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Abstract 

This thesis examines two existing case study summer programs for refugee 
children in the United States. Both programs recognize art intervention as a means 
though which to "curate·· support for students· multinational identities and offer" safe 
spaces·· that encourage vulnerability. These programs have identified the necessity of 
encouragement of vulnerability as a way in which to meet the specific needs of refugee 
youth. Individuals posed with the responsibility of curating these "safe spaces·· are the 
art educators themselves. Through interviews with teaching artists. program directors 
and volunteers employed by the two case study programs. this thesis offers insight into 
the emotional labor intrinsic in working with students who have experienced trauma. 
Understanding the ways in which American culture dismisses professions that involve 
emotional labor as well as the current Presidential Administration·s negative and false 
portrayal of the experiences of refugees further add to the stress of these educators· 
already complex roles. 

Introduction 

This project aims to examine existing education programs with an art education 
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component geared towards refugee children relocated to the United States. Each program 

has identified specific ways in which to meet the unique needs of refugee children to aid 

in their successful integration into the American public school system. Further, through 

analysis of the discourse used by existing literature on refugee's status as "at risk" 

students provides insight into each programs' role in supporting students who have 

experienced trauma. The role of the art educator in the context of these case study 

programs requires volunteers and teachers to take on multiple roles, each with a wide 

variety of expectations and responsibilities. Each educator's attempts to affirm and 

support the multinational identity of their refugee students strongly relies on their 

personal motivation in their convictions and values for supporting those who are 

underserved although their work remains unrecognized and under resourced. In my 

attempts to gain an understanding of these educators, teachers, and program directors' 

experiences, I am reminded of an experience I had in a Danish classroom that first made 
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me aware of the emotional labor intrinsic in teacher's attempts to curate "safe spaces" for 

their "at risk" students. 

I spent my undergraduate junior fall semester (2015) abroad in Copenhagen 

Denmark studying the Scandinavian educational system during a time-sensitive period of 

transition in many European nations. Specifically in Denmark, many Danes were 

experiencing first hand major visible shifts in demographics in the form of rapidly 

increasing multiculturalism within this historically racially homogenous nation. This 

visible shift in the racial and ethnic demographics of the nation, and more specifically 

within the Danish public school system, had begun to change the ways in which teachers 

were trained and evaluated inside and outside of their classrooms. During this peak in 

awareness of the current refugee crisis, my main focus of study while abroad manifested 

in an in-depth exploration of the implications of multicultural educational pedagogy and 

practices within the Danish public school system in conjunction with an analysis of 

existing sociological texts. These texts provided a contextual focus on the ways in which 

educators working with refugee students had a specific emphasis on understanding the 

complexities of supporting the establishment of a multi-faceted cultural identity for 

refugee children during this time of forced migration. As a class requirement, I took on 

the role of student teacher in a Danish kindergarten classroom. This particular class was 

housed in a public school located in a residential neighborhood right outside the 

immediate city limits of Copenhagen. Further, this school was considered one of the 

more ethnically and racially diverse schools within their district. 

In 2006, it was reported that six percent of the Danish population was made up of 

non-naturalized Asian and African immigrants and their descendants, in comparison to 
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only one percent in 1990 (Hedetoft, Migration Policy Institute, 2006). In recent years, the 

inflow of refugees has come from countries such as the former Yugoslavia, Iraq, 

Afghanistan, and Somalia (Hedetoft, Migration Policy, Institute). Additionally, "Muslims 

from Turkey Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, and Lebanon number around 200,000 and 

account for nearly half of all non-Western foreign residents in Denmark" (Hedetoft, 

Migration Policy Institute, 2006). I was able to speak at length with my host teacher and 

other educators at my practicum placement about the effects of this demographic shift on 

their experiences working with students from various nations of origins within a single 

classroom. 

During recess one afternoon, my host-teacher and I were walking our rounds on 

the playground when we came across one of the students of Somali descent from our 

class isolated from the other students and crying in a corner of the playground. I 

continued my rounds while my host-teacher approached the student to ask what had 

happened. She later informed me that some of the other students in the class had been 

teasing the boy and repeatedly referring to him as "chocolate boy" due to the dark color 

of his skin. His classmates had continued to tease him and refer to him as "chocolate 

boy" after he had repeatedly asked them to stop. He expressed concern to my host teacher 

about not understanding why the students thought the color of his skin was funny and 

"weird" and a feeling of anxiety in the realization of how much their words stung him in 

an unfamiliar and confounding way. My host teacher informed me that this type of 

bullying had happened previously with this particular student as well as with other 

students of color at the school. She also noted a fairly recent increase in incidents of 

racially and culturally charged bullying at the school primarily between ethnic Danes as 
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the "bullies" and non-ethnic Danes as the "victims" of bullying. When these conflicts 

arose in the classroom, my host teacher voiced concerns of frequently feeling unprepared 

to handle the situations, concerned for students' well-being and identity development and 

at a loss for how to engage students in culturally sensitive conflict resolution. Teacher 

training in Denmark at the time included training on conflict resolution and mediation 

techniques in incidences of bullying in a wide variety of contexts, but excluded racial, 

ethnic or cultural difference as an area of contention that may arise in the classroom. 

These racially, ethnically and culturally charged conflicts between students had 

become increasingly difficult to approach within the particularities of the Danish public 

school system. The racially homogenous history of the nation of Denmark had previously 

found little to no importance in emphasizing racial/cultural/ethnic sensitivity training 

within teacher training let alone common practices enacted in the classrooms themselves. 

With the reality of the refugee crisis as well as recent shifts in the racial breakdown of 

various student bodies in Danish public schools, many teachers found themselves 

frustrated, unaware, and unprepared to deal with these sorts of issues within the 

classroom and many voiced an interest or need for more guidance from their supervisors. 

This feeling of helplessness was echoed and personified in my interactions with my host 

teacher. Teachers who recognized this behavior in the classroom as problematic felt 

unsupported in their attempts to create "safe spaces" for students who were entering their 

classrooms post-resettlement. Without adequate resources allocated to help support 

teachers who want to engage in culturally sensitive awareness in their schools and 

classrooms, individual teachers felt immense pressure to create their own intervention 

methods. This additional responsibility to emotionally cater to the needs of students who 



had experienced (and often continue to experience) trauma as refugee children remained 

unaddressed by teacher training programs, undercompensated by teacher salaries and 

unacknowledged by larger school structures and institutions. 
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American art educators and teachers in my research when asked about their 

experiences adjusting to high populations of refugees in their classes echoed similar 

frustrations as the Danish teachers. Both American teachers and Danish teachers felt they 

were unprepared and lacked appropriate training when trying to support the specific 

needs of their refugee students. Further, both Danish and American teachers expressed 

concern over wanting to support their students' identity development post resettlement to 

help their students feel like "real Americans" or "real Danes". These stresses and 

frustrations exist in addition to the already high level of responsibilities and emotional 

labor required of teachers working with "at risk" populations. 

Interviewees in this research project as well as the Danish classroom teachers both 

found innovative ways of supporting their refugee students through various modes of 

artistic expression despite a consistent lack of financial resources. Both case study 

programs addressed in this thesis were first created by refugee resettlement agencies in 

the United States through a mock structure of a "regular" American public school day to 

promote a notion of familiarity with the American public school system for these 

students. In both instances in the United States, this resettlement intervention method was 

shifted to add an artistic component to the program. These organizations recognized the 

necessity of art in their curricular structure to promote and provide more opportunities for 

emotional support, self-expression and "fun" to intervene in the stress and chaos of 

resettlement. This same realization of the benefits of art education in these particular 



circumstances was made by my Danish host teacher in response to the frequency of 

racially and ethnically based bullying in her classroom during this time offorced 

migration and increased diversity. 
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In my experiences abroad, I was able to observe my Danish host teacher's ability 

to find her own way of supporting the identity development of her students through an 

impromptu visual art project of her own creation. Upon returning to class, she announced 

that the daily class schedule would be delayed in order to make time for an art project. 

She proceeded to pull out multiple boxes of crayons and sort through the colors to select 

the various skin colored crayons; shades of brown, beige, pink, black and tan. The 

selected crayons were then placed in the middle of the room. She explained that each 

student would be assigned to create their own self-portrait using the crayons laid out in 

the middle of the room, each color representative of the diverse range of skin colors that 

make up the human race and this kindergarten classroom. She led the class in a 

discussion about how each individual student had their own unique shade of brown, 

beige, pink, black and tan, and each color and individual were beautiful in their own 

special way. In their celebration of diversity through this visual art activity, there was still 

a distinguished and curated sense of unity facilitated by the teacher. Everyone would be 

making a self-portrait but none would look exactly the same, and that was exactly the 

point. The kindergarteners were immediately excited to be able to do a surprise art 

proj ect before returning to their math lesson and eagerly sorted through the crayons, 

comparing and contrasting different colors to their own skin tone and enthusiastically 

chatting about how similar and different each of their skin color choices would be before 

finally choosing the crayon that seemed just right for them. The next hour was spent 



creating self-portraits that were later hung around the room. When comments and labels 

such as "chocolate boy" would occasionally reappear in the classroom, my host teacher 

would invite the students to remember the self-portrait exercise they had participated in, 

fondly referencing the beautiful portraits hanging around the room. 
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That afternoon in a multicultural Danish kindergarten classroom serves as one of 

first examples of the ways in which art, in its many forms and mediums, was able to 

address a sensitive issue in a low-risk context and open dialogue about multinational 

identity and unity in difference. The Danish kindergarten teacher was able to offer 

students an opportunity to express pride in their own skin color as different from their 

peers while simultaneously establishing a sense of community amongst students in the 

class. This combination of celebrating both individuality and unity becomes integral in 

the affirmation of a refugee child's multi-dimensional and multi-national identity. In the 

broader context of a world experiencing rapid shifts in demographic breakdown and 

racial equality throughout what has been coined a "refugee crisis", educators in Denmark, 

the United States and worldwide are utilizing artistic expression to engage in these 

relevant topics with their students. 

While this particular example is representative of the ways in which teachers have 

utilized artistic expression to address difficult issues in the classroom, it is important to 

acknowledge the very different cultural context of a Danish classroom and an American 

classroom. The racial histories and institutional biases of these two very different nations 

cannot be ignored when talking about the lived experiences of refugee children resettling 

in their new homes. Art has been acknowledged by theorists and educators as a possible 

entryway into the emotional experiences of these students and has been recognized 
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internationally as such. While no single refugee child's experience is the same as another, 

there exist some commonalities in the ways in which educators are defining and 

addressing these particular students individual needs. Art is one of the ways in which 

these needs have been recognized and supported by the case study programs researched 

in this paper. 

In the United States, when notions of identity and belonging are so intrinsically 

associated with the color of your skin or your cultural practices, teachers are often quick 

to rely on universalities and commonalities to help fill gaps in understanding and create 

successful relationships with their students. Increasing diversity in the classroom poses a 

perceived threat to this possibility. When addressing resettlement issues with refugee 

children, art is utilized as both a unifier and an opportunity for individuality. Artistic 

expression bridges the common alienation of the other in its universality of existence. For 

a recently resettled refugee child, familiarity is an often forgotten luxury. Conversely, art 

education is able to provide opportunities for students to further develop their sense of 

self, especially during a tumultuous time of foreign experiences. Finding an artistic 

medium that speaks to you personally, telling your story in a play or storytelling class, 

singing your favorite song from your country of origin to keep the lyrics fresh in your 

mind all work towards the curation of the multinational self. The teachers, volunteers and 

educators who create and implement these lesson plans and support this development of 

the self become key in the lived experiences of these students. 

After returning to the United States, I thought of that afternoon often and indulged 

in a quick search for existing programs and resources available to refugee children 

entering the United States via American schools and academic institutions. Through 
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surface level preliminary research, it became clear that many of the existing programs 

with explicit references to aid for refugee children in their mission statements sited 

artistic expression (in various forms) as an integral component to the structure, 

implementation and success of their programs and practices. While art was rarely the 

main focus of these existing programs, it was frequently offered as a supplementary 

course or activity available to students. Artistic courses provided opportunities for "fun" 

and self-expression to break up schedules of extensive language instruction, technical 

resettlement services, workshops and instruction. It wasn't until I spoke at length with 

educators engaged in these programs that I understood the artistic component was more 

than supplementary. More often than not, the art classes came closer to addressing the 

emotional and personal needs of the refugee children than the technically focused and 

more "practical" aspects of resettlement services. On the frontlines of these emotional, 

personal and hands on services were the art educators themselves. 

The United States is currently ranked the world's top resettlement country for 

refugees, and while the U.S. is not nearly as historically racially homogenous as nations 

such as Denmark, this recent influx has shifted many institutions and communities 

affected by the continuous evolution of America as a multicultural nation. In 2015 it was 

reported that the top five nations of admitted refugees to the United States included 

Bhutan (5,775 admitted refugees), the Democratic Republic of Congo (7,876 admitted 

refugees), Somalia (8,858 admitted refugees), Iraq (12,575 admitted refugees) and Burma 

(18,386 admitted refugees). In 2015, a grand total of69,933 refugees were admitted into 

the United States representative of 69 different nations (the cap was set at 70,000) 

(Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Summary of Refugee Admissions, 
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2015). Refugee resettlement programs geared towards addressing the needs of these 

diverse refugee populations as they enter the United States each have their own 

perception of what resources and support systems are most integral in encouraging and 

assisting the development of a sense of belonging for refugee children relocating to the 

United States. Many of these programs have identified various artistic mediums as a way 

in which to engage with these refugee children to alleviate stress, offer low-stakes 

learning environments and open opportunities individuality and self-expression. This 

variety in perception of needs is essential in understanding the ways in which each 

program is developed and implemented as well as who specifically is able to access these 

artistic resources and experiences. In this thesis, I argue that the effectiveness of these 

programs relies heavily on the emotional labor these art educators put into their lesson 

planning, their interaction with students, and their constant offering of support and 

affirmation to students who have experienced and continue to experience trauma. The 

integral nature of the role of the art educator is often under recognized and under 

compensated due to a cultural devaluation of positions that require emotional labor. 

The role of the teacher in art educative environments has been described as one of 

a mentor, mediator, advocate, friend, teacher, partner, listener and more. With 

innumerable responsibilities and limited resources, these educators are settled with near 

impossible expectations of vast amounts of emotional work on a day-to-day basis. Their 

role in supporting culturally inclusive curricular models and identity development of 

vulnerable populations such as refugee children is essential to the effectiveness of these 

programs in achieving their goals. My host-teacher in the Danish kindergarten classroom, 

although not specifically an art educator, was able to immediately identify the arts as a 
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helpful and progressive medium for creating an inclusive classroom environment in the 

wake of huge shifts of multiculturalism and new race related conflicts between students 

in her own classroom. While seemingly successful in this classroom activity, she noted 

the lack of acknowledgement of teachers ' concerns and stress felt in addressing these 

relevant issues in the classroom and received no additional support despite the shifting 

needs of her students. 

Through interviews with program directors, teaching artists, organizers and 

educators involved in arts educative work, this research serves as an exploration of the 

development and implementation of existing art curricula being used in organizations 

and/or programs in the United States dedicated to working with refugee children. A better 

understanding of the knowledge, passions, interests, educational backgrounds, career 

paths, challenges and successes of these program directors, teaching artists, organizers 

and educators through their interviews is essential in understanding the ways in which the 

expectations of the role of an art educator has been defined. Through a collection of data 

and analyses of the many experiences each of these individual volunteers, teachers, artists 

and program directors, it is clear that the vast and complex emotional labor expected of 

and performed by these educators due to the traumatic backgrounds of their students, 

remains unrecognized, under resourced and undercompensated. I will argue that this 

under recognition of the role of educators and the value of art is due to the common 

American cultural rejection of the value of artistic expression further exemplified by the 

dismissiveness of our current Presidential Administration. 

Methodology 
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I conducted a total of five interviews with various program directors, teaching 

artists, volunteers, and educators involved in case study arts educative programs for 

refugee children in the United States. Voluntary interview participants were contacted 

and chosen via email and phone conversations through the involved organizations which 

are located in New York and Pennsylvania. Interviews were conducted via phone, Skype, 

or Google Hangout, depending on the preference of the interviewee. The interviews span 

between one hour and one and a half hours each and were audio recorded for accuracy 

and transcription purposes (please see appendix for reference to the specific interview 

questions asked). After conducting the interviews, each interview was transcribed 

verbatim. In the interviews, each interviewee was asked about their own personal 

background and career paths that led them to their present title/position as well as their 

current experiences working with refugee children through the arts. These interviews 

provided integral insight into the daily practices of each teacher as well as their own 

personal understanding of the role they inhabited in a classroom of refugee children. The 

personal values of each individual interviewed as well as the lived experiences that led 

them to their positions in these programs shed light on their personal expectations of their 

inhabited role and the ways in which they attempt to engage or disengage in the intrinsic 

emotional labor of their position. In addition to the data and information collected from 

interviews, extensive content analysis of existing curricula and lesson plans served as 

additional insight into the day-to-day activities that take place in each of these case study 

programs. Access to lesson plans and pedagogical modeling in these programs 

distinguished the goals of each program as well as what curriculum developers had 

identified as the educational and developmental needs of their students. Post interview, 
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each interviewee was emailed a short survey to gauge their experience in the interview 

process and to provide an opportunity for reflection and further inquiries after the 

interview had finished. None of the interviewees provided additional information about 

their programs post interview. Although, each interviewee seemed eager to thank me for 

beginning to fill the gap of existing research on art education and refugee children in the 

United States. Due to the vulnerable nature of both refugee populations and interacting 

with minors, interviews and content analysis were exclusively restricted to interaction 

with teachers, volunteers, teaching artists, and/or program directors involved in the 

programs. Each interviewee gave explicit written and verbal consent to participate in the 

interview process and their personal information has been anonymized in this research 

paper. 

Interviewees 

Interviewee number one, for the purposes of anonymity will be referred to as 

Leslie. Leslie is a 27 year old female who is employed as a coordinator of educational 

programs within an organization that serves both immigrant and refugee populations in 

the United States. Leslie described her organization as having "two kinds of departments 

if you will, we have a legal services department with over ten attorneys, and several 

accredited representatives. And so they work with low-income immigrants, citizenship, 

special immigrant juvenile status, domestic violence, just an array of issues but serving 

low-income immigrants. And then I work for a refugee resettlement team, which is 

federally funded so we receive federal government money". This is Leslie's first position 

with this particular organization. She earned her Bachelor's Degree in Psychology after 

graduating from an undergraduate institution in 2011. She is also a recipient of the 
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Fulbright English Teaching assistantship scholarship where she spent a year in 

Guatemala as an English teaching assistant. After returning to the United States, Leslie 

participated in multiple volunteering opportunities for English as a Second Language 

instruction, which prompted her to return to school and pursue a Master's Degree in 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages, or TESL. After spending some time 

teaching at another local resettlement agency, Leslie learned about the current 

organization she's employed at through a classmate in graduate school. She decided to 

apply for the job due to her personal commitment and interest in supporting multinational 

identities, and has been working there for a year now. Leslie's personal convictions to 

support English Language Learners in particular fuel much of her work with refugees. 

She often acts as the first point of contact for refugees moving to the United States and 

speaks adamantly of the time, work and intention she puts into her position in achieving a 

relationship with newly arrived refugees as one that is warm, supportive and welcoming. 

Interviewee number two, for the purposes of anonymity will be referred to as 

Anne. Anne is 30 years old and spent the summer of2016 employed as a Dance 

Teaching Artist with an arts program that partners with a nationwide resettlement agency 

in the United States to host a six week long summer program that combines arts and 

resettlement services for refugee youth. This was Anne's first time working with this 

organization and further, her first time working with refugee children. Anne is a trained 

dancer in ballet, modern, jazz and social dance and has previously taught ballet, modern 

and jazz, although she clarifies "not to, I guess what you would consider an underserved 

population". Outside of her work in this program during the summer of2016, Anne is a 

freelance dancer and performer who also holds a number of part time jobs. Anne has a 
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Bachelor's degree in English and Dance. When speaking about the reasons she took this 

position, Anne sited a sudden personal conviction she felt to find a connection between 

her abilities and talents as a dancer and wanting to participate in something that she 

considered an international priority and need. Recognizing this personal conviction 

becomes key when speaking about expectations of the self and of the position. 

Interviewee number three, for the purposes of anonymity will be referred to as 

April. April is 29 years old and works as a Director of Programs and Evaluation at an arts 

nonprofit. April works at the organization that employed Anne in one of the partnership 

programs the arts nonprofit works with for their summer programming. April has held 

multiple positions throughout her five and a half years at this art nonprofit and wears a 

number of hats when it comes to the daily tasks associated with her current position. 

April has a Bachelor's Degree in activism through artistry and journalism and is in the 

process of completing her Master's Degree in nonprofit management. April began her 

involvement with this organization around seven years ago when a friend mentioned it to 

her as something directly in line with her area of interest. She was first trained as a 

volunteer and was eventually hired full time. Since then, April has been climbing up the 

ladder within the organization from volunteer to Director of Programs and Evaluation. 

April's position is not one that interacts directly with students often. Her role is one that 

involves providing support to the teachers, volunteers and educators in the classroom. In 

order to perform her duties successfully, April is presented with the challenge of 

emotionally, professionally and resourcefully supporting the teachers who strive to do the 

same for their students. 
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Interviewee number four, for purposes of anonymity will be referred to as Andy. 

Andy is 35 years old and is employed as the Associate Director of Volunteer Outreach at 

the same art nonprofit organization as April. Andy also began his time at this 

organization as a volunteer in 2013 and has been employed full time at the organization 

since 2015. Andy describes the designated tasks of his position as the following, "I 

recruit, train, and place, help to place I should say, along with [April], all of our volunteer 

teaching artists. I also try to sell, teach, and share [our] workshops at Universities around 

the country". Andy initially learned about his organization through his girlfriend when 

she participated in an abroad volunteer project and he volunteered alongside her. From 

there, Andy became a volunteer teaching artist and eventually applied for the current 

position he holds. Andy has both a BFA and MFA in acting. Similarly to Anne, Andy 

found this position due to an eagerness to find the connection between his passion for 

theater/storytelling and engaging with "vulnerable" and "at-risk" populations in a 

supportive and useful way. 

Lastly, interviewee number five, for purposes of anonymity will be referred to as 

Donna. Donna is 24 years old and volunteered with the same program as Anne in the 

summer of 2016. This was her first time volunteering for this organization although she 

had participated in various projects and programs with the partner arts nonprofit in the 

recent past. Donna was first inspired to volunteer with this program after being 

introduced to the art nonprofit through a conference she attended. She eventually signed 

up to volunteer with their summer refugee program and described the decision as "My 

way of speaking out politically in an effort to empower refugees because I as a military 

kid have also lived my life very refugee-like in the sense of picking up and moving hither 
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and nye with no knowledge of when I'm going to be able to come back and having very 

limited physical things and saying goodbye all the time so I identify heavily with that." 

This personal connection with the refugee experience prompted Donna to reflect on her 

own experience working with similar populations in her past as a "military kid" who had 

lived outside of the United States for much of her life. Previously, Donna had lived in 

Ukraine and Russia where she worked with refugee populations who at the time didn't 

describe themselves as refugees. Her work, while unpaid came from a place of personal 

connection to the trauma and lived experiences of refugee children. Currently Donna is 

working towards becoming a stunt actor and holds a number of part time positions. She 

has her Bachelor's Degree in Theater Arts and Communication with a minor in 

Psychology. 

Each interviewee's unique path to working with refugee children through the case 

study programs provides integral insight into their personal convictions in obtaining these 

roles as teachers and educators. Through lived experiences and emotional connections to 

the plight of refugee children, each individual interviewee have expressed their own 

interpretation of how best to support a positive refugee resettlement experiences for their 

students. These personal convictions provide context for the emotional labor that is 

performed in each position. While these positions have some clear parameters of 

expectations and guidelines of completing the tasks associated with the job, there exist a 

number of unwritten expectations and tasks expected of these individuals. These 

unwritten expectations and tasks are intrinsically associated with emotional labor, a 

commonly unrecognized and uncompensated, yet integral component, to any successful 

service level position. 
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Existing policies and policymakers have unfortunately "paid little attention to the 

plight of refugee children, in particular, to the methods of caring for refugee children 

during their initial resettlement" which many researchers consider the most volatile time 

in the resettlement process (Xu, 2007, p. 38). Further, recent shifts in administrative 

policies in the United States as of the 2016 Presidential Election have further complicated 

the discourse and rhetoric surrounding refugee resettlement in the United States. The 

following chapters elucidate the lack of recognition of non-technical supports for refugee 

children, including emotional labor, in the existing literature surrounding refugee 

children's resettlement experiences in the United States, an exploration of the curricular 

models used in the two existing case study summer programs for refugee youth, the 

current tensions in defining the role of the art educator and teacher in such programs and 

the extensive negative effects of the current Presidential Administration in supporting the 

needs of both refugee children in the United States as well as the art educators who work 

with them. 

Chapter 1: Literature Review 

Derming Refugee 

Refugees have been defined, according to the United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees (2006), as those who: 

" ... Owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is 
outside the country of their nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such a fear, 
is unwilling to, avail themselves of the protection of that country. (para.3)" 
(Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 36). 
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Each year, approximately 80,000-100,000 refugees arrive in the United States; nearly half 

of these newly arrived refugees are children (Lerner, 2012, p. 9). Further, "refugee 

children comprise about one half of the refugee population worldwide" (Xu, 2007, p. 37). 

Of the school aged refugees arriving in the United States, "more than half...attend public 

schools after long hiatuses from different school structures, or with no prior formal 

schooling at all" (Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 36). Lastly, according to the Global Trends 

Report published by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 

2010, "there were 43.7 million individuals worldwide in 2010 who had been forced to 

leave their homes and countries due to war, violence, and persecution (UNHCR, 2011). 

Moreover, of these individuals who were forced to flee their homelands, 44% were 

children under the age of 18 years (UNHCR, 2011)" (MacNevin, 2012, p. 49). 

Refugees, particularly refugee children, have been exposed to various emotional, 

physical, spiritual, psychological traumas throughout both displacement and resettlement 

processes. It is crucial to gain as much of an understanding as possible of how this trauma 

manifests in the lives of refugee children when interacting with and working with this 

population. In order to distinguish between the needs of "diverse classrooms" and 

classrooms with refugee children, teachers must gain an understanding of the specific 

lived experiences and traumas intrinsic to the displacement and resettlement experience 

of refugees. The specificity of this complex understanding is what differentiates and 

complicates the label of "at-risk" frequently placed on children of color despite 

differences in background and trauma. "Regression, withdrawal, aggression, depression, 

anxiety, nightmares, defiance, hyperactivity, antisocial behavior, acting out, vulnerability, 

and paranoia" are just some of the ways in which trauma can be experienced by refugees 
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(Brunick, 1999, p. 14). Fitzpatrick (2002) explains the refugee experience through three 

separate phases: "preflight, flight, and resettlement". Each phase has it's own set of 

characterizations whether that be "high level of stress", "uncertainty", or "a long process 

that plunges the refugee into the unknown" (Kajzer, 2003, p. 17). While each refugee's 

experience is unique and varied, there are some universal experiences that have carried 

true throughout existing research on refugee populations including feelings of 

deprivation, upheaval, fear, uncertainty, and loss (Lerner, 2012, p. 9). 

Refugee children in particular face a unique set of obstacles when resettling in the 

United States. While "coping with the new challenges and acculturative stress .... 

including achieving acceptance at school and in the community, developing a new 

personal identity, and for many, prematurely assuming adult roles and acting as 'cultural 

brokers' for their parents" (Xu, 2007, p. 43), refugee children are also subject to what 

researcher, Amy B. Lerner calls "cultural bereavement" or "loss of home, family, friends, 

routines, and other cultural familiarities" (Lerner, 2012, p. 11). In fact, "researchers have 

found that refugee children's new life circumstances in their host communities such as 

forging peer relationships and facing bullying, create an equal or greater impact on their 

social adjustment and sense of self-worth than previous exposure to war and violence" 

(Xu, 2007, p. 43). Existing recommendations for teachers to attempt to understand and 

address the trauma of their refugee students fails to acknowledge that these expectations 

do not exist in a technical vacuum. For many teachers who were born and raised in a 

single country, trauma caused by displacement and resettlement is a near impossible 

experience to grasp. 
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In educators' attempts to understand the complexity of the trauma that many 

refugees and refugee children face throughout both the displacement and resettlement 

process, it is important to not interpret these findings as a label of permanent damage to 

be placed upon refugee children but rather a broader understanding that "these children 

are an at-risk population that deserve careful educational consideration" (Lerner, 2012, p. 

II). When addressing particular populations that have been culturally labeled as "at risk" 

it is important to note that "unexamined use of ubiquitous terms such as 'at risk' in 

education and human service courses can lead to reifying raced, classed, and gendered 

deficit perspectives of youth and youth work" (Pica-Smith & Veloria, 2012, p. 33). In the 

context of the American public school system, historically "at risk" populations have 

been in reference to specific racialized and classed assumptions, particularly excluding 

white students from this label and further normalizing white students experiences over 

those of students of color (Pica-Smith & Veloria, 2012, p. 33). These assumptions have 

been made in response to a lack of a clearly defined use of the term "at risk" in academic 

and/or educational literature, "Some professionals use the term 'at risk' in reference to 

anticipated negative trajectories and outcomes; others use the term to refer to youth 

currently experiencing emotional, behavioral, educational and psychological 

challenges ... In both cases, the term connotes a dimension of identity i.e. 'at-risk youth'" 

(Pica-Smith & Veloria, 2012, p. 33-34). The Americanized assumptions of who we 

typically would assume to be "at risk" must be "deconstructed, interrogated, and 

problematized in order for students to develop a critical consciousness that extends 

beyond the individual level of analysis", especially in the case of how we label, recognize 

and support refugee youth (Pica-Smith & Veloria, 2012, p. 34). 



24 

Use of the tenn "at-risk" also runs the risk of creating a deficit paradigm that 
further restricts students' ability to move beyond a feeling of hopelessness in their 
perception of themselves as well as teacher's perceptions of their "at-risk" students (Pica
Smith & Veloria, 2012, p. 35; Nieto, 2010). Further, as many American classrooms are 
becoming increasingly diverse, "it is imperative that teachers and human service 
providers engage in inquiry-based activities to examine how different aspects of identities 
are affinned, rej ected, stereotyped, and nonnalized across history and in different 
contexts" (Pica-Smith & Veloria, 2012, p. 41). Understanding the cultural context of 
forced migration to the United States in conjunction with American cultural and 
institutional biases that may be placed on refugee children despite their unique 
circumstances is imperative in recognizing and addressing the specific needs of refugee 
students. 

Assimilation vs. Integration & The American Public School System 

Vocabulary surrounding resettlement experiences of refugees mainly refer to two 

types of acculturation processes: assimilation and integration. Various arguments exist in 

regards to what types of acculturation are the most positive and/or effective ways in 

which to engage in a new culture, although none exist without the risk of possible 

negative consequences in identity development. Lerner explains her interpretation of 

acculturation as the following: 

"[There are 1 four types of acculturation: assimilation, separation, marginalization, 
and integration. Assimilation occurs when immigrants openly embrace their new 
culture and reject their previous culture; separation is evident when the opposite 
takes place, i.e., when immigrants entirely reject their new culture and embrace 
their previous culture. Marginalization occurs when the refugee reject both their 
new and previous cultures. Integration --the ideal or optimal fonn of acculturation 
--entails embracing components of both new and previous cultures". (Lerner, 
2012, p. 10) 

While Lerner's definition addresses the hannful effects of assimilation, she fails to 

acknowledge the systematic and institutional obstacles in place that can either hinder or 

promote a refugee's acculturation process. While there is some amount of agency in the 

resettlement process, most of what refugees' experience is a culmination of 

institutionalized hierarchies and biases, more often than not, working against them. 
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Additionally, this definition does not address the emotional aspect of the process 

relocation to another country and oversimplifies the experience of the refugee as one that 

is technical, practical and void of emotional depth. 

Schools in particular playa vital role in either helping or hurting a refugee child's 

acculturation process. Theorists Bourhis, Moise, Perreault and Senecal (1997) as well as 

author and educator Vanessa Lopez also offer a clinical definition of various 

acculturation processes, although their definition is conversely void of assumptions of 

levels of agency: 

"Assimilation involves abandoning all past cultural heritage and adopting the 
beliefs and behaviors of the new culture. Separation involves maintaining only the 
cultural heritage without interacting with the cultural group. Marginalization 
involves deviation from both the old and new culture. Integration or biculturalism 
involves maintaining one's cultural heritage and adopting a new cultural identity; 
identities remain independent of each other and are activated as needed (Hong, 
Morris, Chiu & Benet-Martinez, 2000)". (Lopez, 2009, p. 20) 

It is clear that various acculturation processes exist, while some have proven more 

damaging than others (mainly assimilation). Although Lerner argues that "all types of 

acculturation may present problems and disrupt the healthy development of refugee 

children" and all strategies exist on a spectrum of potential damage and are shaped by 

both the individual's experience as complex and emotional beings, as well as 

innumerable institutional obstacles (Lerner, 2012, p.10). 

This being said, it remains true that assimilation, specifically, poses the biggest 

threat to refugee children and their emotional wellbeing; "Perhaps the most serious 

cultural injury occurs when refugee children and their families suffer a loss of cultural or 

ethnic pride" (Vargas, 1999, p. 287). Assimilation or "bicultural ambivalence" can result 

in a total rejection ofarefugee's native culture and language, creating a false sense of 



26 

identity (Vargas, 1999, p. 287). Schools often act as vacuums for assimilation as many 

refugee children feel as though they are "expected to leave behind their past lives, to shed 

memories of their previous experiences, and to quickly assimilate into American culture" 

(Lerner, 2012, p. 10). Conversely, when refugees are able to embrace their multiple 

cultural identities, research has shown that these individuals "[possess 1 the highest level 

of cognition and coping skills, and hence maintain a healthier, more coherent, holistic 

mental representation of self' (Lopez, 2009, p. 20). Appreciating and acknowledging the 

importance of affirming and supporting the multicultural and multinational identity of the 

self further pushes back against existing clinical and oversimplified definitions of 

assimilation, integration, and the refugee experience such as Lerner's. 

Trauma does not begin and end in war zones. It becomes imperative for teachers 

working with refugee children post resettlement to counteract the trauma many students 

have experienced in their displacement by supporting them now and preventing further 

trauma from occurring. This task is not simple. Refugee students in particular may 

experience extended periods of trauma post resettlement, especially while transitioning 

into the American public school system. For example, " ... refugee students often 

experience rejection, isolation, lower achievement scores on standardized tests, and 

higher dropout rates" (Lerner, 2012, p. 9). It is important to recognize these roadblocks 

when understanding the role of the school in the acculturation process. The transition into 

the American Public School System is often refugee children's "first link between the 

child's home in a new culture and the new culture" (Kajzer, 2003, p. 22). Further, 

"schools playa critical role in culture and child development and are across cultures, 

heavily relied upon to socialize children" (Lerner, 2012, p. 12). It is for this reason that 
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both case study programs examined in this research are geared towards aiding refugee 

children's transition into the American public school system by providing a mock 

American public school day structure to provide familiarity in the early stages of a child's 

relocation to the Untied States. Further, program developers have been purposeful in 

addressing cultural knowledge gaps that have the potential of disrupting the refugee 

child's learning experience once in their new classroom through their curricular 

modeling. These programs as well as existing research have identified this difficult 

transitional time into the American public school system as a means for extra support for 

refugee children. 

Adapting to a new school community is a daunting task. Schools play an integral 

role in the creation of "a national identity" as refugee children take on the challenge of 

integrating into a new school environment and culture (Lerner, 2012, p. 12). Through 

displacement, many refugee children have experienced "a collapse of the school 

community in their country of origin" making reintegration into a new school community 

reason for trepidation (Lerner, 2012, p. 12). In order to combat these feelings of anxiety, 

"schools should promote a climate that is nurturing, accepting and caring, characterized 

by tolerance and acceptance, and that facilitates opportunities for social interaction (e.g., 

peer support programs, and parent involvement programs) to maximize opportunities for 

newcomers to make friends, to develop self-esteem, and to broaden their knowledge of 

and interaction with local community members" (Xu, 2007, p. 53). This recommendation 

to create a nurturing, accepting, caring, tolerant, and accepting learning environment 

while not explicitly said, can be assumed to primarily fall on the responsibility of the 

teacher. Lerner argues that teachers should acknowledge education "in terms of all that a 



28 

child can bring to the classroom" including heritage, cultural background and any 

previous knowledge that can be used as a sturdy foundation from which to build upon 

(2012). The programs highlighted in this research aim to alleviate this difficult transition 

by providing opportunities for more focused cultural and practical skills that will be 

utilized once students have enrolled in public school as well as asking teachers, 

volunteers and educators to provide constant emotional support to their students. This 

expectation of emotional labor is never explicitly acknowledged by the literature but 

clearly assumes the teachers engaged in classrooms with refugee children will take on the 

responsibility willingly, easily and readily. These expectations are frequently established 

without any offering of additional support. 

Existing research on the transitional experience refugee children face while 

entering American public school systems calls for a "need for teacher training in ways of 

providing opportunities for students to socialize and learn with peers", future policies that 

"[work] to advocate for refugee youth" and "teachers [who] must be provided with 

training, support, and resources" (MacNevin, 2012, p. 59-60). Beyond requesting 

additional training, support and resources to teachers working with refugee youth, 

acknowledgement of the extensive emotional labor required of these positions assumes 

there is or will be a cultural recognition of the value of emotional work. 

Role of the Teacher 

The role of the teacher in the context of working with refugee children requires a 

myriad of technical, social, emotional and reflective practices. Before engaging with 

students, all teachers (art education or otherwise) must "reconsider sensitivities, content, 

and classroom management strategies", although authors Wellman and Bey were quick to 
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add, "few resources exist for refugee students or the teachers who work with them" 

(2015, p. 36). Beyond self-reflection, teachers must be "acutely aware of their cultural 

and personal biases and should be open to negotiate language and interpretation when 

introducing concepts" - flexibility becomes key (Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 38). 

Much of the existing research on the role of the teacher in classrooms with 

refugee students advises teachers to "examine the cultural makeup of their classes and 

facilitate lessons geared toward those specific cultures" (Lopez, 2009, p. 23). Further, 

educators Sascha Wellman and Sharif Bey outline a list of necessary tools and strategies 

specific to art teachers working with refugee students: 

"Understand the diverse, social, political, and historical conditions revolving 
around the refugee experiences in the US; Learn to foster community, navigate 
difference, and assist students in doing the same; Gain exposure to the hardships, 
realities, and challenges affecting families and students beyond their familiar 
worlds; Problematize the inaccuracies and omissions of traditional Western art 
education curricular models and the power structures (e.g., the Western Canon), 
which sustain these falsifications or injustices; Articulate the challenges of 
teaching and learning in multicultural environments in and out of school". 
(Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 37) 

These recommendations provide an extremely technical description of the ways in which 

teachers should interact with students from refugee backgrounds. The technical nature of 

these recommendations do not include any addressing of the emotional work intrinsic in 

these recommendations or the support systems that either exist or should exist to aid this 

work. These strategies for comprehensive and culturally sensitive teaching styles aims to 

"[utilize 1 the cultural background of their students as a tool for engagement" in order to 

facilitate healthy development of students' self-esteem and pride in their multi-cultural 

background (Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 43). In nations such as the United States, because 



the refugee population is so diverse, this task becomes near impossible when working 

with students from upwards of fifteen nations of origin. 
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In the art classroom, art educators are called upon to "watch for signals in artwork 

that may be expressed by students with limited English proficiency. Particularly because 

of verbal language barriers, these students have a need to communicate through art" 

(Brunick, 1999, p. 17). Maintaining characteristics of creativity, flexibility, understanding 

and creating special connections with students is required in any teacher's attempt to 

fully support refugee children's success, promote each students' sense of value and 

encourage the development of each child's individual identities (Brunick, 1999; Henry, 

2009; MacNevin, 2011). The role of the art educator in this instance suddenly becomes 

synonymous with a school counselor or social worker due to the emotional component 

that could appear through artistic mediums and expression. This expansion of their role 

exists without acknowledgement of the increase in responsibilities and expectations 

associated with simultaneously acting as a teacher, therapist, counselor, and social 

worker. 

An argument is repeatedly made in existing research regarding teacher's 

interaction with refugee students that there is a necessity for teachers to have a deep 

understanding and knowledge of their student's past "to be able to grasp how new and 

different their life in the u.s. is" (Henry, 2009, p. 65). Well-known education theorist 

Paulo Freire (1998, 2005) argues, '''educators need to know what happens in the world of 

the [students 1 with whom they work' (p. 130) .. .it is impossible to teach content without 

knowing how students think in the context of their daily lives' (p. 140)" (MacNevin, p. 

50,2012). Freire, MacNevin and Henry all argue that knowledge of the refugee students' 



31 

background allows for teachers to fully respect the cultural heritages of their students and 

teach with cultural sensitivity, emotional competency, and effectiveness (MacNevin, 

2011). 

Although limited resources for teachers currently exist, there are a lot of 

expectations and responsibilities of teachers working with refugee students. MacNevin 

equates the teacher to a "gatekeeper" able to "either limit the learning opportunities in the 

classroom by closing the door on the students' various cultural backgrounds, or. ... [to 1 

open doors and create opportunities for students to grow as learners by welcoming 

cultural backgrounds and knowledge into the learning activities" (MacNevin, 2011, p. 

15). The role of the teacher as a "gatekeeper" is one that acknowledges and attends to 

their students' cultural, educational and social needs. This is a task that requires 

flexibility and self-reflection as well as a balance between providing support for your 

students as well as for yourself (MacNevin, 2011, p. 30). This brief acknowledgement of 

the necessity of supporting oneself in taking on this multifaceted role is similar in the 

brief acknowledgement that more resources need to be available to individuals working 

with refugee youth. Beyond traditional lesson planning and classroom learning 

procedure, "special efforts may be needed to help students from refugee backgrounds 

learn the cultures, expectations, and routines present in their new schools" (MacNevin, 

2012, p. 50). These special efforts necessitate special resources and supports for the 

teachers making these efforts everyday. 

A constant thread in the existing research surrounding teachers working with 

refugee students is that there is a clear need for more comprehensive and accessible 

teacher training specific to working with refugee populations. Additionally, there is a 
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need for support in training, resources and compensation for the many roles these 

teachers play and the vast amount of emotional work that they engage in on a daily basis. 

MacNevin writes, 

"Teachers often feel unprepared to teach these children and youth due to issues 
such as lack of adequate professional development, preparation, or 
support ... Moreover, Frater-Mathieson (2004) states that some teachers internalize 
the pain and trauma of the children and youth from refugee backgrounds with 
whom they work. Teachers require both professional support systems as well as 
adequate training opportunities in order to help children and youth from refugee 
backgrounds maximize their learning experiences." (MacNevin, 2012, p. 51) 

The skills required to teach refugee populations are unique and therefore require a unique 

set of resources. Acknowledgement of refugee student's individual circumstances as well 

as their need for better or more resources in the classroom is essential in supporting their 

resettlement experience (MacNevin, 2012). Teachers have been reported to have 

explicitly asked for "more professional training and resources that are specifically 

designed to meet the needs of students from refugee backgrounds" as well as training on 

"how to respond to what the students are saying as sometimes [students share stories that] 

can be difficult to hear" (MacNevin, 2012, p. 56-57). In this research, all five interviewed 

educators, volunteers and program directions mention this lack of understanding of the 

complexity of their work as a point of contention in their attempts to support themselves 

and their students. 

Specific to art teacher training, the National Art Education Association's 

Standards for Art Teacher Preparation (2009) specifies that "studies 'in the artistic, 

cognitive, emotional, moral, physical, and social development ... of English language 

learners' among other 'special populations' (including 'special needs' and 'gifted') and 

'of teaching strategies appropriate to these populations' (p. 4) be included in art education 
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teacher preparation programs" (Henry & Constantino, 2015, p. 4). Through their research 

of refugee children's needs once resettled into the American public school system, 

MacNevin, Henry, and Constantino have all made calls to action for a "dramatic 

improvement in teacher education, professional development, preparation, and support 

for teachers in order to promote and improve the learning environments for students from 

refugee backgrounds" to best advocate for both teachers and students (MacNevin, 2012, 

p.59). 

Value of Art Education 

Art education has been identified as a tool for engaging with and supporting 

vulnerable populations including refugee children while conversely, "the importance of 

respite and release, e.g. through art, in a culturally appropriate context are two of the least 

appreciated needs that refugees have" (Vargas, 1999, p. 296). Programs that use art 

education as a tool for supporting and educating refugee children should not limit their 

exploration of art to just visual art as many researchers in the field of art education have 

emphasized the importance of allowing for various artistic mediums to be introduced and 

encouraged when working with vulnerable populations. Variety in exploration of various 

artistic mediums supports individual choice and provides opportunities for multiple forms 

of creativity. Art education geared specifically towards refugee children provides these 

programs with unique and non-traditional opportunities for teaching English Language 

Learners (ELL), opening up opportunities for therapeutic intervention and promoting 

identity formation. "Eubanks (2002) explained that 'the art classroom may be the first 

place that immigrant students feel comfortable and capable in school' (p. 44)" and 
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therefore should be prioritized and encouraged within the refugee resettlement process 

(Henry & Constantino, 2015, p. 3). 

Often referred to as a "universal language", the arts open up more varied 

opportunities and methods for learning English (Kajzer, 2003; Henry & Constantino, 

2015). Dewey, Arnheim, Feldman and Eisner have all identified the arts as a "visual 

language", one that "offers opportunities to engage, share, and experience success 

through making" (Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 38). As previously mentioned, the two case 

study programs added art components to their curricular models after realizing the 

necessity of more low-risk and self-expressive activities in their establishment of a 

comprehensive resettlement program for refugee children. Art projects in a collaborative 

learning environment offer students opportunities to "form their peer community [and] 

collectively build a knowledge base by re-identifying with images, objects, textures, 

feelings, and impression through a new cultural and linguistic context" (Wellman & Bey, 

2015, p. 38). Collaboration in tandem with "lower risk situation" learning through open-

ended activities based on creativity provides refugee children with an integral sense of 

safety and community (Wellman & Bey, 2015). Further, visceral learning with hands-on 

demonstrations break up days of sitting in desks depending solely on language for 

classroom work and instruction therefore "enabling translation and fostering 

understandings of abstract and complex concepts' ... [to] transcend other more standard 

forms of communication (Wellman & Bey, 2015; Latta and Chan, 2011; Henry & 

Constantino, 2015, p. 2). 

Art therapist, educator and researcher Lisa Lefler Brunick writes, 

"The immigrant and refugee students must contend with unfamiliar tools and 
routines in the classroom, not to mention long days of frustration while listening 



to foreign speaking strangers. Responses I have witnessed from these students 
who are new to America range from extreme acting-out behavior, to exhausted, 
puzzled stares, and silent tears." (Brunick, 1999, p. 12). 

Art education provides space for students to express some of the frustrations, anger, 

sadness or confusion they may be feeling in a safe and individualized learning 

environment when facilitated well by open-minded and culturally sensitive educators 

(Wellman & Bey, 2015; Brunick, 1999). These educators are ones who are willing and 

able to provide extensive emotional work in order to create opportunities for self-

expression and reflection in their art classrooms. Teachers and art educators are often 
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invited into the worlds of these refugees through their artwork further extended their role 

beyond that of the traditional classroom teacher: "Art class is an especially effective 

place for immigrant and refugee students to exhibit an awareness of their new 

environment and to learn to get along in it, to communicate through sharing feelings in 

artwork, and to confront disturbing issues and use problem-solving techniques through art 

making processes" (Brunick, 1999, p. 17). These interactions between student and 

teacher can afford both parties opportunities to better understand themselves and their 

relation to one another (Washington, 2011). It is not recognized in the existing literature 

that the qualities of these art teachers working with refugee students intrinsically 

encompass an expectation that these teachers are able to perform uncompensated and 

unacknowledged emotional labor. 

Cumcu1um Design 

Programs that focus on working with and supporting refugee children must be 

incredibly sensitive and purposeful in their curriculum design in order to facilitate healthy 

and productive spaces for populations deeply underserved. Community building, cultural 
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preservation, child-centered lesson planning, and inclusive education practices have been 

identified as necessary components of a successful resettlement program (Wellman & 

Bey, 2015; Kajzer, 2003; Lerner, 2012; Xu, 2007). Educators must provide space and 

time for "reflection, critical dialogue, and revisions ... [in their curriculum design in order 

to 1 foster community through the promotion of language/literacy, self-advocacy, self

esteem, and cultural preservation" further expanding the role teaching refugee students 

beyond that of the traditional classroom teacher (Wellman & Bey, 2015, p. 38). This 

emphasis on flexibility in curriculum design allows programs to shift and change in 

response to the unique needs of refugee children with diverse and varied experiences 

(Lerner, 2012). Researcher Branko Kazjer defines the purpose of resettlement programs 

for refugee children as the following: "To help refugee children better cope with their 

situation, help them bridge two different worlds (the one of a new country and the one of 

the old home country), and to protect them from any further damage" (Kajzer, 2003, p. 

23) In order to effectively do so, the curriculum must "address children's psychosocial 

needs", provide emotional support (which is intrinsic to acts of emotional labor), support 

a positive learning environment and engage in appropriate and essential cultural 

sensitivity inside and outside of the classroom (Xu, 2007, p. 50). 

An incredibly important component to working with refugee children is making 

space for a prioritization of cultural preservation. Understanding and establishing a 

defined sense of pride in a child's country and culture of origin becomes essential when 

supporting the emotional, psychological and cultural transition each refugee experiences 

through the resettlement process (Lopez, 2009; Kajzer, 2003; Lerner, 2012; MacNevin, 

2011; Washington, 2015). Art can support this process through gearing lesson plans 
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towards "increasing students' knowledge and awareness of their own cultural 

backgrounds as well as of the multiplicity of diverse traditions which together constitute 

our society and our world" (Lopez, 2009, p. 23). Recognizing and supporting the 

transcultural experience of refugee children is essential in promoting the healthy 

development of a child refugee's identity (Kajzer, 2003). Beyond supporting the child 

emotionally and developmentally, "students will [also] be more engaged in the learning, 

and therefore more successful, if their culture and prior knowledge are welcome and 

respected within the classroom because students will feel that their past experiences are 

valuable and that their teachers and peers are interested in what they bring to the learning 

community (Naidoo, 2008; Schecter & Cummins, 2003)" (MacNevin, 2011, p. 16). This 

practice of acknowledging knowledge outside of an American context offers students 

with powerful opportunities for resistance to cultural assimilation. Lastly, cultural 

preservation extends beyond simply clothes, food and music, teachers must also work to 

create a curriculum that "build[s] on students' existing knowledge and makers] students 

feel as if their prior knowledge, language, and culture are valuable assets in the learning 

process (MacNevin, 2011, p. 18). In the United States, this prioritization of cultural 

knowledge and preservation in a complex and complete context should remain prioritized 

well beyond the initial relocation period. 

In the American public school system, it is common practice to pull English 

Language Learners out of elective courses for English language classes and activities. 

This denies these students not only of elective course opportunities (including art, dance, 

music) but also denies them opportunities to engage with and learn from their English 

speaking peers (MacNevin, 2011). Joanne MacNevin defines inclusive education as: 



"The value system that holds that all students are entitled to equitable access to 
learning, achievement, and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their 
education; incorporates basic values that promote participation, friendship and 
interaction." (MacNevin, 2011, p. 9) 

Pulling students from elective courses and isolating them in other classrooms runs the 
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risk of denying students opportunities for inclusivity. The argument can also be made that 

there is value in allowing spaces for only refugee children/students or only English 

Language Learners to occupy a classroom to themselves as a way to further connect and 

support each other within their own community. The two case study programs have 

created a summer program that aims to supplement this deficit by creating a space that 

offers refugee students space to connect with those who have had similar experiences. By 

offering these programs in the summer, they do not limit these students' experiences by 

taking them out of the "regular" school day/school year. Both of the case study programs 

act as supplementary support systems to the traditional American public school 

experience. Researchers are agreed that opportunities for collaboration and participation 

amongst students and peers in the classroom are essential in creating and maintaining an 

inclusive classroom (MacN evin, 2011). 

Child centered and inclusive education is successful only when particular factors 

are in place: proper support for teachers, teacher collaboration, assessments that fit 

classroom practices, curriculum, and learning, supplementary programming (in the 

"regular" classroom, not just for refugee students), and lastly, "teachers have to 

demonstrate respect for students' cultures, languages, and backgrounds" (Dooley, 2009; 

Loewen, 2004; Schecter & Cummins, 2003; Stewart, 2009)" (MacNevin, 2011, p. 11). 

Curriculum development that supports all of these factors together should ideally include 

'''programming that reflects social histories, identities, and experiences with which 
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[students from diverse backgrounds] can relate [and which] allows each learner to feel 

not only welcome, but a true sense of deep belonging' (Rummens & Dei, 2010, p. 52)" 

(MacNevin, 2011, p. 33). When students feel welcomed, included and at the center of 

their learning they are able to flourish. Similarly, when teachers receive adequate support 

for the work they do, they are able to best support their students. 

Gaps in Existing Research 

The technical nature of defining both the experience of the refugee child as well 

as the role of the teacher and art educator in addressing refugee student's needs lacks an 

acknowledgement of the emotional nature of both experiences. Through my research, it is 

clear that the expectations and day-to-day practices of the art educators engaging with 

refugee students require them to take on the role of not only teacher and educator but 

sometimes even therapist, counselor, parent, social worker, and more. Limiting the 

description of their role to that of practical and technical definitions oversimplifies their 

work. This oversimplification directly aligns with a cultural dismissiveness of service 

level jobs and emotional labor as an integral component of everyday work. In order to fill 

this gap, I will argue that an exploration of emotional labor is a necessary framework 

through which to understand the complete role of the art educator in a refugee student's 

resettlement experience. 

Framing the Discourse 

Arlie Russell Hochschild book, "The Managed Heart: Commercialization of 

Human Feeling" (1983) was the first to address the concept of emotional work and 
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emotional labor. Hochschild provides a definition of emotional labor that is distinguished 

between that of emotional work, 

"Emotion work refers more broadly to the act of shaping or evoking an emotion 
(including suppression in some instances) and emotional labor is the outcome 
(which can be positive or negative). Arlie Hochschild mentions three techniques 
of emotion work: cognitive (the attempt to change ideas or thoughts by changing 
the emotion associated with them), bodily (the attempt to change the physical 
symptoms of emotions), and expressive (the attempt to change expressive 
gestures to change how one feels)". (Zembylas, 2002, p. 196) 

Conversely, emotional labor is that of providing emotional support to "clients" in order to 

successfully engage in and complete a designated job or position. Emotional labor is 

prevalent in most service or care based positions despite it's general lack of recognition, 

" .. .jobs involving emotional labor are held by over one-third of all workers in the United 

States. This means that one-third of all workers experience a dimension of work that is 

seldom recognized, rarely honored, and almost never taken into account by employers as 

a source of on-the-job stress" (Hochschild, 1983, p. 153). This lack of recognition of the 

work intrinsic to any position that requires emotional labor is particularly relevant when 

understanding the role of teachers. Hochschild writes, "Any functioning society makes 

effective use of its members' emotional labor. We do not think twice about the use of 

feeling in the theater, or in psychotherapy, or in forms of group life that we admire. It is 

when we come to speak of the exploitation of the bottom by the top in any society that we 

become morally concerned" (Hochschild, 1983, p. 12). This moral concern again 

becomes relevant when considering the role of educators working with refugee children. 

Failure to acknowledge the role of emotional labor in teaching positions poses its 

own set of risks: 

"There are three stances that workers seem to take toward work, each with its own 
sort of risk. In the first, the worker identifies too wholeheartedly with the job, and 
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therefore risks burnout. In the second, the worker clearly distinguishes herself 
from the job and is less likely to suffer burnout; but she may blame herself for 
making this very distinction and denigrate herself as 'just an actor, not sincere.' In 
the third, the worker distinguishes herself from her act, does not blame herself for 
this, and sees the job as positively requiring the capacity to act; for this worker 
there is some risk of estrangement from acting altogether, and some cynicism 
about it - 'We're just illusion makers.'" (Hochschild, 1983, p. 187) 

This contention between engaging too much or too little in the work becomes a cause of 

stress and anxiety for teachers and educators and exists in addition to an already 

financially undercompensated profession. In order to cope with these risks, "many 

experienced workers develop a 'healthy' estrangement, a clear separation of self from 

role" (Hochschild, 1983, p. 188). In the context of working with refugee youth, this 

"healthy" estrangement is difficult to achieve especially due to the lack of resources 

available to teachers in these programs. 

Beyond a general failure to acknowledge the role of emotional in care and service 

positions, "this research finds that occupations involving care pay less on average than 

comparable occupations where this activity is not required" (Wharton, 2009, p. 154). 

Under resourcing and underfunding of art teachers working with vulnerable populations 

is mentioned repeatedly in interviews conducted in this research paper. Existing literature 

surrounding the role of teachers in supporting and caring for refugee children in the 

United States fails to acknowledge or address the role of emotional labor in their work. 

This theoretical framework of direct acknowledgement of emotional labor serves to fill 

this pervasive gap in research. 

The role of the teacher requires constant performance of emotional labor: 

"When emotions are underplayed, overplayed, neutralized or changed according 
to specific emotional rules (Zembylas, 2002b, 2003b) and in order to advance 
educational goals, teachers perform 'emotional labor' (Hargreaves, 1999)." 
(Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 122) 
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Existing research teachers working with diverse classrooms and promoting culturally 

sensitive curricular models establishes a distinct recognition of the role of the teacher in 

relation to emotional labor. Multicultural education relies on the building of "reciprocal 

partnerships with others to develop ... depth of understanding" further emphasizing the 

need for a teacher's performance of emotional labor to play an important role in 

supporting diverse populations of students (Hargreaves, 200 I, p. 1076). 

Supporting teachers who engage in emotional labor practices necessitates a need 

for a more concrete definition of their role and policies that support their position in and 

out of the classroom: " ... Policy must provide a framework that gives teachers the 

discretion, the conditions, the expectations, and the opportunities to develop and exercise 

their emotional competence of caring for, of learning from, and of developing emotional 

understanding among all those whose lives and actions affect the children that they 

teach" (Hargreaves, 2001, p. 1077). Further, in order to best support teachers engaging in 

this work, it is imperative to recognize and address the work that goes into the daily 

practices of teaching classrooms of refugee children and other vulnerable populations. 

Appropriate support for teachers directly influences their ability to successfully create 

"safe spaces" for their students by offering opportunities for vulnerability. 

Much of the performance of emotional labor for teachers working with vulnerable 

populations requires the careful creation of relationships between teacher and student. 

Establishing these "close bonds" enable "emotional understanding" in the classroom 

(Hargreaves, 200 I, p. 1060). Further, it is important for teachers to note that "there is no 

ideal or optimal closeness or distance between teachers and others that transcends all 

cultures and work contexts or that is precisely measurable in a universal way" 
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(Hargreaves, 2001, p. 1061). This understanding requires another component of cultural 

competency to add to the list of characteristics and qualities necessary in a successful 

teacher student relationship. 

While Hochschild's research on emotional labor is somewhat limited to the 

exploitation of service workers, other emotional labor theorists have called to attention 

the positive and beneficial aspects of emotional labor. In the world of teaching, emotional 

labor can and sometimes does cross the line into exploitation of the role: 

" ... Caring can be seen both as an approach and as an emotion, and as such, it 
requires not only 'love' but also 'labor.' Teachers are expected to be exemplary in 
controlling their negative emotions - e.g. their anger and frustration - in their 
desire to be better teachers and only display the positive emotions associated with 
caring. The institutional contexts in which caring teaching takes place need to be 
scrutinized and the consequences of the social expectations that teachers' caring 
work should blur the distinction between labor and love need to be 
problematized". (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 132) 

Conversely, many teachers explain the emotional labor performed in their position as one 

that aligns with personal values and convictions. Isenbarger and Zembylas explore the 

rewarding aspect of performing emotional labor when they write, " ... It is possible that 

workers might seek out emotional labor as a rewarding, fun and exciting part of their job. 

For example, some teachers may be rewarded by the emotional labor demanded in 

teaching, especially when they see teaching as an opportunity to help improve students' 

lives" (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 124). Caring relationships and curating "safe 

spaces" in the classroom can be a "source of professional satisfaction for teachers" but 

whether positive or negative by nature, emotional labor can and often becomes "a source 

of emotional strain, anxiety, anger and disappointment" (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, 

p. 123). Recognition of both the positive and negative sides of emotional labor and the 
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consequential risks that this labor involves is essential in understanding and defining the 

role of the teacher. 

Understanding the cost of emotional labor in the workplace is key in 

understanding the way American culture undervalues the work of teachers engaged in it. 

Isenbarger and Zembylas write, 

"Taking the time to listen to students' problems or worries, giving advice or 
guidance to them, and showing warmth and over are all examples of emotional 
work in teaching. Thus, emotional work is clearly one of the ways caring is built 
in relationships between teachers and students. Emotional work involves many 
emotional costs, and is often invisible, unacknowledged, or devalued; 
consequently, conceptualizing this as a form of work challenges assumptions of 
care as natural or effortless". (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 123) 

Understanding the unfair expectations of self-regulation assumed of teacher's emotional 

availabilities underplays the amount of labor intrinsic in holding these positions. Support 

systems of teachers underplay their roles by creating a dilemma that assumes their 

caretaking of their students is something that can be done in a "clinical and detached 

way" without the emotional vulnerability of the teacher at play (Hargreaves, 2001, p. 

1069). This expectation is one of teacher's ability to constantly "self-police themselves" 

Zembylas, 2003, p. 120). 

Performance of emotional labor is exacerbated when teachers are working with 

vulnerable populations such as refugee children because their roles expand to include 

many other facets of supporting student's development. This shift in role is not 

recognized by existing literature: 

"Expressing, analyzing, and reflecting on one's emotions represents a 
considerable risk of vulnerability yet teachers are constantly challenged in their 
professional lives to deal with visible or invisible pain and powerlessness. Caring 
for teacher emotion can be vastly empowered by developing accounts that 
recognize it as a site of political resistance". (Zembylas, 2003, p. 122) 
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In order to address this shift in role as well as the expansiveness of the responsibilities 

associated with teaching refugee children, "Golby (1996) ... suggests that professional 

development needs to provide opportunities for analyzing situations that provoke 

emotional pleasure or distress ... his recommendations provide a starting point for 

productive, educative dialogue about acknowledging the role of emotion in teachers' 

professional development" (Zembylas, 2003, p. 112). This thesis aims partially fill this 

gap by allowing teachers and educators to speak freely in their interviews about the 

emotional experiences that shape their work in art classrooms with refugee children and 

the challenges and celebrations that occur in their day to day lives. 

Chapter 2: 
Curricular Model and Structure of Refugee Youth Summer 

Programming 

The curricular structure of the two case study refugee resettlement program for 

children ages five to eighteen in this thesis both use the structure of a simulated American 

public school day in order to offer students opportunities to ease into the daily practices 

of their new school environment outside of the regular school year. This structure allows 

students to work on academic skills that directly align with public school curricular and 

pedagogical standards while simultaneously providing students with a lower stakes 

learning environment void of grades. In addition to the academic portion of the program, 

arts classes in a variety of mediums are offered as extra opportunities for non-traditional 

academic learning experiences. This sort of low stakes, low risk educational setting offers 

opportunities for students to explore various forms of artistic self-expression amongst a 
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community of individuals specifically trained to work with refugee youth. For many 

students in these programs, opportunities for artistic expression are not available to them 

in the regular school day as many English Language Learners are pulled from elective 

courses such as theater, dance, visual art and music for English Language Learning 

classes. These programs have identified a more gradual and explicit transition into the 

American school culture as a commonly unacknowledged need of refugee children. The 

structure of these case study programs serve to fill this gap as well as to provide more 

opportunities to extend specific resources to refugee youth currently not offered in the 

American public school system. 

One of the two case study programs operated in partnership with a national 

refugee resettlement organization that had recently adapted their existing summer 

program to include an art component. This collaborative partnership required the two 

organizations to find overlaps in their mission statements in order to create a 

comprehensive and collaborative curricular model. Andy, the Associate Director of 

Volunteer Outreach speaks to the merging process of these two organizations: 

One of the things that's really important to [my organization is that it] takes on 
the mission of our partners. So, for example, umm, so for example, we have 
partnerships with [a refugee resettlement nonprofit organization] and with the 
[collaborative arts summer camp] and we don't impose our mission on them. We 
don't stand there and say like, 'You need to do this for your community', right? 
We take on the mission that [the refugee resettlement nonprofit organization] puts 
out there and adapt our materials to support their mission. Does that make sense? 
So, at every program that we have, every partnership that we have, we look at 
what they have, what they need and we offer our support to move their mission 
forward. So in many respects, our mission is our partner's mission through and 
through. 

Andy's assurance that the art non-profit was purposeful in meeting the needs of the 

refugee resettlement organization supports their emphasis on relying on a comprehensive 



understanding of the refugee experience from this national refugee agency rather than 

imposing objectives and needs onto the community. While the arts portion of both of 

these case study programs initially took on a supplementary or secondary role, they 

quickly became acknowledged by teachers as essential to the success of the program 

overall. 
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Prior to this partnership, this summer program had existed without an arts 

component as part of the curriculum. April, the director of programs and evaluation for 

the partnering arts non-profit explains that the partnership began when the national 

refugee resettlement organization reached out to the arts non-profit after realizing "That 

in their summer programming there needed to be something beyond just academic 

preparation for the kids. Because, you know, little kids need a lot of fun in their lives to 

stay engaged in something and so that's our role, is specifically with their youth 

resettlement services, specifically in regard to this one summer programming which is 

just a small piece of a larger, there's also a larger youth services initiative and a much 

larger family resettlement services initiative". April noted the acknowledgement of the 

refugee resettlement organization as in need of opportunities for self-expression outside 

of practical resettlement tasks and obligations, especially for refugee children. Further, 

April identified art education as way in which to address this need. 

Both of these case study programs emphasize the creation of curriculum and 

pedagogy that offers their students resources and assistance in acclimating to life as 

Americans in an American city. More specifically, these programs identified goals to aid 

these students particularly in their transition into what it's like to be an American student 

in an American public school. Anne defines her program's goals as the following: 



Each of the goals [of the program] were to build students' classroom readiness 
skills ... through exposure to a rigorous English language academic 
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curriculum ... to facilitate students' social and cultural adjustment to the academic 
environment by creating, urn creating and nurturing a community oflearning ... it 
sort of boiled down to coping, coping skills, school readiness and English 
Language Learning. 

Although the goals elucidated by Anne aren't explicitly art centric, understanding 

the ability to achieving them through artistic curricular intervention becomes integral in 

the structuring of both case study programs. Existing research has identified the school 

integration process for refugee children as difficult and often tumultuous. In figure one 

(see appendix p. 81), researcher and curriculum developer Amy B. Lerner created a table 

of recommendations for teachers with refugee students. These recommendations include: 

"Teach emotions; Engage in social games; Use art and dance activities; Use a lot of 

group work activities; Use modeling and role-playing techniques" (Lerner, 2012, p. 13). 

All of these recommendations are obligatory pieces in creating an art classroom 

curriculum. 

When speaking about the role of the summer arts program's goals to assist 

students in their acclimation to the American public school system, Andy uses the word 

"assimilate" but is quick to recognize the word's controversial and negative connotation: 

"I don't mean [assimilate] in sort of a negative way, [the students] still get to keep their 

identity but of course a part of helping them take ownership over their new city and their 

new home, and uh, you know, they are [residents of this city] now so we want them to 

embrace that, own that and love that". Andy clarifies that his use of the word assimilation 

should be interpreted as encouraging students to engage in their new environment and 

offer them opportunities to engage in their new home in a way that makes them feel a 

part of their new home community. Although Andy's use of the word assimilation raises 
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red flags, he is quick to correct himself and acknowledge that students should be 

encouraged to not only love their new homes but also to appreciate and acknowledge the 

homes they had to leave behind. 

In addition to the structure of a simulated school day, Andy and April's program 

is made up homeroom classes, weekly field trips, elective courses, social studies, math, 

science, English language, arts programming, P.E., and community building activities 

and initiatives. These community-building activities include counseling from on site 

counselors and social workers trained specifically to work with refugee youth. Although, 

it is important to note that interviewees in this particular program later in their interviews 

went on to describe their role in the classroom as one that frequently encompasses similar 

responsibilities of that of a counselor and/or social worker. The program is split between 

an upper school and a lower school. Upper school students are offered arts classes in 

storytelling through filmmaking, visual art and dance while the lower school students are 

offered classes in movement/dance, visual art and theater. The distinguishing between 

storytelling and theater is due to the upper school students identified interest in 

technological storytelling rather than live performance on stage. Beyond the daily classes, 

students also participate in various special events that occur every Wednesday. Those 

special events include spelling bees, sports events, a food and fashion show, an arts 

Olympics, and a culminating talent show during the last week of the program. April 

explains the structure of the program further, "So you know throughout that sort of, 

'boring school day model' we try to make sure that there's a lot of interesting things 

added in in addition to their classes, so Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays they all have 

something a little bit different from your typical school day to keep it feeling like camp 
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instead of school". Providing activities that feel more like camp than the 'boring school 

day model' speaks to both the art nonprofit and refugee resettlement organizations 

identified of needs of refugee children. These additional school activities aim to provide 

students with more opportunities for creativity and self-expression outside of the 

traditional classroom setting and subsequently require more explicit emotional labor from 

the teachers, educators, and volunteers involved. 

Both case study programs have identified an importance of offering multiple 

mediums of art to their students to provide more opportunities for creativity and 

individuality. Leslie, the coordinator of educational programs explained her initial 

trepidation in requiring students to try multiple art forms rather than just allowing 

students to choose their preconceived "favorite": 

One of the things we talked about was, we noticed that of course some of the kids 
preferred certain types of art over others and so, in one way we were wondering 
so, should we have done a kind of elective thing where they chose, you know they 
chose a course and did that for the whole month, versus, instead of kind of 
rotating them through? And I think we came up with pros and cons for both but 
we also agree that it was at least important for them to be exposed to different 
types of art. 

While Leslie struggled with the pros and cons of allowing students the agency to choose 

the specifics of their course schedule, they decided that it was beneficial for students to 

be encouraged structurally, through the curricular model of the program, to try different 

art forms. By encouraging students to try art forms unfamiliar to them they are able to 

further challenge themselves and step outside of their comfort zones outside of the 

traditional grade-centric American school context. In some instances this offering of 

multiple art forms resulted in the opportunity for students to try art forms they had never 

experienced or had access to in their home country. 
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Acknowledgement of the effects of living with refugee status or relocating to the 

United States as a refugee appears in the curriculum development of both case study 

programs. While the structure of both case study programs simulate an American public 

school day, the curriculum includes lesson plans not typically emphasized in a "regular" 

classroom. For example, April explains that the program she works with has come to 

recognize the need for activities that help students work on their self-regulation skills: 

[We're] trying to figure out how to integrate behavior management as we tend to 
think of it, in terms of like what an organized classroom looks like, with the 
reality of the fact that these kids are coming in with a skillset that doesn't match 
what we would expect of their peers. So I've learned a lot about the practicalities 
of dealing with that in a classroom and how to prepare teachers to deal with that, I 
still have a lot oflearning to do in that sphere but I think that sort of is a box that's 
opened for me with my work with [this program]. 

In this quote April explains that due to the nature of her specific position, her 

responsibility is also to cater to the emotional needs of teachers and volunteers working 

with "at risk" students so they can then be successful in accomplishing their 

responsibilities in the classroom. Understanding the particular context of the refugee 

experience assists the program developers and teachers to create lesson plans and 

classroom models that best fit the specific needs of their students. Both case study 

programs clarify that they don't believe it necessary (or helpful) to interpret this need as 

teachers trained to teach to a refugee child's nation of origin. This tension between 

acknowledging a child's background and affirming their identity and experience and not 

essentializing them based on their refugee status is well articulated by April: 

When working with refugee youth and when working with international 
populations in general it's easy to sort of teach to the country, right? Or modify 
things to the country ... but what we have to do is, is figure out what, what do 
these kids in my classroom want to learn? Not what does a kid from Pakistan 
want to learn? Or what does a kid from India want to learn? But what does Sari 
want to learn? What does Muhammad want to learn? Which is I think a beautiful 
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part of [our program], it forces you to think beyond nationality because there are 
so many nationalities. 

April's approach to teaching to the student rather than the nation of origin as a way in 

which to both acknowledge and affirm their multinational identity of the student but 

avoid defining them based on their status as "refugee" or "at-risk". This approach in the 

classroom directly aligns with avoidance of deficit paradigms that cause students to 

subsequently see themselves as only part of their whole selves. Primarily due to the lack 

of resources and educational policies that have yet to be officially acknowledged by the 

Department of Education, integrating activities that address skills specific to the needs of 

refugee students such as self-regulation are less likely to be seen in "regular" American 

public schools. 

Both case study programs mentioned opportunities for cultural sharing as an 

integral component to their curricular structure. Donna shares an example of how prior 

cultural perception of the value of art can affect students' experiences post relocation and 

the strategies she used to combat that dissonance: 

With regards to how art is sometimes perceived by a population I think it affects 
what it's able to accomplish and I think there's also an understanding oflike, not 
all Western art is applicable to Eastern African populations and so understanding 
like that was something that we really tried to do was increase our representation 
of global art. And not just like, this is an American song but like what's the music 
and the dance and the clothes and the art and the famous artists from your region 
that you celebrate and you would learn about in school? And let's show you how 
that is also valuable ... 

Additionally, April explains the balance her program strives to achieve between an 

acknowledgement of each student's lives as new American citizens and what that future 

may look like for them while also acknowledging the cultural and experiential 

background that each student brings with them. April explains, 
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... We try to integrate ways in all of our curricula for students not only to learn all 
these skills that the arts have and also learn the sort of ins and outs of being ... an 
American but we also try to make space to celebrate where they come from and 
who they are. So for example in music classes there's a lot of opportunities for 
students to bring in their favorite song from their home country or their favorite 
song period, which might be Katy Perry but it might be a song from Iraq, like who 
knows, kids are so diverse (laughs). But there's also this other element of that 
where I think what [this program] does because it's so diverse, is it forces the 
teaching artists to teach not to the nations in the room but to the kids in the room. 
Which I think is a difficult thing when working with refugee youth and when 
working with international populations in general it's easy to sort of teach to the 
country, right, or modify things to the country but because, this summer we had 
27 countries represented ... which is crazy, in a population of 117 students ... Umm 
but, what we have to do is, is figure out what, what do these kids in my classroom 
want to learn? 

April somewhat contradicts herself in this quote by acknowledging the vast diversity in 

nations of origin but not the large number of individuals to attend to. With an 

understanding of the previous quote in conjunction with this quote, it is safe to assume 

that this distinction between addressing and catering to individuality and national identity 

goes beyond numbers and instead is in response to curating a student's sense of a whole 

self. This acknowledgement of the students as individuals with individual needs rather 

than housing them under a homogenous umbrella label of "refugees" or "refugee 

children" allows for programs to cater to the more specific experiences of their students. 

Further, acknowledgement of multinational identity of each individual student again 

pushes back against the harmful discourse surrounding labels of "at risk" void of 

acknowledgement of individuality of experience. Again, as stated above, this focus does 

not and should not manifest in essentializing the experience of the refugee student. 

Rather, the extreme diversity of their students is beneficial in forcing teachers to teach to 

each individual child rather than teach to their nation of origin. 
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April, Donna and Anne spoke at length about the personal and professional 

pressures they felt as teachers and volunteers to provide consistency for their students. 

This stress was in addition to the already intense level of emotional responsibilities 

necessary in completing the designated tasks of their positions. As program evaluator, 

April spoke to the issues caused by unforeseen teacher and volunteer absences when 

trying to create consistent and stable communities. She connects the refugee children's 

own likely experiences with abandonment and lack of steady and consistent schools and 

living spaces as reasoning behind requiring all community members to be in attendance 

and present as much as possible. April explains, 

Absences during the program, teacher absences, umm you know it's sort of 
unavoidable in a six-week program, someone's going to get sick or have an 
emergency and the co-teaching model lends itself to handle that really well 
actually. This summer we had a couple of extra absences that all sort of happened, 
you know, some we knew about in advance, some we didn't. And it's a little 
difficult to cover more than one absence in a day when you have one [floating 
teacher 1 and one facilitator on site without compromising the structure that we've 
tried to build and without making the students feel like they've been abandoned 
for lack of a better word. Because typically our students at [this program 1 do have 
trust issues, understandably ... And they bond, some of them bond quickly, some of 
them bond slowly but almost all of them bond really strongly when they do bond. 

Donna also expressed feelings of extreme pressure to be as present and available as 

possible when working with the students. As a recent college graduate trying to make a 

living as an actress in New York City, she struggled to find a comfortable balance 

between doing the type of volunteer work she saw as important and having time to also 

hold ajob that could pay her a living wage, "For as much positive and goodness that 

comes from a volunteering job there are challenges in personal conviction because I 

mean, I was going through a lot in my personal life and had a rough year financially and 

so the idea of giving yet again, 16-18 hours a week of my time to do something that was 



55 

for free was like really really terrifying to me ... And also, like, a really gross feeling 

because when you're trying to do something out of the goodness of your own heart and 

you're sour about it in any way it feels very wrong ... ". Donna, like the other interviewees 

spoke at length about her own personal values and convictions and their relation to her 

commitment to this particular position. Understanding the personal reasons why these 

individuals take on these roles in integral especially when understanding why they would 

volunteer for a position that requires incredible amounts of emotional labor to be 

performed on a daily basis without the promise of recognition or financial compensation. 

Donna also mentioned the conditions through which many refugee children had 

experienced inconsistency in their communities and personal lives as another pressure to 

fully and completely commit her time and energy to the program in all the ways she 

could, "Volunteering is a commitment and you have to understand the kind of 

commitment you're getting into especially in a situation where kids are so used to not 

ever having been committed to and having situations that are always volatile and always 

tumultuous like as a volunteer for refugees you have to show up and you have to be 

present." These personal pressures and expectations of the self relate to the emotional 

labor of the position but do not appear in any of the existing literature surrounding 

teaching art or teaching refugee or "at risk" students. 

As Volunteer Coordinator, Andy echoed the concerns of April and Donna in 

expressing a need for more funding to be able to pay all employees of the program a 

wage consistent with the amount of work, time and energy that they put into their 

positions. Compensation (monetary or otherwise) becomes a rarely recognized part of 

service work and positions that involve require emotional competency and caring as part 



56 

of the position's responsibilities. Alas, the works of a non-profit as well as of teachers is 

more often than not incredibly labor intensive as well as financially constrained. 

All of the interviewees spoke about their own experiences struggling to process 

some of the more difficult emotional management moments in this line of the work. 

Leslie mentioned that as a supervisor to many volunteers she had been concerned for the 

volunteers' wellbeing when challenging situations had come up at the program due to a 

lack of resources and institutional support for the teachers and volunteers, "1 would say 

working with volunteers and trying to work on their expectations and like help them 

process, process everything that they're feeling [is a challenge 1 because it's, it's tough". 

Beyond the personal challenges of processing information that may be difficult to hear 

(especially from children), Anne mentioned difficulties she faced in handling frustrations 

with language barriers and learning curves as a teaching artist: 

You have students coming in from all over speaking multiple languages and 
English is definitely not their first and umm you know, I'm sort of ashamed, but 1 
really only speak one language ... But language was, it was definitely a challenge 
because I'd get frustrated that 1 couldn't speak another language and of course [the 
students are 1 frustrated because they know what they're trying to say, or some are 
afraid to admit that they don't understand what you're asking because they maybe 
have been told to just 'yes' at adults in a position of authority. 

While the interviewed teachers and volunteers were quick to compliment the 

comprehensiveness and diligence in the amount of training they received before starting 

their positions, they each found themselves somewhat lost in handling unforeseen 

emotional challenges in the classroom. Those challenges included pressure they put on 

themselves to be as present and available to their students as possible, difficulties with 

language barriers, extensive emotional labor in the workplace, and difficulties with being 

paid a living wage when working with refugee populations. This directly aligns with 
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Hochschild's acknowledgment of the lack of recognition of the work many service 

providers and care workers for their emotional labor. 

Leslie's work is specific to making connections with public schools and aiding 

school aged refugee children in being registered and placed in the American public 

school system. A large challenge of her job involves interacting with employees of 

schools who have not had appropriate training in cultural competency when it comes to 

working with diverse populations. She offers the following anecdote as an example of 

how complicated handling these types of frustrations can be: 

And I think just with that, you know, not everyone who works in a school is going 
to be culturally competent. And so a lot of times, this happened to me the other 
day, we ran into a situation where, you bring a student to the school, you 
introduce them to their teacher and they say what country they're from and the 
teacher's like 'Where's that?' and then you tell them and then they say some kind 
of very incompetent, insensitive thing in front of the student, that, that is not, that 
is well meaning but just, that competence is not there. So I think one of the 
challenges too is education of the people that are working with these populations 
to not be ignorant (laughs) ... And you know, but to do it in a way that respects also 
their job and recognizing that their job is hard too. 

Tension between recognition and understandings of cultural competency both outside of 

and within these case study programs require educators to use specific and unique skill 

sets to address difficult and often politically charged interactions. This becomes an 

additional emotional toll on the role of teachers working with refugee youth and further, 

exists without recognition of the need for additional support. 

Cultural incompetency exists both inside and outside of the context of refugee 

centric programming. April spoke to the variation in cultural competency that their 

volunteers and teachers bring with them to the job through her evaluation of lesson plans 

prior to implementation. She cites a wide range of understanding of the sensitive nature 

of lesson planning for diverse populations of students from various non-Western, cultural 
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backgrounds. April reflects on a particular experience she had reviewing and giving 

feedback on lesson plan from one of the teaching artists of the program: 

And then [the teachers 1 submit the lesson plans to myself and to their program 
facilitator and we give feedback which might be, you know for example this 
summer we had one of our classes on their lesson plans (laughs), I kind of chuckle 
because it was so unbelievable to me. They were working with students from all 
over the world, very different backgrounds, very different cultural relationships 
with touch and this class was like 'Okay, day one, we're going to do trust falls' 
and I was like, 'Oooh nope, you gotta take that out'. Whereas some of the lesson 
plans were just more 'Oh, what if you rearrange this activity and this activity so 
that we have a more consistent flow throughout the class?' ... And that obviously 
also varies on the experience that each teacher's bringing to the table. Some of 
our teachers at [the program], we had our visual arts teacher for both upper school 
and lower school this summer, is a visual arts teacher at a school with a strong 
ELL program so you know, it was very easy for her to lesson plan and it was 
more like, what supplies can I use more than how should I structure this activity? 
Whereas some of our other teachers are coming from other situations where 
they're more teaching, either in schools that have full English language capacity 
or outside of schools in after school programs and the like so that just requires 
more finesse. 

Because April's position requires her to mediate the process of developing a lesson plan 

before implementation in the classroom, she was able to prevent a potentially disruptive 

or damaging lesson plan. April also shared a personal reflection of her subconscious 

Eurocentric biases, 

In teaching this summer we noticed how Eurocentric our own education, our own 
arts education has been. So not necessarily that the arts have figured it out but the 
arts are global, it's a global experience and so, yeah, I think that, you know as our 
world gets more globalized, it's so imperative. It's imperative to value where 
everyone comes from so we can all work together to go forward. 

In an attempt to create a non-Western centric and truly inclusive educational 

environment, educators must self-reflect on their own subconscious biases. Beyond self-

reflection, practical obstacles in addressing the needs of refugee populations remain. In 

order for American public schools to provide inclusive educational environments for 

refugee students, adjustments in educational policy and resources need to be allocated to 
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researching and training teachers in non-Western centric cultural competency. Further, 

policies must recognize the distinction between supporting teachers that engage with 

students in diverse classrooms versus students from refugee backgrounds. Appropriate 

support for refugee students necessitates an understanding and grasping of the trauma 

these students face during and after the period of displacement and resettlement. 

Chapter 3: 
Role of the Teacher and Art Education 

Teachers and volunteers in the case study programs spoke honestly about the type 

of relationships they wanted to establish throughout their time working with the students. 

All five of the interviewed teachers and volunteers expressed hopeful intentions in 

creating a learning environment that supports a teacher-student relationship as one of 

"partners" or "equals". Leslie mentioned remembering advice a professor and school 

psychologist had given her about the role of the teacher in the context of working with 

"at-risk" or "vulnerable" populations. As mentioned in the literature review, a 

problematizing of the term "at-risk" is important when understanding the Americanized 

assumptions that are commonly associated with students who are labeled as "at risk" and 

how that effects students from refugee backgrounds. When asked about how she thought 

her students viewed her in the classroom, Leslie responded with the following personal 

reflection: 

1'd like to think that [the students 1 view me not just as a teacher but also as a 
mentor and somebody that makes them feel safe. And so I think, something that I 
learned, and actually one of my professors told me this last spring after I took the 
job, she said 'You know [Leslie]', and she's a school psychologist, she said, 'The 
number one thing you can do for children, and individuals, but children who have 
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been through trauma is to create a safe environment and just show, it doesn't even 
have to be like praise, but just show that you recognize somebody'. So like, even 
if you, your kids are in a line and you just look at them and you say like, 'Hey, 
like, hey Mohammad you're looking good today' just like, or 'Hey good to see 
you', or 'You're the first one in line' just like that recognition, recognition and 
showing attention and then also just creating a safe and comforting environment. 
And so, one sign that I know that that is the case with our [program] is that, kids 
are chatty, and they are, they get rowdy and they get sassy and I know that they're 
comfortable because in their regular [education] class during the school day their 
teachers tell me that almost all of them are very quiet, very shy, very reluctant to 
talk. So seeing how they are when they are with us and seeing them interact in 
that way, I know that's a sign to me that they're comfortable. So I think for me, I 
think it's definitely about teaching and supporting their learning at school but I 
think my role and my relationship with them is also to be a mentor and to be a 
point of contact and a point of information and a liaison, you know for them, 
between you know their home and their home culture, and then also this culture 
that they're trying to integrate into. So, and really, like honestly, it's, it's tough 
traveling [far upstate] everyday but honestly when I get [to the program] I'm so 
grateful when I'm there. 

Leslie felt that in order to promote a safe learning environment for this particular group 

of students she wanted to prioritize a sense of recognition and acknowledgement. That 

acknowledgement required her to fulfill many roles as a teacher working with refugee 

students: as a mentor, as someone who makes them feel safe, as a point of contact, as a 

point of information and as a liaison or mediator between their nation of origin and their 

new home in the United States. 

Beyond creating learning environments that encourage the creation of safe spaces 

and recognition of individuality, Anne and Donna both spoke at length about their 

attempts to create common ground between the role of the teacher and the role of the 

student. Anne expressed her teacher-student relationship as one of "teacher as a partner 

rather than a commander". This understanding of her role cited a shift in her approach to 

teaching from one that "started a little more, I guess if you want to say authoritative in a 

more standard teacher role, but as we developed [that] trust [with the students], it became 
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more collaborative". Anne and her co-teacher were able to see, over time, the benefits of 

creating environments that promote a sense of equal standing between teacher and 

student. The role of the teacher as a mutual learner and mentor in these programs as well 

as someone who shows that it's okay to be vulnerable in these classroom environments 

becomes an essential component to the functioning of these programs. Both case study 

programs identify safe spaces as a need for refugee children. In this context, these 

educators are defining the concept of "safe space" as one that involves their taking on of 

these many identified roles and responsibilities. Creating safe spaces requires teachers 

creating space for vulnerability, which intrinsically requires engagement in emotional 

labor. Donna explains the process in achieving a sense of empowerment through 

vulnerability when she says, "In order for us to be able to create stories and empower 

students to get up on stage and explore with their own imaginations we had to be willing 

to be silly and also let them be silly without telling them how to do it". Both programs 

have chosen to use artistic mediums as a means through which to promote that 

vulnerability for both themselves and their students. Art has been understood in the 

context of these two case study programs as a medium through which to create and 

explore notions of safe spaces and vulnerability. 

There is disagreement in the existing literature on how much background 

information on the students' displacement and resettlement experiences educators should 

have access to in order to inhabit their role as a teacher, friend, curator of safe spaces, 

liaison, etc. Theorists Paulo Freire, Joanne MacNevin and Jacob Scott Henry argue that 

teachers should be privy to as much information as possible on the background of each 

student to fully address each child's individual needs. Conversely, Anne was adamant 
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that through both training and working in the classroom, that sort of information should 

be kept on a need to know basis. Anne mentioned that it was clear through the training 

procedure that background information was purposefully not shared to the entire staff, 

We were not given a whole lot of background information [on the personal 
circumstances of the students 1 and I'm pretty sure that was intentional. You know 
they wanted us to just, they were our students for the summer and urn, this sort of 
teacher student relationship came first. And especially teenagers, getting too 
personal can really complicate that relationship. I would say we became privy to 
that kind of information only if it was necessary. Only if it urn, you know if 
something happened in school or in class to help us, if it was for the good of the 
child we became involved. 

While Anne explains that a professional level of involvement in a teacher-student 

relationship came first, if a student confided sensitive personal information to her or any 

other teacher, that sharing would be both affirmed and addressed in an appropriate 

manner. Creating a learning environment in which students feel willing and able to share 

personal and sometimes-sensitive information to their teachers often indicates the student 

feels safe in their environment. Further, the creation of a safe space becomes synonymous 

to the teacher's engagement in emotional labor. Finding a balance between addressing 

sensitive information through necessary means and assuring the student that their trust is 

appreciated and will not be broken can be difficult, especially with students' who have 

experienced trauma. Anne explained that there were procedures in place to deal with 

delicate situations such as abuse, sexual misconduct or violence at home. Also, social 

workers and school counselors were readily available if a situation needed further 

professional intervention. Although, more often than not, the teachers in these classrooms 

found themselves in the role of first responder when private or sensitive information was 

shared during a class activity. Due to the expressive nature of art curriculum, these 

instances often occur in an art classroom, further requiring extensive emotional labor on 
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the part of the art educator. The decision of the program to not automatically provide 

personal information on the students' backgrounds to their volunteers and teachers was a 

way for the program to continue its goal to "focus on being present". Anne added that 

the program's focus on being present also required an emphasis on "open dialogue, open 

communication and honest communication on a need to know basis". The concept of 

constantly "being present" poses an emotional challenge for teachers. Understanding the 

emotional toll that this role can present to art teachers engaged in classrooms with 

refugee students should not be understood as a "chore" they perform. Rather, it is 

necessary to understand the sheer amount of work and labor that goes into these positions 

in order to recognize the need for more compensation, resources, support and general 

recognition of the work being performed. The work continues to be done without the 

promise of financial compensation or recognition due to the personal convictions and 

values of those who apply for and volunteer in these positions. 

Anne, Andy and Donna all mentioned this idea of acknowledging the past while 

focusing on the present and the future. Both programs were adamant in explaining that 

their role as teachers was not to pry into the personal details of each student's 

displacement experience but rather to focus on where the students were now and the 

opportunities available to them in the future. Anne explains, 

We were there to sort of feed their present souls and help them, help them thrive 
in an [American 1 public school system. So it was really focusing on who they are 
and who they're going to become and if they wanted to bring up things from their 
past we would certainly hope they were comfortable sharing we would never shut 
that down it just was not the, I guess not the focus. There was time to celebrate, 
maybe celebrate their cultures if they wanted to. 

While Anne mentions that the program structures their curriculum to make time to 

celebrate the students' cultures, it's unclear as to whether or not the focus on the present 
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and future allows for just as much processing of the past. This separation of the past from 

the present perhaps exists as a way in which to allow teachers opportunities to engage in 

their profession without running the risk of over committing to responsibilities outside of 

the immediate needs of their students. Further, by focusing on the current and present 

needs of their students, the art educators are engaged in their students lives as they are 

today and leave the further engagement of emotional labor to unpack past experiences 

and trauma to professionals such as counselors, therapists and psychologists. Andy also 

spoke at length about the difference between asking students to share and being available 

when students decide to share, 

So one of the things that we are encouraged not to do is umm, so ... let's say you 
are one of my students at [this program], I am not supposed to say, 'How was, 
what was it like getting here?' Cause [this program] and the [partner refugee 
resettlement organization we work with] is about the future, not about the past. 
And kids are willing to share and it's wonderful to listen but it's really important 
for us to, like we're aware of who the kids are, we're aware of the possibility of 
trauma in their past, and we want to be sensitive to that as far as triggers, as far as 
challenges, as far as those kinds of questions and interrogations can go. But it's 
really important for us to use, we want to, it's not that, you treat everyone equally 
but I can't necessarily speak to a newly arrived refugee the same way I 
communicate with a fully fluent, 13 year old, regular, run-of-the-mill (regular's 
the wrong word), run-of-the-mill student in [this city]. So there's like a cultural 
sensitivity, a cross-cultural exchange you have to be aware of but we're 
specifically trained to make it about [this program] and the hereafter, not about 
where did you come from, and how can we unpack that together. 

This distinction between welcoming a student's impulse to share without directly asking 

it of them varies even within the programs themselves. Example lesson plans from this 

project's case study programs sometimes provide vague prompts that could be interpreted 

as an invitation to share past experiences. For example, drawing your safe space could be 

equated with reflecting on what has not been a safe space, or sketching your shoe and 

talking about journeys could prompt a child to reflect on their journey to the United 
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States. These example lesson plans allow students to reflect if they so choose but do not 

require them to share. This is where the line begins to blur between art therapy 

curriculum and training and art education curriculum and training. 

Training for teachers and volunteers employed by the two case study programs 

cited extensive procedures required of all employees. For the partnership program 

between two organizations (one an art nonprofit and the other a national refugee 

resettlement agency) teachers and volunteers were required to attend two separate 

training procedures, one specific to art education and the other, more general information 

on working with refugee children. One point of contention in the training procedures that 

Leslie noted, was a need for more focus on working with English Language Learners, 

... Definitely what I realized was that there will need to be more training in the 
future in terms of working with the LLs [language learners] specifically, I think a 
lot of people, and I knew this going into it, was a lot of people assumed, 'Well 
you know I speak English so I'll be able to make it work', well it's very different 
you know teaching [English] .... The goal was to, not for them to be experts but 
we definitely realized that that ... one of the big points of feedback was for certain 
groups of kids, just having more training in terms of working with language 
learners. 

In the other program Anne provided an example of a successful way in which they 

approached training teachers and volunteers on working with English Language Learners 

through a mock language immersion visual art class: 

Actually, what was super helpful was, one of the visual teaching artists, visual arts 
teaching artists, she did a mock art class in Spanish and so it sort of put us in, in 
the position of our soon to be students. And so actually that, and we sort of were 
able to see how much we could pick up on, not knowing the language, but would 
be able to ultimately do what was being asked of us and beyond that, maybe we 
were able to talk about it, even if it was one word or you could raise your hand to 
agree with something and that was really effective during our [program] training 
and so they also did it in the [refugee resettlement partner organization] training 
which was great. But the [refugee resettlement partner organization] training, 
there was a fair amount of paperwork for us to sort of review at night and come in 
prepared to discuss the following day, it was getting sort of, there's a little 
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background on the [refugee resettlement partner organization], it had more sort of 
you know hard core facts like statistics and graphs and but also some case studies 
to go through ... But that they, they sort of emphasized our need for, their need for 
flexibility and patience with the staff and the volunteer artists. 

In the case of the mock class, visual art became a window into finding and using non-

traditional ways of communication in order to understand and complete a task in the 

classroom. In this program, art was identified as a tool to access tangible training 

techniques, provide an opportunity for teachers to put themselves in the shoes of their 

students, and experience the benefits of art education in language learning. In this 

training the teachers and volunteers experienced a similar type of vulnerability their 

students face in their classes as well as the benefits of the arts to bridge potential gaps in 

communication through the aforementioned phenomena of art as a "universal language". 

Language learning has been identified as a corner stone of the refugee 

resettlement process and can be a frustrating experience for many refugee children. As 

Leslie explains, the art education classroom is able to provide a low-stakes environment 

through which to improve language proficiency and invite students to engage in English 

in small and effective ways: 

.. .I think a big thing is, you know especially with English not being the first 
language and emotionally too, but especially with a kid who has a low language 
proficiency, it's much easier to draw and express, whether it's drawing, whether 
it's painting whether it's acting it out, expressing their story through art. And so 
that's really powerful. 

When language continues to not click for students, art still finds a purpose. Leslie 

articulates the ways in which language learning through artistic expression can divert the 

frustrations of refugee students by allowing opportunities to build confidence in other 

skillsets: 
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So I think a lot of times, constantly throughout the day, [the students are] feeling 
like 'Ugh I didn't understand that, ugh I didn't understand that', you know what I 
mean? So especially with language their brains are tired, and so we have a couple, 
I'm thinking of our two Afghani girls they're in seventh grade and their language 
is getting pretty good, and they're really funny and cute but I know that they 
struggle in certain classes but they're both really good at art. One in particular, 
she's so passionate about art, she loves it and she just like killed it in the summer 
program and all the teachers were like, 'W oah!' So I think for her that was a point 
of pride. 

As research indicates, refugee children and language learners are often taken out 

of elective courses such as art and music in order to make space for more language 

classes in their school schedules. Leslie faced pushback from volunteers who didn't see 

the same sort of immediacy for art education as they did for more language classes for 

their refugee students. Leslie perceived this hesitancy as an inability to see the connection 

between the two as well as the importance for children to have opportunities for self-

expressIOn: 

Some of the volunteers will say like, 'We should be working on reading!' you 
know and they have an issue with [the art focus of the program] and I'm like, you 
know guys, let's just remember, all day long these kids are told that they need to 
have more English, more English. Well they get, you know, excluded from a lot 
of those [artistic] activities. And in the High School we see that the kids, like I 
registered a kid the other day and he has like three or four ESL classes which is 
fine but that also means that he's missing out on other electives. So I think, and 
schools as we know are cutting back on a lot of their arts and music curriculum, 
so I think providing that is really extra important for this group of kids. 

Art education, specifically for children, opens up possibilities for play. This 

becomes especially important as the resettlement process is often focused on immediate, 

practical and menial tasks. Creating opportunities for children to be children can often be 

forgotten in the resettlement process. Leslie explains art's role in filling this gap: 

Yeah so just in general, refugee resettlement, as I said, is very much about like the 
practical things. Let's get you enrolled in benefits, let's get you set up with ajob, 
let's get you going with like this this and this, and there's not a whole lot of time, 
unfortunately, for like psychological processing with, like with case managers, so 
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something I realized was, okay this is, this is an opportunity. I think art, art 
education and art therapy provide a space and an opportunity for that processing 
that often just like kind of gets pushed to the side ... So I think that's one thing, it 
creates space for adults and kids to just kind of take a break and do some 
psychological processing that, like I said, often gets pushed to the side because we 
got to get through this we got to get through that we got to get through that. 

Further, Donna defends the need to address the emotional needs of refugee children as 

crucial, explaining that they "need an outlet to communicate feelings and fear and needs". 

She adds that in her experience "our art education did just that". She continues, "Often 

times we would understand something that was going through a child's mind because of a 

picture that they drew that they weren't able to express in English class because they 

don't know how to write in English yet." Making space for students to process in the 

classroom necessitates acknowledgement of an addition of emotional labor based 

responsibilities of the teacher throughout the student's processing experience. This 

acknowledgement of the emotional needs of the students' does not equate to the creation 

of explicitly therapeutic lesson planning (i.e. art therapy). Rather, in the case of refugee 

students who have been deprived opportunities for emotional expression, Donna 

observed that many students would, of their own accord, wind up using these artistic 

outlets as coping mechanisms due to the nature of artistic intervention curricula. This 

specific experience of students expands the role of the art educator to one that 

encompasses more direct experiences of engaging in emotional labor and emotional 

work. 

While art provides access points to traditional resettlement needs (such as 

language proficiency), art education is also able to encourage students to see themselves 

as artists, contributors and creators. This possibility is one that, for many students, had 

previously not been a foreseeable identity. Andy clarifies that these programs are "not 
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about creating professional artists" but rather, they're about "using the arts to help these 

kids flex, practice and hone the muscles that we as artists get to practice on a day in and 

day out basis". Skills such as communication, collaboration, trustworthiness, adaptability, 

empathy, creative problem solving, receiving feedback and criticism, and the ability to 

put yourself in someone else's shoes and widen your own perspective are integral to the 

experience and work of an artist. Welcoming refugee children into the world of artistry 

allows them opportunities to build those same skills. Once those skills have been 

developed they are transferrable to school environments, various careers, and if 

applicable, the pursuit of a career in the arts. 

Translating an understanding of the benefits of art education to their students was 

not always an easy task for these teachers. In the program Andy works with, he noted that 

most students, with time, came to some sort of understanding of the importance of art in 

their resettlement experience. He offers the following fond memory as an example: 

There's a specific anecdote where one of the students, he, you know, I was, we 
were doing some kind of [improvisation] stuff and he was not, he did not want to 
participate, very serious kid, he did not want to participate. And we tried to get 
him to get more involved and he didn't want to do it. And he left the room to calm 
down cause he was mad and the principal happened to be walking by and 
intercepted with him and she and he talked for a minute. And he said to her, 'I 
came to this country to work, not to be silly'. And the principal said to him, 'Oh, 
oh okay, well Mr. [Andy's] work, Mr. [Andy's] job is to be silly. That's what he 
gets paid to do, is to be silly'. And from then on, that particular student was like 
on board (laughs). So that was like a really fun moment for me to realize that he 
didn't know that this was ajob. He didn't know that being an artist, being an 
actor, being a storyteller, being a silly person could possibly be a job for someone. 
And again, that wasn't about him becoming an actor, becoming a silly person, it 
was about opening his eyes to a place where he can see that as a choice for 
someone. And hearing that information is a way of expanding minds, and 
expanding bravery, it was really, really beautiful. That was sort of my personal 
favorite anecdote. 
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In this case, through cultural mediation from the principal, this student gained both a 

cultural understanding of artistry as a career path as well as an understanding of the role 

of his teacher. Although, many times this realization doesn't arrive so immediately or 

easily. Donna explains, 

It was really difficult sometimes to reach the kids who possibly most needed it 
because they were raised to understand that art is pointless ... So sometimes like a 
refugee child that's raised in a very volatile situation like guns and fighting 
doesn't see the value or the point in sitting in a circle and talking about our 
feelings and making an art piece that's symbolic of our how we're like a phoenix 
rising from the ashes and singing and dancing around a lava bridge. 

Donna laughs after this comment although this challenge is not unique to students or even 

unique to countries outside of the U.S. Art education today resides on one of the lowest 

level of educational priorities for many educational policy makers in the Unites States 

and access to art education reflects a particular form of cultural capital. This particular 

cultural capital is one that does not align with the lived experiences of students who have 

been labeled in deficit discourse as "at risk". Further, this label of "at risk" and negation 

of cultural capital that allows for art education now encompasses the lived experiences of 

refugee students relocating to the United States. 

Beyond the purposefully training of volunteers and teachers engaged in these 

sample programs, it is important to note that students eventually finish those six weeks. 

Eventually, these students are integrated into a designated public school where they will 

interact with students who have grown up in the American public school system for their 

entire lives. The skills they've learned at their programs have been created with the 

intention of hopefully easing each student's transition but it would be impractical to 

assume that there are no more obstacles ahead. Anne was the only interviewee to 

explicitly acknowledge that these refugee children, although capable of great things, face 
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institutionalized and structural obstacles due to their refugee status. She adamantly 

comments that her students' identity as refugees should not equate to lowering of 

expectations, 

So my expectations I guess are pretty high because I think ... when given the tools 
they need and the tools they deserve, they're as capable of success, however they 
want to define it, as we are. I mean that's an ideal situation, right, I guess, at [the 
program 1 we were all, we were all on the same page, we were all in it together but 
you know you go out into the real world and there are socio-economical and 
clinical and, you know, just so many other issues at play that will make it so much 
harder maybe for them. But hopefully, hopefully if they can hold onto a sense of 
joy and pride and accomplishment that they had this summer, I'd love, I'd love, 
I'd really love to see them sort of soar. 

This acknowledgement of reality beyond the ideal situation that both of the programs 

strive to create, recognizes the experience of these refugee children beyond the particular 

and carefully created "safe spaces" of these art education programs. 

Chapter 4: 
Refugees and the Trump Administration 

All five interviewees recognized both a personal and public misconception of 

refugees in the United States. Each individual interviewed cited this misconception 

partially as a result of the recent media coverage of discourse used by the Trump 

Administration in regards to his recent Executive Order 13769, titled "Protecting the 

Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry to the United States", and Travel Ban. Leslie reflects 

on her own prior confusion surrounding refugee resettlement procedure, 

I think that like I didn't really understand the resettlement process at all, like I just 
knew basically before I came on board, I just knew, you know the federal 
government allows so many refugees in and I know that there's a process and I 
know that they get this status abroad and they come here but I didn't really 
understand the ins and outs and I didn't really understand how challenging, how 
challenging it really was. I think that people also didn't realize there's work to be 
done when people arrive and there's a process of integration, right? It's not like 
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people just come and then plop, that's it. So I think that was really eye opening to 
me. 

Leslie's understanding of the refugee experience was previously one that ended at the 

moment of relocation. Further resettlement processes post relocation to the United States 

and the agencies that assist those processes were not ones that she was aware of until she 

started working for one. 

April's prior understanding of refugee resettlement was more complex due to her 

previous work with English Language Learners. Similarly to Leslie, and despite prior 

experience working with migrant populations, April also mentioned a lack of 

understanding or knowledge of the details of the resettlement process, 

I think I better understand the process of getting refugee status. You know I think 
for me, because I had worked internationally a significant amount it was less 
about the people, like I had already been working with students who didn't speak 
English, I had already been working with students from very different cultures 
and carrying very different relationships to the arts or relationships to gender or 
whatever x, y, z. So that wasn't so strange to me but it was really interesting to 
really get a better sense of what the resettlement process looks like and an 
understanding of how hard it is to get resettled. 

Further, Anne noted common rhetoric she had become familiar with in the United States 

surrounding refugee arrival in the United States when she explains, "You know the way 

people talk about it now is that the refugees are just pouring in, when in actuality it's such 

a long, arduous process". Anne, April and Leslie's understanding of this "long arduous 

process" did not come to fruition until they had begun working directly with refugee 

populations in their designated case study programs. 

Andy identifies his own lack of understanding of the emotional experiences and 

experience of refugees until working with refugee children. He argues, 

You can abstractly understand that these kids have been through a lot, that's an 
easy thing to understand. That's an easy thing to understand sort of like 
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intellectually, but to understand it emotionally, viscerally, and then to see them 
show up everyday despite of what could be profound difficulty that we see, that to 
me was the thing that I learned the most was like 'Oh, wow', all of the hardship 
that I have been through in my life multiplied by 1000 combined into one single 
hardship isn't nearly as difficult as their journey to the United States, even the 
easiest journey. 

Andy's understanding of refugee populations was a practical and technical one. It wasn't 

until he started working directly with refugee populations that he began to understand the 

emotional upheaval inherent in dislocation and resettlement. 

Lastly, Donna's definition of refugees and her understanding of the refugee 

experience are both inherently political. She explains that the definition of "refugee" 

shifts depending on whom you talk to, "people are like 'Well you're not a refugee 

because you didn't come from Syria' and no one's exploding their house ... Or 'are you 

sure that you qualify to come to the United States as a refugee because of x, y and z'?" 

She compares this checklist of inequality as a way in which to define refugee status as 

"like a big formula". 

There is national and global confusion as to how we define refugee status. 

Headlines on the "refugee crisis" encompassed most news outlets a few years ago when 

the world seemed to suddenly only be talking about refugees and controversial 

resettlement discourse amongst European nations. Images of the many victims of the 

refugee crisis, like the three-year-old refugee child who washed up on a Turkish beach in 

2015, permeated news outlets and social media. The E.U. was charged with the task to 

either open their doors in humanity or shut their doors in fear. Around this time, I was 

teaching in a Danish kindergarten, discussing the caramel hue of my skin and drawing 

self-portraits with Danish children. 
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Today, in 2017, refugee news and headlines remain in the forefront but the 

context has shifted from the E.U. to the newly elected 45th President of the United States. 

Interviews for this project occurred soon after the election of President Donald Trump in 

mid December. President Trump's election and his controversial refugee policies came 

up without prompting in all five interviews. Leslie mentioned an experience teaching an 

ESL class soon after the election results and making the decision to encourage a 

discussion amongst the students (all refugees) on the election, "[That discussion] was 

pretty, pretty fruitful. And just like explaining you know a little bit about the electoral 

college system, to the best of our ability (laughs) and just kind of recognizing, I think we 

need to recognize we can't shy away from the tough stuff to talk about in class ... And of 

course afterwards they all looked at me like, 'What's going to happen?' I'm like you 

guys, we're okay, you're alright, you're alright, you're going to be fine, you know, 

you're here." The election of President Trump immediately concerned Leslie's refugee 

students and further complicated her role as one that necessitated constant reassurance 

that "everything was going to be okay". 

Two months later, soon after his inauguration, President Donald Trump ordered a 

"four-month suspension of America's broader refugee program. The suspension [was 

reported as] intended to provide time to review how refugees are vetted before they are 

allowed to resettle in the United States" (Associated Press, 2017). Further, the order cut 

the number of refugees to be accepted into the United States by more than half 

(Associated Press, 2017). In 2016, "during the last budget year the U.S. accepted 84,995 

refugees, including 12,587 people from Syria. President Barack Obama had set the 

current refugee limit at 110,000" (Associated Press, 2017). Executive Order 13769 was 



characterized by Trump "as a measure that would 'make American safe again' by 

protecting the u.s. from foreign threats" (Linthicum, 2017). 
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The arduous vetting process interviewees referenced having a slight knowledge of 

included in-person interviews in which individuals were required to provide 

"biographical details about themselves, including their families, friendships, social or 

political activities, employment, phone numbers, email accounts and more. They also 

provided biometric information, including fingerprints. Syrians were subject to 

additional, classified controls that administration officials at the time declined to 

describe, and process for that group routinely took years to complete" (Linthicum, 2017). 

Despite these previously existing parameters, Trump signed his Executive Order and put 

into place his Travel Ban. The recent political climate is one that no refugee, child or 

otherwise, takes lightly. Leslie's students' questions of "What's going to happen" are not 

unwarranted. While refugees who have already resettled in the United States are "safe", 

many of them have families, loved ones and communities abroad to keep in mind. 

In addition to the Executive Order and Travel Ban, President Trump recently 

announced consideration of elimination offederal funding for art and humanities 

agencies. This announcement while preliminary and inconclusive, has called many artists 

and art non-profit employees such as Andy, April and Anne into "battle mode". 

Although, many of the largest arts organizations in the United States operate with only a 

very small amount of federal financial help, the threat of elimination of the National 

Endowment of the Arts is an affirmation of the current administration's denial of the 

importance of art, art education, art therapy and artistic expression as a whole (Bowley, 

2017). In her interview, April spoke openly about her frustrations with lack of funding for 



76 

non-profits and adequate compensation for their employees and further, for art 

programmmg, 

Finances of the program, as you know a non-profit are always challenging 
because it's always, we wish we could offer more in terms of stipends so we 
could get all of our 17 top picks [for teaching artists 1 at the program, right? .. We 
wish we had more to work with for program supplies because if we didn't, like 
while working with found materials is actually really great and a really beautiful 
experience for our kids, it would be great to not have to do that every year to like 
have the choice to do that sometimes would be wonderful...We want filmmaking 
class to be able to have microphones or slightly better cameras. All of those small 
things are challenges. 

This threat poses a distinct cause for concern although this lack of recognition for the 

need for adequate funding and compensation for the National Endowment of the Arts has 

occurred many times in our nation's history. Many art administrators are currently facing 

a "feeling of deja vu - recalling the battles over arts funding that raged decades ago 

during the Reagan administration, and later when Newt Gingrich was the House speaker" 

(Cooper, 2017). Financial restraints, public misconceptions of refugees fueled by the 

current Presidential Administration and controversial Travel Bans and Executive Orders 

all pile up on top of the already long list of concerns that art educators and refugees face 

daily further complicating their multifaceted role. 

Conclusion 

Art education is able to provide lower stakes educational settings through which 

refugee students are better able to use "universal" languages of art, movement and theater 

to communicate with their peers and teachers. The lived experiences of refugee children 

in the context of American Public School is often colored by daily frustrations and 

expectations of immediate assimilation into American culture. These types of 
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expectations are void of an integral cultural sensitivity due to limited resources and a lack 

of educational policies that aim to prioritize integration rather than assimilation. Further, 

engagement in the complete role of the art educator, defined by the existing literature 

surrounding art education and teaching refugee populations lacks recognition of the 

emotional labor intrinsic to the success of their work. Through interviews with 

participating teachers in these case study programs, it is clear that teacher training and 

artistic curriculum development are both used to acknowledge the necessity of catering 

the role of the art educator to the unique needs of refugee children. Artistic mediums such 

as storytelling, dance, theater, filmmaking, and visual arts provide supplementary 

mediums in a lower stakes environment, invite opportunities for cultural sharing, and 

provide methods of communication that are traditionally unavailable in the "regular" 

public school classroom context. Art educators are given the task of creating a "safe 

space" in which refugee children are able to explore their own emotions and 

vulnerabilities. The success in creation of these "safe spaces" subsequently requires art 

educators to take on extra responsibilities in adequately supporting students who have 

experienced trauma. 

Both case study art education programs highlighted in this research use a 

simulated American public school day in order to introduce their students to the structure 

of the American public school system. This simulated school day structure is able to 

increase familiarity in American cultural practices and promote a curriculum specifically 

focused on the program's identified needs of refugee students. Both programs emphasize 

individuality and creativity through various opportunities for artistic expression. 
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Teachers in these programs use art education as a way to connect with the 

students on a more personal level than the traditional classroom typically allows. Artistic 

expression through dance, storytelling, filmmaking, and visual arts provide students 

opportunities to communicate via the "universal language" of art as well as directly aid 

the teacher in inhabiting the role of a mediator. In this vain, these artistic endeavors aim 

to allow for vulnerability through the creation and curation of "safe spaces". When 

teachers succeed in these attempts at curating "safe spaces", they open themselves up to 

taking on immense amounts of emotional labor. 

There is variety in perception amongst programs and teachers as to what the 

immediate needs of refugee children are and how best to meet them. Interviewees in this 

research identified assisting their students in a development of a sense of national 

belonging, affirming pride in their country of origin, providing opportunities for play, fun 

and self-expression outside of the traditional classroom, exposure to various mediums of 

artistic expression, instruction on self-regulation and coping skills and an emphasis on 

providing "safe spaces" for self-reflection and cultural sharing as needs they aim to meet. 

Further, all interviewees specifically identified art education as the most effective way in 

which to support these identified needs. While this list is vast, there is variety in 

perception of needs even within the programs themselves. In order to understand the 

ways, in which each program trains their teachers and volunteers, as well as the ways in 

which teachers define their role in the classroom and develop their curriculum, it is 

important to acknowledge the existing variety in perception of needs specifically for 

students who have experienced trauma. Further research is required to validate and/or 

combat the specified needs of these two case study programs. Perhaps the best way to 



investigate the needs of refugee youth is to ask them themselves. While ideal, research 

with refugee children requires complex clearance processes as they are defined by the 

LR.B. as a "hyper-vulnerable" population. 

79 

Existing research echoes the sentiments of some the interviewees in calling for 

more specific training and resources to be available to teachers dedicated to 

implementing culturally sensitive and culturally affirming curricular practices outside of 

a normalized Western context. Further, there is a lack of recognition in the existing 

literature and existing policies in understanding the role emotional labor plays in these art 

teachers day to day experiences. Clarity between what is expected of these teachers in 

their role in curating "safe spaces" as well as providing financial and resourceful support 

for their specified role is necessary in recognizing the importance of their role in support 

refugee children. While directly in contrast with the current Presidential Administration, 

my research calls for increased resources for teachers working with refugee children as 

well as a call to action to establish a common understanding of the distinct and clear roles 

of teachers working with refugee students supported through appropriate and 

comprehensive training, emotional support and compensation. Lastly, this research aims 

to problematize the label of "at risk" and it's relation to refugee children's experiences of 

trauma pre and post resettlement in the United States. Increased funding and accessibility 

to various means of artistic expression for refugees, other at-risk populations and the 

educators who work with them is necessary in curating the "safe spaces" they deserve. 
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Interview Questions: 

Interview Questions for Volunteers and Teaching Artists: 

Introductory Questions: 
• What is your name? 
• If you feel comfortable sharing, how old are you? 
• What is the name of the program/organization you volunteered/worked with? 
• Have you worked with/volunteered with this organization in the past or is this 

your first time volunteering with this group? 
• 

• 
• 
• 

What was the period of time in which you volunteered/worked with this 
organization? 
What was the specific program/camplinitiative you took part of? 
What are/were the designated tasks associated with your position? 
What do you understand as the mission of the organization? 

Background Questions: 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 

What made you want to work with this particular organization? 
How did you initially find out about this volunteer/work opportunity? 

o What drew you to it? 
Have you worked with refugee populations in the past? 
What do you do for a living? 
What is your educational background? 

Program Questions: 
• What is the structure of the program you work/worked with? 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

o When does it occur? 
o What is the day-to-day like? 
o Who is involved? 
o What is the mission? 

How is art incorporated in the program? 
o To what capacity is art the focus of the work you do? 

If you're aware, what type of curricular model/models does your program use? 
What type of training (if any) did you go through to prepare for your volunteer 
work? 

o Did you feel this training was comprehensive/helpful for the work you 
ended up doing? 

Would you recommend this program to other people looking for 
volunteer/teaching artist opportunities? 
Who were the other volunteers involved? What was your relationship like with 
them? 
What was your relationship like with the program directors/head teachers? 

Experience in the Classroom Questions: 
• What were the challenges of your position? 
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• What do you enjoy about your position/the work that you did? 
• How have your expectations and/or understanding of refugee populations shifted 

(if at all) throughout your time volunteering/working with this program? 
• 
• 

What is your relationship with the students/participants/children like? 
Can you think of any particular experiences that you've had with the participating 
refugee children in this program that stick out to you? 

o If so, what about this experience makes it especially memorable for you? 

General Opinion Questions: 
• In your personal opinion, what is the value of art education geared towards 

refugee children? 
• How does art education specifically meet (or not meet) the unique needs of 

refugee children? 

Interview Questions for Individuals in Leadership Positions (Program Developer, 
Curriculum Developer, Volunteer Recruiter, etc.): 

Introductory Questions: 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

• 
• 
• 

What is your name? 
If you feel comfortable sharing, how old are you? 
What is the name of the program/organization you're a part of? 
What are your title( s) and/or position( s) at the organization you work for? 
Have you had other positions with the same organization in the past or is this your 
first time working with this group? 
What are the designated tasks associated with your position? 
In your own words, what is the mission of your organization? 
How does the program/organization fulfill (or not fulfill) this mission? 

Background Questions: 
• What's your educational background? 
• How long have you been working at this organization? 
• What made you want to work with this particular organization? 
• How did you initially find out about this position? 
• What drew you to it? 

Program Questions: 
• What is the structure of the program you work with? 

o When does it occur? 
o What is the day-to-day like? 
o Who is involved? 
o What is the mission? 

• How is art incorporated in the program? 
o To what capacity is art the focus of the work you do? 

• What type of curricular model does your program use? 



83 

• If your organization or the program you work with is in collaboration with other 
organizations - how did that partnership originate? 

• 

o How do you work together? 
o How do your mission statements align/differ? 

What refugee population nation(s) of origin participate (have participated) in this 
program? 

Experience in the Classroom Questions: 
• What are the challenges of your position? 
• What do you enjoy about your position/the work that you do? 
• How have your expectations and/or understanding of refugee populations shifted 

(if at all) throughout your time working in this position? 
• What is your relationship with the students/participants/children like? 
• Can you think of any particular experiences that you've had in with the 

participating refugee children in this program that stick out to you? 
o If so, what about this experience makes it especially memorable for you? 

• How (if at all) does curriculum and pedagogy shift in response to the refugee 
children' nation of origin? 

General Opinion Questions: 
• In your opinion, what is the value of art education geared towards refugee 

children? 
• How does art education specifically meet (or not meet) the unique needs of 

refugee children? 
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