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The development of children in an atmosphere that supports and promotes their socio-
emotional, physical and cognitive well-being is imperative for the realisation of the sustainable
development goal 4 for 2030. The school environment constitutes an important context where
children learn and acquire both social and academic skills, through their interaction with
adults and peers, materials and objects in their immediate environment. The aim of this
article was to advance the debate on studies focussing on intervention programmes that
support the school adjustment of refugee children in primary schools in host countries.
Specifically, the article focussed on analysing the available school-based intervention
programmes for refugee children in the primary school life. The article utilised the integration
theory and the bioecological model of human development as lenses for analysis. The article
picked on selected empirical articles and reviews for inclusion in the analysis. Findings from
the analysis indicate that the primary school experiences of refugee children in different parts
of the world are complex and vary. Whilst some refugee children enjoy inclusion in the
primary school life, others are faced with varied challenges, which might impact negatively
on their successful integration and adjustment into the school system. This article advocates
for an inclusive intervention, where the different persons and contexts involved in the social
and academic integration of refugee children interact in a manner that promotes and supports
the specific social and developmental needs of refugee children for a favourable outcome.

Keywords: refugee children; school experience; intervention programmes; social interaction;
integration; child development.

Background

The high increase in the influx of asylum seekers and refugee population to different parts of the
world is alarming. Recent statistics indicated that more than 70.8 m people have been forced to
flee their countries of residence, with almost 25.9 m constituting refugee population and over half
of these population under the age of 18.! On this basis, the international legal frameworks made
provisions for the refugee’s right to basic primary education, health and housing, including social
welfare support by government of the host countries.? South Africa is no exception. As a member
of the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the South African government signed
the United Nations 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees, and the 1969 Africa Refugee
Convention Act as such is saddled with the responsibility of protecting anyone who, because of the
fear of being persecuted or as a result of conflict, natural disaster or civil strife, flee their countries
of residence to seek asylum in other countries.** Consequently, they are faced with the responsibility
of ‘achieving development and economic growth, alleviating poverty, enhancing the standard
and quality of life of the peoples of Southern Africa, and supporting the socially disadvantaged
through regional integration’.?

In spite of this recognition and responsibilities placed on individual countries based on both the
national and international legal frameworks, children from the refugee background tend to be on
the margins of society, and because of difficulties around documentation and access to other
services including education, social welfare and health, their successful integration into the host
countries proves to be challenging.>® Regardless of the reasons for migration, generally, the
refugee population continue to experience a host of challenges and continue to struggle for
survival in their countries of first asylum and/or host country.”?

The challenges faced by these population continue to expose them to situations that are
difficult and pose a host of risks to their survival including their children’s, in the alien
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environments. Based on the foregoing, this article
focusses on analysing the social intervention programmes,
which assist refugee children to successfully adapt into the
social life of the primary school. In this article,
refugees will be referred to generally as a person/s who
seeks asylum and awaiting his or her permit, which will
give them a refugee status, as well as those who have
been granted their refugee status to continue their stay in
the country.?!

The focus of this article is to examine the available
intervention that supports the social integration of refugee
children into the foundation phase school life, whilst paying
attention to the role played by the child’s contexts of
development. We present a background to refugee children’s
life experience and the circumstances surrounding their
stay in the host countries. Then, we picked at random
empirical studies that focus on the social and educational
challenges combating the refugee children in public primary
schools of their host countries. Peer-reviewed articles across
the United States and Europe, including some from southern
African countries, were included for review. There were no
strict timelines for the publication of articles included but,
effort was made to ensure that articles before the year 2010
were not included for review except in situations where no
alternatives were available.

The realities surrounding the social adaptation of refugee
children in their various host countries across the globe are
yet to be fully captured in literature and empirical studies.
Research evidence suggests that refugee children are at risk
of not accessing quality educational programmes, including
social and health services on their arrival in the host country
and therefore face a host of challenges of integrating
effectively into the life of their new environment.®!**>** The
past experiences and conditions of the refugee children in
their countries before and during their migration have
exposed them to such situations that serve as deterrent to
their successful adaptation in their new environment. For the
challenges stated here, the refugee population requires all
necessary support and interventions for a successful
adjustment in their new environment and beyond.

Asnoted in the works of Roxas," Turrini et al.”” and Skleparis,’
the majority of refugee children in host countries are faced
with challenges relating to their academics, psychosocial and
economic well-being. Their separation from families, poor
language proficiency, segregation, cultural dissonance, stress,
different kinds of expectations between families and school
management and limited financial means are some of the
factors of concern.’ After their resettlement, the difficulties
and challenges they encounter whilst navigating their new
educational environment have a way of affecting their overall
well-being."* Investigating this has also become necessary in
spite of the poor experiences and social challenges children
from low socio-economic contexts, including children from
refugee background, encounter in the primary school life.”*7*#
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Studies and theories in the field of child development
and child psychology suggest that the first few years of life
for all children are critical for the development of the
necessary skills including social skills needed to function
well and be successful in school and beyond.!***2 Thus, this
analysis will be approached from the perspective of Tinto’s*
integration framework and Bronfenbrenner and Morris™
bioecological model of development. This implies that the
analysis will consider multiple influences such as the contexts
of development, individual characteristics, socioeconomic
status, experience and the processes of development and
interaction over time. According to Tinto and Bronfenbrenner,
these factors determine how well children integrate
socially and academically into any system where they learn
and develop.

Presently, whilst there is a plethora of researches that focus
on the psychosocial, emotional and health well-being of
refugee children in host countries and schools,?*# there is
limited research focussing particularly on the social
interventions and integration of refugee children in the
foundation phase school life in countries of first asylum.”’
Thus, this article draws on the available research on refugee
children’s school experience and research pertaining to the
social adaptation and intervention programmes for refugee
children in countries of asylum.

Towards a theoretical framework

This article utilises Tinto’s 1975 integration framework and
Bronfenbrenner and Morris’,* bioecological model of
human development as a lens for its analysis. Tinto sees
effective social integration as that which occur when the
conditions in the developing system is favourable and
supportive of the individuals living in it. Tinto noted that
both social and academic integrations are two variables that
are dependent on one another. Thus, he asserts that, when a
student is socially integrated into the life of the learning
institution, their academic integration is enhanced and their
performance is improved and vice versa.”

Bronfenbrenner and Morris,* on the other hand, see an
effective development as that which takes place in situations
and contexts where different variables interact in a reciprocal
manner for a positive outcome. Thus, Bronfenbrenner
postulated that human development occurs because of the
interaction between four essential elements, which are as
follows: person, process, context and time (PPCT). So, he
called his model the PPCT model. In this model, attention
was paid to the daily interactions and inter-relatedness
that occur between the developing person and others
(the refugee children, their parents, teachers, peers and the
community), the process of interaction and the context of the
interaction (the school, the home and the community) over
an extended period.

This article is premised on the understanding that for
refugee children to adjust and be adequately integrated into
the social domain of the foundation phase school life and
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thrive therein, it is necessary that they are exposed to
quality and inclusive intervention programmes in the host
schools, which allows them to interact with others and
materials, in manners that are favourable to their overall
development. This in turn will assist them to acquire the
necessary social skills needed to develop optimally. As
noted by Bronfenbrenner and Morris,* human active
participation in an interactive process over an extended
period results in the development of ability, motivation,
skills and knowledge, which help them to succeed in any
context they find themselves.

Adopting the bioecological model of human development
to understand the most effective social intervention for
refugee children in the foundation phase school life requires
that one pays attention to the significant persons that the
children interact with alongside the context where they
spend time to develop as equal determining factor of
learning and developmental outcome. In this article, the
theory is used to understand and analyse how the different
interactions refugee children experience serve to assist them
to have a smooth integration in the social life of the school.
The theory describes the relations and interactions that exist
between the developing person (the child), other persons
(parents, teachers, siblings and significant others), the
contexts (school, home, community and parent’s place of
work), objects and symbols (teaching, learning and play
materials), taking into consideration the biological
component of the developing person.!!

Tinto’s theoretical model on the other hand viewed the
institution of learning as a social system encompassing its
own value and social structure. Thus, Tinto asserted that,
when students feel socially integrated into the life of the
institution, their academic integration is enhanced which
in turn leads to their academic success in the same
institution.?? On the contrary, when students do not feel
integrated into the academic life of the school system, their
social integration is threatened and they eventually leave
the institution.” As mentioned earlier, Tinto noted that
factors such as student’s past experiences, ability, socio-
economic background, race and individual institutional
commitment, interaction with peers, teachers, the academic
and social life on ground in the school have a great impact
on students’ social and academic integration into the
school system. Thus, we posit that for refugee children to
have a successful integration into the social domain of
the foundation phase school life in host countries,
consideration must be given to the factors listed here.

Experiences of refugee children in
primary schools in countries of
residence

Refugee families in various host countries around the world
are faced with multidimensional risk problems before,
during and after their migration. Adjusting to their new
environment and learning the local language is an ongoing
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challenge this group continues to combat with before its
full integration into the new system. Research evidence
suggests that the high increase in migration and human
mobility has resulted in a host of challenges in schools
serving children from diverse backgrounds.* The ceaseless
inflow of asylum seekers and refugees from different parts
of the world meant that schools serving these populations
must find an effective way of addressing the daily and
ongoing challenges faced by this population if the sustainable
development goals plan for 2030 is to be achieved.

Studies around refugees’ resettlement and integration into
their new countries of residence suggest that the refugee
population are continuously faced with a host of barriers in
terms of access to health, social and educational services
which in turn pose multirisk problems to their overall
well-being and survival.>*'*? As pointed out by Rousseau
and Guzder® and Vostanis,* the high exposure of refugees
and immigrant families to hardship meant that they require
all the support and interventions they can get in schools, but
this is underutilised. Therefore, schools play a key role, both
as mediators in the provisions of the needed services and
helping children and youths adapt to their new environment
and as the main access point for prevention and treatment
services for mental health problems.

Evidence from research also indicated that refugee children’s
experience varies, depending on the country, the education
policies and programmes on ground in such country. For
example, Meda et al.** Perumal® and Adams-Ojugbele"
noted that the difficulties around documentation and other
social economic inequalities made it tough for refugee
families in South Africa from securely accessing to the public
schools for their children, including other services that
support their resettlement process. This finding resonates
with the findings from the work of Kirkwood,* which
suggest that different aspects of the asylum seeker system in
the United Kingdom prevent effective integration of refugees
and/or create barriers to their integration into school.

Furthermore, in the United States, research evidence
suggests that the process of resettlement of refugee and
asylum seeker families constitute a barrier to finding a
suitable early childhood programme for their children.”
Morland et al*® pointed out that in spite of research
evidence that indicates the importance of providing equal
quality of education programme to all children from diverse
backgrounds, refugee and immigrant children tend to have
a lower probability of participating in these programmes
when compared with children from US-born parents.

In addition, findings from a study undertaken by Adebanji
et al.* indicated that the Zimbabwean immigrant children in
the foundation phase in South Africa were able to adapt and
integrate successfully into the social and academic life of
their new school through quality interaction with their
teachers, their proficiency in the language of teaching and
learning and their ability to devise a means of communication
with other peers in their new context. They also noted that
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parental support was remarkable in the children’s school
adjustment. Parents ensured that they communicated with
their children in English, which is the language of teaching
in schools. This led to the children’s quick mastery of the
language and in turn had a positive impact on the children’s
school adjustment and academic performance. To support
this finding, Taylor and Sidhu'® found that the practices of
inclusiveness, acceptance, respect and giving a sense of
responsibility were noteworthy in both social and
academic adjustment of refugee children in school.

The literature reviewed in this section indicated that the
school experiences of refugee children are complex and
varied. Whilst some refugee children enjoy inclusion in
the foundation phase school life, others are faced with
varied challenges, which impact negatively on their
effective integration into the school system. The practices
and policies of different schools are significant factors in
determining the nature and quality of experience
children receive. Countries globally devised different
methods of inclusion and interventions to ensure effective
adjustment and integration of refugee children into the
school system.!

Understanding the social integration
of refugee children into the primary
school life

Acquisition of social skills is important for all children
irrespective of their socio-cultural and ethnic background.
This skill along with other school readiness skills assists
learners to integrate effectively into the school settings for
optimal learning and developments.**##> The incidences of
children entering the formal school with poor or lack of
social interactional skills remain a major discourse in the
literature. Compelling evidences have shown that children
whose early years suffer in terms of the acquisition of social
skills either from the home or designated preschools or
early childhood centres find it difficult to cope with
later schooling. #0443

Children from resource-poor contexts, including refugee
children, constitute a larger population of children who
find themselves at the verge of the society. The unfortunate
incidences experienced by these group make it difficult for
them to cope in school and beyond. Whilst many view the
concept of integration as a one-way process, Castles* saw it
as a two-way street where both the refugee and the host
society are expected to put forward an equal amount of
effort for a desired outcome. In other words, whilst the
newly arrived refugees make effort to adapt to the status
quo in the host country, members of the receiving society
must also adapt to meet the needs of the new migrants.*
Preparing an enabling environment that supports the needs
of the refugee and asylum seeker population is a
responsibility of the host country. Failure to do so might
impact negatively not only the refugee population, but
also the overall economic system of such a country.
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For school-going refugee population, the school system
serves as an important context where children acquire the
necessary skills needed to survive in school and their new
environment as a whole. Tinto** and Karp et al.” noted that
individuals, generally in any system of learning, integrate
effectively into the academic life of the institution when
their social life in the same institution is positive. On the
other hand, their academic life becomes threatened when
they are uninvolved or do not participate in the social
activities and life of the same institution.'®** Thus, social
and academic skills are two skills that are intertwined.
Lack of effective integration in one domain might have a
negative impact on the other.??*

Informed by this understanding, it is expected that
children in the foundation phase school life experience
and are equipped with the needed social skills that will
assist them in coping with later schooling because the
foundation phase serves to prepare all learners for the
social challenges of later schooling. For effective
integration into the social and academic life of the school,
it is necessary that the student interact effectively with
teachers, peers and significant others in the school
environment. Of major importance is the individual
learner’s willingness to participate and be involved in the
activities around the school. This is believed to have a
positive impact on learners’ overall integration in the
school system. Thus, social integration as referred in
this review relates to the interconnectedness between
students and the social domain of the school system.!

Findings from the work of Adams-Ojugbele," whilst
investigating the Grade R experiences and school readiness
skills of a group of refugee learners, suggest that factors
such as children’s socio-economic background, past and
ongoing experience, the nature and quality of classroom
interaction, teacher’s classroom management style and
teacher’s professional development training all contributed
to learner’s effective integration into the school system. The
findings from this study resonate with Tinto’s* postulation,
which suggests that positive teacher—child-peer interaction
constitute an important variable impacting children’s
social integration and overall school success.

Similarly, Pather and Chetty’s*® conceptual framework
suggests that the social integration of students in the
learning institution is influenced by their socio-economic
status, their past school experience, their individual ability
and skills. These factors according to Tinto’s postulation
constitute a major determinant of how well students
integrate socially and academically into their school
system." Accordingly, Block et al.* noted that schools play
an important role in supporting refugee- and asylum-
seeking children’s resettlement in schools. They noted that
the school’s ability to address issues relating to social
exclusion, poor educational achievement, behavioural,
mental and health problems is a viable means to tackle
some of the problems faced by refugee children in schools.
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Discussion

The provisions of effective social intervention programmes
that support the integration and adjustment of children in
public primary schools are imperative for the actualisation
of the sustainable development goal plan for 2030.1%°0%!
Although different countries, governments, communities
and non-governmental organisations have approached the
provision of educational and social intervention programmes
in different ways, with the aim of assisting refugee children
in public primary schools and community-based centres
have a successful adaptation into their new environment,
the incidences of poor and inadequate social supports
recorded in some public primary schools call for a redress.

The provision of quality social support for children requiring
social needs, such as the refugees and the asylum-seeking
children, is a complex responsibility requiring different
stakeholders from diverse contexts coming together for
effective implementation. The availability of developmentally
appropriate resource materials, qualified educators and
caregivers in a conducive and stimulating learning
environment that targets the specific needs of this group
becomes imminent. The increased level of research evidence
on the incidences of mental disorders,'>** in refugee children,
including their risk factors, meant that a system has to be in
place in all public schools and community based-centers
serving children from refugee backgrounds. These systems
are expected to assist refugee children in the acquisition of
the needed social interactional skills*** and developing
resilience skills, which assist them to cope and succeed in
school and beyond.*

Furthermore, the prevalence of studies from post-conflict
areas, including countries with newly arrived (asylum
seeking) or resettled (refugee) children and young people, is
noted. Most studies around the refugee population have
focussed on post-traumatic stress disorder.2**4*>* There has
been less attention so far paid to the role of the quality
of attachment relationships, including those with
extended family members. Unaccompanied children have
an elevated risk of psychopathology and lower service
engagement when compared with children who were
accompanied by a family member during their migration.>>%

Thus, providing an inclusive social and academic
environment that supports refugee children’s ability to
express their emotions, interacts with adults who are
responsive and shows love, respect and care and provision of
learning materials and interventions that attend to their
specific needs are probable ways of assisting refugee children
adapt to the life of the school. As noted by Tyrer and Fazel,”
the focus of most of the intervention programmes for refugee
children included in their review is on children’s post-
traumatic experience, whilst noting that the school- and
community-based  interventions showed substantial
improvements for cases of depression, anxiety, Post
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), functional disturbances
and peer problems. In addition, they noted that interventions
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such as inclusive programmes that target a school and
home environment that promotes refugee children’s school
adjustment and adults who are responsive and supportive
of children’s integration into the school system are a sure
way of assisting the refugee population to have a
successful adaptation into the social and academic life of
the school system.

In line with the studies reviewed here, successful adaptation
of the refugee population into schools and their immediate
community requires a joint effort of all stakeholders
(government, community, teachers, the school management,
school psychologists and parent or guardian) coming
together to assist in the process of ensuring that like every
other children, the refugee children are exposed to and
experience relevant and specific intervention for holistic
development and positive school outcome. For example, it is
imperative that teachers wunderstand the sensitivity
surrounding the pre-migration experience of the refugee
children in their care. They need to know and understand
that some of the behaviour exhibited by these groups of
children are potential outcomes of their past and ongoing
experience as children from refugee background.?®

To help mitigate the negative effect of the post-traumatic
experience of the refugee children, the teachers along with
the school management are expected to create a trauma-
sensitive school community with the help of a school-
based psychologist who promotes and supports good
relationship based on love, care and trust amongst teachers
and students. This will assist children to self-regulate
their emotions and behaviour that result into their success
and holistic development**” and also promote their
physical and emotional health.5¢!

As argued by Bronfenbrenner and Morris®* through their
bioecological systems theory, the different systems where the
child lives and thrives directly or indirectly influence his or
her development. He added that children’s participation in
an interactive process over time results in the child acquiring
the ability, motivation, acquisition of knowledge and skills
that assist them to participate and engage in different social
and academic activities with themselves and others in their
immediate and more remote environment.®

The school, the home and the community constitute the
different systems that contribute to the holistic development
of the child. Thus, the school that plays a bigger role in terms
of the integration of the refugee children is expected to be
conducive and supportive of the children’s development.
The roles played by different government policies and
the prevailing culture in developing child’s immediate
environment cannot be over-emphasised. As pointed out in
Bronfenbrenner’s earlier writing, the role played by the
environmental factors in supporting a child’s development
cannotbe downplayed. Itis imperative that the characteristics
of child’s immediate environment must be favourable to the
characteristics of the growing individual; otherwise, an
anomaly in the environmental factors might set a limit to
the quality of the developmental outcomes.®36465
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Conclusion

The focus of this article is to analyse some of the different
intervention programmes available for the social integration
of refugee children in the primary school life, where children
live, and examine the roles played by the contexts (host
countries and schools) in supporting a successful adaptation
into the primary school life. In our sojourn, we found that the
situation in different countries and schools differ. Whilst some
countries and school management as well as teachers devised
varied means to support the social and academic integration
of refugee children in their schools, others do not have
provisions to support the adjustment of these groups. The
refugee legal frameworks that promote quality education and
support the rights of the refugee children in some countries
are poorly implemented or lacking. We also found that some
schools do not have the system and personnel on ground
to support the education and psychological well-being of the
refugee population thereby exposing them to challenges that
make it difficult for them to successfully integrate and adjust
to the school systems in their host countries.

Our conclusions therefore are that a lot of actions still need to
be taken to ensure that, like every other child, children from
the refugee background are assisted to settle adequately into
the school system with no hindrance. Programmes such as
specialised teacher training that will assist teachers to
implement a good classroom practice that supports and
promotes the specific needs of refugee children are highly
important. The presence of a school psychologist in primary
schools, who attends to such children’s psychosocial needs,
becomes germane. An awareness programme to educate
school management about the importance of creating a
trauma-sensitive school community becomes imperative. It
is believed that these analyses and suggestions will offer
some guidance for governments and practitioners looking
into supporting refugee children’s effective adjustment and
integration into their new environment.
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