
Belonging

3636

WHEN IT COMES TO EDUCATING REFUGEE STUDENTS,
IT’S NOT ENOUGH TO JUST TEACH THEM. SCHOOLS ALSO NEED

TO HELP THEM FEEL WELCOME — AND SUPPORTED. 

                    STORY BY JESSICA LANDER, ED.M.’15 PHOTOGRAPH BY TYLER HICKS
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Throughout her life, no country has ever claimed 
her as theirs. Nowhere does she legally belong. And, 
sitting in the computer lab on that crisp fall after-
noon, we realize that even the Common Application 
will not acknowledge Diane’s existence. 

what does it mean to belong? 
For nearly 26 million refugees across the globe, 

plus an additional 41 million internally displaced 
by conflict and millions more displaced by disas-
ters, exclusion is a daily, lived experience. As Asso-
ciate Professor SARAH DRYDEN-PETERSON, ED.D.’09, says, 
for refugees, “the foundation on which their lives 
exist is built on a lack of belonging.”

Dryden-Peterson has devoted her career to 
working with refugees and those who support dis-
placed people. She is particularly concerned about 
the future of young people caught up in an eddy of 
conflicts, epidemics, and natural disasters. 

How do the world’s 13 million refugee children 
imagine a future when there is a very real worry 
that tomorrow they will no longer be welcome? As 
Dryden-Peterson puts it, “your sense of belonging 
is always tattered at the edges because you don’t 
know when someone else is going to make a deci-
sion that means you can’t stay.”

The vast majority of the globe’s displaced chil-
dren will grow up with this uncertainty. According 
to the unhcr, each year, less than 1% of the world’s 
refugees are permanently resettled, providing 
them the chance at fully belonging once more. But 
as Dryden-Peterson emphasizes, belonging re-
quires more than just legal status. 

This winter, she launched a new Ed School ini-
tiative, reach (Research, Education, and Action 
for Change and Hope) in collaboration with Lectur-
er ELIZABETH ADELMAN, ED.M.’08, ED.D.’18, and Colombia 
University postdoctoral research fellow VIDUR CHO-
PRA, ED.M.’15; ED.D.’18. Their hope: convene research-
ers, policymakers, and educators with the goal of 
sharing and amplifying best practices that create 
opportunities and futures for displaced young 
people globally. It is important to note that many 
of these considerations and best practices apply to 
all students with ambiguous legal status or other 
uncertainties connected to migration.

The three believe that schools have an essential 
role to play in welcoming and grounding refugee 
students — whether that classroom is in a billow-
ing tent in the middle of Kenya’s Kakuma Refu-
gee Camp or in a cavernous New England public 
school. It is not enough that schools transmit aca-
demic content. For a refugee child, Dryden-Peter-
son explains, “If they don’t have the sense of ‘I am 
comfortable here. I can imagine myself here. I feel 
safe here,’ then very little learning can happen.”

Countries, communities, and classrooms across 
the globe are grappling with how to educate and in-

“Miss?!” 18-year-old Diane called 
in exasperation from across the 
room. “There is no way for me to 
answer this question!” 

It’s mid-October, and 10 of my 
high school seniors are busy filling 
out the college Common Applica-
tion. For more than two hours, I 
have been bouncing between com-
puters answering questions. 

As I sit down next to Diane, she 
jabs her hand at a question on the 
screen: “List the countries you are a 
citizen of,” the application asks. 

“What do I put?” she asks, per-
plexed. “I’m a citizen of nowhere.”

My students come from across 
the globe, from more than 30 coun-
tries in total. They have escaped 
war in Syria and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (drc). They 
have been raised in refugee camps 
in Turkey and Thailand. They have 
traveled with their families from 
sprawling cities in Brazil, Lebanon, 
Cambodia, and the Dominican 
Republic, seeking opportunities 
and education. They have fled gang 
violence, roaming militia, and ter-
rorists in El Salvador, Somalia, and 
Afghanistan.

Diane is one of a handful of my 
students who is stateless, one of 
more than 4 million such people 
globally, according to the United 
Nations High Commission for 
Refugees (unhcr). Before her birth, 
Diane’s parents fled the brutal civil 
war in the Congo. Diane never set 
foot in the country of her ances-
tors. She was born and raised in a 
refugee camp in Zambia. After 17 
years of waiting, she and her family 
were granted refugee status here  
in the United States.
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tegrate refugee children on a scale never seen be-
fore, but, as Adelman says, the work is often siloed.

“How can we connect and disseminate ideas?” 
she says. “How can we make central the often un-
heard but knowledgeable voices of practitioners?” 
With reach, the three researchers see solutions 
in collaborations and valuing and elevating multi-
country academic studies alongside classroom-lev-
el lesson plans.

Through the choices we make in the classroom 
cultures we foster, our curriculum, and our school 
and state policies, educators and policymakers 
send refugee students a powerful message. It is 
our choice to decide whether that message is one 
of exclusion or inclusion. 

For Diane it was in a Zambian school where she 
was first taught that she did not belong. Last win-
ter, she shared part of her story in a book my class 
published, We Are America (which later grew into a 
national project). “My first day [of sixth grade] was 
horrible. … Kids in school called me a caburunda (a 
name they called all refugees and which meant you 
weren’t a part of the country). I was so mad. I always 
believed I was Zambian, even though I was born in a 
camp. But here in Solwezi, I realized that I was not. 
I started thinking, who am I? Where do I belong, if 
not in Zambia? I realized that if Zambia didn’t rec-
ognize me as its citizen, then I had no country to call 
my own.”

turkey would never be home for Safiya. A 
week into seventh grade, her family fled Iraq after 
terrorists targeted and almost killed her brother for 
working with the U.S. Army.

Eleven-year-old Safiya didn’t realize they were 
leaving forever. She was just excited — she had nev-
er traveled to another country before. Of course 
they would be coming home, she thought. In a large 
bag she packed clothes, a box of pictures, and her 
favorite stuffed animal, a gift her father bought in 
Syria when she was a baby. Her father packed a few 
carpentry tools. Her mom brought thick blankets 
and, carefully wrapped, her glass lemon squeezer 
— a wedding present from her mother-in-law. 

After a multi-day journey on crowded buses, her 
family settled into a second-floor apartment in Tur-
key and tried to reassemble a life. But when Safiya 
tried to enroll in school, she and her parents were 
turned away. Safiya knew not a single word of Turk-
ish, and without the language, the schools would 
not allow her to study. 

More than half of all school-age refugee chil-
dren around the world, roughly 4 million young 
people, are not enrolled in school. The reasons 
are varied: Parents might have safety concerns or 
lack the right documents; classrooms can be over-
crowded; students might need to work. But even 
when enrolled, refugee students, too often, don’t 

“If they don’t have the sense 
of ‘I am comfortable here. I 

can imagine myself here. I 
feel safe here,’ then very little 

learning can happen.”
Professor Sarah Dryden-Peterson

Photograph by Jill Anderson

Jessica Lander
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feel they belong. How can schools welcome dis-
placed students into their communities and truly 
instill in them a sense of belonging? Here are six 
steps schools and communities should take, based 
on my conversations with Dryden-Peterson, Adel-
man, Chopra, and other educators in the field, as 
well as my own work as a teacher working with ref-
ugee students.

1. Link language learning to community build-
ing. Safiya’s best and first teachers in Turkey were 
two teenage girls who lived in the apartment above 
them. Quickly the girls became inseparable. They 
played volleyball in the street, they cooked endless 
bowls of macaroni in each other’s apartments, they 
played tricks on their brothers. And, through her 
neighbors’ careful tutelage, Safiya mastered the ba-
sic outlines of the language. So much so that a year 
later, she was able to pass a Turkish test that allowed 
her access again to formal education. 

Young people are most motivated to master a 
new language when they feel a sense of belonging. 
As refugee children grapple with the trauma of dis-
placement and flight, often simultaneously they 
must master new languages to regain access to edu-
cation — a daily reminder that here is not home. Re-
search suggests that newcomers learn fastest when 
they have host-country friends they can practice 
their new language with, but they often have too 
few opportunities to make such connections. 

2. Train teachers to know their students and give 
them tools to support their growth. When Safiya 
was finally allowed to attend the Turkish school, she 
quickly realized that, despite her rapidly expanding 
Turkish, she would always be an unwelcome refu-
gee. School was not nearly as strict as her all-girls 
school in Iraq. But more starkly, teachers just didn’t 
seem to care about her. If she showed up late or 
missed days of school, no one followed up. If oth-
er students forgot their homework, they got repri-
manded; for her and the other refugee in class, the 
teacher never seemed to care if they did their work. 
Not once that year did she turn in an assignment. 

Too often, teachers are ill-prepared to support 
their newest refugee students. For teachers in 
countries that neighbor conflicts, classroom sizes 
and responsibilities might transform seemingly 
overnight — like the Lebanese teacher who sudden-
ly has to teach an entire second-shift class of newly 
arrived Syrian refugees, as Adelman describes in 
research she is conducting for reach. In resettle-
ment countries, in Europe and the United States, 
teachers might not even be aware that their newest 
student has fled their home. 

As Adam Strom, the director and cofounder of 
Re-Imagining Migration, an organization working 
in collaboration with the Ed School’s Project Zero, 
says, to successfully welcome refugee students, 

“ Without kids being 
able to imagine that 
broader sense of  
collective, there is 
no way to shift  
migration, politics, 
and policies away 
from exclusion.”
Professor Sarah Dryden-Peterson 
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tion, politics, and policies away from exclusion,” 
she says. To this end, reach is compiling resources 
for educators to help them foster welcoming class-
rooms. But she also recognizes this can be challeng-
ing, particularly in countries neighboring conflict 
areas that might suddenly be hosting huge popula-
tions of refugees while still struggling to support 
their own people. Here the global community has 
a responsibility to ensure that marginalized people 
in host countries and refugees both have opportuni-
ties, “jointly, rather than one at the expense of an-
other,” she says.

on the first day of high school in the United 
States, standing in the middle of an enormous caf-
eteria, Robert felt very much alone. He knew he 
stood out with his clothes straight from a Ugandan 
refugee camp. He was positive everyone knew he 
was different, that he didn’t fit in. 

Robert was born into conflict. In 1998, the year 
Robert was born, his native country in the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo in central Africa 
erupted in war. When he was 12, his family was 
murdered, and Robert fled to Uganda, where he 
lived on the border and then in a refugee camp, be-
fore being resettled in Massachusetts.

When he arrived in the United States, Robert 
had been so excited to study. For weeks he had been 
bubbly with nerves and excitement.

“I am going to get the chance to study with white 
people!” he thought.

But he quickly became deflated. His new school 
was huge — floor upon floor of classrooms, a warren 
of tunnels. On his first day, he quickly got turned 
around, barely found his classes, and felt too shy 
to speak. Weeks slipped by, and Robert struggled 
to find his footing. There was little he seemed to 
share with his new peers — few interests, fewer ex-
periences. In the refugee camp, it seemed so easy 
to forge friendships, even despite the dozens of lan-
guages and the hodgepodge of nationalities and 
ethnicities. Here, everyone seemed divided into 
settled groups.

“There was no group that I could fit into,” he 
says. For a young man who could converse in 10 
languages, in his first months in America, Robert 
was practically silent at school. 

4. Honor and include students’ cultures and his-
tories. I met Robert when he took my U.S. history 
class during his junior year, one year after he ar-
rived in the United States. At the culmination of our 
immigration unit, I asked students to share a slice 
of their migration story, told through a favorite 
family recipe, which we published in a cookbook. 
For two weeks they gathered, translated, and re-
corded recipes, then drafted and edited stories 
detailing food traditions and memories. We end-

teachers need concrete and ongoing training and 
access to resources. Collaborating with more than 
36 organizations from museums and universities to 
individual school districts, Re-Imagining Migra-
tion is developing a framework, curriculums, and 
trainings that aim to shift how we teach and under-
stand migration with the goal of helping teachers 
intentionally create more welcoming classrooms. 

3. Fostering responsibility in native-born young 
people. When Safiya was 14, her family was grant-
ed refugee resettlement in the United States. In 
early September they flew to Massachusetts. With-
in weeks, Safiya was enrolled in ninth grade. 

In Turkey, Safiya had sat at the back of the class, 
going whole days without saying a word. But in her 
new U.S. school, group work was the norm. Safiya 
was naturally outgoing, and with the encourage-
ment of the class structure, she started striking 
up conversations with her new peers. What she 
learned surprised her. Although they might not 
be from Iraq, so many students shared her story of 
migration. Even most of her U.S.-born peers had 
immigration stories of parents, or grandparents, 
or great-grandparents. Though her class was filled 
with students of many nationalities, ethnicities, and 
religions, Safiya felt that she and her peers shared 
much in common. 

As a junior in my class, I watched as Safiya qui-
etly grew into a leader, as she and her peers tackled 
a semester-long civics project. Everywhere I looked, 
Safiya was there, organizing a letter-writing cam-
paign to state representatives, reviewing proposal 
drafts, collecting petition signatures. Again and 
again that spring she was surprised when others 
— both peers and adults — listened and took her 
seriously. That spring Safiya and her classmates 
presented at the Massachusetts State House. That 
morning she spoke with pride about their work in 
her adopted community, realizing that America 
now felt like home. 

For Chopra, belonging comes partly when refu-
gee students “feel they have a voice and a stake in 
their community.” To accomplish this, schools and 
communities must foster in native-born young 
people the desire to connect with, welcome, and 
hear their refugee peers. Too often refugees (and 
immigrant-origin students, more generally) are 
“othered,” he says.

But migration, Strom argues, is a shared hu-
man experience. “Everyone, at some point in their 
family history, has a story of migration,” he says, 
“whether voluntary or forced. We should be using 
these experiences to build bridges.” 

For Dryden-Peterson, strengthening students’ 
feeling of responsibility to others not just locally, 
but globally, is imperative.

“Without kids being able to imagine that broader 
sense of collective, there is no way to shift migra-
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“Even though I felt sad, I still needed to live my 
life and accept whatever was happening. … There’s 
so much that can put a hold on life. And if you let it, 
then you won’t get anywhere. … If I felt like I didn’t 
fit in, then I wouldn’t want to come to school, or 
maybe I would hate my classes, I wouldn’t do the 
work. But somehow, I got along. There were some 
teachers and we talked sometimes. Those conversa-
tions gave me a little more confidence. Even though 
I felt different, I still felt like some people knew me.”

I was honored to be one of those teachers who 
got to learn with and from Robert. I grew to know 
him over conversations in class, but also in the in-
between times. Robert often came early or stayed 
late, our conversations ranging over the political, 
the historical, and sometimes just the everyday.

Dryden-Peterson says that schools can help ref-
ugee students regain belonging by serving as spac-
es where teachers can listen and build connections. 
Impact lies, she says, in “the ways in which teachers 
are able to interact with kids that show that they 
actively want to understand what the child’s expe-
rience has been, who they are, what their hopes are, 
and what they’re bringing to the classroom.” For 
this, teachers and students need time and space to 
build these authentic relationships. 

To make sense of learning, and also to make 
sense of their journey, refugee children (indeed, 
all children) need guides. They need teachers who 
they can ask hard questions of, who, as Dryden-
Peterson describes, “can help them grapple with 
understanding the inequalities they have experi-
enced.” And who can support them in fashioning 
their futures. 

last spring robert graduated from high school. 
His unfathomable discipline and resilience earned 
him a place at an elite New England university. 
When I come to visit campus, he shows me around 
confidently. I hear his excitement when he talks 
about his classes, the soccer team he’s joined, the 
fraternity he is considering rushing. But perhaps 
what makes me smile most is that when we walk 
across campus, every two minutes it seems, some-
one stops Robert to say hi.

Laughing, I point out how popular he has be-
come. He smiles.

“I thought it would always be hard for me to 
make connections with American people,” he says, 
“but here in college, they want to know you, they 
care about you, they think you are great, and that 
empowers me.”

JESSICA LANDER, ED.M.’15, IS A HIGH SCHOOL  
TEACHER IN THE BOSTON AREA. SHE IS ALSO A REGU-
LAR CONTRIBUTOR TO THE BOSTON GLOBE, USABLE 
KNOWLEDGE, AND ED. SHE IS CURRENTLY ON SABBATICAL 
RESEARCHING AND WRITING A BOOK ABOUT IMMIGRANT 
EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES.

ed with a global feast. Tanzanian chapati breads, 
Mexican tamales, Nepalese momo dumplings. 

When I ask Robert this fall what class assign-
ment he most remembered, he was quick to men-
tion the cookbook.

“At school, I didn’t see any kind of representa-
tion [of my culture],” he says. No one dressed like 
his mother had in the drc, no one cooked stews like 
his aunt. “You feel like there’s not space for [your 
culture].” As Robert explains, the cookbook pro-
vided an opportunity to share and be seen.  “Some-
body is learning about your culture. They want to 
know more. It makes you feel like your culture con-
tributes something to a larger community.”

Refugee children work hard to mold themselves 
to new cultures, contort their mouths around new 
languages, adopt new mannerisms. But too often 
that comes at a high price — the feeling that belong-
ing can only be gained by letting go of who they 
once were. Schools signal to refugee students they 
belong when they create ways to acknowledge and 
honor the histories and traditions of newcomers in 
classrooms and curriculum. 

5. Give students the language to understand their 
past and imagine a future. In Robert’s senior year, 
he took a course on the literature of the Holocaust. 
He pored over the graphic novel Maus and was cap-
tivated by Christian Picciolini’s TED Talk describ-
ing his descent into the Neo-Nazi movement. For 
Robert, the stories and recollections were painfully 
palpable. Robert’s family had been murdered by a 
neighboring tribe, as part of an ethnic conflict that 
mirrors, in many ways, the horrific violence of the 
1994 Rwandan genocide. 

Seven thousand miles from home, Robert was 
gaining the language to begin to understand his 
own life’s story.

“I had faced terrible experiences of losing peo-
ple, of oppression, of terror,” he says. “But in study-
ing other people who had been through such ter-
rible things, I realized that these things didn’t only 
happen to me.”

As Dryden-Peterson describes, often refugee 
students are not given the skills to make sense of 
the conflict or oppression that drove them from 
home. They study the history of their host or new 
country, but those curriculums rarely provide the 
tools needed to understand why they have experi-
enced inequality and exclusion. Without the skills 
to process their past, it is hard to build a future.

6. Create opportunities and space for student-
teacher connections. This past fall, four years after 
Robert landed in the United States, I had the op-
portunity to ask him about those first months of 
school, those months where he felt he didn’t be-
long. He stared for long moments into empty space 
before answering, his response thoughtful. 

PDF RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS, 
FROM THE REACH HOMEPAGE:

KOSOV@: YOUR STORY
A PLAY ABOUT THE EXPERIENCES OF 
AN ETHNICALLY ALBANIAN YOUNG GIRL 
DURING THE KOSOVO WAR IN 1999. 
FOR AGES 10–14.

LEARNING IN MANY WORLDS: MO-
MOLU’S JOURNEY FROM LIBERIA TO 
NEW YORK CITY
A NONFICTION STORY, BASED ON THE 
EXPERIENCES OF A YOUNG BOY FROM A 
VILLAGE IN LIBERIA. FOR AGES 14–18.

HOW ANIS TOLD HIS STORY
A SHORT STORY AND NARRATED VIDEO 
ABOUT THE EXPERIENCES OF A YOUNG 
BOY IN THE WEST BANK WHO FOUND 
SOLACE IN MUSIC. FOR AGES 5–9.

CONTINUING LEARNING AND COMMU-
NITY DURING CLOSURES
IN LIGHT OF COVID-19, A COLLECTION 
OF PAST CASES OF SCHOOL CLOSURES 
AND LESSONS LEARNED.

FIND THESE RESOURCES AND MORE: 
REACH.GSE.HARVARD.EDU/ED
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