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How schools and other public services in the US can 
promote refugee integration 
Cyril Bennouna, Ilana Seff and Lindsay Stark

Services and policies need to be more thoughtfully designed to enable young refugees’ 
social and economic integration. This requires a better understanding of what constitutes 
sustainable integration and what factors promote it.

For adolescent refugees who have been 
resettled, the education system can be a fun-
damental part of adjusting to a new society.1 
Beyond simply facilitating academic advance-
ment, school systems – when equipped with 
the right resources – can nurture the types of 
relationships with peers, teachers and other 
trusted adults that bring about sustainable 
socio-economic integration. 

Since 2017, the authors have been undertak-
ing a multi-sited, mixed-methods study: the 
Study of Adolescent Lives after Migration 
to America (SALaMA). This study has 
engendered reflections on what constitutes 
sustainable integration and what factors 
promote it.2 The study’s objectives include 
assessing the mental health and psychosocial 
well-being of high school students who have 
been – or whose parents have been – resettled 
to the US from the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region. The study also aims to 
identify these students’ daily stressors and the 
support mechanisms available to them. 

The study data reflect the lived realities of 
refugee families from the MENA region across 
vastly different settings; from the relatively 
small city of Harrisonburg, Virginia, to the 
richly populated cities of Chicago, Illinois, 
Austin, Texas, and the Detroit metropolitan 
area in Michigan, a historically common site of 
resettlement for Arab refugees and other immi-
grants. SALaMA has not only produced novel 
learnings about the needs of this growing 
sub-population and the school systems that 
welcome them but has also generated invalu-
able insights into the ways refugee students 
and those who care for them can be supported 
in a manner that promotes enduring inclusion 
and well-being. 

In this article the authors offer four over-
arching reflections that they hope may guide 

practice and inform policy debates on refugee 
integration. 

1. The hazards of measuring deep processes 
with shallow indicators
Too often, researchers and practitioners 
evaluate integration using readily measurable 
indicators, such as majority-language acqui-
sition, school enrolment and employment 
rates, or the openness of integration policies. 
While these are necessary data for tracing 
the trajectory of resettled refugees and other 
displaced people, and for making compari-
sons across contexts, they are insufficient for 
understanding the meanings, mechanisms, 
challenges and lived experiences of integra-
tion. Even when the main objective is to assess 
degrees of integration at the population level, 
such measures are insensitive to some of the 
most important dimensions of adjustment to 
a new society, such as a sense of safety and 
belonging, access to and use of trustworthy 
and responsive social services, or degree of 
psychosocial well-being. 

SALaMA has uncovered wide variation 
in outcomes on each of these dimensions, 
highlighting the severe limitations of a vari-
able such as school enrolment as a catch-all 
indicator of educational integration. Many 
participants identified school support meas-
ures that promoted their academic success 
and sense of inclusion. Others reported 
experiences of discrimination and racism, 
feelings of exclusion or marginalisation, and 
a lack of support for their academic advance-
ment. Some struggled while others thrived, 
and most experienced multilayered com-
binations of both – gradients of integration 
that are entirely lost in many conventional 
measures. While there are impressive efforts 
being made to enhance the multidimensional 
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measurement of population-level integra-
tion,3 those responsible for serving resettled 
refugees would benefit from more granular, 
detailed data on the quality, depth and chal-
lenges of refugees’ adjustment processes.

These details matter. In an analysis of two 
school districts, for example, the authors found 
that foreign-born students, and especially 
those from the MENA region, had significantly 
higher levels of suicidal ideation, and that a 
sense of school belonging protected students 
against this risk.4 Such findings are alarming. 
If sustainable socio-economic integration is 
about providing opportunities to achieve equi-
table life chances or capabilities, then we need 
to know more, at the very least, about what it 
is that makes some refugees question their will 
to live. 

Beyond simply drawing greater attention to 
the importance of mental health, this research 
indicates a need for a more holistic view of 
integration; one that takes more seriously the 
meaning that refugees make of their resettle-
ment experiences and aspirations and one that 
does not assume that superficial public service 
and labour market participation inherently 
equate to sustainable integration. 

2. Public service participation does not 
inherently enable integration
Even when public service systems are rela-
tively well-resourced and employ policies that 
support equity and inclusion, they may 
inadvertently produce harmful stressors that 
undermine refugee well-being and sense of 
belonging. In contexts where, for example, 
educators punished students for using Arabic 
in class, this not only created stress for the stu-
dents but ignored evidence that dual-language 
education is beneficial to newcomer learning.5 
Official school district statements of inclusion 
also rung hollow when US-born students 
called their Muslim peers ‘terrorists’ with 
impunity, or when educators and classmates 
singled girls out for their decision to wear or 
not wear a hijab.6 

These findings underscore the vital impor-
tance of true cultural responsiveness in 
public service provision, where providers 
should learn from students and adapt to their 
needs and preferences as equal community 
members.7 The cultural responsiveness of 
public services, such as schools and health 
centres, should be a core indicator of integra-
tion among host communities. 

Arabic language students engage with their teacher at the London Academy of Excellence Tottenham (LAET) (Credit: Rob Anderman and QFI)
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3. The misunderstood power of enclaves
One implication arising from the authors’ 
research in the Michigan city of Dearborn, 
which has a large and multigenerational con-
centration of Arab-Americans, is that refugees 
may benefit from resettling in areas with large 
concentrations of people with a shared eth-
nicity.8 Rather than delaying integration (as 
some studies suggest and as many integration 
policies take for granted), living in Dearborn 
empowered refugee students to learn English 
while receiving comforting support from 
fellow Arabic-speaking peers and educators. 
Studying alongside other newcomers as well as 
second- and third-generation Arab-Americans 
enabled newcomers to adapt to the norms and 
procedures of Michigan’s education system 
while still recognising meaningful aspects 
of their religious and ethnic identities in the 
school climate. 

In this context, refugee students tended 
to fare just as well academically and psy-
chosocially as their US-born peers. Without 
exaggerating the protective and promotive 
effects of ethnic enclaves as such, these find-
ings can be taken as further evidence that the 
quality of public services – and especially their 
ability to promote a sense of recognition, inclu-
sion and belonging – are at least as important 
for sustainable integration as the overall avail-
ability of public services. 

4. The impact of the pandemic 
No recent event has highlighted the need for 
high-quality, inclusive and responsive services 
for integration as profoundly as the COVID-19 
pandemic. Students described losing access 
to valued school resources during and after 
the pandemic, from arts classes to in-person 
therapy. Students with previously minimal 
exposure to information technology (IT), or 
who had only recently arrived in the US, strug-
gled to engage in virtual learning altogether. 
Nearly every student from the MENA region 
interviewed by the authors lamented the 
social isolation they endured during remote 
learning.9 

One student said, “I can’t communicate with 
my friends because of COVID”; as a result, he 
relied on online video games for social interac-
tion. For students already affected by conflict, 

displacement, family separation and the 
challenges of resettlement, such drastic inter-
ruptions of their new routines and support 
systems could have especially harmful mental 
health effects. A female student said that 
the mental health of many of her classmates 
“started going down because they haven’t been 
outside; they haven’t been doing stuff that they 
like to do”. 

For many students, the initial isolation 
transformed into full-fledged withdrawal 
later in the pandemic, with some unable 
to get out of bed, leave their room or eat. 
Shifting classes to online modalities ensured 
educational continuity but resulted in fewer 
available therapeutic resources to support 
MENA students’ psychosocial well-being. As 
schools and other services continue to readjust 
to in-person engagement, carefully designed 
interventions will be needed to reignite the 
feelings of belonging that may have dimmed 
in the absence of quality, in-person services.

SALaMA data collected during the pan-
demic underscored the positive role schools 
can also play in supporting adjustment and 
belonging among students’ families. School 
providers in Chicago, for example, reported 
that students whose parents or other caregiv-
ers lost their jobs sought out trusted adults at 
school to help fill out unemployment applica-
tions. Such anecdotes demonstrate that when 
students remained continuously engaged with 
supportive schools during the pandemic, they 
were able to leverage these relationships to 
access safety nets for their families. 

A two-way process in practice
As much as the academic literature has recog-
nised that integration is a two-way process in 
theory, many policies and programmes still 
operate as though refugees are the only ones 
who do, or do not, integrate. Public service 
systems, and the receiving community more 
broadly, not only promote integration but are 
an essential part of it. Truly responsive schools 
and other public services learn from refugees 
and grow with them. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has exposed alarming tears in our fabric of 
care; it should also remind us that what makes 
integration sustainable is the strength of the 
seam that binds us all together. 
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No financial inclusion without basic economic rights 
Swati Mehta Dhawan, Kim Wilson, Hans-Martin Zademach and Julie Zollmann

Without access to basic economic rights, refugees will not be able to build self-reliance. 
Case-studies from Kenya and Jordan show that providing financial services is not sufficient if 
rights are absent. 

Between 2019 and 2020, the authors conducted 
qualitative research in Kenya and Jordan to 
understand the financial lives of refugees.1 The 
aim of this research was to understand how 
refugees integrated financially into the host 
economy, how they managed their finances, 
and what role financial services played in this 
integration. The research focused on those 
who lived in non-camp situations and had 
been in their host countries for three to eight 
years.2 

In both countries, instead of starting 
with the question of what financial services 
refugees might need, the authors looked at 
refugees’ financial histories, livelihood jour-
neys and financial risk management strategies 
to understand what factors supported or hin-
dered their desired financial outcomes. This 
offered insights into the context within which 

refugees have a need for and use financial 
services.

One finding was that financial services did 
not lead to fulsome (by which the authors 
mean robust or profitable) livelihoods for 
refugees but that fulsome livelihoods led to 
increasing demand for a range of financial 
services. The authors concluded that efforts 
to boost financial inclusion can only have 
their desired impact when they build on host 
governments’ policies that give refugees eco-
nomic rights, opportunities, documentation 
and a clear pathway to a certain future. Unless 
these are ensured, livelihoods fail to progress 
and there is no demand for financial services 
beyond those required to receive humanitar-
ian transfers, international remittances, and 
small savings or credit to secure basic needs of 
food, shelter and medicine. 
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