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The purpose of these activities is to
• share professional experiences working with immigrants and refugees.

• share strategies to address cross-cultural and linguistic challenges.

• build multicultural competence by learning about immigrant 
experiences.

The activities are organized by profession and center on one or more short
scenes from the series. Depending on the time available, participants can focus
only on the key scene or draw upon additional scenes to explore a variety of
relevant issues.To reinforce the insights that emerge from these discussions,
we suggest that cross-cultural and language issues be integrated into the entire
training curriculum.The aim is to build awareness so that professionals contin-
ue to ask themselves, "How might X approach need to be modified in working
with a different community?" or "What cultural assumptions do we need to be
careful about making when we do Y?"

Each of the three professions has a section with its own objectives, key scenes
and discussion topics. But all three sections begin with asking participants to
name the challenges they anticipate and end with addressing the barriers that
get in the way of full, effective community service.

V. Professional Development for 
Educators and Health Care and 
Mental Health Care Providers
The activities in this section address the challenges of working with diverse com-
munities, dealing with cross-cultural and language issues, and providing quality
service to all members of the community.These discussions are intended to draw
out the knowledge and expertise that educators and health care and mental health
care professionals already bring to these challenges and to outline the systemic
support that would help all professionals work and communicate more effectively
with all populations.This set of professionals was chosen because their work is
reflected in the stories of THE NEW AMERICANS and because they are likely to
interact with immigrants and refugees in every community.



A. Educators
Immigrant and refugee adults seek education for a variety of purposes, but 
primarily for English, job skills or academic development (basic education or
higher education).They may be grouped with other newcomers in ESOL or
vocational ESOL classes or be mixed in with English speakers in job training or
academic settings. In any of these contexts, language and culture are factors in
shaping the relationship between teachers and students and in framing their
expectations of one another. In addition to these cross-cultural issues, teachers
may be unaware of the many factors that affect immigrants’ and refugees’ ability
to attend and thrive in a classroom, factors such as trauma from past experiences
of violence, gender expectations that place family before education, lack of
control over shifting work schedules and so on.

The objectives of this section are to help educators of adult immigrants
and refugees

• identify factors that affect immigrant and refugee learning and 
participation.

• recognize the linguistic and cultural competencies necessary to 
work with immigrant students.

• consider ways to build upon the language and experience of 
immigrant students.

1. Your Experience
In pairs, talk about one interaction with an immigrant or refugee student that
was successful and one that was not.What were the factors that contributed to
each? Compile a whole-group list of all of these factors.

2. Viewing and Discussing Key Scenes
Prepare participants for viewing by setting the context for what they’re about
to see.

Ask them to note  when any factor from their group-generated list appears in
the scene. Have participants share those observations after viewing the scene.

Then choose from these discussion questions.

Example Scene: Ngozi in nursing class
[Episode 1, Hour 2]
Discussion Questions

• What do you see happening here? What went well? What didn’t go well?

• It is likely that Ngozi told the teachers that she understood what they
were teaching her.Why might she do that?

• Has this interaction with the teacher helped Ngozi learn the 
information? What might help her?

• What strategies might the teacher use to give Ngozi the extra support
she needs?

• What strategies might a teacher use to distinguish between language 
difficulties and learning disabilities?

• Why is it that immigrants and refugees who learned English in their
home countries may still struggle to express themselves and to compre-
hend conversations in some settings? What are the implications for the
way we assess their learning?
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• Immigrant and refugee students often struggle in unexpected ways with
academic tasks. For example, Ngozi is extremely motivated to become a
nurse’s assistant and finds every means to study, yet she still struggles
with her coursework.What must we consider in assessing the sources of
immigrant students’ learning struggles? What must be considered in sup-
porting their academic success?

Example Scene: Israel and Ngozi at the Immigrant 
Counseling Office and the Public Aid Office
[Episode 1, Hour 1]
Discussion Questions

• In the Immigrant Counseling Office, how well do the "students" seem to
be learning from the counselor? What signals are you observing? How
might it be harder to read the signals across cultures?

• How would you assess the effectiveness of the Public Aid officer’s lesson
about the link card? What advice would you give her about "teaching"
immigrant clients?

• The officer asks if they have any questions, a common strategy teachers
use for checking student comprehension. Is it likely that immigrant clients
will have questions for her? Why or why not? What other strategies can
educators use to check that they’ve been understood?

Example Scene: Naima in English class
[Episode 3, Hour 5]
Discussion Questions

• How well do you think this ESOL class is meeting Naima’s learning
needs? How can you tell?

• Naima enjoys her English class, but then doesn’t want to speak English
with Hatem.What factors support or hamper language learners speaking
English outside of class?

• What ambivalence might immigrants or refugees have about 
learning English?

• How might ambivalence about being here affect their learning?
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3. Exploring Other Education Themes
For discussion of additional education issues that affect quality service to
immigrants, select from these topics.

a. Cultural Assumptions
What assumptions about education (for example, about teaching approaches
or the level of formality in the classroom) might affect a student’s ability to
learn in a new culture?

b. Use of Native Language
What is the role of native languages in the classroom? When are they helpful?
When are they not?

c. Teaching Approaches
In what ways can finding out about the lives of immigrant and refugee stu-
dents help you teach them more effectively? In what ways can this information
be integrated into the course curriculum?

d. Educational Content
Besides communication skills, what skills and knowledge are needed to be 
educationally successful? How do immigrant students learn these?

e. Barriers to Learning
• What are some barriers to learning that may impact immigrant and

refugee students particularly? What is the teacher’s role in addressing
those barriers?

• Immigrant and refugee children often have experienced a great deal of
educational instability, including interruptions in their education and dif-
ferent types of school settings. Refugee children in particular have probably
experienced trauma and deprivation, especially if they have spent time
in a refugee camp.What struggles might they experience in school, in
addition to the expected challenge of mastering English? When they do
struggle, how can we assess the source of the difficulty? What supports
do they need to be successful?

4. Structural Factors
What are the structural or institutional factors that affect your ability to deliver
quality service to immigrant students? If participants have difficulty generating
a list, prompt them with these questions.

• What training have you received in working with immigrants and
refugees?

• How much time do you have to communicate fully with all students?

• How much multilingual support is available to you?

• What kind of resources and support would you want to see for yourself
and others?

• What venues are available to address these issues?

Resources for Further Research
Students, community organizations, and education and health professionals can
find additional resources and references on relevant topics and web links to
related organizations for further exploration into issues arising from THE NEW
AMERICANS at www.itvs.org/outreach/newamericans/guide
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B. Health Care Providers
When considering how best to serve immigrant and refugee patients, health
care providers often focus on the impact that language differences have on
provider-patient communication.This is a legitimate concern because even 
fluent English speakers may be unfamiliar with medical terminology. Moreover,
even when an interpreter is available, communication gaps may emerge if
providers are not accustomed to interacting through an intermediary.
However, in addition to these linguistic factors, it is equally critical to consider
the impact that culturally based differences have on beliefs about medical
care. Like any discipline, medicine rests on an often tacit set of assumptions: in
this case, about what constitutes health, what causes illness, how healing
occurs, how medical care is accessed and how to develop a collaborative rela-
tionship with one’s patients. Health care providers must challenge themselves
to identify these assumptions and question their universality, then explore how
to negotiate a shared understanding of medical care with their patients.

Just as educators must take into account the unique experiences that have
shaped the lives of immigrants and refugees, so must health care providers.
Accurate assessment requires providers to know what diseases are endemic to
the area of the world from which their patients have migrated, what health
risks may be associated with their current occupational settings and what
stressors are present in their daily lives. Immigrants and refugees who have
experienced violence and/or state-sponsored torture may struggle with trust-
ing their health care providers and may even associate the medical setting
with prior trauma (a physician is present at a staggering percentage of torture
sessions).This section can help health care practitioners find ways to gently
and sensitively uncover this information and learn about the  skills necessary
for providing optimal health care to immigrants and refugees.

The objectives of this section are to help health care professionals
• identify the health risks associated with immigrant and refugee popula-

tions.

• identify risk factors for health problems in this population.

• recognize the linguistic and cultural competencies necessary to work
with immigrant clients.

• be aware of the information that must be gathered to accurately assess
immigrant clients’ needs and plan effective interventions.

1. Your Experience
In pairs, talk about one interaction with an immigrant or refugee family that
was successful and one that was not.What were the factors that contributed to
each? What issues prompted these clients to seek services? Compile a whole-
group list of factors that contributed to the success of the interaction and
issues that precipitated the contact.
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2. Viewing and Discussing Key Scenes
Prepare participants for viewing by setting the context for what they’re 
about to see.

Ask them to note when any  factor from their group-generated list appears in
the scene. Have them share their observations after they view the scene.

Then choose from these discussion questions.

Example Scene: Israel’s experience at the doctor’s
[Episode 1 , Hour 2]
Discussion Questions

• What assumptions does the doctor make about Israel’s past health care?

• What do the doctors learn from Israel about his health history? His cul-
ture? His current life? How well do they consider these factors when
they develop a health care plan for him?

• How should a patient’s immigration experience affect how the provider
carries out a medical interview and physical examination?

• What did the provider do to enhance or diminish establishing a trusting
relationship with the patient?

• What does the doctor’s directive to "not work" mean for Israel?

• What do you predict will happen to Israel in terms of his health?

• What are Israel’s and Ngozi’s reactions to Western "preventive medicine"?

• How well has the health care system met Israel and Ngozi’s needs, from
both their and the public health perspective?

• What would be helpful for immigrants to know about the health care
system? How can this information be communicated to them?

• What do you think would be helpful for health care professionals to
know about immigrants?

• How does stereotyping occur and how does it affect interaction with
patients?

Example Scene: Ngozi’s experience at the doctor’s
[Episode 1, Hour 2]
Discussion Questions

• Ngozi struggles with the information that she’s a tuberculosis carrier.
Since she comes from a country where there is no treatment for latent
TB, how do you explain the difference between latent and active TB to
her so that she will not feel scared or stigmatized and will be willing to
pay the cost of the medications even though only one out of ten untreat-
ed latent cases ever become active?

• What issues does the scene raise about patients coming from cultures
where they’re not used to having medical information or making medical
decisions?

• How do you think people unfamiliar with health issues of refugees and
immigrants will treat Ngozi if they learn she is a TB carrier? How will
other Nigerians treat her and her family if they learn she has TB?

• It is likely that Ngozi told the medical staff that she understood the infor-
mation they were giving her about TB. Did she? What could they do to
make sure?
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Example Scene: Pedro talking about working 
conditions in the meatpacking plant
[Episode 2, Hour 4]
Discussion Questions

¥ Among low-wage immigrant workers, what work-related health issues
might be pertinent to screen for?

¥ What questions would a provider need to ask Pedro in order to develop
an effectiveÑone that he will be able to carry outÑtreatment plan for
his repetitive stress injury?

Example Scene: Nora speaking of pesticide exposure
[Episode 3, Hour 4]
Discussion Questions

¥ Among farm workers, what work-related health issues might be pertinent
to screen for?

¥ What questions would a provider need to ask Nora in order to develop
an effectiveÑone that she will be able to carry outÑtreatment plan for
her pesticide exposure?

¥ What is a providerÕs role in intervening when a community of patients
are put at risk?
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3. Exploring Other Health Care Themes
For discussion of additional health issues that affect quality of care to 
immigrants, select from these topics and scenes.

a. Cultural Expectations of Health Care
What do providers tend to assume patients know about the health care sys-
tem? About the patient/provider relationship? Western medicine?

Scene: IsraelÕs doctorÕs appointment

b. Communication Issues
What difficulties have you had communicating with immigrant/refugee
patients? What difficulties do you think immigrant patients have had communi-
cating with you? What are the additional barriers you have faced with limited
English proficient patients when you used interpreters? How does an inter-
preter affect the process?

Scenes: NgoziÕs interpretation of her TB results; orientation at
the welfare office for LINKS cards

Comprehension during everyday social encounters in a new language is a chal-
lenge. Understanding the more technical language used in encounters with pro-
fessionals can be even more difficult.What can we do to ensure that immigrants
and refugees are fully comprehending conversations in mental health settings?

Scenes: Chicago public assistance office; Israel and Ngozi at
the doctorÕs office (high blood pressure and TB scene)



Then choose from these discussion questions.

Example Scene: Tensions between Barine and her daughters

Discussion Questions
• What is your first impression of Barine? What are her strengths? What

would be the challenges of forming a relationship with her?

• What complaints do Barine and her daughters voice about each other?
Play the roles of Nini and Zina. Describe your struggles to get along with
your peers and your mother’s reaction to them. Play the role of Barine
and explain your approach to parenting in the United States.

• The intergenerational tension we witness between Barine and her daugh-
ters is frequently seen in families who are new Americans.Why do con-
flicts such as theirs occur? On first impression, who are you pulled to
"side" with? How can we find ways to ally with both sides in the family
rift and to promote understanding between the generations?

• After Nini has a run-in with one of her teachers, her counselor Ginger
says to her, "You’ve become what you told me you didn’t want to
become: an American student." What does this imply about Nini’s own
acculturation goals? Does it suggest any common ground between Nini
and her mother?

• Adolescence is a trying time for many U.S.-born families.What additional
challenges are faced by  teens and parents who are new Americans?
What struggles are Nini and Zina facing at school and with their peers?

• What strategies do we usually advise parents to use in dealing with their
teens? How would these strategies need to be modified when working
with immigrant and refugee families?

• Acculturation inevitably involves renegotiating one’s sense of personal
and ethnocultural identity.This is a process of making decisions (con-
scious and unconscious) about what parts of one’s home culture to
retain and what aspects of the mainstream culture to embrace.
Immigrant teens may feel pressured by their families to maintain cultural
traditions at the same time that they are pulled to assimilate into the
world of their U.S.-born peers. Evidence suggests that developing an inte-
grated or bicultural ethnic identity—preserving significant aspects of
one’s home culture and also participating in "American" culture—is asso-
ciated with a healthy adjustment to life in the United States. How would
you utilize this information if you were working with Barine and her
daughters?

• School-based counselors have a unique vantage point from which to pos-
itively intervene in the lives of immigrant youth. Not only can they
observe students’ struggles firsthand, but they also can offer assistance in
the students’ natural environment, without the perceived stigma that
seeking specialized mental health services may entail.What are some
ways that counselors and other school personnel can help address the
conflicts that can arise between U.S.-born and  immigrant and refugee
teens in schools?

• What other supports exist or could potentially be recruited to help the
family resolve their conflicts?
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b. The Flores Family
Participants will view several scenes of the Flores family, before and after their
arrival in the United States. Pedro Flores, like many immigrants and refugees,
has endured a prolonged and painful separation from his family in order to
work in the United States.The family treasures his infrequent visits and dreads
his departures.Their yearning to live together again is tempered by his wife
Ventura’s ambivalence about leaving Mexico.The scenes portray another varia-
tion on the way parent-child relationships—as well as marital relationships—
can be strained by different rates of acculturation among members of immi-
grant families.The goals are to reflect on (1) what factors put an immigrant at
risk for a difficult adjustment to life in the United States; (2) how a long period
of living apart can change the dynamics within an immigrant family; and (3)
how a parent’s acculturative stress can unintentionally put her children at risk
for future difficulties.

Example Scenes: Pedro’s visit home; Ventura struggling to sign
the visa application; saying good-bye to Ventura’s father

Discussion Questions
• What are your first impressions of Pedro,Ventura, Nora and Pedrito?

What are their respective roles in the family?

• How has the long separation affected Pedro and Ventura’s relationship?

• What does going to America mean for each family member? What are
their hopes? Their reservations?

• Who do you predict will have the easiest time adjusting to life in the
United States? Who do you think will have the most difficult time?

Example Scene: The Flores family after six months 
in Garden City, Kansas

Discussion Questions
• Contrast the family as they appear now with how they appeared in prior

scenes. How has the move to America affected their relationships? Is this
what you predicted?

• What factors are contributing to Ventura’s distress?

• How is her sadness affecting her parenting and decision making for the
family? What is the potential impact of the move to California on the
children?

• What supports would be helpful to Ventura? How accessible are these
supports to her?

• Nora is unhappy with the decision to move, but does not challenge it.
Why not?

Example Scene: The family’s arrival in California

Discussion Questions
• What is the emotional state of each of the family members after their

move to California?

• What resources are now available to them? What new problems 
will they face?

• What do you predict for each of the family members?
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Discussion Questions If Both Scenes Are Viewed

• How are the parent-child tensions within each family different from each
other? Different from the other families? How are they similar to each
other and to the other families?

• Why do Nini and Zina "rebel" while Nora complies with her mother’s
wishes despite disagreeing?

• What approach would you take to help each family address their 
conflicts?

3. Exploring Other Mental Health Care Themes
a. Coping with Stress
We know that resilience in the face of stress is related to three factors: individual
temperament, family support and social support outside of the family setting

• How do we see these factors operating to buffer the immigrants and
refugees against the negative effects of stress? What coping styles seem
to help each new American persist through difficult times while adjust-
ing to life in the United States?

• How does the loss of extended family affect stress and coping? Which
family members seem to bear the heaviest burden of this loss? What fac-
tors seem to mediate the distress it causes?

• In addition to traditional mental health services, what avenues for sup-
port and outreach could be mobilized to help immigrants cope?
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b. Acculturative Stress and Cultural Bereavement
There are two types of distress specific to immigrants and refugees that have
been discussed in the mental health literature.Acculturative stress refers to the
emotional difficulties associated with the process of learning to function in a
new linguistic and cultural environment. Cultural bereavement refers to the
sense of grief an individual or community feels when they are cut off from
their home culture.

Scenes: Just about any scene

How do you see these concepts being played out in the film? How can mental
health professionals assess the impact of acculturative stress and cultural
bereavement on immigrant and refugee clients?

Scene: Israel explaining the Nigerian saying "Man proposes,
God disposes"

Israel makes frequent references to his life being controlled by God, rather
than being in his own hands. In a mental health setting, we might consider
this type of attribution overly passive or a way of relinquishing responsibili-
ty for one’s own actions. Does this seem to be the case for Israel? What
other interpretations could apply? Is it ever adaptive to believe that you are
not in control of your own destiny?



c. Building the Therapeutic Relationship
Working with an immigrant or refugee client usually means trying to establish
a relationship with someone who differs from you in significant ways, includ-
ing race, ethnicity, native language, political views and cultural values. Part of
the presenting problem may involve that person’s negative feelings or ambiva-
lence about being in the United States. How can you monitor your own reac-
tions to your client to make sure these differences are not impeding your abili-
ty to form a working alliance?

Scenes: Barine talking about black Americans’ questions about
Africa; Israel’s conversation in the waiting area at the driver’s
license office

What stereotypes and misunderstandings do white Americans and black
Americans express about black Africans? How do you think it feels to be the
object of these misunderstandings? How might this type of misconception on
your part impact your therapeutic relationship with a client who is a new
American? How can you learn more about an immigrant or refugee client’s
home country and culture? If you have expressed a misunderstanding, how
can you repair the breach?

There are a number of reasons an immigrant or refugee client might hesitate to
trust a mental health professional.What potential barriers to trust should we
be cognizant of? In what ways might an immigrant client communicate their
discomfort? How can mental health providers respond to this challenge?

In the immigrant and refugee population, mental health issues often manifest
as medical concerns.Why do you think this is so? If you suspect a medical
complaint really reflects a psychological issue, how can you discuss this in a
way that will not confuse or alienate a client that is a new American?
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