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Abstract 

 

Serving as a synthesis of previously published studies and digests, this paper focuses 

on Southeast Asian refugees in America to address the complex interaction between 

refugee-learners’ ongoing construction of identity and the English as a Second 

Language (ESL) environment. Drawing on a wealth of historical and contemporary 

research on one of America’s most prominent refugee populations, this exploration 

highlights the traits that constitute Southeast Asians as a unique group of learners due 

to their shared histories of trauma; social, cultural and religious influences; and 

ongoing sociocultural and linguistic negotiations of identity during resettlement. As a 

result, ESL programs and practitioners become critical to both language acquisition 

and sociocultural support of both Southeast Asian and other refugee-learners. 

Reflecting this dynamic nature of the learner-program relationship, this paper also 

offers curriculum- and teacher-specific suggestions for engaging and empowering both 

Southeast Asians and other refugee populations through ESL instruction. The goal of 

this survey is to raise awareness of refugee-learner identity and second language 

acquisition as a means of promoting further dialogue among ESL practitioners. 
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Introduction 

 

Beginning in the mid-1970s with the American withdrawal from Vietnam and political violence 

in both Cambodia and Laos, millions of refugees fled their homelands in Southeast Asia for the 

relative safety of camps in neighboring Asian countries. Eventually many of these refugees 

resettled in the United States with the help of the United Nations and other support groups. For 

them, life in a new environment presented innumerable challenges as they struggled to make sense 

of past trauma and negotiate new bilingual and bicultural identities. Unfortunately, history is 

repeating itself, with war, persecution and human rights violations by governments of Southeast 

Asian countries, most recently Myanmar, perpetuating violence that forever changes the lives of 

many innocent citizens. As a result, resettlement in the United States remains a contemporary 

reality for many Southeast Asian refugees, a demographic accounting for 16% of refugees 

admitted to the United States in 2017-2018, according to the U.S. Department of State refugee 

admissions report (2018). 

Over the past 40 years, both newly settled Southeast Asian refugees as well as second-

generation children born to refugee parents have been an ever-growing population in the United 

States. In fact, John Tenhula, in his book, Voices from Southeast Asia, states that “Southeast Asian 

refugees make up the largest Asian refugee group ever admitted to the United States,” 

distinguished by their racial and demographic identities (Tenhula, 1991, p. 5).  As a unique cohort, 

Southeast Asian refugees in America, therefore, present different challenges in the resettlement 

process. Beyond each individual’s story of survival and struggle in the face of both involuntary 

displacement from their homes and resettlement in the United States, these Southeast Asian 

refugees share experiences of redefining their identities in new sociocultural and linguistic 

contexts, constituting a distinct type of ESL learner. 

Underlying the shared refugee experience of forced migration, life in refugee camps, and 

third country resettlement, trauma affects all individuals and their place within the family and 

community. This experience of uprooted existence is compounded by the differences between 

familiar language and culture and those of the new living environment. As refugees begin to 

construct their dynamic, contextual identities and develop personal investments in language 

learning, ESL programs and instructors are often called upon to reflexively meet the needs of 

learners as both victims of trauma and burgeoning bicultural, bilingual speakers. ESL programs, 

therefore, become both a physical context for refugees to learn English as well as a broader support 

system for their resettlement. Consequently, the refugee-ESL relationship becomes an 

interactional dialogue, rather than a static script, as a means of expanding language learning 

beyond the classroom to the real-life experiences and daily challenges of refugees in America. For 

Southeast Asian learners, in particular, social values and mores as well as cultural learning styles 

further influence this relationship between trauma and ESL learning.  

In order to better understand the vital learner-program-teacher relationship, this paper 

presents a survey of previously published works focusing mainly on adult Southeast Asian ESL 

learners, due to the group’s historic prominence among recent refugee newcomers. Additionally, 

this survey explores unique influences on refugee-learner identities while also outlining successful 

engagement of both Southeast Asian and other communities of refugee-learners’ roles of both 

cultural-linguistic agents and classroom-participants. Tracing the identity of these refugee-learners 

through their previous experiences of trauma, including sociocultural and linguistic factors, as well 

as the responsibilities of ESL programs and instructors, this exploration aims to further advance 

the understanding of second language acquisition in the context of the refugee experience. To meet 
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the needs of refugees entering and adjusting to life in the United States, this knowledge, 

understanding and empathy will aid ESL practitioners and volunteers in their continuing efforts to 

support refugees’ self-empowerment as they become bicultural, bilingual English speakers. 

Offering a synthesis of published studies, articles and digests, the aim of this investigation 

is to address the surprising lack of refugee-specific ESL programs and specialized instructor 

training in the United States. Presented in two sections, focusing first on the refugee-learner 

identity and next on refugee-learner engagement, it is hoped that this work will not only create a 

dialogue among ESL practitioners, but also lay the foundation for effective change in the way 

English is fostered in the lives of Southeast Asian and other refugees living in America. 

 

Refugee-Learner Identity 

As profiled in many sources, refugee-learners constitute a unique population within the ESL 

context. In addition to shared experiences, cultural values and religious beliefs among Southeast 

Asian refugees, their learner identities are also influenced by histories of violence and trauma, 

which can affect all aspects of their lives, including second language acquisition. Additionally, 

new gender roles, sociocultural contexts and bilingual, bicultural struggles affect them as they 

forge new identities in America. 

 

On Identity & Literacy 

 

Before delving into the exploration of refugee-learner identity, a short examination of some 

theoretical connections between language and identity is imperative. Bucholtz & Hall (2005) 

present a very clear investigation of this connection in their article “Identity and interaction: a 

sociocultural approach.” Offering a broad, inclusive survey, this article promotes the concept of 

“sociocultural linguistics,” an “interdisciplinary field concerned with the intersection of language, 

culture and society” (Bucholtz & Hall 2005, p. 586). Defining identity as “the social positioning 

of self and other” (Bucholtz & Hall 2005, p. 586), the authors stress the importance of contextual 

social interactions, roles and cultural values in the creation of individual’s dynamic identities. 

Following this framework, identity as discussed in this paper refers to an ever-evolving, 

situationally-dependent concept, constantly being redefined by the individual. 

 Extended to the understanding of literacy, Hull & Shultz’s (2001) study of in- vs. out-of-

school learning echoes the crucial role of context, community and culture on the rise of multiple 

literacies. The authors stress that beyond narrow ideas of educational literacy, all acts of 

communication as social practice arise dependently from “activities diverse in function, form, and 

purpose” (Hull & Schultz, 2001, p. 575). This, along with Bucholtz & Hall’s (2005) survey, 

illustrates the pervasiveness of context and language on forming both identities and literacies. 

 Although both of these concepts hinge on a combination of each individual’s personal 

background and current context, a history of violence and displacement serves as a shared 

influence on refugees. For Southeast Asian refugees, specifically, this trauma, along with common 

cultural values, roles and religion will contribute to their unique status of refugee-learners. 

 

Violence & Trauma 

 

One of the main influences on refugee-learner identity is trauma. Of the surveyed sources, the 

majority cited experiences of violence as a crucial factor which separates refugees from the 
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normalized view of ESL learners. As forced migrants, “the violence to which refugees have been 

subjected and which has been executed at a physical, psychological and economic level, affects 

every aspect of what has been most meaningful in people’s lives” (Freire, 1990, p. 3). In the ESL-

specific environment, refugees’ mental health, linguistic associations and second language 

acquisition skills are precipitated by these traumatic pasts (Freire, 1990; Kleinmann, 1984).        

 Psychological and emotional concerns are a central trait of refugee-learners. According to 

Finn (2010) and Adkins (1999), three resettlement stresses affect refugees’ mental health to 

varying degrees. These are: migration stress, acculturative stress and traumatic stress, which 

correspond directly to unplanned movement, resettlement in an unfamiliar culture and violence 

from disaster or by willful human acts. As a result, many refugees may experience symptoms of 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) which affect them psychologically, socially and cognitively. 

Such permeating stresses may be either chronic or delayed. Regardless of the onset, however, the 

trauma experienced by refugees can present a debilitating mixture of depression, flashbacks, 

feelings of insecurity, inability to trust, and concentration and memory loss (Finn, 2010; Isserlis, 

2000; Kleinmann, 1984). 

 According to Isserlis (2000), patterns of violence within immigrant and refugee 

communities can also be manifested in new sociocultural contexts. Whether the result of previous 

experiences or cultural acceptability, isolation through language or culture differences can affect 

refugees in resettlement, especially those who are victims of domestic violence. “While an 

overwhelming majority of violence is inflicted by men against women, violence is also perpetrated 

by women against men, within same-sex relationships, and intergenerationally” (Isserlis, 2000). 

Clearly, such acts can prolong experiences of violence and trauma for those who have already been 

resettled. 

 For Southeast Asian refugees, specifically, violence-induced trauma affects individuals 

differently than other groups due to cultural mores and religious beliefs. Not only do many view 

mental health issues as highly stigmatized, but the influence of Buddhism, Southeast Asia’s most 

prominent religion, through its belief in karmic influence, serves as a construct for many to accept 

the effects of violence as simply the result of past lives’ misdeeds (Gordon, 2011). Additionally, 

“Southeast Asian survivors of trauma often present with somatic symptoms, rather than discussing 

depression or grief, as the culture views body and mind as more interconnected than in Western 

culture and does not make a clear distinction between physical and emotional pain” (Gordon, 2011, 

p. 8). Canda (1990) corroborates this cultural difference, recording similar evidence of 

“somatization of distress” (p. 48) among Vietnamese, Lao, Cambodian and Hmong refugees. 

 When addressing trauma in Southeast Asian refugee communities, therefore, culturally 

relevant communication and knowledge of diversity between and within groups is key in both 

treatment and education (Canda, 1990). Although healthcare in refugees’ new American cultural 

context emphasizes revealing traumatic events as a means of healing and empowerment, especially 

by women who have survived abuse, “breaking the silence” is not always a shared cultural value 

in Southeast Asian concepts of public vs. private pain (Gordon, 2011). As a result, language is not 

always used to give a voice to both past and ongoing pain and suffering. 

Previous trauma may also manifest itself in several language-specific ways. First, as noted 

by Freire (1990), language is the most important aspect of culture. In refugees, linguistically-

related emotional memories can retain previous trauma that negatively affect identification with 

the society and culture of their L1, or native language (Freire, 1990; Werner-Smith & Smolkin, 

1995). Consequently, refugees must not only create a new voice and identity in English, but must 

also filter this new identity through the framework of their L1 and its engendered trauma. When 
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combined with illiteracy and “under education” (Kleinmann, 1984, p. 215), many refugees suffer 

further linguistic oppression stemming from socio-economic or political factors, thus adding 

another layer of violence to their L1 experience (Freire, 1990). 

 In the ESL environment, histories of trauma will dramatically affect refugees’ abilities to 

learn a new language. This is one of the most prevalent and significant findings echoed in many 

of the surveyed studies. Succinctly stated by Isserlis (2000), “since language learning demands 

control, connection, and meaning, adults experiencing effects of past or current trauma are 

particularly challenged in learning a new language” (p. 1). Whether linked directly to PTSD or 

other psychological stresses, cognitive ability of refugee-learners may be affected as a direct result 

of their circumstances which force them to not only learn new linguistic competencies but also 

construct new cognitive maps (Finn, 2000; Isserlis, 2000; Kleinmann, 1984).  

Freire (1990) links these refugee-specific second language acquisition traits directly to the 

creation of identity. In the context of trauma, Freire states that the emotional internalization of a 

new language is required for life to start “being experienced in the second language” (p. 4). Beyond 

the mechanics of language, refugees must also work to create a complete identity which requires 

negotiation of previous experiences as well as the ability to express their histories of violence fully 

in a new linguistic context. Through this process, refugees can feel a sense of completeness in both 

languages (Freire, 1990). 

 

Gender & Social Roles 

 

Forced migration “represents an interruption and frustration of natural life expectations. It is one 

of the most obvious instances of the complete disorganization of the individual’s role system and 

the partial disturbance of social identity” (Kleinmann, 1984, p. 210). In the case of refugee-

learners, sociocultural context represents the theater in which they further construct their identities. 

Linguistically-specialized development of refugees reflects their constant redefinition of gender 

and social roles through gendered language ideologies and adapted social and cultural literacies. 

 According to Warriner (2004), “gendered identities are constructed, negotiated, and 

deployed within specific situations and circumstances” (p. 182). Gendered language ideologies of 

Lao and Cambodian refugees in the Philadelphia area, as presented by both Gordon’s (2009 & 

2011) and Skilton-Sylvester’s (2002) respective research, highlight the intersection of language 

learning, traditional Southeast Asian gender roles and renegotiation in new target language 

communities. Within these narratives, ownership of English language proficiency as a result of 

second language socialization becomes a prime focus of refugee-learners in America. According 

to Gordon (2009), loss of male status after leaving their home-countries and the economic 

opportunities for women in refugee camps serve as the major catalyst for changing gender 

identities and family structure. 

As English learners, men and women exhibit conflicting discourses. Although each strives 

for linguistic proficiency, their motivations and goals differ. Men can work to create identities 

based on nostalgic means to recapture former economic power and authority within the family and 

community. In the new American context, behaviors and exercises of traditional familial authority, 

such as domestic violence, are no longer acceptable parts of male power. Therefore, refugee men 

may seek linguistic ownership as a means to gain a newly defined identity similar to their pre-

marginalized status. Conversely, women embrace English proficiency as a vehicle for increasing 

their agency, authority and economic power within both families and communities. Completely 
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contrary to male Lao refugees, women embrace language as a means of empowerment and 

employment within new sociocultural environments (Gordon, 2009). 

Women’s identities further exhibit contextual dynamism. Along with newly found 

linguistic power, female refugees must also redefine their roles within the context of family 

relationships. According to one female Cambodian refugee, within cultural norms “a woman is 

supposed to act a certain way. We are wives and mothers—those are the roles. We never 

questioned any of it … we accepted it” (Tenhula, 1990, p. 179). Although all ESL learners must 

continue to establish their identities in new sociolinguistic and sociocultural contexts, Skilton-

Sylvester (2002) explores the complex process through which Cambodian women synthesize new 

and old roles within family and community. Connecting real-life experience with ESL investment 

and motivation, this study illustrates ways in which women’s shifting responsibilities as wives, 

mothers, daughters/sisters and workers reflect the layered, contextual identities as refugee women. 

Warriner (2004) adds that such constant re-creation of women’s gender identity also needs to be 

supported by specific sociocultural and linguistic knowledges, echoing Gordon’s (2009) 

specialized ownership of English by refugee women. 

In expanding this idea of linguistic competencies as a direct result of sociocultural context, 

different refugee groups represent specific “cultures of literacy.” As a bridge between the cognitive 

and cultural, refugee-learners “share norms of behavior and language use, and also share the 

attitudes toward learning and what it means to know a language” (Hornberger & Hardman, 1991, 

p. 3). Engaged within the ESL environment, new linguistic input requires learners to cognitively 

process, encode, transfer and produce language through their existing L1 understanding. This may 

negatively affect refugees due to the side-effects of trauma and its potential to cause dissonance 

within the cognitive framework itself. However, refugee-learners, especially women, can “use both 

linguistic resources and their growing cultural knowledge to construct their individual identities 

within this local context ... and to comment on the structural (and power) relationships that exist 

in U.S. society” (Warriner, 2004, p. 192). Building on layered cultures of literacy, refugees will 

negotiate new linguistic identities as bilingual, bicultural learners. 

  

Bilingual, Bicultural Learners 

 

One final explored aspect of refugee identity is that of bilingual, bicultural learners. Although all 

ESL participants must negotiate a new culture and language, Southeast Asian refugees represent a 

unique population due to the aforementioned exploration of learner traits. Central to the 

development of their bilingual, bicultural identities are the roles of mutual L1 and English use as 

well as sociocultural and cross-cultural exposure. 

 As “learners,” Southeast Asians, in general, exhibit clear differences in learning styles from 

other groups, as evidenced by Park’s (2000) study of Cambodian, Hmong, Lao and Vietnamese 

students in the United States. Although some distinctions among these Southeast Asian groups are 

noted, several important commonalities exist, including preferences for visual, graphic learning 

methods and experiential, interactive and whole-body activities, as well as hands-on learning and 

small group activities (Park, 2000). Understanding these shared cultural traits of Southeast Asians 

not only informs ESL teaching (as explored in the next section) but also adds an essential cultural 

component upon which bilingualism and bicultural identities are constructed by each individual.  

Additionally, building from the observations on “cultures of literacy” highlighted by 

Hornberger & Hardman’s (1991) research, refugees’ L1 framework is extremely important in 

refugee-learner identity. Although Freire (1990) states that refugees must (temporarily) give-up 
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aspects of themselves and their native language in order to learn an additional language, this is not 

a common theme throughout the surveyed research. In fact, many refugee-learners utilize their L1 

and its cultural associations as well as input and support from other L1-English bilinguals as a 

means to forge their own linguistic identities (Hornberger & Hardman, 1991; Werner-Smith & 

Smolkin, 1995). Bilingualism can be effectively engaged within the ESL environment. Teaching 

and cultural approaches that highlight the mutual role of L1 and English will be presented in the 

next section. 

 Sociocultural and cross-cultural exposure are two other major factors in refugee-learner 

identity development. Introduced by Kleinmann (1984), much language acquisition by refugees 

occurs through cross-cultural encounters. This theme runs consistently through many of the 

studies, which highlights the socialization process that refugees must navigate in their daily lives. 

Freire (1990) states that “language has been said to be the mirror and map of society ... [which] 

reflects the values of needs of individuals … [and] guides them into and through all the other 

behavior patterns of society” (p. 3). In the case of refugees, the American English environment 

will therefore serve as the context through which they can negotiate identities as bicultural citizens. 

Although a continuous process, refugee-learners’ success will hinge on ESL programs’ methods 

and means of engaging their multifaceted identities as individual bilingual, bicultural learners. 

 

Refugee-Learner Engagement: ESL Programs and Practitioners 

 

“The recognition that English is critical to surviving in the United States comes from one who has 

finally accepted that they cannot return home; [refugees] must create a life for themselves in the 

United States” (Finn, 2010, p. 588). Based on this sobering reality, ESL classes, therefore, become 

both a physical context for language learning and a crucial support structure for resettlement. In 

order to address refugee-learners’ identities, stemming from the influence of trauma, changing 

roles within both family and community, as well as the need for cross-cultural English exposure, 

successful methods of engagement extend beyond simply teaching, to include attending 

holistically to the linguistic needs, mental well-being and healing of participants. Two 

interdependent aspects of refugee education which can positively influence and support learners 

are: a) ESL programs/curriculum, and b) teaching professionals and volunteers. 

 Informed by the profile of particular Southeast Asian refugee-learner traits from the first 

section, the following exploration is two-fold. First, findings related to general refugee ESL 

education from a variety of sources are presented. Additionally, where relevant, Southeast Asian 

culturally-specific topics are discussed.  

 

Program Responsibilities 

 

The following two quotes from John Tenhula’s (1991) Voices from Southeast Asia succinctly state 

both the main criticisms of ESL programs experienced by refugees as well as alternatives to 

classroom study which some refugees choose for personal reasons: 

 

 The Method of [ESL] Instruction … varies greatly in the way it is taught. Too often, 

respondents report that the classes are not relevant to their needs, are poorly taught, 

and are held at hours that are not conducive to learning. (p. 113) 
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 I learned English but not in a classroom. That’s too much wasted time, it’s too 

tiring. If you want to learn, you listen to people on the street, listen to the radio and 

TV, but also force yourself to speak. – Sirathra Som, Cambodian refugee (p. 180) 

 

Through awareness of these critiques and refugees’ attitudes towards classroom study, ESL 

programs bear the responsibility to adaptively and effectively support both learners and teachers. 

As evidenced in the surveyed research, on the global level, ESL programs can directly 

benefit refugees in two main ways, by: a) creating a supportive community/physical environment, 

and b) adjusting the curriculum to balancing schooled vs. non-schooled (Warriner, 2004, p. 181) 

competencies. Please note that some of the following methods can be identified as ingredients of 

specific language teaching approaches, such as community language teaching or task-based 

learning. However, in an attempt to avoid the baggage of approach-laden criticism and prescriptive 

language teaching syllabi, techniques will be introduced separately, rather than as components of 

previously established theories and practices. Finally, ESL programs must offer specific support 

to instructors. Whether they are paid professionals or volunteers, the responsibility of training and 

educating the educators belongs at the program level.  

 

          Support and Environment. Overall, the essential focus of refugee ESL programs should be 

the creation of a support structure and stable community for learners. Kleinmann’s (1984) 

historical survey begins laying a conceptual foundation for this specific model by stating that “the 

involuntary migration of Indochinese refugees requires us to consider the external factors in 

designing and operating ESL programs. Support service must be available to alleviate various 

stresses and facilitate sociocultural adjustment” (p. 217). 

Building on this foundation, various studies have explored different means to achieve this 

goal, exhibiting common findings in distinctive contexts. First, linguistic and cultural support 

through shared L1 has been shown as a successful method for ESL programs. In outlining the 

creation of a bilingual, bicultural ESL program, Werner-Smith & Smolkin (1995) introduce a 

major element of refugee-focused ESL: peer language and cultural support through counselors 

sharing both participants’ L1 and English. This allows learners within the program to participate 

in the cultures of both languages in order to gain empowerment by bridging between the L1 context 

and their current situation as well as aiding in bilingual, bicultural identity development (Werner-

Smith & Smolkin, 1995; Potocky-Tripodi, 2002). Echoed by Hornberger & Hardman (1991), 

Cambodian refugee women in ESL programs benefited by having a Cambodian woman who was 

empathetic to the students’ situations and understood their L1 as their instructor. As members of 

the same refugee community, this pairing of teacher and students creates “a language learning 

environment (a culture of literacy) built upon the fusion of two different approaches to language 

learning and literacy acquisition: cognitive skills and cultural practice” (Hornberger & Hardman, 

1995, p. 23). 

 In his survey “Therapeutic use of writing and other media with Southeast Asian refugees,” 

Edward Canda (1990) offers means of support which extend beyond both English and L1 use to 

explore other “therapeutic facets of teaching ESL” (p. 50). He presents methods of teaching that 

synthesize writing with traditional (ethnic-specific) craft, art media and modes of healing, since 

“Southeast Asian people have traditional ways of employing writing and design that do not 

conform to conventional Western concepts of healing” (Canda, 1990, p. 51). Examples of Hmong 

narrative needlework with embroidered captions and beliefs of healing through Buddhist magical 

and religious writings are offered.  In the ESL context, the incorporation of these culturally-
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appropriate media not only build a bridge between English and refugees’ L1, but also create a more 

comfortable environment in which language study through familiar modes of expression can 

positively affect the well-being and mental health of refugee-learners. Employing such methods is 

one way of unlocking truly therapeutic outcomes of ESL. 

Widening the scope, refugee-only programs have been advocated to address the traumatic 

histories of learners. Such programs, regardless of participants’ L1, have been characterized as 

comforting and nurturing environments which allow refugees to connect with others in similar 

situations. This is especially helpful as refugees tend “naturally to reject everything that is new 

that could threaten even further his/her very shaky sense of identity” (Freire, 1991, p. 5). This 

model is also supported by Werner-Smith & Smolkin’s (1995) findings, shown through the mixed 

groups of Southeast Asian first- and second-generation refugees enrolled in a summer ESL pre-

collegiate program. Learners in this program were aided by sharing similar backgrounds and 

experiences, which allowed both language and culture instruction to be approached in a safe and 

sensitive manner, respecting the effects of violence and trauma on participants’ personal 

experiences (Werner-Smith & Smolkin, 1995). Attention to these means of engaging students will 

be further discussed in the next section on teacher-specific approaches. 

 Safe classrooms and access to ESL must also be addressed on the program-level. Fostering 

a classroom culture that allows voluntary and varying degrees of student participation has been 

shown as a proven way to begin engaging reticent learners, who may feel overwhelmed by certain 

topics or practices. When combined with permitting L1 use within class, students may feel more 

comfortable among their classmates (Isserlis, 2000). Additionally open, fluid classrooms may have 

a positive effect on refugee learning by allowing students to attend as time permits and enabling 

more experienced students to mentor newcomers as “experts.” However, the lack of stability of 

this arrangement can negatively affect sense of community and classroom structure. In order to aid 

the creation of stability in the lives of refugees, more structure, familiar classmates and reliable, 

non-transient instructors are key to student success as well as building learners’ confidence and 

trust (Finn, 2010). As far as access, taking into account participants’ personal responsibilities to 

families, children and employment for scheduling class times is especially important. For those 

without their own transportation or who are unable to be out at night (due to safety or other 

concerns), classes during the daytime or on weekends can encourage learner participation (Skilton-

Sylvester, 2002). Thus, the many aspects of learner identity and commitment should be factored 

into program offering times. 

 

          Curriculum: Schooled vs. Non-schooled Competency. On the curricular level, ESL 

programs must also negotiate a balance of schooled vs. non-schooled competencies (Atkinson, 

2014; Hull & Schultz, 2001; Warriner, 2004) as well as learner-centered traits, such as interest and 

investment. As previously illustrated, refugee-learners may immigrate to the United States with 

varying levels of L1 competency and education. As evolving bilingual, bicultural individuals, it is 

extremely important that multiple literacies of learners be nurtured for development of 

sociolinguistic identity in the classroom as well as in daily life. This will ensure that refugees 

acquire both functional literacy skills while also being able to negotiate new cultural landscapes 

(Atkinson, 2014, p. 13). In relation to curriculum development, the surveyed studies have 

described several types of approaches, which involve both classroom-specific and daily-life 

learning to target linguistic proficiency. 

Within the classroom, evidence suggests that refugee-learners’ English acquisition can be 

increased in several ways. Above all, course content should present language which is directly 
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relevant to the everyday lives of learners and immediately applicable to their current situation 

(Kleinmann, 1984; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). Introducing issues and authentic materials related 

directly to American culture, healthcare, childcare, employment and daily routines, such as 

shopping, should be standard components of the ESL curriculum. “These activities give learners 

opportunities to discuss issues of personal interest and concern with others to solve problems 

related to survival, family and employment … [while constituting] part of the process of 

developing needed competencies using the English language” (Adkins, Sample & Birman, 1999, 

p. 4). In addition, topical relevance has been shown as a key to engaging the dynamic identities of 

learners outside of the classroom, as many refugees strive to become workers and contributing 

members of their immediate communities and American society-at-large. By employing these 

methods, the ESL context becomes “a social and educational journey made meaningful by a 

learner’s sense of (emerging) identity” (Atkinson, 2014, p. 14). 

Despite findings that suggest the positive influence of work-related lessons in the 

classroom on learner interest, Warriner (2004), Potocky-Tripodi (2002) and Atkinson (2014) warn 

that ESL programs should invest in the long-term goals of refugees themselves rather than just 

quick training for dead-end jobs. Due to the involvement of government and resettlement agencies, 

current programs are sometimes forced to meet limited mandated targets of “successful 

employment” instead of designs which favor learner development and personal achievement. “By 

prioritizing the need to find entry-level employment quickly at the expense of creating 

opportunities for learning English and finding a job that will foster true economic and social 

mobility ... [an ESL program] assumes and promotes a deficient view of its students” (Warriner, 

2004, p. 192). Therefore, a balance between topics and program-student goals must be developed 

in order to create more learner-centered ESL environments. 

Other aspects of the proposed curriculum-specific linguistic measures include: consistency 

of classroom lessons, de-emphasizing formal language rules, and providing authentic language 

exposure (Kleinmann, 1984). Beginning in the classroom, these measures aim to bridge both 

schooled and non-schooled competencies by employing cognitively-focused presentation as well 

as meaningful and relevant instruction in a “learner-centered approach that incorporates learners’ 

linguistic interactions outside the classroom” (Finn, 2010, p.592).  

Consistency of lesson presentation and student expectations should be central to refugee 

ESL curricula. Given the possible short- and long-term memory impairment as a result of PTSD, 

refugee-learners will require different approaches than mainstream ESL students for targeting 

retention and understanding of new linguistic input. “Repetition is a key factor in fostering second 

language acquisition … [giving] students a sense of consistency and [reinforcing] the material” 

(Finn, 2010, p. 593). Extrapolated to a higher design level, expectations of the students founded 

on lesson routine and consistent classroom operation could also help address students’ cognitive 

difficulties through establishing a set rhythm for learning. 

Leaning more toward “acquisitional” than “schooled,” Kleinmann (1984) introduces a 

framework of refugee ESL which lessens the stress on teaching formal linguistic rules. Based on 

Krashen’s monitor model and the assumption that refugee-learners may lack formal L1 linguistic 

knowledge, Kleinmann (1984) states that L2 learning environments should therefore de-emphasize 

the formal rules of English and focus more on the interdependence of language and sociocultural 

development. This shift in focus from the formal to the everyday use of English in refugee ESL is 

further evidence of the importance of both authentic instructional materials within the classroom 

and sociolinguistic experience and language use outside of it. 
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Presented in several studies as an aid to the resettlement process, non-schooled competency 

can be encouraged through a combination of ESL program factors. In the most explicit model, 

Kleinmann (1984) proposes that “refugees can be sensitized to American culture, institutions, and 

systems, and be exposed to meaningful out-of-class intake environments which complement in-

class language acquisition activities” (p. 217). In order to achieve this sociolinguistic synthesis of 

schooled and non-schooled acquisition, ESL programs should combine both classroom learning 

and community support. 

 Other studies also approach the monitoring of non-schooled acquisition as a means of 

integrating ESL and English language use within the lives of learners. In addition to simply 

employing topical content which can connect learners to immediately useful language, ESL 

programs can benefit from examining “learners’ daily lives in order not only to understand from 

where second language input comes, but also to gain greater understanding of the learners’ literacy 

needs” (Finn, 2010). Non-schooled language learned outside of the classroom, therefore, becomes 

key to both learner use and guidance for ESL programs, as application of this knowledge in the 

classroom can be used to increase the multiple literacies and contexts in which refugee-learners 

are conversant (Hull & Schultz, 2001). As evidenced by Warriner (2004), Skilton-Sylvester (2002) 

and Finn (2010), self-experienced competencies and linguistic exposure are extremely crucial 

elements in the development of refugee-identity. In the spirit of Kleinmann’s (1984) outline of 

cross-cultural exposure to expand the classroom beyond a physical space, ESL programs should 

aim to holistically support schooled and non-schooled learner language acquisition to create a 

language learning environment which focuses “competency-based approaches ... to help keep 

students in the present rather than returning to the painful past” (Finn, 2010, p. 592). 

 

          Instructor Support. Aside from refugees, instructors, themselves, require specific support 

from ESL programs. Given the unique identities of refugee-learners, consideration to those 

teaching them is equally as important for successfully facilitating personal learning and growth of 

students. Although Potocky-Tripodi (2002) suggests programs that employ specially-trained 

professional teachers, rather than volunteers, to instruct refugees, there are more practical (and 

financially viable) means of support. 

 Perry & Hart (2012) explore ways in which ESL programs can prepare paid and volunteer 

teachers to better serve refugee populations. In their study, the authors found that many teachers 

felt severely lacking in skills related to refugee-specific English instruction, despite teaching 

credentials and/or program-specific training. In the words of surveyed teachers, program-level 

improvements related to in-service development, targeted/contextual training for topics and 

teaching content, apprenticeship/mentoring experiences, more resources for self-education, and 

refugee-specific cultural education would be beneficial to improve teacher confidence and learner 

engagement (Perry & Hart, 2012).   

 On the program level, such changes would allow ESL instructors more opportunities to 

hone their classroom skills and expand their understanding of refugee-learners’ cultures and 

identities. Forming a strong foundation for practitioners is essential for teachers, given their varied, 

holistic roles in the lives and education of learners. 

 

Teacher’s Roles in Refugee Learning 

 

The role of the teacher within the refugee ESL environment is both multifaceted and dynamic. As 

an extension of the previously explored environmental-, curriculum- and instructor-specific 
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program-level recommendations, ESL professionals and volunteers serve as the human face of 

refugee-learners’ connection to language and culture in America. Of the many characteristics of 

language teachers, those found especially important within the surveyed research center on the 

roles of assessor, resource, manager, designer, monitor and collaborator. These will be separated 

into two broader categories: a) teacher-as-advocate and b) teacher-as-implementer. 

 

          Teacher-as-Advocate: Assessor & Resource. Stemming from the potential of refugees’ 

identity as a product of trauma and ESL programs’ responsibilities to provide a safe and supportive 

learning environment, practitioners working directly with refugee-learners should serve as 

advocates. Normally relating to assessment of linguistic progress and language-specific resources, 

refugee ESL instructors can apply their roles as assessor and resource to the mental health of their 

classroom constituents. Above all, teachers should become aware of symptoms of mental illness 

and trauma which can afflict refugees as a result of PTSD or domestic violence and, in turn, refer 

them to the appropriate healthcare professionals (Adkins et al., 1999; Canda, 1990). This allows 

instructors to assess both the learners’ psychological health as well as appropriate content of their 

courses. In relation to learners and learning material, this role of assessor will be intrinsically 

connected to the role of resource.    

 For learner support, the combination of these roles is not meant to elevate the teacher to a 

therapist or counselor (Finn, 2010), but instead position ESL instructors as “an integral part of a 

larger network of providers that includes mental health professionals” (Adkins et al., 1999, p. 3). 

Through familiarity with refugee-specific health issues and individual student’s experiences, 

teachers can better advocate for students’ well-being. Key to this role is finding out about 

community resources, laws pertinent to refugee needs and services available in dealing with 

trauma and other concerns, such as domestic violence. Growing teacher awareness can not only 

help connect refugee-learners to proper health professionals, but can also be manifested in 

providing lists of these resources and fostering learner skills to better access them. Additionally, 

with knowledge of potential concerns within refugee communities and a larger support system to 

address them, ESL practitioners can aid in creating a greater dialogue “about culture-based 

approaches of dealing with the issue of violence and learners” (Isserlis, 2000). As Canda (1990) 

succinctly states, ESL practitioners also “serve as cultural brokers for students, helping them 

understand American customs and expectations” (p. 54).  

 In respect to learning material and classroom topics, assessment and resources are also key 

roles of instructors. Building on the teacher’s place in creating a safe environment, “educators 

should understand that [although not all refugees have experienced trauma] certain topics generally 

discussed in adult ESL classes (e.g. family and health) can cause learner discomfort because of 

past and present abuse” (Isserlis, 2000). Assessment of topics and activity design within daily 

classroom operation must therefore be managed closely by teachers in order to respect learners’ 

varied personal and cultural experiences. Although overlapping with teacher-as-implementer, the 

more sensitive nature of content and presentation require the more teacher-specific skills of 

assessment and discrimination. 

Resources, as already introduced in curriculum exploration, should be monitored on a day-

to-day basis by instructors. In combination with the resources provided for refugee-learner health 

and well-being, teachers can work to integrate those into lessons and engage learners in less 

invasive ways to both introduce relevant topics as well as provide linguistic practice for accessing 

community support (Adkins et al., 1999; Isserlis, 2000). With mindfulness and knowledge of 

refugee-specific health needs and the broader network of assistance, “teachers’ understanding of 
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the effects of trauma on learning ... should help to make the classroom a safe place and learning 

more possible for adult language learners” (Isserlis, 2000). 

 

          Teacher-as-Implementer: Manager, Designer, Monitor & Collaborator. The view of the 

teacher-as-implementer is a varied role dealing directly with managing, designing, monitoring and 

collaborating. By actively carrying out the curriculum and engaging learners, all of these functions 

can be categorized under the skillset of teacher implementation.  

Classroom management is an important characteristic for ESL teachers of refugees. In 

order to foster a community of learners, teachers-as-managers can positively affect students 

through employing classroom procedures to create a safe and consistent environment, using 

appropriate content and activities, and monitoring students’ goals and interests. 

 Managing procedure is the manifestation of many of the curriculum-level suggestions for 

refugee ESL programs in the daily routine of classrooms. Above all, proper management will 

create “an environment in which students feel empowered” (Finn, 2010, p. 591). Environmentally, 

teaching professionals should be conscious of the physical learning space. By familiarizing 

students with surrounding amenities, leaving doors ajar or allowing students the freedom to leave 

the room or opt out of uncomfortable activities, if necessary, learners will feel a sense of agency 

(Isserlis, 2000). Additionally, repetition and material review can begin building a sense of 

consistency within the flow of class activity. This is especially important for those who may be 

experiencing cognitive difficulties (Finn, 2010). Through managing tasks and activities, teachers 

can create a familiar routine. This will allow refugee-learners to “view the classroom as a safe and 

predictable place … [thus] building community among and safety for learners and practitioners” 

(Isserlis, 2000). 

Choosing appropriate, motivational content and activities is another important aspect of 

both teacher-as-designer and manager. In order to connect with learners, practitioners should be 

aware of student interest and out-of-class experiences. Building on personal meaningfulness to 

each individual learner, teachers can boost participation in class by treating English language 

acquisition as a social and cultural journey complementing refugees’ own “sense of adjustment to 

… society and their emerging sense of self” (Atkinson, 2014, p. 10). Additionally, playing into the 

need for authentic, engaging materials, teachers can increase learner investment through making 

sure that learners are topically engaged (Finn, 2010; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). Although this point 

is stressed on the curriculum-level as well, in the day-to-day operation of the classroom teachers 

should take responsibility for fine-tuning materials for student use. This is extremely important in 

employing group work and other types of interactive tasks to increase student interaction while 

lowering the overall affective elements of the classroom (Kleinmann, 1984; Werner-Smith & 

Smolkin, 1995). 

For Southeast Asian refugees, especially, certain cultural learning preferences should also 

be taken into account by teachers in relation to their roles as designers. As previously noted, Park 

(2000) recommends visual and graphic teaching; whole-body, experiential teaching; hands-on-

learning; and small group activities. In combination with Canda’s (1990) and Werner-Smith & 

Smolkin’s (1995) findings, ethnically-appropriate modes of narrative writing and arts should be 

integrated into lessons to increase meaningfulness to the participants. 

Studies have also illustrated that active monitoring and collaboration by teachers leads to 

familiarity with learner differences, aptitudes and interests. By developing rapport with students, 

teachers can effectively establish a learner-centered classroom through creating opportunities for 

interaction which reinforce linguistic development as well as introduce communication and 
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comprehension strategies (Finn, 2010; Kleinmann, 1984). Building on this foundation, mindful 

advocacy and implementation by teachers can foster environments which address refugees’ 

dynamic identities while supporting their entitlement to education, language development and the 

“right to speak” outside of the classroom (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Within the American refugee population, Southeast Asians represent a unique group due to shared 

experiences of trauma as well as cultural, religious and social commonalities. All of these traits 

influence each individual survivor’s life while also playing a central role in their evolving identities 

within the new linguistic environment. As English learners, therefore, their experience as a distinct 

cohort of refugee-learners should inform the way in which they are supported by ESL programs 

and practitioners. 

Language is clearly a vital link in the resettlement of Southeast Asian and all other refugees. 

Connected directly to individual development and acculturation, the ESL environment plays an 

active part in refugee-learners’ identity creation as they overcome personal histories and face new 

challenges in an unfamiliar context. Through awareness of possible traumatic pasts and current re-

negotiation of gender-social roles, ESL programs can effectively support refugee-learners through 

reinforcing both linguistic and life skills. On the curriculum-level, creating supportive 

environments and addressing schooled and non-schooled competencies have been shown to benefit 

students. Within classrooms, teachers can enact these greater goals on a micro-level through 

advocacy and implementation. As a result, an understanding of refugee-learner identities can 

positively target “the long-term participation and investment of adult ESL learners … [through] 

seeing the classroom as a real place where the multiple selves of learners are central to teaching, 

learning, and program development” (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002, p. 22). 

This review has been a means of gaining personal insight and perspective on both traits 

and identities of Southeast Asian and general refugee-learners that many American ESL 

practitioners will potentially instruct in the coming years. Although the surveyed studies have 

highlighted crucial aspects of the interaction of refugee-learners in the ESL environment, many 

possibilities for deeper investigation remain. With learners as the focus of most research on this 

topic, further explorations of teacher roles and behaviors, program design, and explicit teaching 

methodologies would serve to create a more holistic view of the dynamic interaction among 

refugees, language programs and teachers. In the face of ongoing political unrest and oppression 

in the world, this knowledge will inform and enable ESL practitioners to better support the 

linguistic empowerment and resettlement of refugees in the United States.  
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