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Introduction

In recent years, the global landscape has witnessed an unprecedented movement of people due to
conflicts, economic instability, and natural disasters. Millions of refugees and immigrants have fled
their home countries seeking safety, stability, and new opportunities in foreign lands. According to
reports from international organizations, the number of forcibly displaced people has reached record
highs, with many of them settling in regions where English is the dominant language. This influx has
created both challenges and opportunities, particularly in education, where language acquisition
plays a pivotal role in helping individuals rebuild their lives and integrate into their new
communities.
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For refugees and immigrants, learning English is often one of the first and most crucial steps in the
journey toward integration. It facilitates access to essential services, such as healthcare, education,
and employment, while also fostering a sense of belonging in their host countries. The ability to
communicate effectively in English can empower these individuals to navigate their new
environments with confidence, reducing feelings of isolation and dependence. Moreover, language
acquisition is not just a tool for survival but also a pathway to personal and professional growth. It
enables individuals to contribute meaningfully to society, participate in civic life, and achieve
greater economic mobility.

Teaching English to refugees and immigrants, however, is a task that requires a unique set of
strategies. This demographic often faces distinct challenges compared to traditional language
learners. Many have experienced trauma, displacement, and loss, which can impact their ability to
focus and learn. Others may have had limited access to formal education or may be juggling the
pressures of starting over in a new country while learning a new language. Therefore, educators
must adopt approaches that are not only effective but also empathetic and respectful of the diverse
experiences these learners bring to the classroom.

This article aims to provide a comprehensive overview of strategies for teaching English to refugees
and immigrants. It will explore key aspects such as understanding the learner context, designing an
accessible curriculum, building a supportive learning environment, and overcoming common
challenges. By offering practical and thoughtful approaches, this article seeks to equip teachers and
professionals with the tools they need to support language learners from these communities, while
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also raising awareness of the specific needs and circumstances that shape their learning
experiences.

In the following sections, we will delve into these strategies in greater detail, offering insights into
how educators can create meaningful and effective learning experiences for refugees and
immigrants. From curriculum design to instructional techniques, the focus will be on fostering
language acquisition in ways that are both practical and respectful of the learners’ unique contexts.
Through this, educators can play a vital role in empowering refugees and immigrants as they build
new lives in their adopted countries.

Understanding the Learner Context

When teaching English to refugees and immigrants, it is crucial for educators to develop a deep
understanding of the unique circumstances that shape their learners’ experiences. Refugees and
immigrants bring with them not only linguistic challenges but also a range of psychological,
emotional, and social factors that can influence their learning journey. In this section, we will
explore the impact of trauma, anxiety, and displacement on learners and discuss how cultural
sensitivity can create a more effective and respectful learning environment.

2.1 The Refugee and Immigrant Experience
Psychological and Emotional Factors Influencing Learning

Refugees and immigrants often come from situations of extreme hardship, including war,
persecution, and violence. Many have lived in unstable environments or refugee camps for extended
periods, enduring significant trauma. Research indicates that trauma can have a profound effect on
cognitive functioning, leading to difficulties with memory, concentration, and information retention
(Fazel et al., 2012). Anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are also common
among refugees and immigrants, all of which can impede the learning process. Learners
experiencing high levels of stress may struggle to focus during lessons, particularly if they are still
processing recent traumatic experiences or dealing with uncertainty about their legal status or
future.

Moreover, displacement often creates a sense of uprootedness, where individuals feel disconnected
from their culture, language, and community. This sense of loss can further exacerbate feelings of
anxiety, leading to lower confidence in language learning. According to Stewart (2017), building a
trusting relationship between teachers and learners is key to creating an environment where
students feel safe to express themselves and make mistakes, which is an essential part of language
acquisition. Educators need to be aware that for many refugees, the classroom may be one of the
few stable and predictable spaces in their lives. Thus, fostering emotional security through
consistent routines and a supportive atmosphere is critical for helping learners engage more fully
with the material.

Social and Economic Barriers to Education

In addition to psychological challenges, refugees and immigrants face various social and economic
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barriers to education. Many of these learners are juggling multiple responsibilities, such as finding
employment, supporting their families, and navigating the legal systems of their new countries. For
some, language classes may be a lower priority compared to securing stable housing or addressing
urgent health concerns. The pressures of daily survival can make consistent attendance difficult,
especially for those working irregular or low-wage jobs. According to McBrien (2017), refugees often
have limited access to resources such as childcare, transportation, and technology, which can hinder
their ability to attend classes or complete assignments.

Furthermore, many refugees and immigrants may have experienced interrupted or limited formal
education in their home countries. This lack of educational continuity can result in low literacy rates,
making it more challenging for these learners to acquire new language skills, particularly if they are
unfamiliar with academic settings or if English is their second or third language. Educational
programs designed for refugees and immigrants must therefore be adaptable and flexible, taking
into account the varying levels of literacy and previous schooling among learners (Morrice, 2013).
Teachers must be prepared to adjust their lessons to accommodate diverse learning backgrounds,
ensuring that instruction is accessible to all students, regardless of their previous educational
experience.

2.2 Cultural Sensitivity in the Classroom
The Importance of Cultural Respect and Non-Verbal Communication

Cultural sensitivity plays a vital role in creating a productive learning environment for refugees and
immigrants. Every student brings with them a set of cultural norms, values, and communication
styles that may differ significantly from those of their host country. Educators need to approach
these differences with respect, recognizing that cultural misunderstandings can create barriers to
effective teaching and learning. One way to demonstrate cultural respect is through the
acknowledgment of non-verbal communication. In many cultures, gestures, facial expressions, and
body language carry significant meaning, and failing to interpret these signals correctly can lead to
confusion or discomfort for learners.

For example, in some cultures, direct eye contact with authority figures may be considered
disrespectful, while in others, it is a sign of attentiveness and respect. Teachers need to be aware of
such variations and adjust their expectations accordingly. Furthermore, respecting cultural norms
around personal space, dress, and social interactions can contribute to a classroom atmosphere
where all students feel valued and understood (DeCapua & Marshall, 2015). Encouraging open
dialogue about cultural differences can also help build mutual respect and foster a learning
environment where students feel comfortable sharing their perspectives.

Avoiding Generalizations and Stereotypes

Another key aspect of cultural sensitivity is avoiding generalizations and stereotypes. While it is
important to be aware of cultural differences, educators must remember that every individual has a
unique background and experience. Grouping learners by their nationality, religion, or ethnicity can
lead to assumptions that may not reflect their personal identities or experiences. For instance, not
all individuals from the same country will share the same beliefs, practices, or language proficiency
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levels. According to Baker and Beiler (2020), educators must resist the temptation to rely on
stereotypes and instead focus on understanding each learner’s individual needs and strengths.

One effective approach is to create opportunities for learners to share their own experiences, either
through personal narratives, discussions, or project-based activities. This allows teachers to gain
insights into their students’ backgrounds while also fostering a sense of ownership and pride in their
learning process. Encouraging students to share elements of their culture not only enriches the
learning experience for everyone but also reinforces the idea that cultural differences are a source
of strength rather than division.

Designing an Accessible Curriculum

A well-structured and accessible curriculum is crucial when teaching English to refugees and
immigrants. Due to the wide range of backgrounds, experiences, and proficiency levels in a typical
classroom, designing a curriculum that addresses these learners’ needs requires careful planning.
Refugees and immigrants may have varying levels of education, literacy, and exposure to English, so
teachers must create lesson plans that are both flexible and practical. This section will explore
strategies for designing a curriculum that responds to these learners’ unique needs, focusing on
needs-based curriculum design, contextualized learning, and multimodal teaching methods.

3.1 Needs-Based Curriculum Design

Tailoring Lessons to Different Proficiency Levels

When designing a curriculum for refugees and immigrants, it is essential to recognize that learners
will enter the classroom with different levels of proficiency in English. A one-size-fits-all approach is
unlikely to be effective, as beginners, intermediate learners, and advanced students each require
different instructional methods and materials. Tailoring lessons to meet these proficiency levels
ensures that students are neither overwhelmed nor under-challenged, allowing them to progress at a
pace that suits their current abilities (Nation, 2013).

For beginners, the focus should be on foundational skills such as basic vocabulary, grammar, and
pronunciation. These learners need to build confidence in their ability to communicate simple ideas,
often through repetitive, structured exercises. Teachers may incorporate more visuals, gestures, and
simplified language to make instructions clear. At the intermediate level, learners should begin
engaging with more complex sentence structures and conversational English. This stage might
include role-playing everyday interactions, reading short texts, or listening to audio materials. For
advanced learners, the curriculum should emphasize refining fluency, increasing vocabulary depth,
and developing critical thinking skills in English, preparing them for more formal settings such as
the workplace or higher education (Brown, 2014).

Focus on Practical English: Survival Language and Job-Related Skills

Given the immediate needs of many refugees and immigrants, a curriculum that prioritizes practical
English is vital. “Survival English” focuses on the language necessary for day-to-day activities such
as shopping, visiting the doctor, or navigating public transportation. Teaching students how to ask
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for directions, handle a medical emergency, or explain a situation to authorities helps them build
confidence in their ability to function independently in their new environments (Baker & Boix
Mansilla, 2017).

In addition to survival language, job-related English is a key component of any curriculum aimed at
refugee and immigrant learners. Many students will be looking for employment or hoping to improve
their job prospects, so integrating lessons on job interviews, filling out forms, and communicating in
a professional context is essential. Teachers should focus on industry-specific vocabulary and
scenarios relevant to the local job market. Incorporating mock interviews, résumé writing, and
workplace simulations helps prepare learners for the language demands of employment (Yates,
2011).

3.2 Contextualized Learning
Integrating Real-Life Scenarios and Experiences

One of the most effective ways to engage refugee and immigrant learners is to provide them with
language instruction that is directly applicable to their daily lives. Contextualized learning involves
integrating real-life scenarios into the curriculum, helping learners make meaningful connections
between the language they are acquiring and the situations they encounter outside the classroom
(Parrish, 2019). For example, lessons can simulate everyday activities such as grocery shopping,
using public transportation, or scheduling a doctor’s appointment. These practical exercises allow
learners to practice vocabulary and sentence structures in authentic contexts, increasing their
confidence in using English in real-world settings.

In addition to focusing on everyday interactions, educators can adapt lessons to address learners’
specific needs, such as literacy or digital skills. Some learners may need basic literacy instruction,
especially those who have had limited formal education. In these cases, teachers can use phonics-
based approaches to help students with reading and writing (Cummins, 2017). Others may require
digital literacy instruction, as access to online resources, job applications, and communication tools
increasingly depends on familiarity with technology. Teaching basic computer skills, including how
to use the internet, send emails, or complete online forms, can empower learners to navigate their
new environments more effectively.

Adapting to Individual Learning Needs

Refugees and immigrants often come from educational systems that differ significantly from those in
their host country. As a result, learners may have varying levels of familiarity with formal education
structures, learning styles, and classroom expectations. Educators need to remain flexible and adapt
the curriculum to meet the individual learning needs of their students (Pettitt, 2016). Some learners
may progress quickly, while others need additional time to grasp basic concepts. Differentiated
instruction, which involves providing varied tasks and assessments based on students’ proficiency
levels and learning styles, can help ensure that all learners receive the support they need to succeed
(Tomlinson, 2017).
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3.3 Incorporating Multimodal Teaching Methods
Visual, Auditory, and Kinesthetic Learning Techniques

Multimodal teaching involves using a variety of teaching methods to address the diverse learning
styles of students. Refugee and immigrant learners may respond differently to visual, auditory, and
kinesthetic stimuli, and incorporating multiple approaches ensures that lessons are accessible to a
broader range of students. Visual learners, for example, benefit from the use of images, diagrams,
and charts to illustrate new vocabulary or grammar structures. Auditory learners, on the other hand,
may prefer listening to audio recordings, participating in discussions, or repeating phrases aloud to
improve pronunciation (Gardner, 2011).

Kinesthetic learners, who learn best through movement and hands-on activities, may benefit from
role-playing exercises or interactive games that allow them to physically engage with the material.
By incorporating different modalities, teachers can create more dynamic lessons that cater to the
strengths of individual students. Multimodal teaching also helps maintain learner engagement,
preventing students from becoming passive recipients of information (Rose, 2018).

Use of Multimedia Tools and Realia

The use of multimedia tools and realia—real-life objects used in the classroom—can enhance
language learning by making lessons more interactive and engaging. Digital tools such as language-
learning apps, online videos, and interactive whiteboards provide additional support for learners,
offering opportunities for independent practice and reinforcement outside of class. Research has
shown that multimedia tools can improve retention by providing learners with multiple ways to
process and understand new information (Mayer, 2014). For instance, incorporating videos that
show real-life conversations or situations allows learners to observe how native speakers use
language in context.

Realia, or real-life objects such as food packages, tickets, or maps, can also be used in the classroom
to bring abstract concepts to life. Handling real objects makes learning more tangible and
memorable, helping students connect the language they are learning with the world around them.
For example, using a menu from a local restaurant to teach vocabulary related to food and dining
can make the lesson more relevant and practical for learners (Thornbury, 2010).

Building a Supportive Learning Environment

Creating a supportive learning environment is a foundational aspect of teaching English to refugees
and immigrants. Learners in this context often face challenges beyond language barriers, such as
trauma, displacement, and cultural adjustments. Therefore, it is crucial for teachers to foster an
environment that feels both safe and encouraging. Establishing trust, rapport, and peer support
mechanisms can greatly enhance the learning experience, promoting engagement and motivation.

4.1 Establishing Trust and Rapport
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Building a Respectful Relationship Between Teacher and Students

Trust and rapport between teachers and learners form the backbone of a successful learning
environment. Many refugees and immigrants arrive in the classroom with past experiences of
trauma, displacement, or a lack of stable educational opportunities, which can affect their
confidence and comfort in learning settings. Establishing a respectful relationship is the first step in
creating an atmosphere where learners feel valued and supported. This process involves treating
each student as an individual with unique needs, listening actively to their concerns, and showing
genuine interest in their personal and linguistic development (Stewart, 2017).

Teachers should be mindful of the power dynamics in the classroom. A respectful relationship is one
where students feel their voices matter and where mistakes are seen as part of the learning process
rather than as failures. According to Mercer (2016), when students trust their teacher, they are
more likely to take risks, such as speaking in front of the class or asking for help, which is vital for
language acquisition. Teachers can foster this trust by offering consistent feedback, being
approachable, and demonstrating patience as learners navigate the challenges of mastering a new
language.

Creating a Safe and Welcoming Space for Learning

Ensuring both physical and emotional safety is essential for building a supportive learning
environment. Refugees and immigrants may have experienced significant upheaval in their lives, and
the classroom can become one of the few stable and predictable spaces they encounter. A welcoming
classroom environment can reduce the anxiety that often accompanies learning a new language,
particularly for those who have been out of formal education for an extended period.

A physically safe environment involves clear classroom rules that promote respect among all
participants. Emotional safety, on the other hand, is about creating a space where learners feel they
can express themselves without fear of judgment or ridicule. Research by Commins (2018) highlights
the importance of fostering an emotionally secure environment in which students can ask questions,
make mistakes, and learn from those mistakes without fear. This sense of safety allows learners to
engage more deeply with the material and participate actively in classroom discussions, which is
crucial for language learning.

4.2 Peer Support and Community Building
Encouraging Group Work, Peer Tutoring, and Collaborative Learning

Peer support is a powerful tool in language education, particularly for refugees and immigrants who
may feel isolated in their new environment. Collaborative learning through group work and peer
tutoring can enhance both the learning process and the sense of community within the classroom.
By working together, learners can support each other, share knowledge, and practice English in a
less formal, more relaxed setting (Larsen-Freeman, 2019). Group activities also allow learners to
practice conversational English, which can build their confidence in using the language in social
situations.

Peer tutoring, where more advanced learners assist those who are less proficient, not only helps the
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less experienced learners but also reinforces the language skills of the tutor. This method builds a
sense of camaraderie, reduces the reliance on the teacher as the sole source of knowledge, and
fosters independence among learners. According to Gibbons (2015), peer tutoring is particularly
effective because it allows students to explain concepts in ways that may be more relatable to their
peers, helping to bridge gaps in understanding.

Collaborative learning activities, such as role-plays, group projects, or problem-solving tasks, can
also simulate real-life situations in which students will need to use English. These activities
encourage learners to interact in English while simultaneously building their social connections
within the classroom. This combination of language practice and community building is particularly
important for refugees and immigrants, who may feel isolated from their new communities outside
the classroom (Smit, 2017).

Creating Networks Between Learners to Reinforce Learning Outside the Classroom

One of the challenges faced by refugee and immigrant learners is that opportunities to practice
English outside of the classroom may be limited. This is particularly true for those living in
communities where their native language is commonly spoken or where they have few opportunities
to interact with English speakers. Encouraging learners to form networks among themselves can
help address this issue, allowing them to continue practicing English outside of class time.

Teachers can support this by organizing study groups, conversation clubs, or peer tutoring sessions
that take place outside of the formal class setting. Such networks not only provide additional
language practice but also offer emotional and social support, which is critical for learners who may
be facing significant challenges in adjusting to life in a new country. According to Bartram (2014),
learners who feel connected to a community of peers are more likely to persist in their studies and
show higher levels of motivation.

Additionally, creating digital platforms or chat groups where learners can communicate in English
outside of class can further reinforce the skills they are acquiring. This type of peer interaction
allows learners to practice their language skills in a more informal setting, which can be less
intimidating than speaking in front of a class. As Gibbons (2015) suggests, the social dimension of
learning is an essential part of language acquisition, and building networks among learners can
significantly enhance their language proficiency and confidence.

Effective Instructional Strategies

Teaching English to refugees and immigrants requires a set of instructional strategies that
accommodate diverse learning needs, language proficiencies, and life experiences. By employing
clear, structured, and practical methods, educators can facilitate language acquisition in ways that
build confidence and promote active participation. This section outlines several key strategies,
including simplified language, scaffolded learning, task-based approaches, visual aids, and
constructive feedback.
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5.1 Simplified Language and Scaffolded Learning
Breaking Down Complex Concepts into Manageable Pieces

One of the most effective strategies for teaching English to refugees and immigrants is simplifying
language and breaking down complex concepts into smaller, more digestible parts. Learners in this
demographic often face cognitive overload when confronted with new vocabulary, grammatical
structures, and cultural contexts simultaneously. According to Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the Zone
of Proximal Development (ZPD), learners can accomplish tasks that they cannot complete
independently when given appropriate support or scaffolding. Scaffolding involves providing
learners with the necessary tools, guidance, and encouragement to help them understand complex
concepts step by step.

For example, when teaching grammatical structures like the past tense, rather than explaining all
the rules and exceptions at once, teachers can begin by introducing regular verbs and practicing
them extensively before gradually introducing irregular verbs. This staged approach allows learners
to build a foundation of knowledge before moving on to more difficult material. Additionally,
scaffolding can include using simpler language, offering visual cues, and modeling sentence
structures to help learners grasp new content (Walqui, 2016).

Using Clear, Direct Language and Frequent Checks for Understanding

Another essential strategy is the use of clear, direct language. Teachers must avoid unnecessarily
complicated vocabulary or sentence structures that may confuse learners. According to Krashen’s
(1982) Input Hypothesis, learners acquire language most effectively when they are exposed to
comprehensible input—language that is slightly above their current proficiency level but still
understandable with the help of context or visual support. To ensure that input remains
comprehensible, teachers should regularly check for understanding by asking targeted questions,
using gestures, or having students repeat key points.

Frequent checks for understanding are crucial in ensuring that learners are following along with the
material. Teachers can ask simple comprehension questions throughout the lesson, such as “What
do you need to do next?” or “Can someone explain this in their own words?” These checks not only
gauge learners’ understanding but also keep them actively engaged. When students show signs of
confusion, teachers should be ready to rephrase or simplify their instructions to ensure clarity
(Gibbons, 2015).

5.2 Task-Based Learning and Role Play
Incorporating Everyday Tasks and Scenarios for Practice

Task-based learning (TBL) is a method that centers around using real-world tasks to teach language.
This approach is especially effective for refugees and immigrants because it provides them with
practical language skills they can use in their daily lives. According to Ellis (2003), task-based
learning helps learners develop communicative competence by engaging them in meaningful tasks
that mirror real-life situations. For example, a lesson on navigating public transportation might
include practicing how to ask for directions, purchase tickets, and understand announcements—all
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of which are essential survival skills.

Role play is another powerful tool within TBL that allows learners to practice language in a
controlled, yet realistic setting. Simulating situations like job interviews, doctor’s appointments, or
grocery shopping enables learners to use relevant vocabulary and practice conversations they are
likely to encounter. Role-playing not only improves language skills but also helps learners build
confidence, particularly in high-stakes situations such as job applications. According to Willis and
Willis (2007), role play enhances learners’ ability to think on their feet and apply language creatively
in context, making it a valuable technique for adult learners.

The Role of Simulations in Building Confidence and Language Skills

Simulations take role-play a step further by immersing learners in an environment that closely
replicates real-world scenarios. These activities allow learners to experiment with language, make
mistakes, and refine their skills in a safe and supportive setting. For example, simulating a bank
transaction or a visit to the doctor’s office enables learners to practice the specific vocabulary and
interactions required for these situations. Through repetition, learners can become more familiar
with the language and procedures involved, helping to reduce anxiety when they face these
situations in real life.

Research shows that simulations when combined with feedback and reflection, improve both
linguistic and cultural competence (De Jong, 2011). In these simulations, learners not only practice
the language but also learn the social norms and expectations that come with various situations,
such as appropriate greetings, body language, and tone of voice.

5.3 Incorporating Visual Aids and Realia
The Use of Images, Charts, and Real-Life Objects to Illustrate Concepts

Visual aids are crucial in teaching language learners, particularly those with limited proficiency in
English. Images, charts, and other visual materials help bridge the gap between unfamiliar
vocabulary and its meaning. For example, when teaching a unit on food, using pictures of fruits,
vegetables, and grocery items can clarify meanings and aid in retention. Visual aids not only make
abstract concepts more concrete but also cater to learners who rely on visual stimuli for
understanding.

Realia—real-life objects used as teaching tools—can be especially effective in language classrooms.
When teaching vocabulary related to shopping, for instance, bringing in items like receipts, menus,
and food packages allows learners to interact with the objects they will encounter outside the
classroom (Thornbury, 2010). This interaction helps learners make connections between the
language they are learning and its practical applications in the real world. According to Nation
(2013), the use of realia and visual aids can significantly increase vocabulary retention, especially
for beginner learners.

Using Visual Tools to Support Grammar and Sentence Structure

In addition to vocabulary building, visual aids can support the teaching of grammar and sentence
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structures. For example, using color-coded charts to illustrate sentence patterns or verb tenses can
help learners see the relationships between different parts of a sentence. Teachers can also use
diagrams to show how words and phrases fit together grammatically. Visualizing complex concepts
such as word order or subject-verb agreement makes them easier to understand and apply in writing
and speaking tasks (Richards & Rodgers, 2014).

5.4 Providing Feedback and Encouragement

Constructive Feedback Techniques to Promote Progress

Feedback plays a critical role in the learning process, particularly for language learners who may
feel insecure about their abilities. Constructive feedback helps learners recognize their strengths
while identifying areas for improvement. However, the way feedback is delivered can significantly
impact a learner’s motivation and confidence. Research by Hattie and Timperley (2007) suggests
that feedback should be specific, timely, and focused on effort rather than ability. For instance,
instead of saying, “This is wrong,” a more effective approach would be, “You're on the right track,
but let’s work on this part to make it clearer.”

In the language classroom, feedback should focus on both form (grammar and accuracy) and
meaning (fluency and comprehension). Teachers can use strategies such as recasting, where they
repeat a learner’s incorrect statement in its correct form without explicitly highlighting the error.
This allows the learner to hear the correct version while still maintaining the flow of conversation
(Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Additionally, peer feedback, where learners assess each other’s
language use, can encourage collaborative learning and give students multiple perspectives on their
progress.

Avoiding Discouragement and Encouraging Effort

Encouragement is essential for maintaining learner motivation, particularly for refugees and
immigrants who may already feel overwhelmed by the challenges of adapting to a new country.
Teachers should celebrate small victories, such as improved pronunciation or increased
participation, to build learners’ confidence. According to Dornyei (2014), positive reinforcement
helps learners associate effort with progress, making them more likely to persist in their studies.
Providing opportunities for success in low-pressure settings, such as group discussions or role plays,
can further reinforce learners’ belief in their ability to improve.

Effective feedback and encouragement not only facilitate language learning but also foster a sense
of accomplishment and growth. For refugee and immigrant learners, who may face numerous
external pressures, this sense of achievement can be a powerful motivator to continue developing
their English skills.

Overcoming Common Challenges

Teaching English to refugees and immigrants often presents unique challenges that go beyond
language acquisition. Many learners may struggle with trauma, anxiety, low literacy, or inconsistent
attendance, all of which can hinder their ability to fully engage in the learning process. This section
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explores strategies for overcoming these common obstacles, offering practical solutions to help
teachers support their students more effectively.

6.1 Addressing Trauma and Anxiety in Learning
Techniques for Dealing with Students Affected by Trauma

Many refugees and immigrants have experienced trauma, whether through war, persecution,
displacement, or personal loss. Trauma can affect cognitive functions such as memory, attention,
and problem-solving, making it more difficult for learners to retain new information and stay focused
in the classroom (Fazel, 2018). Anxiety stemming from these experiences can also make students
hesitant to participate in class or attempt new tasks. Therefore, teachers must adopt trauma-
informed approaches that help mitigate these challenges.

One effective strategy is to create a predictable and routine-based classroom environment.
According to Echevarria, Vogt, and Short (2017), establishing a consistent structure helps learners
feel more secure, as they know what to expect and can anticipate the flow of activities. Predictability
can reduce anxiety and give learners a sense of control, which is particularly important for
individuals who have experienced chaotic or unstable conditions in the past.

Incorporating positive reinforcement is another essential technique. Learners affected by trauma
often lack confidence, and they may be overly critical of their own progress. Teachers can use
positive reinforcement, such as praise for effort and small achievements, to boost their confidence
and encourage further participation. According to O’Shea, Hodes, and Down (2016), recognizing
even minor improvements can make a significant difference in helping learners feel valued and
capable. Positive reinforcement combined with patience and understanding creates an environment
where students are more willing to take risks and engage with the material.

Lastly, offering opportunities for learners to work in pairs or small groups can reduce the pressure
of speaking in front of the entire class. Collaborative activities provide a supportive context where
students can practice the language in a lower-stakes setting, which can alleviate some of the anxiety
that often accompanies public speaking (Baker & Boix Mansilla, 2017). In trauma-informed
classrooms, allowing learners to engage at their own pace, without excessive pressure, can make the
learning process more manageable and less stressful.

6.2 Overcoming Literacy and Digital Literacy Barriers
Practical Strategies for Low-Literacy Learners

Many refugees and immigrants face significant literacy challenges, either because they come from
countries where they received little formal education or because they are not literate in their native
language. For such learners, traditional language teaching methods may not be effective. Teachers
must therefore adapt their instruction to address low literacy levels by using targeted strategies.

One effective approach is to focus on phonics-based instruction, which emphasizes the relationship
between letters and sounds. Phonics helps learners build foundational reading skills, such as
decoding and word recognition, which are essential for further language development (Nation,
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2013). Teachers can introduce letters and sounds systematically, using repetition and practice to
reinforce understanding. Repetition plays a particularly important role for low-literacy learners, as it
strengthens memory retention and builds confidence through familiarity (Walqui, 2016).

In addition, visuals and hands-on activities can help reinforce literacy skills. For example, using
picture cards that represent words allows learners to associate images with vocabulary, which aids
comprehension and memory. According to Richards and Rodgers (2014), integrating visual materials
into phonics lessons can significantly enhance understanding, especially for learners with minimal
literacy backgrounds.

Introducing Technology Step by Step and Ensuring Digital Literacy

Digital literacy is increasingly essential for accessing information, completing online forms, and
communicating in today’s world. However, many refugees and immigrants, particularly older
learners, may have limited experience with technology. Introducing technology step by step is
crucial to ensure that learners do not feel overwhelmed by unfamiliar tools and platforms.

Teachers can begin by teaching basic computer skills, such as how to use a keyboard and mouse,
navigate the internet, and send emails. These skills are foundational for digital literacy and are
necessary for many practical tasks, such as applying for jobs or accessing government services.
According to Warschauer (2011), gradually introducing technology in manageable increments helps
learners build confidence without feeling frustrated or discouraged.

In addition, incorporating simple language-learning apps or online resources that learners can use
independently outside of class can promote digital literacy while also supporting language practice.
These tools offer a way for learners to engage with English in their own time, reinforcing classroom
learning and helping bridge the gap between lessons (Blake, 2013). Teachers can monitor learners’
progress and provide additional guidance as needed, ensuring that technology enhances rather than
complicates the learning experience.

6.3 Dealing with Irregular Attendance and Motivation

Flexible Lesson Planning and the Role of Continuous Engagement

Refugee and immigrant learners often face numerous external pressures that can disrupt their
attendance in language classes. Employment, family responsibilities, health issues, and legal
obligations may prevent learners from attending regularly. Inconsistent attendance poses a
challenge for both learners and teachers, as it makes it difficult to maintain continuity in learning.

To address this issue, teachers can adopt flexible lesson plans that allow learners to re-enter the
course without feeling lost or left behind. This might involve incorporating review sessions at the
beginning of each class or designing lessons with independent modules that learners can complete
at their own pace (Yates, 2011). Flexible planning ensures that students who miss classes can still
catch up without being penalized, making it easier for them to stay motivated and engaged.

Another strategy to address irregular attendance is continuous engagement, which involves
maintaining contact with learners outside of the classroom. This can be done through messaging
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apps, email updates, or online forums where teachers can share lesson summaries, additional
resources, and homework assignments. According to Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2011), keeping
learners connected to the class even when they are not physically present encourages a sense of
belonging and commitment to their language studies.

Motivating Learners through Relevance and Encouragement

Motivation is a key factor in language learning, particularly for adult refugees and immigrants who
may already feel overwhelmed by the challenges of adjusting to a new country. One way to motivate
learners is to make lessons highly relevant to their personal goals and immediate needs. For
example, lessons that focus on job-related English, accessing healthcare, or navigating public
services are more likely to engage learners because they see the direct benefits of acquiring these
skills (Dornyei, 2014). Making language learning applicable to real-life situations helps learners stay
motivated, even when they face external challenges.

Additionally, providing consistent encouragement and recognizing learners’ progress, no matter how
small, is essential for maintaining motivation. Teachers should offer praise and positive feedback
regularly, focusing on learners’ efforts rather than just their outcomes. According to Dornyei (2014),
adult learners are more likely to stay motivated when they feel their hard work is acknowledged and
valued. Encouragement, coupled with flexibility and understanding, can help learners overcome the
challenges they face and stay committed to their language learning journey.

Conclusion

In this article, we have explored various strategies for teaching English to refugees and immigrants,
focusing on creating effective and respectful learning environments. From understanding the unique
psychological and social factors that shape their learning experience to designing a curriculum that
addresses their practical needs, educators play a crucial role in helping these learners build
essential language skills. The use of simplified language, scaffolded learning, task-based approaches,
visual aids, and constructive feedback are key techniques that facilitate language acquisition while
fostering a supportive atmosphere in which learners can thrive.

A core theme throughout these strategies is the importance of individualized and respectful
teaching. Refugees and immigrants bring a range of experiences, backgrounds, and proficiency
levels to the classroom, making it essential for teachers to adapt their approaches to meet these
varied needs. Whether addressing trauma and anxiety, overcoming literacy barriers, or finding ways
to engage learners who face irregular attendance, the goal remains the same: to provide learners
with the tools they need to succeed in both their personal and professional lives. Respecting their
unique challenges and offering tailored support ensures that learners feel valued, empowered, and
motivated to continue their educational journey.

Teachers play a vital role in promoting language acquisition for vulnerable populations, and the
impact of their efforts goes far beyond the classroom. Language is the gateway to opportunities for
refugees and immigrants, providing access to employment, healthcare, social services, and
community participation. As educators, the responsibility extends to not only teaching English but
also helping learners rebuild their confidence and navigate the complexities of life in a new country.
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Ultimately, teaching English to refugees and immigrants is about more than language; it is about
helping individuals regain their autonomy, find their voice, and participate fully in their new
communities. Through respectful, individualized instruction, teachers can make a profound
difference in the lives of their students, guiding them toward greater integration and self-sufficiency.
By fostering both language skills and a sense of belonging, educators contribute to the long-term
success and well-being of these learners, equipping them with the tools they need to build new,
fulfilling lives.
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