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Demographers estimate that children 
from immigrant and refugee families 
may constitute 30 percent of  
American students by 2015

The Changing Face of American Classrooms

decades has changed the face of American classrooms. 
Coming to the United States in search of a better life 
for their children, immigrant and refugee families care 
greatly about education and have high aspirations 
for their children.  As immigrant and refugee children 
enter school, they are optimistic about their future 
and tend to work hard.1,2,3  Yet that is not what you 
may hear from many American educators. Faculty and 
administrators raise concerns that these students don’t 
pay attention in class or act out, and that their families 
don’t support the school. Oft-heard faculty remarks 
about these students tell the story: “They don’t have 
the experiences necessary for school.” “They lack basic 
social skills.” “Their parents don’t care.” 
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The Impact of the Immigrant and 
Refugee Experience on Students
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Supporting the academic success of 
immigrant and refugee students often 
focuses on improving their knowledge 
of English. Yet the immigrant 
experience itself brings challenges 
beyond learning a new language



Since 1992, more than 5,000 Somali refugees and immigrants 
have settled in Boston, Massachusetts. While many Somali 
youth experience mental health problems related to trauma and 
stress, few receive the help they need due to cultural and other 
barriers.  Project SHIFA was started to address this concern. 

Based at the Lilla G. Frederick Pilot Middle School in Boston, 
the project provides culturally appropriate services along a 
continuum of care—from prevention to full intervention:

Parent workshops focused on education about mental 
health issues, breaking down the stigma attached to them;
Home visits and phone calls to build relationships with the 
families;

health issues;
Student groups to build communication and life skills;
Direct intervention for students, using Trauma Systems 
Therapy.

Two key program leaders are Somali. Saida Abdi, who works 
with families and children, is an intern earning her Master of 
Social Work from Boston University. She is part of an effort 
to train members of the Somali culture to become clinicians. 
Naima Agalab, employed by the Refugee and immigrant 
Assistance Center, serves as a school-based parent liaison.  
Her knowledge of the culture has enabled her to build strong 
bridges with the Somali students and their families. “We focus 
on the entire family, connecting with all  their needs,” says Abdi.

•

•

•

•
•

Children’s Hospital Boston
Project SHIFA
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From Prevention to Intervention

Caring Across Communites
With support from the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, 15 sites across the U.S. are developing 
model mental health programs that engage schools, 
families, students, mental health agencies and other 
community organizations to build effective, easily-

accessed services for children and youth.
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Families – a Critical Component of 
Student Mental Health

 

(See sidebars on pages 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11 for 
highlights from a few CAC projects.)

Bienestar

Working with Immigrant and Refugee 
Families
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Empowering 
Families

Immigrant and refugee parents show extraordinary strength 
in bringing their families to the United States, yet they often 
feel powerless as they try to navigate a new country and 
culture. A core goal of the project based at New York University 
(NYU) is to build the resiliency and strength of the parents by 
strengthening their cultural identity. 

A team of NYU Child Study Center clinicians and community 

Afro-Caribbean populations incorporate cultural activities in 
the classroom and be proactive in identifying mental health 
concerns. Early in the school year, families meet with teachers 
for “Parents as Partners Day,”  building a two-way partnership 
between the teachers and families before any problems start. 
Parents are invited to workshops that focus on the strengths of 
their culture and the importance of respecting other cultures. 
They learn techniques to share their culture with their children, 

foods and mealtime in their home country.  Professionals from 
the community, such as Judith Rapley, a social worker who is 
the minister of an Afro-Caribbean church, build relationships 
with the families and connect them to resources. “We use the 
parents own cultural values to encourage them to get involved 
in school,” says project director Esther Calzada

New York University School of Medicine
Bridges Program
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Offering School-based Mental Health 
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Supporting 
New Refugee Families

World Relief-Chicago
Albany Park Refugee and Immigrant 
Youth Mental Health Project

The community of Albany Park has the highest percentage 
of foreign-born residents in the Chicago area and it has been 
deemed the fourth most diverse zip code in the United States. 
Refugees from all over the world settle in the community, often 
with little time for the school and community to prepare for 
them. 

To help families see the importance of school and parents 
working together, Horizons Clinic of World Relief - Chicago 
(WRC) placed culturally-competent mental health clinicians in 
an elementary and high school in Albany Park. Through home 
visits and family meetings, the program educates families about 
the school, helps them become more involved in supporting 
their children’s education, and ultimately helps them become 
integrated into the life of the school.

“These families are very invested in their child’s future. They 
resettled here for their children’s future… to continue their 
family’s story,” says Kristen Huffman who leads the CAC 
project. 
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Partnering With Immigrant Families to 
Support Student Mental Health

 
Partner with families, don’t just inform them.

 

 

charlas



Knowing Your Community

The San Jose, California area is home to 100,000 Vietnamese, 
many still suffering the trauma of war and relocation.  The 
cultural bias against mental health programs and services is 
strong within the Vietnamese community and persists, in part, 
due to the linguistic isolation of many adults.  The project 
coordinated by the Asian American Recovery Services (AARS) 
engages schools, families and communities in reducing the 
stigma of seeking mental health supports.

The project works with families at a middle school, providing 
opportunities for the families to discuss their own trauma. 
Project leaders have seen that the parent groups cannot 
be modeled after programs that were successful with other 

cultures. AARS developed parent programs that are based on 
the Vietnamese parents’ respect for learning as well as their 
reluctance to speak about personal issues in public groups. 
They offer the families a weekly course on parenting skills. “We 

own experiences and how they interact with their children,” 
says CAC site coordinator Tram Nguyen.

Asian American Recovery Services
Tam Am (Inner Peace) Project
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Create a welcoming school environment

Go beyond the school walls

   

 

  



Increasing the Cultural 
Competence of Service 

Providers

With 1200 English language learners from many cultures in its 
population of 7500 students, Portland Public Schools is Maine’s 
largest and most diverse school district.  A key component of 
the Portland project are efforts to improve the skills of mental 
health professionals and paraprofessionals in working with 
these diverse cultures. Grace Valenzuela, the project director 
noted, “Knowing more about what people of other cultures 
believe, how they put their world together, and how they heal 
from the challenges of past and present trauma can provide 
new and useful tools to be used in building therapeutic 
connections with New American clients.”

“Part of this training is not only building awareness and 
knowledge among the providers, but also helping them create 
relationships that build trust with the families,” according to 
Valenzuela.  “We started by using indigenous healers in the 
community as interpreters and case managers. They are 
leaders and most of them are professionals.”  The healers 
also participate in conversations with school and community 
providers who work with students and families.   

Social workers who have completed the training report seeing 
more students and families from refugee and immigrant 
cultures. Valenzuela notes this is important to the academic 
success of these students. “Schools can’t teach students 
reading and math without emotional health.”

Portland Public Schools
Empowerment Across Communities
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Break down the stigma 

2  

Work with community, cultural and 
religious leaders

Recognize the trauma and stress 
of the entire family
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Stronger Family = Stronger Students

Caring Across Communities Grant 
Initiative: 15 Model Programs 

With support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 15 
sites across the U.S. are developing model mental health programs 
that engage schools, families, students, mental health agencies and 
other community organizations to build effective, easily-accessed 
services for children and youth.

Asian American Recovery Services

Chidren’s Crisis Treatment Center

Children’s Hospital Boston

Duke University

Family Serivce Association of  Bucks County

Los Angeles Child Guidance

Minnesota Public Schools
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