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Please see CHILDREN on page 7

Inclusion important when serving immigrant, refugee children

     The opportunity to fully participate 
in out-of-school time (OST) programs in 
neighborhoods, youth-serving organiza-
tions, schools and churches can be a critical 
support mechanism toward school success 
and healthy development for all children. 
     Historically, immigrant youth and 
families have faced barriers to access and 
inclusion in a variety of  social institutions 
including schools and OST programs, 
resulting in immigrant and refugee youth 
missing out on important opportunities and 
benefits associated with participation in pro-
grams. The OST field needs to continue to 
strengthen the ways immigrant and refugee 
youth are invited into and welcomed as full 
participants in OST program activities.
     Researchers from the National Institute 
on Out-of-School Time and the Wellesley 
Centers for Women at Wellesley College 
engaged in a regional exploratory research 
project to identify current OST program 
practices and challenges in serving im-
migrant and refugee youth and families in 
OST programs. 
     This study used observation and 
interviews to examine practices in OST 
programs related to supporting immigrant 
youth and families. Site visits and program 
director interviews were conducted in 18 
programs. NIOST developed a program 
practice inventory to document the observ-
able ways that OST programs respond to 
and support the needs of  immigrant youth 
in their programs. This tool included three 
dimensions:

Program environment• 
Staff  member behaviors and interac-• 
tions
Youth behaviors and interactions• 

     These dimensions can be used to frame 
the needs of  youth and families attending 
programs and the observable program prac-
tices in place to meet those needs.
     Immigrant and refugee youth come into 
after-school programs needing: 

Social support and community ties as • 
well as support while coping with ac-
culturative and cultural stress.
Opportunities to connect with bilingual • 
volunteers and staff  members. 
Homework assistance, academic sup-• 
port and tutors.
Language practice and interpretive • 
services.
Healthy peer interactions.• 

     Parents and families of  immigrant and 

refugee youth also have a set of  needs that 
OST program directors identified:

Sustaining cultural balance with their • 
children
Connections to social services and • 
employment opportunities 
Cultural gaps regarding parental styles• 
Language practice and interpretive • 
services
Support to navigate educational sys-• 
tems

Study findings
     Across the programs visited we saw 
limited use of  pictures or themed posters 
that focused on immigrant experience or 
diversity. Only one program made good use 
of  multi-ethnic posters and used multi-lan-
guage signs that were beneficial for younger 
children moving about the space. One other 
program mapped the countries of  origin for 
the children in their program. 
     Almost all academic support materials 
including dictionaries, encyclopedias and 
other reference books visible in programs 
were in English. However, some of  the 
directors reported having multicultural read-
ing books available on shelves. Academic 
posters that were on display in one program 
reflected diverse cultures, races and gender, 
but poster text was in English.
     Programs that appeared to more gener-
ously display youth artwork and projects 
were not school-based, but based in 
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community or local organizations. Chil-
dren’s drawings on display in one program 
included flags of  different countries. 
     While not culturally focused, several pro-
grams displayed murals or posters designed 
by youth, and one program noticeably had 
multilanguage parent education and infor-
mation pamphlets available.
     Employing multicultural staff  members 
can provide a supportive environment and 
climate into which immigrant youth and 
families enter. In several programs there 
was strong evidence of  good support for 
youth and families through the diversity 
of  employees’ cultural backgrounds and 
language capabilities. In several programs, 
staff  members well reflected the breadth of  
cultural populations served in the after-
school program.
     There was variation in the way that im-
migrants/refugees with cultural and linguis-
tic variations were supported beyond typical 
out-of-school-time practices. Sometimes, we 
observed bilingual staff  members speak-
ing with children in their native language; 
other times staff  members gave instructions 
slowly and loudly in English and another 
language as well. In two sites, there were a 
few bilingual employees but English was the 
dominant language for programming and it 
was strongly encouraged. However, children 
would speak with each other in their native 
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Much contact between children involved 

cross-cultural contact, with children of  

different groups interacting well.

Children continued from page 3

Running continued from page 6

language in social situations. We often ob-
served monolingual staff  members working 
with immigrant children who varied in their 
mastery of  English. 
     Throughout the site visits we saw 
children working together cooperatively 
(immigrant and non-immigrant), with only 
occasional conflict observed. Much contact 
between children involved cross-cultural 
contact, with children of  different racial, 
ethnic and immigrant groups interacting 
in small-group settings. It was evident that 
children seemed clear about the structure 
and expectations of  their programs, and 
followed program activities. 

Best practices
     In research on after-school programs 
serving diverse populations of  children and 
youth, Harris (2004) identified several best 
practices for serving immigrant youth and 
families:

Ongoing evaluation activities allow • 
flexibility and responsiveness to the 
community’s specific cultural needs.  
Hiring of  staff  members who share the • 
same culture and language as participat-
ing youth may foster awareness and 
appreciation of  other cultures. 
Providing special activities and sup-• 
ports for immigrant youth and families 
can help them feel included and 
welcome. 

     Other research by Wong and Murdock 
(2002) emphasizes the value of  the after-
school program environment as a setting 
where youth can learn how to deal with ra-
cial, ethnic and language differences among 
their peers. 
     Easter and Refki (2004) suggest that 
after-school programs that reflect some 

of  the specific attributes of  the immigrant 
communities, which often value community 
needs over individual needs, might be more 
likely to promote collective decision-making 
by peers and yield more effective teen con-
flict resolution. 
     Birman and Chan (2008) report that 
culturally sensitive staff  members should 
understand the family values and language 
as well as the immigration circumstances of  
a particular family and immigration-related 
(acculturation, immigration, traumatic) 
stress.  
     Establishing two-generational early edu-
cation and family literacy programs can ease 
parental engagement by offering English 
language instruction and work-force skills 
for adults. Family literacy programs can help 
improve the language skills of  immigrant 
children and their families. In addition to 
supporting English language acquisition, 
Bhattacharya and Quiroga (2009) stress that 
programs need to equally support English 
learners’ socio-emotional and cultural needs.  
     Some research suggests that after-school 
programs with a focus on immigrant youth 
can become most effective when framed 
through a strength-based perspective, focus-
ing on “the constructive assets they seek 
to build, rather than the negative behav-
iors they seek to avoid” (Bridging Refugee 
Youth and Children’s Services, 2009. p. 4). 
     The bilingualism and biculturism of  
most immigrant youth can be viewed as an 

important asset for youth overall. Under 
the supervision of  trained and diverse 
staff  members, youth and their families 
can strengthen their bicultural identities, 
develop academic and leadership skills as 
well as improve bilingual literacy and cross-
cultural skills.
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     Dr. William Roberts, medical director for 
the Twin Cities Marathon, has conducted 
several studies on young marathon runners 
and has come to the same conclusion: “Kids 
and mileage basically makes us nervous,” 
Roberts said, “but from all I’ve found, there 
is no harm being done; they are not getting 
hurt. If  it is their choice, keep doing it.” 
     In a beginner running program we are 
not talking about the mileage of  a young 
marathon runner. We are just seeking to get 
children active and moving regularly.  

The Finish Line  
     Children need an activity with a visible 

reward. They need to feel that they have ac-
complished a goal that can empower them 
to be happier, healthier individuals. That is 
what it takes to get children active. 
     Our students trained for 10 weeks and 
completed a 5K road race or one-mile fun 
run at the end. When the students crossed 
the finish line you could see the sweat, 
dedication and determination that went into 
their journey. The children who came across 
that finish line were not the same children I 
remembered when they started. Many cried, 
hugged their parents or raised their fists to 
the sky cheering in success. Many even fin-
ished hand in hand with a family member. 

     Our community was motivated! Finally I 
had found something that inspired a change 
for students, for our staff  members and is 
beginning to make an impact on the number 
of  obese children in our community. We are 
a healthier community because of  our run-
ning club. Our students and staff  members 
met the challenge to GO FAR!

     Samantha Lock Brown is the GO FAR 
national development director. GO FAR (Go 
Out For A Run) is a non-profit program designed 
to empower children and help communities fight 
childhood obesity. For more information about GO 
FAR, contact Brown at gofarsam@gmail.com.  


