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SUPERVISOR: Germine Awad 

 

This report examines effective training for teachers receiving refugee students. The 

trainings examined in this report center around teachers becoming more prepared for refugee 

student trauma and the trainings’ positive effects on teacher self-efficacy. The report includes the 

following four elements: 1) the background of the problems faced by teachers working with 

refugee students and implications for their self-efficacy, 2) the theoretical framework in 

designing trauma-informed trainings for teacher professional development, 3) integration of the 

research into my specialization, 4) and next steps in conducting a study based on the literature. 

Ultimately, this report sets out to highlight the need for effective teacher-directed trauma-

informed trainings and their potential for increasing teacher self-efficacy in working with refugee 

children, taking as a discipline of reference the field of educational psychology. 
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 1 

Introduction 

Immigration into the United States as a result of wars and the Refugee Act of 1980 has 

brought in a large number of refugee students into American schools, and these students are also 

often English Language learners (Cutts, 2000; Ovando, 2003; Harper & De Jong, 2004; 

McBrien, 2005). During fiscal year 2017, the city of Austin Texas received an average of 1,200 

refugees. This new wave of refugees added to the number that was already there, bringing the 

total to 1,022 students in 93 different Austin ISD schools. Texas received 9% from the total of 

53,716 refugees arriving in the United States, with more than half of those being children 

(McBrien, 2005; Zong & Batalova, 2017; Refugee Processing Center).  For definitional clarity, 

the word refugee in this report also refers to asylum seekers, undocumented children, and 

survivors of human sex trafficking as they suffer similar trauma due to displacement and are all 

included in federal aid provided through the funds for refugee resettlement. Despite the cut in 

federal funding for refugee resettlement, refugees continue to arrive. This has educational 

implications for refugee students enrolling in U.S. schools and for teachers receiving the children 

into their classrooms. 

Under federal law, regardless of immigration status, states are obligated to provide public 

education to all children upon arrival in the United States, and most communities want both these 

students and their teachers to succeed in the classroom. Yet, there is often a lack of training 

resources for teachers receiving refugee students - especially for secondary school teachers 

(Faltis & Arias, 1992). Most schools in the United States do not even have a bilingual specialist 

on site despite high numbers of bilingual students (Faltis &Arias, 1992). By providing training 

about how the ecosystem of students is affected due to displacement, schools can begin to 

provide much needed aid for the teachers of these students. Professional development trainings 
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on the psychological trauma of refugee students could result in a better understanding of student 

behavior. This type of training could also result in an increase in teachers’ self-efficacy for 

interacting and teaching these students and decreased levels of teacher stress. A 2012 article by 

Bandura that used a social cognitive theory perspective of self-efficacy stated that, “self-efficacy 

beliefs affect the quality of human functioning through cognitive, motivational, affective, and 

decisional processes” (p. 13). Bandura believed that people’s pessimistic and optimistic thoughts 

as well as their self-enabling or self-debilitating behaviors were influenced by beliefs in their 

efficacy.  Increasing teachers’ self-efficacy when working with refugee students has the potential 

to help increase feelings of belongingness for refugee students in U.S. classrooms by promoting 

better relational engagement between student and teacher.  

The continued influx of refugee students into American schools underlines the need to 

examine effective training for teachers receiving these students, and this is the goal of this report. 

The trainings examined in this report center around refugee student trauma and the trainings’ 

positive effects on teacher self-efficacy. The report includes the following four elements: 1) the 

background of the problems faced by teachers working with refugee students and implications to 

their self-efficacy, 2) the theoretical framework in designing trauma-informed trainings for 

teacher professional development, 3) integration of the research into my specialization of human 

development, culture, and learning sciences, 4) and next steps in conducting a study based on the 

literature. Ultimately, this report sets out to highlight the need for trauma-informed trainings and 

their potential for increasing teacher self-efficacy in working with refugee children, with the goal 

of minimizing the aforementioned academic disengagement in students. The report covers 
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literature on effective trauma-informed trainings for work with refugee students, and teacher 

self-efficacy within the field of educational psychology. 
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Refugee Students and Trauma 

In reviewing the literature on refugee students and trauma, this section of the report will 

include information dealing with student misbehavior and disengagement, trauma among refugee 

students, and cognitive and behavioral effects of trauma.  

Student Misbehavior and Disengagement  

Many refugee children coming into U.S. schools arrive with limited and interrupted 

education due to displacement (Dooley, 2009; Dryden-Peterson, 2016). For a high number of 

them, their limited and interrupted education may be due to enrollment restrictions based on their 

legal status in their first country of asylum, an absence of education in refugee camps, or a 

variety of other reasons. To put the effects of displacement on education for refugee children into 

perspective, rates for secondary school enrollment for Somali refugees in Kenya is about 10% 

and as low as 2% for Rohingya refugees in Malaysia (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Academic 

instability is only one of the factors contributing to the traumatic experience of having to leave 

refugees’ home countries for safety. Contributors to their experience are an accumulation of 

traumatic and stressful events that occur and sometimes reoccur during the three phases of 

displacement: pre-migration, migration, and post-migration (Kirmayer et al. 2011). Upon 

resettlement, most refugee arrivals are not familiar with the American school system and lack 

proficiency with the English language (Minicucci & Olsen, 1992; Constantino & Lavadenz, 

1993). In an effort to cope with their rapid life transitions and adapt to their new cultural 

environments, these students may not always perform to the cultural and social expectations of 

the communities they encounter in this country.  

The literature on education for the refugee sub-group of immigrants is very limited, but 

nonetheless highlights the importance of education for this population. The existing literature 
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shows that although traumatic experiences can hinder learning for refugee students, education is 

vital for the psychosocial adjustment of these children (Sinclair, 2001; McBrien, 2005). 

However, teachers’ lack of understanding of experiences of trauma by this population is resulting 

in misinterpretations of student behavior. According to Tay and Silove (2016), “assuming that 

the human psyche responds primarily to immediate stresses, without that response being heavily 

influenced by past experiences, particularly of a highly threatening nature, flies in the face of all 

notions of development and adaptation” (p. 142). Misinterpreted behavior of students is 

impeding teachers from addressing student misbehavior in an effective way. Learning to 

understand some of the effects of trauma within this student population could greatly benefit 

teachers and result in better management of misbehavior.  

One of the dangers of inaccurately addressing student behavior rests in causing refugee 

students to feel a lack of inclusion in the classroom. This perceived non-inclusiveness can have 

negative effects on students’ academic motivation. School leaders in Chicago who participated in 

a two-year ethnographic study of newly arrived Somali Bantu refugee students questioned how 

equipped with suitable teaching strategies they were (Birman & Tran, 2015). After interacting 

with these students, teachers at the schools described their experience in working with them as 

“particularly challenging,” and “often reported feeling ill equipped to cope with their academic 

and behavioral issues” (p. 1).  Students’ behavioral incidents are often described as, “disruptive 

behavior, complaints about assignments, refusal to participate in the learning process, hoarding 

of classroom items, and expressions of distress” (p. 1). Often times these behaviors result in 

disengagement from students during the learning process. The study showed that inaccurately 
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addressed behavior leads to decreased student engagement which can lead to a negative view of 

students by teachers (Birman & Tran, 2015).  

Human behavior cannot be understood without comprehending the surrounding context. 

It is important to examine behavior as a reaction to the environmental press of family and 

community settings. To minimize academic disengagement, school administrators need to help 

teachers address refugee student behavior in the classroom effectively. If the goal is to encourage 

academic engagement among refugee immigrant students, it is important to promote better 

relational engagement between student and teacher (Birman & Tran, 2015). An approach that 

focuses on relational support helps make students feel more comfortable and may reduce or 

prevent negative student emotions. This should be done with the students’ cultural contexts in 

mind. A lack of understanding of the child’s cultural context can lead to cultural 

misunderstandings that can turn into attitudes of prejudice and discrimination by teachers (Ogbu, 

1982). This cycle would promote negative feelings of non-belongingness for refugee students 

(Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 

2001).  

Trauma Among Refugee Children 

According to the Adaptation and Development after Persecution and Trauma (ADAPT) 

model, when refugees are impacted by conflict and displacement, their five inter-related 

psychosocial pillars are affected: personal relationships and networks; access to law 

enforcement; protection and security; autonomy in choosing a function within society; and 

opportunity to engage in meaningful activities (Tay & Silove, 2016). Reflecting an eco-social 

perspective, this model aims to locate an adaptational framework for refugee mental health by 

looking at the eco-social context that is constantly changing, and that functions as a pattern for 
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traumatic to post-traumatic stressor experiences. The ADAPT model helps clinicians and 

practitioners understand community-wide problems such as explosive anger, grief, alienation, 

disruptiveness, inability to concentrate, withdrawal, and age inappropriate behavior with the goal 

of providing psychosocial support for refugees.  

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) rates for refugee youth range from 19% to 54%. 

Comparatively, PTSD rates for youth in Western countries range from 2% to 9% for the general 

population, 5% to 9% for survivors of natural disasters, and 4.5% to 14% for victims of terror 

(Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011). When compared to the prevalence of PTSD in children 

worldwide, PTSD is ten times more prevalent in refugee students compared to children 

worldwide (Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015). With higher rates of PTSD for refugee youth, it is 

necessary to address refugee student behaviors through an eco-social lens as suggested by the 

ADAPT model. 

Cognitive and Behavioral Effects of Trauma   

Levine and Kline (2006) state that while trauma can be a part of life, it does not have to 

be a perpetual cage for the victim. Trauma has the potential to overwhelm a person’s internal 

ability to return to a place of calm and can affect a child’s ability to engage in age-appropriate 

tasks (Levine & Kline, 2006). Experiences of life threatening events can cause refugee students 

to have certain behavioral responses of which teachers should be aware. Subconsciously, it can 

be difficult for students to separate reality from feelings related to previous trauma when they 

begin to feel overwhelmed. This can cause a survival response to a person’s perception of nature 

and cause them to have a primitive response. This happens through a change in their perception 

of living in a safe and benevolent world and causes them to fight, freeze, or flee (Supin, 2016).  
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Behavioral challenges stemming from trauma are common among children who have 

faced adversaries at a young age (Purvis et. al., 2015). Oftentimes, inappropriate behavioral 

responses result from an inaccuracy to evaluate safety. Chronic and pervasive trauma persists 

over time and develops during younger years of life (Dixon, 2013). Chronic trauma can therefore 

be rife in young children who have grown up in camps or constant experiences of displacement 

(Perry, 2014). This is a result of scarce resources and a prevalence of violence in cramped 

camps. For children with chronic trauma, brains and nervous systems are not likely to develop 

along normal trajectories. The region of the brain that allows them to self-soothe does not 

develop and causes victims to live in a constant state of high alert (Bath, 2008). In these 

instances, dissociation can become a protective survival response (Levine & Kline, 2006). 

Unfortunately, holding energy inside after dissociating due to social expectations does not allow 

these children to respond to the world in a healthy way (Perry, 2007).  

Complex trauma can affect a person’s sense of time, ability to recognize social cues, 

ability to self-regulate, and make it difficult to rest and relax (Perlman & Doyle, 2012). When 

children with trauma are feeling in danger, they are in a state of overwhelm that hinders their 

thinking and reasoning. These children may experience tension in their shoulders or neck, a 

clenched jaw, increased heartbeat, a tight chest and gut, or have other somatic complaints 

(Baldwin, 2013; Zilberstein, 2014). However, empathetic understanding from teachers can help 

them build trust, allowing teachers successfully to address behavioral issues. 
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Teaching Refugee Children 

 This section of the report will cover literature focused on the need to equip teachers with 

strategies for work with refugee students, as well as some of the challenges faced by teachers 

working with this population.  

Equipping Teachers with Strategies  

Brains can grow, strengthen, and heal throughout the lifespan through a process called 

plasticity (Supin, 2016; Purvis et. al., 2015; Briere, 1992). The malleability of children can bring 

hope to all practitioners working with refugee children. Trauma-informed trainings should 

provide teachers with strategies that allow them to empower their students and make them feel 

safe. For example, teachers should think through ways they can show children to respectfully 

defend themselves from peers with their limited English (Allen & Franklin, 2002). Other 

strategies seen to yield effective results in the classroom include: Equipping teachers with 

empathetic ways to explain classroom rules and consequences, ways to teach breathing exercises, 

how to have options in the classroom that allow students to release their energy, phrases that will 

help the student feel safe, and ways to remain calm when circumstances get frustrating.  

Rules that might be culturally unfamiliar to students require a deeper and patient 

explanation from the authority in the classroom. During a training, it is important for teachers to 

talk through empathetic ways to explain rules and consequences to students (Perry, 2014). This 

will help reduce reactions from students due to misunderstood expectations. Because trauma can 

cause a student to show anxious stricken behavior, an effective trauma-informed training should 

also walk teachers through breathing exercises that can be passed along to their students 

(Jonsson, 2009). Skills that settle or move the child to release energy will help the student restore 

their body to a place of safety, and help teachers stay connected to the student (van der Kolk, 
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2014; Gurwitch et. al., 2002). It is vital to classroom management that even in frustrating 

circumstances, the students feel safe. Sometimes this requires an empathy statement from the 

teacher (McClelland & Cameron, 2011). 

If the student feels overwhelmed and reactive, he or she is most likely feeling unsafe and 

not in their thinking and choosing brain. This requires teachers to think through what students 

might need from them in order to feel safe again (van der Kolk, 2014). When a teacher can tell 

their student is starting to feel overwhelmed, it is important for the teacher to remain calm and 

help the child de-escalate from their trauma-informed fear. Taking a step back and taking a deep 

breath can help teachers remain calm. Learning to soften their voice, facial expressions, and 

posture can also help ease a student in distress. When teachers are able to calmly identify and 

reduce triggers in class, unexpected behaviors from students are minimized (McClelland & 

Cameron, 2011). Additionally, making sure there is structure and a known pattern will help the 

child feel safe and cared for (Perry, 2014). By learning to co-manage difficult experiences with 

an adult, students will learn to problem solve when faced with challenges in the classroom 

(Berkowitz, 2012).  

Challenges in Teaching Refugee Children  

With many of the challenges for international refugee students entering U.S. schools also 

arise challenges for the teachers. Learning academic English, adjusting to differences in 

curriculum between countries, in some cases a new writing system, and a new set of social 

guidelines are just some of the challenges faced by students and teachers working with refugee 

children (Dooley, 2009). Many of the refugee students arriving in the United States arrive with 

psychological trauma, loss, and the burden of the immigration process (Lavadenz, 1991; Isakson 

et. al., 2015). Issues of trauma can be disruptive to a student’s academic performance, and 
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teachers are not usually equipped in their training to deal with these types of problems (Gamache 

et. al., 2010; Kaplan et. al., 2015; Wong & Schweitzer, 2017). In situations when student 

disengagement can be less obvious, a student may suffer unnoticed in his/her seat without ever 

making internal struggles known. In these cases, due to language barriers, cultural 

misunderstandings, stereotypes, and privacy concerns, teachers might be completely oblivious to 

the reasons behind academic apathy in their students. The lack of awareness about refugee 

students’ histories can impede guidance towards psychosocial services and positive relationships 

between refugee students with their teachers and peers (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). In the past, 

teachers have expressed a lack of knowledge and skills to support students who have experienced 

the effects of displacement and trauma (Kratochwill & Shernoff, 2003; Alisic, 2012; Reinke et. 

al., 2011). Despite the lack of proper training, teachers are still expected to meet certain national 

standards (Ingvarson & Hattie, 2008). These expectations in the face of classroom difficulties 

without the proper training can lead to lowered levels of self-efficacy in teachers (Martin et. al., 

2008). A lack of knowledge of proper responses to these situations can lead teachers to feel 

overwhelmed, inadequate in their skills, and frustrated with the students (Tschannen-Moran & 

Hoy, 2001). Even the most experienced educator cannot avoid these emotions when first 

working with the newly arrived refugee population (Birman & Tran, 2015). Unfortunately, 

lowered self-efficacy in teachers can lead to burnout as well as to less adaptive responses to 

student misbehavior (Tsouloupas et. al., 2010; Lee & Ashforth, 1996; Kaplan, 1996; Kokkinos, 

2007).  
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Teacher Self-Efficacy 

Teacher self-efficacy is a concept often studied in the literature that carries major 

implications. Bandura (1997) described it as a focal determinant because through its influence on 

outcome expectations, socio-structural factors, and goals, self-efficacy both directly and 

indirectly affects behavior. Through its impact on goals, self-efficacy affects motivation and 

performance accomplishments (Bandura, 1986, 1997). In his theory of self-efficacy, Bandura 

(1997) used the socio-cognitive structural model of self-motivation and self-regulation of action, 

asserting that in order to be successful and perform well people need more than self-efficacy. He 

identified four sources of efficacy development and believed that people need confidence in their 

efficacy if they hope to maintain the effort that success requires (Bandura, 1997). The four 

sources of efficacy development include enactive mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, 

verbal persuasion and social influences, and physiological and affective states.  

Attitudes and predictive behaviors are highly related to teachers’ confidence in their 

ability to teach (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Zimbardo & Leippe, 1991), and these relate Bandura’s 

sources of efficacy development to teacher self-efficacy in their function. Enactive mastery 

experiences for teachers can include experiences of success and attributing that success to their 

own effort and ability; vicarious experiences happen when the teacher observes a model be 

successful at specific tasks that boost expectations in the observing teacher – most often when 

the observer and model share similar characteristics; self-efficacy is increased through verbal 

persuasion and social influences when teachers are encouraged in their capabilities to master 

skills and abilities in their work; the concept of physiological states has to do with affective 
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states and teachers’ interpretations of feelings of nervousness and anxiety. If a teacher attributes 

these feelings to a lack of capability for his or her work, then self-efficacy will be lowered.  

It is also important to keep in mind that simply because teachers report higher levels of 

self-efficacy in their ability to teach students in general, it does not mean the same teachers will 

show the same levels of self-efficacy in their ability to teach refugee students who also fall 

within the category of English Language learners (Karabenick & Noda, 2004). If teachers do not 

feel comfortable teaching students who are English Language learners, this has the potential to 

increase feelings of nervousness or anxiety and affect their self-efficacy (Constantino & 

Lavadenz, 1993), tying lowered levels of self-efficacy to Bandura’s efficacy development source 

of physiological and affective states. In this regard, it is not surprising that even when controlling 

for actual ability, it has been shown that teachers with higher self-efficacy for teaching tend to 

have more favorable attitudes towards ELL students and higher levels of motivation compared to 

those with lower levels of self-efficacy (Karabenick & Noda, 2004; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 

2001).  

According to Karabenick and Noda (2004), there is also a link between teacher self-

efficacy and teachers’ perceptions of support from their administration, meaning that school 

administration has the potential to influence teacher attitudes in the classroom through support 

and the provision of resources. This supports Bandura’s source of efficacy development 

described as verbal and social persuasion, highlighting the importance of professional 

development trainings that prepare and encourage teachers to work with refugee students.  

The importance of evidence-based trainings lies in Bandura’s enactive mastery source of 

efficacy development. A training that positively influences teachers’ perceptions of their ability 

to work with refugee students can only have sustainable effects if teachers experience success in 
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applying the knowledge they gain from professional development. Experiencing success will 

influence teachers to persist under challenging conditions and help maintain increased self-

efficacy (Snyder & Fisk, 2016).   
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Professional Development 

 The purpose of this section is to cover the literature on the importance for professional 

development trainings aiming to aid teachers of resettled refugee students. The type of proposed 

training in this section focuses on trauma-informed trainings, and highlights the importance of 

including information about the stressors related to refugee resettlement, the history of refugee 

migration, and information on connections for teachers to advocacy and a support system. 

Newcomer Schools 

Prior to diving into the topic of effective trauma-informed trainings, it is important to 

acknowledge alternative or additional approaches to professional development trainings being 

used to aid with the influx of refugee students into U.S. schools. In various parts of the country, 

you will find what has been labeled as newcomer schools. Newcomer schools are separate from 

regular school programs and three different types have been identified: The school within a 

school model, the half-day separate site model, and the all-day separate site model (Friedlander, 

1991; Constantino & Lavadenz, 1993). The school within a school model involves specialized 

classes and services. Students remain in the same school as their native peers and have access to 

services such as ESL teachers. The half-day separate site model intends to transition students 

into the regular school gradually. Students are bussed to a different location for either the 

morning or afternoon half of the day and immersed in both the native environment and 

specialized services environment until they can be weaned off of the latter. The all-day separate 

site model, which does not transition students into the regular school, with extra support and 

assistance prepares students for graduation and entrance into a community college (Friedlander, 

1991; Constantino & Lavadenz, 1993).  While newcomer schools might be a good way to 

transition refugee students into the American school system, it should be noted that not all 
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communities have the resources to implement these schools in an effective way that meets high 

standards of education.  

Trauma-Informed Trainings 

There is an overarching consensus in the literature about the importance of teacher 

professional development, and many states’ policies even require teachers to complete a certain 

number of professional development hours every five years. However, the way professional 

development trainings are implemented varies greatly. The literature surrounding various forms 

of professional development is rich, but hardly any of it focuses on guiding administration 

through a screening process of vetting these trainings for successful adaptation and 

implementation (Yoon et al., 2007; Loeb et al., 2009). It is important that information included in 

trauma-informed trainings be based on previous research. This will increase the likelihood of 

practical applications for teachers that yield successful student outcomes.  Trauma-informed 

training must also go beyond the psychopathology-centric perspective and extend into one of 

eco-pathology and eco-resilience. According to a 2013 book by Briere and Scott titled Principles 

of Trauma Therapy: A Guide to Symptoms, Evaluation, and Treatment, there are common 

elements that can and should be considered by therapists when treating post-traumatic stress that 

can be adapted for use in educational interventions. The importance of Briere and Scott’s 

outlining of practical applications for practitioners is that educational interventions tend to be 

more effective than individual therapy for refugee youth when addressing trauma (Tol et al., 

2011). This should be included in trauma-informed trainings for teachers who might feel 

overwhelmed in their role as an educator to a vulnerable population. With the higher occurrence 

of PTSD in refugee students, trauma-informed trainings are an integral part of best instructional 

practices for teachers working with this population.  
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Because an exhaustive review of all trauma-informed trainings for work with refugee 

students is beyond the scope of this report, this section will focus on describing the theoretical 

framework for evidence-based trainings. More specifically, it will offer practical suggestions for 

an evidence-based training that could be used in a study to measure its effectiveness on teachers’ 

self-efficacy when working with refugee students. The literature applied to the suggestions takes 

an ecological perspective on refugee student needs, and aims to increase teacher self-efficacy. 

Following these suggestions, it would be beneficial to conduct a subsequent study examining the 

effects of increased teacher self-efficacy as a result of this type of training on refugee students. It 

is expected that the results would show increased feelings of belongingness for refugee students. 

The components to be included in an evidence-based trauma-informed training include: (1) a 

discussion of stressors related to refugee resettlement and community-based programs 

established to alleviate some of these stressors (Miller & Rasmussen, 2010; Sirin & Rogers-

Sirin, 2015; Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Wagner et. al., 2012), (2) understanding migration history 

and cultural education concerning the international refugee population most common in the 

teachers’ school district (Dryden-Peterson, 2016; Bemak & Chung, 2017; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 

2015; Gilhooly, 2015), (3) providing opportunities for teachers to connect with professional 

community advocates for refugee students that can serve as a support system for teachers 

(Hobfoll et al. 2009; Rousseau et al. 2012), (4) understanding the cognitive and behavioral 

effects trauma can have on students that teachers can learn to recognize in their classrooms 

(Levine & Kline, 2006; Supin, 2016; Purvis et. al., 2015; Dixon, 2013; Perry, 2014; Bath, 2008; 

Baldwin, 2013; Zilberstein, 2014), and (5) evidence-based strategies teachers can apply to help 

de-escalate extreme behaviors (Supin, 2016; Purvis et. al., 2015; Briere, 1992; Allen & Franklin, 

2002; Perry, 2014; Jonsson, 2009; McClelland & Cameron, 2011; Berkowitz, 2012).  
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Stressors related to refugee resettlement. Moving and adjusting to a new cultural 

environment comes with a set of stressors for refugees after displacement. According to Miller 

and Rasmussen (2010), practitioners, including teachers, should understand the stressors 

connected to refugee resettlement in order to work most effectively with the refugee population. 

They should also understand stressor effects on students and their families in order to understand 

better how these stressors might affect educational outcomes for this population. Stressors 

associated with resettlement can include economic hardship, language barriers, social isolation, 

and discrimination (Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015; Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Displacement can be 

very expensive and in an already stressful situation, stressors that worsen financial hardship have 

been found to be correlated with displacement trauma (Wagner et. al., 2012). Thankfully, most 

cities receiving refugees have community-based programs that help alleviate stressors for the 

arriving refugee population. Incorporating this knowledge, practitioners can then play a vital role 

in connecting refugee students and their families to needed resources and programs. This will 

help ensure a successful resettlement and improved academic outcomes.  

In addition to learning about stressors connected to refugee resettlement, there should be 

an understanding that there might be a gap in skills for students who have had little or an 

interrupted education. Students with interrupted former education experience set-backs that 

impede them from performing at levels expected for their age. Their lack of performance often 

has nothing to do with their learning ability, but may simply stem from a lack of opportunity to 

master specific academic content (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). In these cases, it is especially vital 

for educators to be aware of services outside of the education system that could help students 

receive additional academic help.  
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Migration history and cultural education. Another aspect of training educators to serve 

refugees should include cultural education concerning the international refugee population most 

common in their school district. This should start off with a brief outline of the historical context 

and reasons for conflict and migration of the populations arriving in their school districts. Most 

of the literature on the experience of refugee students in the American educational system 

focuses on the post-migration phase of the refugee experience. Because displacement tends to be 

a precursor to psychological trauma, a deeper examination into the pre-migration and migration 

phases can help inform interventions and trainings aiming to help refugee students’ transitions 

into U.S. schools (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Even when refugees have been able to flee from 

unstable countries, refugee camps do not always provide a safe haven. Camps are frequently 

overcrowded, unsanitary, and do not offer proper nutritional and medical assistance (Bemak & 

Chung, 2017). Understanding the regional conflict abroad is a complex task, but it can help 

teachers put the experiences of their students into perspective and create much needed empathy 

(Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015; Gilhooly, 2015).  

Teachers should learn about the cultural strengths of their refugee students and ways to 

incorporate those strengths into the classroom. Literature shows that positive educational 

outcomes are higher when students are encouraged to draw from their strengths of multicultural 

identity. Staying connected to their birth-country culture eases “the emotional strain of 

integration” (Sirin & Rogers-Siring, 2015). The history associated with the refugee’s experience 

and cultural knowledge will improve a teacher’s ability to understand student behavior that may 

be due to cultural differences or cognitive differences due to trauma (Aroche and Coello 2004; 

Sirin & Rogers-Siring, 2015; Gilhooly, 2015; Dryden-Peterson, 2016). This is especially relevant 

when we realize that despite slow changes in teacher demographics, the majority of U.S. teachers 
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continue to be Caucasian, native-born, and monolingual (Feistritzer, 2011). Culturally sensitive 

interventions also aid refugees in developing coping skills rooted in their culture’s practices of 

healing trauma (Briere and Scott 2013; Brown 2008). Through a multi-tiered approach that used 

the War Trauma Screening Scale measure, SHIFA, a program for Somali refugees in the New 

England region found that more effective than individual-based interventions was incorporating 

school or community-based interventions with culturally appropriate individual-based counseling 

(Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015).  

Connections to advocacy and a support system. By learning about refugee students’ 

migration history and cultural background, teachers can become valuable members of 

committees supporting successful trauma recovery. Cooperating with other clinicians and 

practitioners also focused on refugee mental health can help teachers feel supported and give 

them access to additional resources. Thus, a trauma-informed training should include 

opportunities for teachers to connect with professional community advocates for refugee students 

whenever possible (Hobfoll et al. 2009; Rousseau et al. 2012). It should inform them of who 

their allies are, and how they can continue to learn about implicit rules that govern our society. 

These opportunities have the potential to serve as a space for teachers to talk through their 

questions and observations with other practitioners in the community. Allowing teachers to 

connect with other practitioners experiencing similar difficulties in their work can help increase 

teacher self-efficacy through two of Bandura’s sources of efficacy development (vicarious 

experiences and verbal/social persuasion). Observing other practitioners succeed at tasks equally 

as difficult can result in a boost of expectations in the observing teacher. Expanding on the 

source of verbal and social persuasions, teachers can be supported and encouraged in their 
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capabilities when they are connected to practitioners who also work with refugee children in the 

same community. 
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Future Directions 

A natural follow-up to this report would be to conduct a study with teachers who work 

with refugee students to evaluate their levels of self-efficacy after a trauma-informed training. 

The aim would be to measure whether a training that shares the five different components in this 

report truly increase teacher self-efficacy when working with refugee children. If accurate, 

results from this type of study have the potential to add to the literature by informing the broader 

field of teacher self-efficacy, professional development, and refugee student academic needs.   

Application of these findings to the field of educational psychology can have a major 

impact on communities receiving high numbers of refugee children. An evidence-based training 

that equips teachers for work with this population has the potential to increase their self-efficacy, 

and the overall psychosocial well-being of refugee students. Although much work remains to be 

done for schools, teachers, and the refugee population, the approach outlined in this report has 

the potential to be a positive and longstanding contribution to schools. A next step would be to 

conduct a study to investigate whether the self-efficacy of teachers who work with refugee 

students can be increased, after these teachers receive training on psychological trauma within 

this population.  

Conducting Relevant Research   

The purpose of this study would be to investigate teacher self-efficacy in schools with 

high concentrations of refugee students. The researcher would investigate whether teachers 

receiving training on refugee student trauma would show an increase in teacher self-efficacy 

when compared to a group of teachers not receiving such training. In addition, the researcher 
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would explore characteristics of working with refugee students that seem the most challenging to 

teachers. The study would set out to answer the following research questions:  

1. What are teachers’ perceived levels of self-efficacy when working with refugee students 

in their classrooms?  

2. Is there an increase in teacher self-efficacy over time when mediated by a training on 

psychological trauma within the refugee student population?  

3. How do teachers describe challenging experiences when working with refugee students? 

The investigation would be a mixed methods study with a treatment and control group in 

which both quantitative and qualitative data are collected. The quantitative phase would consist 

of teachers responding to a pre and post survey of Bandura’s measure of teacher self-efficacy, 

titled Appraisal Inventory to minimize response bias. The qualitative phase would consist of 

participant interviews post training to discuss gained knowledge, and to gain insight into 

teachers’ unique experiences and challenges in working with refugee students. The interviews 

would follow a format that is semi-structured and open-ended. Interviews would also be recorded 

and transcribed for analysis after being coded into various themes. The treatment group would go 

through the trauma-informed training and the control group would go through a workshop 

focused on preparing students for standardized tests – a topic unrelated to the topic of trauma. 

Questionnaires gathering teachers’ backgrounds for controlling variables during the statistical 

analysis of the data would also be gathered. It would be informative to control for teacher 

cultural biases stemming from past experiences. The literature shows that discrimination towards 

children of immigrant parents has the potential to affect student outcomes negatively (Adair, 

2015). In controlling for teachers’ exposure to other cultures, we can see if any increase in self-
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efficacy is true of all teachers regardless of their “multiculturalism” potentially affecting personal 

attitudes towards immigrants. Teacher self-efficacy beliefs would also be measured. 

Conducting the Training  

Based on the literature, it would be important for the training to analyze trauma as both 

an individual and collective experience that affects the student’s entire ecology. A major goal for 

the training would be to educate teachers on the levels of support for adequately attending to 

trauma. The training would cover (1) stressors related to refugee resettlement and community-

based programs established to alleviate some of these stressors, (2) migration history and cultural 

education concerning the international refugee population most common in the teachers’ school 

district, (3) opportunities for teachers to connect with professional community advocates for 

refugee students that can serve as a support system for teachers, (4) the cognitive and behavioral 

effects trauma can have on students that teachers can learn to recognize in their classrooms, and 

(5) evidence-based strategies teachers can apply to help de-escalate extreme behaviors. 

Potential Limitations 

Depending on the U.S. region where the study would be conducted, results may not be 

generalizable to other groups of teachers with similar student demographics.  Results from 

studies are always dependent on participant responses and the assumption that participants are 

accurately assessing their personal beliefs.  
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Conclusion 

According to the literature, it is important that we are empowering teachers and providing 

them the tools to teach a highly marginalized population. The literature on refugee student needs 

is still relatively new and is in need of further contributions (Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2015). This 

report highlights what the literature says about some of those needs and how teachers can be 

trained to better assist students who have been affected by the refugee crisis.  

Most trauma-informed trainings have focused on how trauma affects students’ long-term 

cognitive development, and strategies to help de-escalate extreme behaviors. What this report 

suggests is adding components to the training that focus on teachers working specifically with 

refugee students. The added components to these trainings should include stressors related to 

refugee resettlement and community-based programs established to alleviate some of these 

stressors; migration history and cultural education concerning the international refugee 

population most common in the teachers’ school district; and opportunities for teachers to 

connect with professional community advocates, that is, other practitioners in the community 

that serve as advocates for the refugee population that can serve as a support system for teachers. 

Based on the research included in this report, when all five of the aforementioned components 

make up a trauma-informed training, teachers can expect to yield higher levels of success when 

working with refugee students. In addition to the suggested study, a follow-up should look at the 

relationship between student feelings of belongingness and teacher self-efficacy as moderated by 

attitudes of discrimination.  
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Appendix A: Measures 

 

Focus Groups post training to discuss gained knowledge and perceived challenges. 

• Teacher’s evaluation of the training.  

• New information gained by the teachers.  

• How teachers perceive the new information will help them better support refugee 

students in their classrooms.  

• Teachers’ perceptions of refugee student behaviors. 

• Resources teachers feel they need for supporting refugee students 

• Teachers’ perceived level of understanding of trauma in refugee students.  

• How beneficial teachers find an understanding of trauma in refugee students. 

 

Teacher questionnaire  

1. Years of teaching experience  

2. Ethnic Background  

3. Time lived abroad (if any)  

4. Years of teaching experience with refugee children 

5. Are you ESL certified?  

6. Do you have experience working with ELL students? 

7. Are you bilingual? 
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