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Integration Barriers: 
Perspectives from Refugee Youth 



Welcome!
Thank you for participating in this peer exchange and your interest in this 
very important topic! 
• If you need help trouble shooting during this presentation, email 

info@brycs.org.
• This Webinar will be recorded and archived. An evaluation will be 

sent after the Webinar is completed.
• As a courtesy, moderators have muted all phone lines. 
• During the Q&A session, please use the chat pod on the left to submit 

your questions. Any unanswered questions will be posted and 
responded to on BRYCS Blog: http://brycsblog.blogspot.com/
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Katelynn McLaren 
Information and Research Specialist, 

USCCB/MRS
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Tiara Beach
Children’s Services Specialist, USCCB/MRS



Roseline Mugaruka, DRC
Refugee Youth Consultation Participant 
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Dipesh Timsina, Nepal
Refugee Youth Consultation Participant 



U.S. Refugee Youth Consultation
 This U.S. Consultation was part of the Global Refugee Youth 

Consultations that were occurring all over the world 

 All of these consultations will feed into UNHCR’s Annual 
NGO Consultation in June 2016

 The Vulnerable Minors Working Group (VMWG) of Refugee 
Council USA hosted the U.S. Consultation 
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The Youth
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Pre-Consultation Activities 
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 Prior to the Consultation, the youth 
completed a Diamond Ranking 
Exercise 

 The top four issues from all activities 
completed were: Education; Cultural 
adjustment; Language barrier; and 
Discrimination/bullying



Methodology: 
Problem and Solution Tree 
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Cultural Adjustment
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Adjusting to a new culture can be a difficult challenge for refugees to accept. If they do 
accept this new culture and begin to re-establish and find an identity it becomes 
challenging to keep everyone in both cultures happy. A lack of cultural adjustment 
limits communication, acceptance, and inclusion. 

Causes
 Everything is different in the 

U.S. 
 Confusion and idealistic 

expectations of American culture
 Family expectations
 Some Americans do not want to 

let refugees into their culture 
and world

Impacts
 Feel isolated, pressured, depressed, fearful, and 

intimidated
 Discriminated against and bullied for being 

different
 Peer pressure forces them to change their values 

or beliefs and participate in negative behaviors
 Family conflict and tension
 Loss of identity



Cultural Adjustment Solutions 
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Refugee Resettlement Agencies 
 Give a more in depth cultural orientation 

 Have a cultural orientation that is specifically 
geared towards youth

 Can try to help with family generational 
challenges that arise from adjusting and 
assimilating to a new culture

 Encourage refugees to get involved in the 
community 

Schools
 Promote biculturalism 

 Offer peer-to-peer cultural 
exchanges, like an American friend 
program

 Encourage participation in 
afterschool activities 



Language Barrier
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Language barriers create misunderstandings for refugees. They also make 
refugees feel isolated and are a serious challenge faced by many refugees. 

Causes
 Limited/lack of English education prior to 

resettlement
 Classes in the US have so many students that 

refugees don’t receive enough individual 
support

 However, when refugee youth are placed only 
in ESL classes, they are not able to practice 
English enough with American youth 

 Few opportunities to practice English in a safe 
and judgment free zone

Impacts
 Isolation, hopelessness, anti-social 

behavior/feelings, depression
 Friendship challenges, especially with 

American kids 
 Difficulties in school and education
 Bullying and stereotyping
 Role reversal in homes 



Language Barrier Solutions
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Refugee Resettlement Agencies 
• Organize special events/networking 

events to promote integration

• Encourage youth to join soccer 
teams and other activities that would 
allow youth to practice their English 
skills in a pressure free setting 

• Organize mentoring/language 
programs for refugee youth 



Language Barrier Solutions
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Schools 
 Institute a mentoring program for 

refugees where they partner with an 
American student to practice English

 Use summer school as a time to teach 
English and increase proficiency

 Make ESL classes more activity-based 
and offer them more than once a day



Education
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Education is essential for the success of refugee youth, but when they arrive in a 
new country they feel like they are starting their education over again. Many 
refugees struggle with the American education system upon arrival. 

Causes
 Lack of education of teachers on the 

unique needs of refugees
 Differences in the education systems 

overseas
 Placement in a grade level that does 

not correspond to their learning level
 Language barrier

Impacts
 Poor performance
 Less job opportunities and miss out on 

other opportunities
 Feel discouraged, frustrated, depressed, 

hopeless, and lose interest in their studies
 Lack of interest can lead them to drop out 

or become involved in gangs, drugs, and 
other bad behaviors



Education Solutions
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Refugee Resettlement Agencies 
 Offer a support system for families

 Educate parents upon arrival about American 
school systems and the importance of parent 
teacher conferences for example 

 Educate parents on the financial resources 
that are available, such as scholarships for 
private high school and college



Education Solutions Continued
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Schools  
 Work to increase communication between schools (i.e. middle school and 

elementary school) so the new school can be made aware of a student’s 
unique needs 

 Translate school materials 
 Educate teachers on the needs of refugees
 Offer refugee specific guidance counseling and summer orientation 

sessions to help with the transition 
 Increase after-school programming and tutoring, as well as parent 

involvement initiatives



Discrimination & Bullying 
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Refugee youth deal with discrimination and bullying almost every day in all 
aspects of life. Discrimination dampens the spirit. It affects refugees 
emotionally and mentally and keeps them from reaching their full potential 
and achieving the American dream. This is the biggest and most negative 
issue refugees face. 

Causes
 American citizens and society
 Media’s misrepresentation of 

refugees
 Racism 
 Have different cultures and can 

struggle with English 

Impacts
 Can make refugees depressed, suicidal, and prone 

to self-harming behaviors
 Feel isolated, fearful, frustrated, lonely, hopeless, 

insecure, powerless, and reduces their confidence
 Can give into peer pressure and participate in 

activities they do not want to 
 Can lose their past and culture by trying to fit into 

American society to make the bullying stop 



Discrimination & Bullying Solutions 
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Refugee Resettlement Agencies 
 Incorporate parents in education about bullying

 Show parents how they can support their children 
who are affected by bullying and discrimination 

 Encourage civic engagement among refugees and 
show them programs in the community they can 
get involved in



Discrimination & Bullying Solutions

Integration Barriers, June 2016 19

Schools
 Create bullying prevention programs
 Educate teachers and counselors about 

bullying directed at refugees 
 Create mentorship programs that partner 

American and refugee students
 Have an after-school program that teaches 

all students to stand up for themselves and 
others and teaches self-confidence, self-
respect and self-love
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Summary
Education, language barrier, cultural adjustment, and discrimination/bullying 
were identified by the refugee youth as the biggest issues they face in the US.

There is a lot that can be done to support refugee youth.  
 Organize events/programs in the community to help refugees integrate 
 Connect youth with programs, teams, and other ways to get involved in the 

community
 Teach parents how to support their kids with these issues
 Provide a better picture of what American schools are like (during cultural orientation 

overseas and in the US)  
 Educate teachers and counselors about refugees and their unique needs  
 Create programs that support refugees and help with their transition 



Questions?

Please use the chat pod on the left to 
submit your questions. 

Unanswered questions will be posted 
and responded to on BRYCS Blog:

http://brycsblog.blogspot.com/
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Contact Us

www.brycs.org
info@brycs.org
1-888-572-6500
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