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Abstract
Given the high number of refugee children and adolescents around the globe, it is critical to 
determine conditions that foster their adaptation in the receiving country. This study inves-
tigated the psychological adaptation of recently arrived adolescent refugees in Germany. 
We focused on whether psychological adaptation reflects the organizational approach taken 
by the school that refugee adolescents initially attended. School is an important context 
for the development and acculturation of young refugees. As in other European coun-
tries, the schooling of refugee adolescents in Germany is organized in different models: 
separate instruction in newcomer classes, direct immersion in regular classes, and mixed 
approaches. To answer our research questions, we used self-reported data from 700 refu-
gee adolescents (12-, 14-, and 17-year-olds) in a representative survey of refugees in Ger-
many. As indicators of their psychological adaptation, we analyzed their sense of school 
belonging, their emotional and behavioral problems, and their life satisfaction. Comparing 
them to non-refugee peers, the refugee adolescents showed similar levels of psychological 
adaptation, and an even higher level in the case of school belonging. Multiple regression 
analyses provide limited support for the assumed advantage of the mixed school organi-
zational model: While students who initially attended a mixed approach reported higher 
levels of school belonging than those in other models, no differences emerged on the other 
indicators. We discuss the implications of our findings for the schooling of newly arrived 
refugees.
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Psychological adaptation of young refugees and the role of different 
school organizational models

In the twenty-first century, there is a global increase in forced migration due to war 
and social unrest. Germany, alongside several EU member states, gave shelter to a large 
number of forcibly displaced people and still hosts many refugees (UNHCR, 2020). 
Over one-third of asylum requests in Germany between 2013 and 2016 concerned 
minors (BAMF, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017), resulting in about half a million refugee chil-
dren and adolescents who had to be included in the educational system (Mediendienst 
Integration, 2017).

Psychological adaptation, defined as immigrants’ affective response to acculturation, 
has been identified as one of two major categories of intercultural adaptation (Ward, 
1996, 2001), including among adolescents (Berry et al., 2006; Sam et al., 2006). Due to 
various obstacles, adolescents with a refugee background face special challenges in their 
psychological adaptation (Buchanan et al., 2018; Fazel & Stein, 2002; Fazel et al., 2012). 
While many studies have focused on the role of pre-migration experiences, such as trauma 
and loss (e.g., Hunkler & Khourshed, 2020; Lustig et al., 2004; Steel et al., 2009), others 
emphasized the need to pay attention to the conditions in the receiving society (e.g., 
Matthews, 2008), since these can be modified and also play a vital role (Correa-Velez et al., 
2010; Fazel et al., 2012; Porter & Haslam, 2005; Schachner et al., 2018; Zwi et al., 2018). 
In this study, we focused on school as a key acculturative context for refugee adolescents 
(Suárez-Orozco et  al., 2018; Vedder & Horenczyk, 2006). In school, adolescents do 
not only acquire academic skills; they also familiarize with the norms and values of the 
receiving society (Vedder & Horenczyk, 2006) and develop socially and emotionally 
(Roeser et al., 2000).

There are different approaches to school newly arrived immigrant students, including a 
temporary separate provision in newcomer classes or a direct immersion in regular classes. 
The evaluation of such programs has been identified as one of the most important areas of 
immigrant and refugee research (McNeely et  al., 2017). However, empirical evidence in 
this area is scarce, and there is an ongoing controversy on how these different school organ-
izational models affect the school adaptation of refugee students (see “The role of school 
organizational models in the adaptation of newly arrived students” section). The present 
article addresses this issue by drawing on a large representative sample of recently arrived 
refugees in Germany. In a first step, our study investigates how well recently arrived refu-
gee adolescents are adjusted in terms of their psychological adaptation, including in com-
parison to their non-refugee peers. The main focus of the study is subsequently on whether 
and how refugees’ psychological adaptation is linked to the school organizational model 
they initially attended.

Special conditions for the psychological adaptation of adolescent refugees

The psychological adaptation of refugee adolescents can be understood from a devel-
opmental perspective (e.g., Masten et  al., 2006) as well as from an acculturative per-
spective (Berry et  al., 2006; Ward, 1996, 2001). Immigrant adolescents have to mas-
ter both developmental tasks (e.g., establishing close friendships, doing well in school, 
and forming a coherent sense of self; Motti-Stefanidi et  al., 2012) and acculturative 
tasks (e.g., learning a new language, establishing social ties with residential peers, and 
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learning how to navigate between cultures; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). These tasks are 
often intertwined (Michel et al., 2012) and can be experienced as stressful.

As young refugees often encounter particularly stressful pre-, peri-, and post-migra-
tion events and conditions (Ryan et al., 2008), they are likely to experience even more 
acculturative stress than voluntary immigrants (Berry et  al., 1987). Before or during 
their flight, they often underwent or witnessed traumatic events or the loss of, or separa-
tion from, family and friends, which can promote mental health problems (Fazel et al., 
2012; Heptinstall et al., 2004; Lustig et al., 2004). In particular, adolescents suffer from 
the loss of friends and peers who are important for emotional support during this devel-
opmental phase (Wentzel et al., 2016). Moreover, many young refugees have interrupted 
schooling biographies due to school closures or destruction in their home country as 
well as limited schooling opportunities in refugee camps (Brown et al., 2006; Dryden-
Peterson, 2016; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015). In the receiving country, these interrup-
tions and resulting learning gaps can increase refugee students’ school-related stress, 
adding to the challenges associated with the unfamiliarity of the educational system and 
teacher expectations. Other post-migration stressors include the special challenges refu-
gee families often face, such as living in shared accommodations, insecure residence 
status, financial strains, and mental health issues of caregivers (Bryant et  al., 2018; 
Fazel et al., 2012; Heptinstall et al., 2004; Porter & Haslam, 2005). Psychological adap-
tation can hence be especially challenging for refugee adolescents.

Despite these challenges, many refugee children and adolescents adapt well: 2 to 
3 years after their immigration to Australia, refugees between 5 and 17 years expressed 
a psychological adaptation that was, in most domains, comparable to their Australian 
peers (Lau et al., 2018; Zwi et al., 2018). A large-scale study of ninth graders in Ger-
many similarly showed that many recently arrived refugee adolescents were satisfied 
with their school experience, although to a slightly lower degree than their classmates 
with and without migration background (Henschel et al., 2019).

Different indicators are used to assess psychological adaptation. The literature often 
draws on general, cross-domain indicators, such as life satisfaction and self-esteem 
(e.g., Schotte et  al., 2018), global self-worth (e.g., Kovacev & Shute, 2004), (lack of) 
depressive symptoms (e.g., Michel et al., 2012), or (absence of) emotional and behavio-
ral problems (e.g., Lau et al., 2018). The absence of emotional and behavioral problems 
is a key indicator of psychological adaptation for all adolescents regardless of migra-
tion background (Roeser et al., 2000) and is related to better physical health and higher 
school achievement in refugee adolescents (Lau et al., 2018). The cognitive component 
of subjective well-being, life satisfaction, is a core component of a good life (Diener 
et  al., 2002). It is also linked with (immigrant) adolescents’ satisfaction with school 
(Chow, 2007; Suldo et al., 2006), and it can also act as a protective factor against stress-
ful life events (Suldo & Huebner, 2004).

Since adolescents spend most of their day at school, it is the most important devel-
opmental (Roeser et al., 2000) and acculturative (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012; Schachner 
et  al., 2018; Suárez-Orozco et  al., 2018) context for (immigrant) adolescents. Hence, 
indicators that reflect psychological adaptation to the school context, such as sense of 
school belonging or school satisfaction, are also often viewed as key aspects of adoles-
cents’ psychological adaptation (e.g., Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; Pittman & Richmond, 
2007). Sense of school belonging is related to various positive emotional and behavioral 
outcomes (Osterman, 2000), including lower levels of depression and higher self-efficacy 
in refugee adolescents (Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007).
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The role of school organizational models in the adaptation of newly arrived 
students

There are different approaches to school newly arrived adolescents. Although refugee 
adolescents’ conditions differ from those of other migrants (e.g., Edele et al., 2021), most 
countries do not differentiate between refugees and other newly arrived immigrant students 
in their approaches to include them in the educational systems (for an overview of various 
countries, see Crul et al. (2016) and Crul et al. (2019)). A common approach, which is, for 
instance, practiced in the USA (Short & Boyson, 2012) and Australia (Correa-Velez et al., 
2010; Woods, 2009), is to initially school newly arrived adolescents in newcomer classes, 
either in separate schools or in separate classes within regular schools. It is also common 
practice in many European countries to initially (partially) separate newly arrived refugee 
students from residential students, including in Germany (Vogel & Stock, 2017), Sweden 
(Tajic & Bunar, 2020), and Norway (Hilt, 2017).

The main idea behind separately schooling newly arrived immigrants is to enable a 
quick language acquisition since they usually do not have sufficient command of the lan-
guage of instruction to follow the regular curriculum. Relating to refugee students, separate 
schooling further offers the opportunity to address their special challenges, including lim-
ited schooling experiences and special emotional needs. Separate schooling can also ease 
school organization as refugees often enter the school system at irregular times during the 
school year and typically with limited language skills, which can disrupt the schooling of 
regular classes.

The role of separate schooling for refugee students’ adaptation is inconclusive and 
controversial. Some stakeholders argue that—depending on the specific circumstances of 
the respective school—the transitional separate provision can be useful. Existing research 
indicated that teachers perceive newcomer classes as safe spaces for newly arrived stu-
dents where they meet peers with similar experiences and backgrounds, which can sup-
port their psychological adaptation and ethnic identification (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012). 
There is some empirical indication suggesting that teachers in newcomer classes have more 
resources at hand to focus on the needs of newly arrived refugees compared to teachers in 
regular classes and that teachers of these classes tend to be highly motivated (Massumi, 
2019). Newly arrived students in separate classes indicated to feel more at ease when prac-
ticing their emerging language skills (Lang, 2019) and more easily developed a sense of 
belonging (Due et al., 2016). Separate schooling may thus reduce stress, provide specific 
support, and boost the psychological adaptation of newly arrived refugees.

Other stakeholders characterize separate schooling as exclusive and detrimental (Hilt, 
2017; Karakayalı, zur Nieden, Groß et al., 2017; Panagiotopoulou et al., 2017) and strongly 
advocate the quick inclusion of refugees in regular classes. Scholars have pointed out that 
newcomer classes reflect a deficit perspective on newly arrived students as they focus on 
their limited skills in the language of instruction (Panagiotopoulou & Rosen, 2018) and 
deprive refugee students from opportunities to show their abilities and skills (Due & Riggs, 
2009). Newcomer classes often include students of different ages and with different prior 
schooling experiences, and there often is a high fluctuation due to new arrivals, departures, 
and deportation (Karakayalı, zur Nieden, Kahveci et  al., 2017). This could make it dif-
ficult to build friendships and to develop a sense of group and belonging. There is further 
evidence suggesting that newly arrived students in separate provision experience increased 
feelings of exclusion (Miller et al., 2005) and that separate provision can increase the bar-
rier to use the new language outside of the safe space of a newcomer class (Lang, 2019). 
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Separate schooling in newcomer classes could thus also increase the refugee adolescents’ 
stress and jeopardize their psychological adaptation.

A different strategy to school newly arrived students is to include them directly in regu-
lar classes. This approach involves the advantage of facilitating their contact with residen-
tial peers, which offers informal language learning opportunities and enables refugee ado-
lescents to get into contact with the culture of the receiving country (Nilsson & Axelsson, 
2013). This could benefit their acculturation process (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012) and ulti-
mately help them to settle and adapt psychologically. However, research on students who 
migrated in adolescence suggested that learning in a regular class can also be challenging 
to their school adaptation since their experiences and former education is often disregarded 
in lessons and they often cannot use their resources (Massumi, 2019). They also often face 
difficulties to follow the subject matters due to language difficulties (Nilsson & Axelsson, 
2013). There is indication that refugee students experience more frustration, boredom, and 
a greater fear of speaking in lessons in regular classes than in lessons in newcomer classes 
(Schmiedebach & Wegner, 2019). This situation can contribute to feelings of exclusion 
within regular classes (Massumi, 2019). Moreover, teachers in regular classes do not only 
have limited resources; they also often lack the skills to deal with the special situation of 
refugee students. This can result in an overburdening of students as well as teachers (Tajic 
& Bunar, 2020), thus increasing students’ stress and compromising their psychological 
adaptation.

In a third approach, mixed school organizational models, students receive some lessons 
in a newcomer class that focusses on language development, but they also attend a regu-
lar class in which they typically study the less language-based subjects like sports, music, 
and art. Few studies to date have investigated the mixed model. Yet, it could combine the 
advantages of the exclusive approaches outlined above: On the one hand, the time in the 
newcomer class can offer a safe space for emotional problems and promote focused lan-
guage development. On the other hand, the inclusion in regular classes offers contact with 
residential peers who can help to navigate the educational system of the receiving country. 
Moreover, joint schooling with local students could help to develop a sense of belonging to 
the receiving context, and dual identification with the ethic context and the receiving con-
text is linked to good psychological adjustment (Schotte et al., 2018).

Empirical studies that directly compare how different schooling approaches relate to 
refugee students’ school adaptation, including their psychological adaptation, are scarce. 
Whereas most of the studies outlined in this section were regional qualitative studies, few 
larger quantitative studies on the matter exist. One quantitative study that did compare sep-
arate and conjoint schooling models, conducted in Turkey, showed a better psychological 
adaptation of refugee students in regular classes (Karadag & Gokcen, 2020). However, the 
study examined a relatively small sample and failed to control for confounding factors on 
the individual level, such as age, sex, and years spend in the receiving country, and on the 
level of the family or the school. Thus, it remains an open empirical question whether, and 
in what fashion, the learning in different school organizational models is related to the psy-
chological adaptation of refugee adolescents.

Present study

Drawing on a large and representative dataset, the present study examined the psychologi-
cal adaptation of recently arrived refugee adolescents in Germany. In a first step, we exam-
ined the psychological adaptation of refugee adolescents compared to residential peers 
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with and without migration background. The main purpose of the study was to determine 
whether the psychological adaptation of recently arrived refugee adolescents was linked to 
the school organizational model they had initially attended (mixed approach, regular class, 
or newcomer class).

Theoretical arguments and previous findings relating to the effects of attending a new-
comer class or a regular class on refugee students’ psychological adaptation are not con-
clusive. Both models offer advantages, but also potential pitfalls (see “The role of school 
organizational models in the adaptation of newly arrived students” section). Mixed 
approaches, in which refugee students attend regular classes with residential peers, but also 
receive separate education in newcomer classes, could thus combine the benefits of both 
models and prevent their respective disadvantages. They facilitate contact with residential 
peers and simultaneously allow to tackle the special emotional and educational needs of 
refugee students. We therefore assumed that mixed approaches provide the best conditions 
for the psychological adaptation of refugee adolescents.

The German context is very well suited to investigate this issue. Newly arrived refu-
gees are allocated to the different federal states according to the Königssteiner Schlüssel 
(Königsstein Key; see Bartl (2019)) that realizes a distribution according to tax revenue 
and the size of the population of the respective state, but largely independent of refugees’ 
characteristics. Due to different regulations in the federal states regarding the establish-
ment of newcomer classes (for an overview, see Massumi et  al. (2015) and Vogel and 
Stock (2017)), to regional differences in the conditions (e.g., number of refugees schools 
accommodated), and to decisions at individual schools, all three types of school organi-
zational models were simultaneously practiced in Germany within the last years. Whereas 
newcomer classes, in which newly arrived students supposedly learn for a transitional time 
period for a maximum of 12 to 24  months, expanded in the years after the high influx 
of refugee students (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2016), considerable shares 
of newly arrived students directly learned in regular classes or were schooled in a mixed 
model (Hofherr, 2020).

To capture a broad understanding of psychological adaptation, our study considered one 
school-related and two more general, cross-domain indicators of psychological adaptation: 
(i) sense of school belonging, (ii) emotional and behavioral problems, and (iii) life satisfac-
tion. Although the allocation of refugee adolescents to the school organizational models 
was largely independent of their characteristics (see previous section), we still controlled 
for factors on the individual and family level, and also on the school and community level, 
to ensure that our findings are not a spurious result of random differences. Research indi-
cates that at the individual level, personality (Echterhoff et al., 2020; Suldo et al., 2015; 
Ward, 2001), gender (Montgomery & Foldspang, 2007), age (Michel et  al., 2012), time 
in country of residence (Michel et  al., 2012), and the legal status (Homuth et  al., 2020; 
Steel et al., 2011) are linked to psychological adaptation. Country of origin could also be 
relevant in this context due to the respective events refugees had experienced there prior to 
their migration and due to differential prospects of staying in Germany. At the family level, 
the family composition (Amato & Keith, 1991; Kalmijn, 2017), the living situation (Evans, 
2006), and the mental health of the parents (Bryant et al., 2018; Shehadeh et al., 2015) have 
shown to be important in this context. In Germany, students are divided according to their 
academic achievements into different school tracks after primary school (usually in grade 
5) with the Gymnasium being the most demanding one that leads to a university entrance 
certificate. Research indicates that the different school tracks differ in their student compo-
sition and offer different social and learning environments (Baumert et al., 2006), which 
could affect students’ psychological adjustment. At the community level, community size 

1074



The role of different school organizational models in the…

1 3

could affect the psychological adaptation of adolescent refugees, as cities are often eth-
nically more diverse and offer different acculturative conditions than rural areas (Schech, 
2014; Weidinger et al., 2017).

Methods

Sample

To analyze our research questions, we used the data of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of 
Refugees, a representative panel study jointly conducted by the Institute for Employment 
Research (IAB); the Research Centre on Migration, Integration, and Asylum of the Federal 
Office of Migration and Refugees (BAMF-FZ); and the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) at 
the German Institute for Economic Research (DIW Berlin). Data collection started in 2016, 
is since yearly repeated, and includes refugees residing across all federal states of Ger-
many. Sampling was based on the German Central Register of Foreigners (Ausländerzen-
tralregister) and targets people who came to Germany between 2013 and 2016 and who 
applied for asylum (for more details of the target population and the sampling procedure, 
see Jacobsen et al. (2019) and Kroh et al. (2017)). The study is conducted as a household 
survey, and every adult household member is asked to participate in a personal interview. 
Specific cohorts of adolescent household members are also interviewed. The survey is part 
of the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP; Goebel et  al., 2019). Our analyses 
drew on data from the 2017 and 2018 survey waves. We analyzed the responses of refu-
gee adolescents who were or turned 12, 14, or 17 in the respective survey year (labeled as 
“12-,” “14-,” and “17-year-olds,” hereafter) and also used information from their primary 
caregivers. Excluding cases who indicated a time of arrival in Germany before 2013 (n = 6) 
and cases with sample weights that were zero (n = 4) resulted in a sample size of N = 700 
(n = 280 12-year-olds, n = 219 14-year-olds, n = 201 17-year-olds; Mage = 15.1, SEage = 2.2). 
More than half of the refugee adolescents came from Syria (52.7%), substantial other herit-
age countries were Afghanistan (13.8%) and Iraq (13.6%), and 60.0% of them were male. 
The refugee adolescents had been in Germany for 0 to 5 years at the time of the interview; 
most had been in Germany for 2 or 3 years (M = 2.4, SD = 0.97). They lived in communi-
ties of different sizes: whereas 31.0% lived in rural areas, 33.9% lived in large cities with 
more than 100,000 inhabitants.

Measures

Psychological adaptation

To evaluate the psychological adaptation of refugee adolescents, we analyzed the follow-
ing dependent variables: sense of school belonging, emotional and behavioral problems, 
and life satisfaction. The survey assessed the sense of school belonging with nine items 
included in the PISA study (OECD, 2013). Students were asked to indicate on a 4-point 
scale to what degree they agreed with statements like “I feel like I belong at school,” “Other 
students seem to like me,” and “I feel like an outsider (or left out of things) at school” 
(inversely coded). The internal consistency of the scale was α = 0.86. To capture the emo-
tional and behavioral problems of the refugee adolescents, we used the Strength and Dif-
ficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1997). The SDQ is a widely used indicator of 
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psychological adaptation (Achenbach et al., 2008) that has also been successfully employed 
in refugee samples (Lau et al., 2018; Panter-Brick et al., 2014). We used the 20 items of the 
scales “hyperactivity,” “emotional problems,” “conduct problems,” and “peer problems” to 
build a total problem score that had a reliability of α = 0.74. Sample items of the respec-
tive scales are “I am restless, I cannot stay still for long” (hyperactivity), “I worry a lot” 
(emotional problems), “I get very angry and often lose my temper” (conduct problems), 
and “I would rather be alone than with people of my age” (peer problems). General life sat-
isfaction was assessed with one item on a 11-point Likert scale ranging from 0 “Not at all 
satisfied” to 10 “Completely satisfied.” While single-item measures are not fully satisfac-
tory and domain-specific life satisfaction could be informative, studies have shown that the 
single-item measure is valid for adolescents (Jovanović, 2016; Jovanović & Lazić, 2020).

School organizational model

Adolescents who indicated they attended a school in Germany were asked how they were 
schooled when they started school in Germany. Possible options were “directly in a regular 
class,” “as well in a regular class as in a special class for refugees,” and “only in a special 
class for refugees.” Their responses were coded as “regular class,” “mixed approach,” and 
“newcomer class.”

Control variables

At the individual level, the study considered students’ age group (12-, 14-, or 17-year-
olds), gender, years in Germany, country of origin (Syria vs. other), and personality (big 
five: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism; as assessed 
in the SOEP, see Richter et  al. (2017)) as control variables. At the household level, we 
considered insecure residence title of one primary caregiver, living in a shared accommo-
dation, single parent household, mental health component score (MCS; Andersen et  al., 
2007) of one primary caregiver, high educational background if one or more members of 
the household had at least completed upper secondary education, and the community size 
(labeled “rural” if less than 20,000 residents, “medium city” if 20,000 to less than 100,000 
residents, and “large city” if more than 100,000 residents) of the family’s community of 
residence. The attended school track is considered a control variable at the school level. 
Gymnasium was coded as “academic” in comparison to all other tracks that were labeled as 
“non-academic.”

Analyses

We analyzed the outcome variables descriptively and compared the adolescent refugees’ 
psychological adaptation to that of their residential peers. We used data from the PISA-
2018-study (data release October 2020) as a benchmark for refugee adolescents’ sense 
of school belonging. Since sense of school belonging was assessed with only six items 
in the PISA-2018-study (OECD, 2020), we restricted our data to these six items for the 
comparison. The PISA study captures a representative sample of 15-year-old students in 
Germany who have studied the language of instruction for at least 1  year (Mang et  al., 
2019). To compare the refugee adolescents’ emotional and behavioral problems and their 
life satisfaction to their peers, we used data from adolescents who participated in the reg-
ular SOEP study in 2017 and 2018. The SOEP provides representative data for private 
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households in Germany (Goebel et al., 2019) and allows for differentiating between resi-
dential peers with migration background but without flight experience and peers without 
migration background. We used a raking procedure (Lohr, 2009, p.344) to adjust the sam-
ple weights so that the age distribution of the SOEP comparison groups matched that of the 
refugee group. The emotional and behavioral problems could only be compared for 12- and 
14-year-olds due to data restrictions in the SOEP comparison sample.

Missing values on the analyzed variables ranged from 0% on years in Germany to 16.6% 
on emotional and behavioral problems. We dealt with the missing values using multiple 
imputation by chained equations (MICE; White et al., 2011). For this, in addition to the 
variables used in the later analyses, we included auxiliary variables at the level of the ado-
lescent and at the level of the primary caregiver in the imputation model. We imputed 20 
complete datasets. The analyses were then restricted to cases that showed no missing val-
ues on the respective dependent (i.e., sense of school belonging, emotional and behavioral 
problems, life satisfaction) and independent (i.e., school organizational model) variable, 
which has shown to be a valuable approach (Kontopantelis et al., 2017).

To evaluate whether the school organizational model at the beginning of the schooling 
in Germany is linked to the subsequent psychological adaptation of the refugee adoles-
cents, we employed linear regression analyses for each outcome variable. We report two 
models: (a) linear regression analyses in which the psychological outcome variable was 
regressed on the school organizational model (reference category: mixed approach). In a 
second set of analyses, (b) we additionally included the control variables on individual, 
family, school, and community levels as described above. In all regression models, stand-
ard errors were clustered at the household level to account for dependencies in sibling 
observations. All our analyses included sample weights and were estimated using Stata 
version 16.1 (StataCorp, 2019).

Results

Table 1 summarizes the descriptive analyses. The largest share of newly arrived refugee 
students directly started learning in a regular class (43.7%). Roughly one in three refu-
gee students (36.1%) was taught exclusively in a newcomer class, whereas about one in 

Table 1   Descriptive analyses of school organizational models and psychological adaptation in refugee stu-
dents

Weighted analyses. Proportions/mean values were calculated based on non-missing values

Variable %/M (SD) Min Max Share of 
missing 
values

School organizational model 3.2%
   Mixed form 20.2%
   Regular class 43.7%
   Newcomer class 36.1%

Sense of school belonging (from 1 to 4) 3.6 (0.5) 1 4 10.5%
Emotional and behavioral problems (from 0 to 40) 9.2 (4.9) 0 33 16.6%
Life satisfaction (from 0 to 10) 8.1 (2.0) 1 10 1.2%
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five (20.2%) indicated that they had attended a mixed approach in the beginning. Refu-
gee adolescents showed high levels of a sense of belonging to school, few emotional and 
behavioral problems, and a good life satisfaction with average mean scores well above (in 
case of emotional and behavioral problems: below) the theoretical mean of the scales (see 
Table 1).

The comparison of refugee students’ sense of school belonging, emotional and behav-
ioral problems, and life satisfaction to their peers with migration background with-
out flight experience and to peers without migration background (see Table 2) indicated 
that—with one exception—refugee adolescents showed comparable or even higher lev-
els of psychological adaptation. Independent t-tests were used to test group differences, 
based on a significance level of p < 0.05. For sense of school belonging, refugee adoles-
cents expressed significantly higher mean values than 15-year-old residential adolescents 
with (t(1963) = 14.35, p < 0.001) and without (t(3214) = 14.23, p < 0.001) migration back-
ground who participated in the PISA-2018-study. With regard to emotional and behavioral 
problems, 12- and 14-year-old refugees showed significantly lower mean problem scores 
than both comparison groups: residential peers with migration background but without 
flight experience (t(902) =  − 2.51, p = 0.012) and peers without migration background 
(t(1928) =  − 7.43, p < 0.001). The only exception is that recently arrived refugees indi-
cated a significantly lower life satisfaction than their peers from migrated families with-
out flight experience (t(1322) =  − 2.22, p = 0.026). However, their life satisfaction did not 
differ significantly from that of their peers without migration background (t(2791) = 0.41, 
p = 0.685).

The linear regression analyses revealed differences in refugee adolescents’ sense of 
school belonging in the expected direction: Refugee students in regular classes and in new-
comer classes showed a significantly lower sense of school belonging than refugee students 
who learned in a mixed approach (Table 3, model 1a). This was also the case when control 
variables were taken into account (Table 3, model 1b). Contrary to our assumptions, we 
found no advantage of mixed approaches for emotional and behavioral problems or life 

Table 2   Psychological adaptation of recently arrived refugees in comparison to other adolescents with and 
without migration background

Independent t-tests were employed to test for group differences. Numbers in bold differ significantly 
(p < .05) from the recently arrived refugees. Due to data restrictions, only 12- and 14-year-olds were 
included in the comparison of emotional and behavioral problems, whereas 12-, 14-, and 17-year-olds were 
included in the comparison of life satisfaction. Weighted analyses. A raking procedure (Lohr, 2009) was 
applied for the weights of the SOEP comparison groups to reflect the age distribution of the recently arrived 
refugees
a Data basis for comparison group: 15-year-old participants of German PISA- 2018-study (data release 
October 2020; own calculations). Only the six items that were also assessed in PISA were used for compari-
son
b Data basis for comparison groups: same-aged SOEP participants (v.35), survey years 2017 and 2018

Variable Recently arrived 
refugee

Migration back-
ground

No migra-
tion back-
ground

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Sense of school belonginga 3.6 (0.5) 3.2 (0.6) 3.2 (0.6)
Emotional and behavioral problemsb 8.6 (4.9) 9.5 (5.3) 10.6 (5.1)
Life satisfactionb 8.1 (2.0) 8.3 (1.7) 8.0 (1.7)
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satisfaction (Table 3, models 2 and 3, respectively). Conversely, refugee adolescents who 
initially attended newcomer classes showed significantly lower total problems scores than 
refugees who first learned in mixed approaches. This effect, however, was partly explained 
by the control variables and was no longer statistically significant when the control vari-
ables were taken into account (model 2b). The multiple regression analyses (models 1b, 
2b, and 3b) further indicated significant age effects in all models, and effects of personality 
and primary caregivers’ mental health emerged in at least two of the three models. The 
analyses showed that the school organizational model alone explained only a little part of 
the variance in the psychological adaptation of adolescent refugees (a maximum of 2% for 
sense of school belonging). The full models explain between 18% (sense of school belong-
ing) and 36% (emotional and behavioral problems) of the variance.

Discussion

Given the high number of refugee students around the world (UNHCR, 2020) and the vari-
ety of approaches to school them, understanding whether, and if so how, school organiza-
tional models differently foster refugees’ school adaptation is critical. Despite its theoreti-
cal and practical significance, empirical evidence on the issue was hitherto scarce. Drawing 
on a representative sample of recently arrived refugees in Germany, this study determined 
how well refugee adolescents are psychologically adapted and examined how psycho-
logical adaptation is related to the school organizational model (newcomer classes, direct 
immersion in regular classes, or mixed approach) that refugee students initially attended.

Refugee students’ psychological adaptation

Our results indicate that refugee adolescents on average are psychologically well adapted. 
This is largely in line with previous findings that have shown a good psychological adap-
tation and remarkable resilience of refugee children and adolescents (Henschel et  al., 
2019; Correa-Velez et al., 2015; Lau et al., 2018; Zwi et al., 2018). Our results complement 
previous findings in that adolescents with a refugee background showed similar levels of 
psychological adaptation as their peers with and without migration background. For emo-
tional and behavioral problems and for sense of school belonging, we found an even higher 
adaptation for refugee adolescents compared to their non-refugee peers. Such an advan-
tage of refugees was not observed in a recent study in Germany (Henschel et al., 2019). 
The observed difference may be due to differences in the survey setting: The testing situ-
ation in the previous study, a national assessment study of school achievement, was likely 
very demanding and possibly frustrating for recently arrived refugee students due to their 
on average lower language skills and competencies in the tested domains (Schipolowski 
et al., 2021). This situation may have led to a more negative self-assessment and ultimately 
sense of school belonging, as the belief about oneself can influence the reported emotions 
(Robinson & Clore, 2002). Despite these slight differences, the current state of research 
concordantly indicates that refugee adolescents in Germany are, in spite of their special 
challenges (Edele et al., 2021), surprisingly well adapted in terms of their psychological 
adaptation.
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School organizational model and refugee students’ psychological adaptation

In contrast to the pre-migration experiences of refugees, their post-migration situation can 
be modified by the receiving country, which is why scientists and practitioners have called 
to put more emphasis on post-migration factors in refugees’ adaptation (e.g., Matthews, 
2008). For refugee adolescents, their school experience is one of the most important fac-
tors in their acculturation (e.g., Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). We hypothesized that a mixed 
schooling approach that combines specialized education in a newcomer class with inclu-
sion in a regular class is related to better psychological adaptation in refugee adolescents 
than immediate immersion in a regular class or exclusively attending a newcomer class. 
Our analyses did not unequivocally support this assumption. In line with it, refugee adoles-
cents who first learned in mixed approaches reported a higher sense of school belonging. 
Emotional and behavioral problems and life satisfaction, in contrast, were not systemati-
cally related to the attended school organizational model. Of the three indicators analyzed, 
sense of school belonging is conceptually most immediately linked to students’ school 
experience. It is plausible that the school organizational model affects this school-related 
aspect of psychological adaptation of refugee adolescents the most. Our results thus hint at 
a certain advantage of mixed schooling approaches.

However, the overall pattern of results and the fact that the attended school 
organizational model explained only a small share of the variation in refugee adolescents’ 
psychological adaptation supports the proposition that no type of school organizational 
model provides a major advantage for refugee students’ adaptation (Massumi, 2019), at 
least not in the medium term. This result contrasts findings from qualitative studies, 
which have emphasized negative effects of newcomer classes, such as a reduced contact 
with residential peers, feelings of exclusion, and the fostering of a deficit perspective 
(e.g., Karakayalı, zur Nieden, Kahveci et  al., 2017; Panagiotopoulou & Rosen, 2018). 
Whether our finding generalizes to different outcomes, particularly language learning and 
educational achievement, is an open question to date. Other school-related factors largely 
unrelated to the structural approach to school refugee students, such as the personnel and 
material resources of the schools, quality of the curriculum, school climate, and supportive 
relationships with teachers and peers, could be more important for refugee students’ 
psychological adaptation (Allen & Kern, 2017; Berthold, 2000; Fazel et al., 2012; Kovacev 
& Shute, 2004; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). Moreover, their psychological adjustment is 
linked to individual and family characteristics. Our study indicated age effects which are 
in line with the literature that shows a decline of psychological adaptation in the course 
of adolescence (e.g., Gillen-O’Neel & Fuligni, 2013; Goldbeck et  al., 2007; Michel 
et al., 2012). In accordance with the literature, personality (e.g., we observed a negative 
relation between neuroticism and psychological adaptation; Salami, 2011; Suldo et  al., 
2015) and the primary caregiver’s mental health were also associated with the adolescent’s 
psychological adaptation (Bryant et al., 2018; Shehadeh et al., 2015).

The different school organizational models have been discussed vividly in light of their 
inclusive potential for newcomer refugees. Full inclusion values all aspects of diversity and 
responds to the needs of all learners (Ainscow & Messiou, 2018). Applied to the education 
of refugees, it refers to including them in the educational system while taking into account 
their special educational and emotional needs (e.g., Block et al., 2014; Pugh et al., 2012; 
Tajic & Bunar, 2020; Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). It is an openly debated issue which of the 
models to school newly arrived students comes closest to the ideal of inclusion. Interest-
ingly, for all the presented models, there are proponents claiming (and opponents rejecting) 
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that they suit the principles of inclusion best. For instance, although the idea of inclusion 
rejects segregation on whatever ground and newcomer classes are hence often character-
ized as exclusive (Panagiotopoulou et  al., 2017), some teachers believe that newcomer 
classes offer a “safe start,” thereby paving the way for inclusion (Tajic & Bunar, 2020). 
Similarly, while some scholars have viewed direct immersion in regular classes as, at least 
to some degree, inclusive (Karakayalı, zur Nieden, Groß et al., 2017), others emphasized 
that without further school reforms, and this approach represents a misinterpretation of 
the concept of inclusion, since it does not sufficiently consider the special educational and 
emotional needs of refugee students (Tajic & Bunar, 2020). Taken together, none of the 
existing models can be characterized as being fully inclusive, and scholars have argued that 
school reforms that overcome the current deficit perspective are needed to facilitate actual 
inclusion (Pugh et  al., 2012). It is plausible to assume that more inclusive approaches 
would promote refugee students’ psychological adjustment better than the currently prac-
ticed models we examined.

Our findings indicate that in either school organizational model, the majority of refu-
gee students are psychologically quite well-adapted. This raises the question why recently 
arrived refugee students, who face many special challenges and were schooled in models 
that are not fully inclusive, express such high levels of psychological adaptation. It may 
be part of the explanation that school attendance positively benefits psychological adapta-
tion because it structures daily life (Matthews, 2008) and facilitates contact with peers. It 
should thus be a high priority to enable newly arrived refugee children and adolescents to 
attend school as soon as possible. Factors outside the school setting may also play a crucial 
role: Following the often stressful and adverse experiences before and during their flight, 
refugee adolescents may particularly value the return to an ordinary life in the (relative) 
safety of a country under the rule of law that is not in war or other armed conflicts.

In light of the, on average, high levels of psychological adaptation of refugee students, 
it should not be forgotten that refugee adolescents, who are often treated as a homogenous 
group, differ largely with regard to their experiences before and during the flight, their 
former schooling experiences, their housing and family situation, their personality, their 
prospects to remain permanently in Germany, and their mental and physical health. In our 
analyses, there are also refugee students who reported having a very low psychological 
adaptation. The individual should not be lost sight of and all school organizational meas-
ures should be tailored as much as possible to the specific needs and circumstances of the 
individual learners. Teachers in all schooling approaches also need to be alert to signs of 
mental health problems in refugee students and, if necessary, help them seek psychosocial 
support.

Limitations and future research

Our study is limited in several ways. First, our sample was restricted to three age cohorts. 
Yet, the schooling approaches might involve different implications at different educa-
tional stages. For instance, (perceived) knowledge gaps between non-refugee peers and 
refugee adolescents, time until end of compulsory schooling, and importance of peers, 
play a more or less important role. Potential effects might thus have been obscured due 
to the restriction to these age groups. A second limitation of our study is that it did not 
assess how the respective school organizational models were implemented. The used 
indicator is thus a rather broad measure of the schooling approach with no possibilities 
to find out whether specific aspects of the implemented model are helpful for refugees’ 
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psychological adaptation. Thirdly, the data do not include unaccompanied refugee 
minors who may be particularly challenged in their adaptation processes. Hence, our 
results cannot be readily applied to this particularly vulnerable group (e.g., Derluyn & 
Broekaert, 2007; Vervliet et  al., 2014). We further do not know whether the findings 
that many of the refugee adolescents who have recently arrived in Germany are well 
adapted psychologically are only a snapshot due the cross-sectional nature of our study 
that assessed refugee’s adaption comparably early after their migration, and whether our 
findings also apply to other school-related outcomes. Moreover, the findings are only 
partially transferrable to countries other than Germany since the school organizational 
models as well as the acculturation conditions generally differ across contexts. Never-
theless, comparable approaches to school newly arrived students exist in some European 
countries such as Norway (Hilt, 2017) and Sweden (Nilsson & Axelsson, 2013), and our 
findings are to some extent informative for these settings as well.

Future research should include further age groups and also focus on the psychologi-
cal adaptation of unaccompanied minor refugees, since it is well possible that differ-
ent mechanisms are at play. Scholars are also well advised to employ more specific 
measures of the implementation of the schooling approach and to put more emphasis 
on the specific implementation of the school organizational model than on the school-
ing approach itself. Another important venue for future research is to examine cross-
national similarities and differences in the ways to include newly arrived refugees in 
school. To find out whether refugees also show a good socio-cultural adaptation in the 
medium and long term and on other indicators of school adaptation, longitudinal analy-
ses focusing on a larger variety of outcomes, including educational success and social 
inclusion, are necessary.

Outlook and implications

Most European educational systems will continue to school refugee students in the com-
ing years because many of those who have already arrived are likely to stay and, most 
likely, new refugee children and adolescents will arrive. Thus, it is important to question 
and evaluate existing schooling practices in order to enable as many students as possi-
ble to develop their potential, adapt well, and participate in society. Overall, our results 
show a slight advantage for the mixed model but indicate that strong reservations about 
a particular school organizational model are not justified. Researchers and practitioners 
should focus more on the specific processes that are helpful for refugee students’ psy-
chological adaption and on factors beyond the school organizational models that have 
shown to be helpful for psychological adaptation in other studies, for instance, teacher-
student relationships (e.g., Chiu et  al., 2016; OECD, 2017, Osterman, 2010), social 
integration with peers (e.g., Fazel, 2015, Kiefer et  al., 2015), development of a dual 
identity (e.g., Kovacev & Shute, 2004), or dealing with traumatic experiences in the 
school context (Fazel et al., 2009, Fazel & Betancourt, 2018). Moreover, scholars and 
practitioners should strive to implement and investigate more inclusive approaches to 
school newly arrived adolescents, for example, by following a holistic and whole-school 
approach that does not only focus on language acquisition, but on the variety of needs 
the newly arrived students have (Block et al., 2012; Pugh et al., 2012; Taylor & Sidhu, 
2012). Promising approaches in this context are the establishment of supportive net-
works (Block et al., 2014) and the implementation of structural changes throughout the 
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school (Pugh et al., 2012). This could support young refugees to apply their resources 
and demonstrate their skills in school, including their heritage language skills, practical 
skills, and cultural knowledge.
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