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In Harrisonburg, Virginia, the SALaMA study produced insight into students’ resilience as well as best practices taken 

by schools, communities, and families to support students as they adjust to life in America.1 Harrisonburg City Public 

Schools (HCPS) serves some 6,000 students, of whom a little under half (46 percent) were born outside the U.S. The 

information presented below presents the study’s main findings from both quantitative and qualitative data collection 

activities that was collected at Harrisonburg High School (HHS) in July 2018. 
 

Quantitative Results 

 

 

  
Full sample 

(n=181) 
English sub-group 

(n=98) 
Spanish sub-group 

(n=35) 
Arabic sub-group 

(n=48) 

Age 15.98 15.93 15.91 16.12 

Gender     

Female 48% 43% 57% 50% 

Male 51% 55% 43% 50% 

Other 1% 2% - - 

Religion     

Christian 43% 54% 57% 10% 

Muslim 22% 3% - 75% 

Yazidi 2% 1% - 6% 

No religion 24% 32% 30% 6% 

Other/skip 9% 10% 14% 2% 

People living in a home 5.07 4.72 4.86 5.94 

Bedrooms in home 3.51 3.53 3.37 3.59 

People per bedroom 1.52 1.41 1.57 1.71 

Live with mother 92% 92% 94% 92% 

Live with father 73% 78% 60% 75% 

 

                                            
1 SALaMA is a mixed-methods study that is conducted by Columbia University, Washington University in St. Louis, and Qatar 
Foundation International (QFI) in partnership with a number of school districts and local refugee resettlement agencies around the 
country. The study seeks to assess the mental health and psychosocial wellbeing of high school students (aged 13 years and older) 
resettled to the U.S. from Arab-majority countries. The findings presented here are from Harrisonburg, VA. 

The quantitative research activities were conducted with two 

groups, including (1) students from the general population at 

HHS and (2) students from Arab-majority and/or Middle 

Eastern countries at HHS. Students from both groups 

completed a self-administered survey in the school’s computer 

lab. A total of 181 students participated in the survey, 48 of 

whom were from Arab-majority countries. The table below 

provides a breakdown of the survey sample by sub-group. 
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Arabic  
sub-group 

2.90 

 

Arabic  
sub-group 

1.59 

 

Hope Scale (out of 6) 
Students from Arab-majority 

countries had more hope 
overall compared to other 

groups 

Overall 
4.26 Arabic 

sub-group 
 

4.49 

Pro-social Behaviors*  
(out of 10) 

Students from Arab-majority 
countries exhibited more pro-
social behaviors compared to 

other groups 

Overall 
7.80 

Overall 
1.67 

Depression (out of 4) 
Students from Arab-majority 

countries exhibited less 
depressive symptomology 
compared to other groups 

 

Overall 
2.48 

Stressful Life Events  
(out of 12) 

Students from Arab-majority 
countries had higher exposure 

to stressful events overall 
compared to other groups 

Overall 
64.35 

School Belonging  
(out of 90) 

Students from Arab-majority 
countries exhibited higher school 

belonging compared to other 
groups 

 

Resilience Measure  
(out of 36) 

Students from Arab-majority 
countries had higher resilience 

overall compared to other groups 

Overall 
30.51 

*statistically significant 
  

Overall, students from Arab-majority countries exhibited statistically similar outcomes of mental health and psychosocial 

wellbeing as compared to adolescents from the general population. The measure of prosocial behaviors served as an 

exception; students from Arab-majority countries scored higher on the prosocial scale than did those from the general 

population. Prosocial behaviors include being kind to others, sharing with others, helping others, and volunteering.   

Mental Health and Psychosocial Outcomes among students from Arab-majority countries 

35 students from Latin American and Caribbean countries participated in the survey and exhibited similarly interesting 

results in key outcomes. Spanish-speaking students exhibited statistically similar outcomes of mental health and 

psychosocial wellbeing as compared to adolescents from the Arabic sub-group, except for their level of resilience which 

was statistically worse. An interesting trend was also uncovered to show that this sub-group fared worse in most outcomes 

compared to the Arabic sub-group, though the results were not statistically significant. 

Mental Health and Psychosocial Outcomes among Spanish-speaking students 

Hope Scale (out of 6) 
Spanish-speaking students had 
less hope overall compared to 

the Arabic sub-group. 

Arabic  
sub-group 

4.49 

Pro-social Behaviors  
(out of 10) 

Spanish-speaking students 
exhibited more pro-social 
behaviors compared to the 

Arabic sub-group. 

Arabic  
sub-group 

8.48 

 

Depression (out of 4) 
Spanish-speaking students 
exhibited more depressive 

symptomology compared to the 
Arabic sub-group. 

 

Stressful Life Events  
(out of 12) 

Spanish-speaking students had 
higher exposure to stressful 

events overall compared to the 
Arabic sub-group. 

Arabic 
sub-group 

67.09 
School Belonging  

(out of 90) 
Spanish-speaking students 

exhibited lower school belonging 
compared to the Arabic sub-group. 

Resilience Measure*  
(out of 36) 

Spanish-speaking students had 
lower resilience overall compared 

to the Arabic sub-group. 

*statistically significant 

value is higher than comparison group value is lower than comparison group 

Arabic 
sub-group 

 

8.48 

Arabic 
sub-group 

 

1.59 

Arabic 
sub-group 

 

31.43 

Arabic 
sub-group 

 

2.90 

Arabic 
sub-group 

 

67.09 

Spanish 
sub-group 

 

4.20 

Spanish 
sub-group 

 

7.86 

Spanish 
sub-group 

 

29.83 

Spanish 
sub-group 

 

2.57 

Spanish 
sub-group 

 

1.68 

Spanish 
sub-group 

 

63.16 

value is higher than comparison group value is lower than comparison group 

Arabic  
sub-group 

31.43 
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Qualitative Results 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Key informants Caregivers FGDs with Students Total 

Sessions 10 10 3 23 

Total participants 10 14 17 41 

Females 6 8 9 23 

Males 4 6 8 18 

Eight themes emerged in the analysis of the qualitative data, a few of which are highlighted below: 

Key Themes 

In addition to the survey, Student Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) and interviews with parents/caregivers, and key 

informants from the school and community were conducted to explore the lived experiences of newcomer students. 

The goal was to explore their personal and educational experiences and their process of integration. More 

information about these and the number of participants is below: 

Adjustment Challenges 
Families described considerable difficulty 

learning English, which undermined their 

career opportunities and ability to engage 

with public services, such as healthcare 

and education. 

School and Community Supports 
Schools and communities took numerous 

measures to support youths and their 

families. 

Family Stressors and Strategies 
Parents used a variety of strategies to 

ease their children’s adjustment to life 

in the U.S. while simultaneously 

struggling to maintain their children’s 

connection with their cultural and 

religious heritage. 

Peer Support 
Students took great comfort in one 

another’s friendship and support. 

They think you’re done with newcomer classes, they 
transfer you to regular, normal class and you get a bad 
grade and they blame you for not doing good because 

you didn’t have the best opportunity [in] the newcomer 
class […] they put you in situations [where] you’re not 
confident about yourself that you can do this, but they 

will put you in there and they will make you do it. 

“ 

“ 

As one female student from Syria explained: 

Refugee families, and immigrants as well, they come with 
a lot of dreams like everybody else who comes to this 
country. But they also come with lots of challenges, 

especially when they come from war-torn countries. So 
the trauma is something […] that we really try to address. 

“ “ 

As one key informant from the school district 
explained: 

We speak Sudanese […] we try to teach [our children] the 

culture, Sudanese culture, traditions, but they are refusing 

everything […] the school already teaches them in a new 

culture. 

“ “ 

As one mother from Sudan expressed: 

They were just yelling at him or trying to fight with him, 

and he was just leaving after that. “ “ 

One female student from Iraq recounted a time when her 
friends defended her against a male classmate who 
repeatedly followed and harassed her. As she remembered: 
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Key Recommendations  
 

Harrisonburg High School is a leader in providing supportive programming for newcomer students and 

families, serving as a model for other schools seeking to enhance their efforts for this special population. 

Below are some recommendations for stakeholders who work with newcomer students and their families. 

 

 Ensure the availability of resources and opportunities for newcomer students to learn English prior to 

beginning coursework in other subjects, including the availability of bilingual support staff/teachers. 

 Comprehensive orientation for students and families to school policies, procedures, and expectations. 

 Develop school-based and community programs that are 

o Sensitive to the prior experiences and unique needs of this population 

o Carefully adapted without singling individuals out as refugees 

o Inclusive of students and families as partners instead of recipients, including family-focused 

program activities such as Parenting through Change (PTC) 

 Implement supportive school-based programs that revolve around/incorporate 

o Peer support, such as student mentors or “peer leaders” 

o Social and emotional instruction and psychosocial education 

o Educational and career support, including vocational school/college preparedness 

o English as a Second Language (ESL) methodology 

 Screen for exposure to a wide array of adverse events among adolescents to help practitioners and school 

counselors more effectively tailor interventions and treatment plans to meet students’ anticipated needs. 

 Incorporate the unique cultural histories and languages of this population into school curriculum and 

program activities to promote understanding and inclusivity more broadly. 

 Coordinate public services with a broad set of community partners to alleviate service gaps and 

inefficiencies in service provision. 

 Continue to conduct further research on the mental and psychosocial wellbeing on first generation 

students of immigrant and forced migrant parents and caregivers. 

Participatory Ranking Method Results 

The sample of students who participated in FGDs were asked questions about their relationships with their peers, 

schools, and families, as well as questions related to the supportive environment in place for forced migrants in 

their school, and community more broadly. The discussions included a participatory ranking exercise in which 

students were asked to list and prioritize ideas related to what it means to feel supported by a school. The boxes 

below illustrate the top results for the three FGDs with HHS students:  

•Includes efforts by peers and school staff to proactively support 
newcomers with information and advice. Participants said they often 
did not feel comfortable asking questions or asking for help.

Proactive Support from 
Peers and School Staff

•This was applicable to both peers and school personnel 
and mostly consisted of trying to understand the needs, 
preferences, and capacities of newcomer students.

Receptiveness to Unique Needs 
of  Newcomer Students

•If newcomers were able to concentrate entirely on English 
during the first year, rather than having to take electives, they feel 
they would advance much more quickly.

Extra Year of  English


