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Refugee Parental Involvement in Providence, RI:
Opportunities and Obstacles



Refugee Population in Providence

 Since 2007, Providence has 
resettled 955 refugees

 Largest communities: Nepal 
(Bhutan), Burma, Eritrea, 
Burundi

A refugee is “a person who is unable 
or unwilling to return to his or her 
country of nationality because of 
persecution or a well-founded fear of 
persecution on account of race, 
religion, nationality, membership in a 
particular social group, or national 
opinion”
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Providence Public Schools: Local Educational Context

 87% Spanish speakers, 
13% speak 30 minority 
languages

36-point difference in 
percentage of students 
scoring proficient on 
reading state test between 
LEP & non-LEP students



NECAP Mathematics Performance of ELLs in Providence by 
Grade in SY2009-10 and SY2010-11 



“There is weak support for newcomer 
students across the district”

• Heterogeneous 
groupings

• Concerns for 
secondary school 
newcomer students 
graduating

• Limited case 
management support



Refugee Parental Involvement

 Methodology:

 32 interviews: 21 families, 9 school personnel, 1 policymaker, 1 
community partner

 Survey data for 12 family interviews

 For 9 interviews, interpreter present



Refugee Parental Involvement

 Research questions:

 How do refugee parents see their own involvement in their 
children’s education?

 What type of involvement would they most wish to achieve in 
their children’s schools?

 How can schools and local administrators best facilitate this 
involvement?

 What are teachers’ and policymakers’ understandings of 
refugee parental involvement?



Voices from the Field

Prabana, mother of two, from Nepal: 

“ I don’t know about the children. I also went to 9 o’clock 
school. After school, I have to went to work. That’s why I 
cannot meet even children in the whole day, I look only in 
the night in the bed. What they need? What they like to eat? 
I cannot ask any question.”



Voices from the Field

Hila, mother of two, from Nepal:

“ Yes I need something. Because he…want to the learn 
computer engineering and international business. He told 
me, ‘Mom, I need to learn this one.’ Because I come 
America only three years, I have job, my husband has no 
job, one person got a job but four people to cover, see? 
Because I don’t have money also, I don’t have idea also. So 
when to go apply for this learning, who is help my kid for 
help the education? … Sometimes I ask, ‘How much does 
this stuff [cost] the money?’ He also [say], ‘I don’t know 
how much.’ That’s why, how much does learning for pay, 
who is help? What place does the learning, the class, I don’t 
know. ”



Contributions of the Study

 No significant differences in refugee families’ 
parental involvement based on their country of 
origin

 Refugee families are meaningfully involved in their 
children’s education

 Additional barriers to refugee parental involvement: 
communication failures & lack of information on 
school system

 Families’ feelings on their involvement 


