middle
name and their grandfather's name as their last name.
 Often named after past family members.
 May reflect the circumstances of their birth. For example, the Dinka may call children Tong
(male) or Atong (female) to reflect that they were born during a time of war.
 Often addressed by their relationship to their parents. For example, a Nuer girl whose father
was called Deng would be addressed as “Nya Deng”, literally meaning “Daughter (of) Deng”.
o Americans commonly mispronounce Nya as two syllables (Ny-uh) when it should be
said as one. Think of the country Kenya; do we say Ke-ny-uh? No, it’s Ke-nya. The
same fluid sound applies here.
o "Gat-" meaning "son of", is a common prefix for Nuer male names.
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Sudan
Ethnic Groups: Hundreds of ethnic groups; 70% Arab majority, numerous
minorities such as the Masalit, Zaghawa, Fulani, Northern Nubians, Nuba, and
Beja. Refugees are from the minority ethnic groups.
Primary Language: Approximately 70 languages and hundreds of dialects;
some do not have a written alphabet. Sudanese Arabic is most common (this
differs somewhat from classic Arabic of the Middle East).
Primary Religion: Islam (97%)
Holidays: January 1 (Independence Day), January 7 (Coptic Christmas), June
30 (Revolution Day), and December 25 (Christmas Day).
Holidays with variable dates: Al-Mowlid Al Nabawi (Birth of the Prophet), Eid
al-Fitr (End of Ramadan), Islamic New Year, Eid al-Adha (Feast Of Sacrifice),
and Coptic Easter.
Historical Background
 Sudan, once the largest and one of the most geographically
travelallafrica.com
diverse states in Africa, split into two countries (Sudan and
South Sudan) in July 2011 after the people of the south
voted for independence. Decades of conflict had existed
between the two regions for religious, economic, and
political reasons. The north is majority Muslim while the
south is majority Christian and Animist.
 When Sudan gained its independence from colonizers in
Food is eaten with the right
1956, it was with the understanding that southerners would
hand; plates are shared.
be able to participate in the political system. When the
www.localfutures.org
government reneged on this promise, mutiny led to two
prolonged periods of conflict (1955-1972 and 1983-2005) in
which perhaps 2.5 million people died.
 Disputes remain between South Sudan and Sudan such as
sharing of the oil revenues, as an estimated 80% of the oil is
in South Sudan but they lack the necessary infrastructure to
monetize this resource.
 A separate conflict, which broke out in Darfur in 2003, displaced nearly two million people
and caused an estimated 200,000 to 400,000 deaths. Violence in Darfur in 2013 resulted in
an additional estimated 6,000 civilians killed and 500,000 displaced.
 Countries where refugees tend to flee initially: Egypt, Chad, Kenya, Ethiopia
www.insidearabia.com
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Sudan was home to
three Kushite
kingdoms during
antiquity. 255
pyramids have been
discovered in Sudan.
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Education
Mandatory for children aged 6 to 13 years, however,
more than 40% of children are not in school. Primary
education lasts eight years, followed by three years of
secondary education. The primary language at all levels
is Arabic. Schools are concentrated in urban areas.
Many schools in the west (Darfur region) were damaged
or destroyed in conflict. Literacy rate: 70.2% of total
population, male: 79.6%, female: 60.8% (note, Arabic is
read right to left as opposed to English which is left to right). One of the five daily prayers of Islam
is mid-day; U.S. schools should accommodate this if a parent requests it. Please allow five minutes
for the student to wash up, five minutes for prayer in a clean, private space.
reddit.com/r/uwaterloo/

Naming Standards
As follows: [one personal name], [father’s one personal name], [grandfather’s one personal name]
whether the child is male or female. This naming convention does not involve the use of a surname.
Many Sudanese living in other countries have adopted a surname for administrative purposes. For
example, some may use a clan name while others may use their great grandfather’s first name.
Women do not change their name when married. Address people by first name - except for elders,
teachers, and religious leaders who should be addressed by their respective title.
Family Engagement
 Stand to greet people, especially elders. People of the same gender commonly tap each
other’s left shoulder with the right hand before shaking hands and taking a step back.
Expect some greetings to be prolonged; people often shake hands multiple times, ask many
questions and express their gratitude to see you. To greet a large group, lift your right hand
up and announce “Salam”.
 Use your right hand or both hands together to gesture or offer anything.
 Avoid eating, drinking or smoking in front of a Muslim during the fasting month of
Ramadan. Ramadan is based upon the lunar calendar and the month changes year to year.
 It is rude to show, point, or expose the soles of feet your feet towards a person.
 Offer services or items multiple times. If you only offer something once, Sudanese may
decline out of politeness even though they meant to accept on the second offer.
 Be careful when you compliment an item in a home as they may feel compelled to offer it
to you as a gift.
WFP/Sudan
 It is very important to accept any refreshment
(typically coffee/tea) as a mark of friendship.
 Remove your shoes when entering someone’s
home unless advised otherwise.
 Dogs are considered haram (unclean) and are
not meant to be let into areas where people
pray (i.e. homes, schools). Let people know in
advance if dogs will be present.
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Omaha Public Schools Support Staff

Chief Officer of OPS Student and Community Services:
Lisa Utterback
(531) 299-9743
lisa.utterback@ops.org
Coordinator of OPS ESL, Refugee and Migrant Education Programs:
Jaimie Cogua
(531) 299-9405
jaimie.cogua@ops.org
OPS Refugee Specialist:
Alana Schriver, MPH

(531) 299-9580

OPS Refugee Bilingual Liaisons:
Arabic
Nibras Al-Kadhim
Bhutanese-Nepali
Kumar Gurung
Karen
Paw Ni Thaw
Karenni/Burmese
Al Khoune
Somali
Abdi Hussein
Kiswahili/French
Jean Claude Ashimwe

alana.schriver@ops.org

402-898-9145
531-299-9583
531-299-9385
402-718-5217
531-299-9380
402-517-7916

nibras.al-kadhim@ops.org
kumar.gurung@ops.org
paw.thaw@ops.org
al.khoune@ops.org
abdi.hussein@ops.org
jeanclaude.ashimwe@ops.org

For languages not listed, please contact the OPS Bilingual Liaison coordinator:
Javier Rodriguez-Torres
(531) 299-9583
javier.rodriguez-torres@ops.org
If a bilingual liaison or contracted interpreter is not available, please use:
Certified Languages International (800-218-4906) for immediate over-the-phone interpreting services.
You will need a school code from your building principal or administrator.

Students should never be used as interpreters.

Migrant Education Programs:
Suzanne Hult
(531) 299-9582
suzanne.hult@ops.org
- To help migrant children and youth whose families work in the agriculture industry meet high
academic challenges by overcoming the obstacles created by frequent moves,
educational disruption, cultural and language differences, and health-related problems.
Yates Educational Community Partnership (Yates ECP) Coordinator:
Veronica Hill
(402) 898-9145
veronica.hill@ops.org
3260 Davenport ST, Omaha, NE 68131
www.facebook.com/yatesecp
- Programming to empower and enable English Learner parents to be actively engaged in their child’s
education
- Monday-Friday 9:00am-12:00pm following elementary school calendar days
THRIVE Club Lead Coach:
Juan Cangas (Contracted)
(402) 215-4505
contact@juancangas.com
- Afterschool leadership club for refugee and immigrant students in Benson, Burke, Central, Northwest,
and South high schools
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Resources
Migrant Education Programming: www.education.ne.gov/migrant/
To help children of families working in agriculture meet high academic challenges by
overcoming the obstacles created by frequent moves, educational disruption, cultural and
language differences, and health-related problems.
Nebraska Immigrant Legal Assistance Hotline (NILAH): www.nilah.org
Those in need of immigration legal assistance can contact NILAH in order to be connected to
the non-profit immigration legal service provider that can best meet their needs, in the
shortest amount of time.
Nebraska Appleseed: www.neappleseed.org/immigrants
Information on multiple resources and ways to advocate for immigrants in Nebraska
Omaha Refugee Force: www.omaharefugees.com
Information for refugees and people working with refugees in Omaha
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