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Abstract
The lives of Somali born high school students are complicated by intersections
with both race and religion. They often carry refugee histories of trauma and
displacement that are further exacerbated during the resettlement process.
Schools are struggling to make the kinds of accommodations that will honor the
Somali Muslim identity. This study uses hermeneutic and post-intentional
phenomenology to look deeply at the lives of these young people. Bachelardʼs
reverie is used to place the researcher critically within the analysis in an attempt
to create a transparent and meaningful look at understanding the complexity of
their experiences. Educators are called upon to recognize the hegemonic forces
that marginalize these students as well as recognize how these forces are
traumatic in their lives. Educators are also encouraged to adopt critical
pedagogies that open themselves up to the life experiences of their Somali born
students.
Keywords: Somali, high school, refugee, critical pedagogy, adolescent trauma,
cultural humility, intersectionality, hermeneutic phenomenology, post-intentional
phenomenology, Bachelardʼs phenomenology of the imagination
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Chapter 1
Inspiration for the Study
For almost 17 years, I worked at crisis shelter for runaway and homeless
youth. Each of these youth lived outside of what was termed normal. Each of
them carried complex histories of violence, abuse, abandonment, or
marginalization; many carried all of these burdens. These youth had lived
experiences that most of their peers did not. These youth were often angry and
mistrustful, but they were also weary and wise in ways that others only acquired
through age. Sometimes, they were trapped within descriptions of trouble that
overshadowed their other parts of self.
The shelter was often a place of sanctuary for youth from those histories.
Youth found opportunities to talk, listen, and reconsider themselves. In this
place, as in other safe youth spaces, there were opportunities to briefly escape
the many descriptions of deficiency that these youth were given. For short
periods, these young people could be more than just troubled, dangerous, sad,
and/or pitiful. The young person who was suspended four times from his high
school had opportunities to become the sensitive kid who gave advice to others
in support group or wrote heart-wrenching poetry or made us laugh all through
dinner. For many youth, it was a liberating experience to allow new narratives
about their lives to emerge.
One of the young people was an Ethiopian girl who I will call Ayana. She
had come to Minnesota as a refugee with the fragments of her original family. In
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Minnesota, she had many problems in her relationship with her step-dad, fought
with peers frequently, and had trouble with her teachers in school. Ayana left
home many times and ended up in the shelter. After her shelter stay, Ayana
started attending a weekly support group with us. She was very committed to the
group, and shared her struggles and triumphs with us. She has an infectious
spirit, and her reactions to ideas new to her brought me to belly laughter on a
number of occasions. She was sweet and funny and a positive leader to the
other youth in the group. It brought a smile to my face just to see her walk into
the room. Yet outside our space, she was a girl who carried many descriptions of
trouble- getting suspended from school frequently, arrested, and eventually,
expelled.
I was always in awe when Ayana took opportunities to express herself and
explain her world to us. Her history had been one of displacement and violence
where her father had been killed, her family split, and years were spent in a
refugee camp. Her stories were heartbreaking. Even when she came with the
remnants of her family to this country, the struggles of navigating her culture of
origin with American culture seemed to be constant. And yet she sat among us,
often the first to laugh or express a child-like wonder at a new idea. Even as I
write this, I canʼt help but smile at the memories of her. She taught me many
things, but chief among them is the idea that the lived experiences of refugee
youth likely have many unexplored layers- experiences that are unique and
evocative- experiences that havenʼt been given sufficient voice in this country.
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Years later, I taught a class on the lives of adolescents. It was my
intention that the students be steered away from seeing youth as problems and,
instead, they be encouraged to think about the lives of youth as a whole- their
dreams, intentions, what lives in their heart. This is how youth can be reached. I
felt that the problems that youth experience were myriad and well covered by
research on drugs, alcohol, teen pregnancy, homelessness, etc. Yet, these
categories offer little information about young people themselves, their dreams,
or how they grew beyond those problems.
Some groups of youth came in to speak to my class about their
experiences. I knew that Somali born students had been having trouble in the
area high schools, and I found a group of Somali born girls who were willing to
come to my class and talk about their experiences in school. They were only a
few years removed from refugee camps in Africa, but their English was excellent.
Each was dressed in a hijab. All of them came from area high schools, and
recently these schools had made headlines because Somali born students had
complained of discrimination. Students reported feeling unsafe in the schools.
These young women were far from reserved. Instead, they were smiling
and lively. When they talked about their high school experiences, they often
nodded and giggled with one another. They spoke of the experience of feeling
very exotic and different. They talked of hearing students make comments about
their Muslim religion. And they talked of feeling isolated.
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One of the girls talked about being the only Somali born girl in one of her
classrooms. This bright, positive girl talked about how everyone talked to
everyone around her, but nobody ever talked to her. She said that she wanted to
reach out and talk, but there were so many of them and only one of her. The
separation between her world and theirs existed even though they were mere
inches from one another on a daily basis. She had found no space in her high
school to display the easy, friendly personality she brought to my classroom as a
speaker.
These young Somali born women reminded me of Ayana, and as my
dissertation neared, I felt a really strong pull to learn more about these young
people and their stories. I wanted to know these stories, hoping to capture
glimpses of both their struggles and the resilience that keeps them moving
forward.
Rationale
The Somali Diaspora involved the often violent and involuntary
displacement of Somali people from their homeland. Often on foot, with only the
belongings and food that could be carried, Somalis fled to neighboring countries
where they were gathered in refugee camps (Hough, 2011; Yusuf, 2012).
The use of the word Diaspora is important because like the exodus of
Jews from Israel, Somali people have had to disperse to different lands in order
to survive. Originally used to describe the “Jewish experience of dispersion and
displacement”, diaspora was used in the 1960ʼs to describe the African
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experience of being kidnapped and removed from their homelands for the
purposes of the slave trade (Turner & Kleist, 2013, p. 194).
Gilroy (1993) separates the original concept of diaspora relating to the
Jewish experience with his own ideas relating to the African experience. The
classic interpretation of diaspora assumes that the groupʼs identity or
consciousness is maintained despite the separation. Gilroy (1993) writes about
the African diaspora in reference to the slave trade as a hybrid interpretation
where culture and identity becomes a mixture of influences. Referring to Gilroyʼs
understanding of the diasporic experience, Biglelow states that “communities
retain unifying cultural or historical threads among them but change and adapt in
innumerable ways across the places where those communities evolve around the
world” (p. 3).
Due to the war still raging in their homeland, Somali people were given
opportunities for migration to other countries, and thus, the diaspora of Somali
people around the globe began. Minnesota became a destination for Somalis
looking for safety and economic opportunity, eventually growing to the point that
the state now has the largest concentration of Somalis in the country (Hadjiyanni,
2007; Yusuf, 2012). Unofficial estimates suggest that there may be as many as
75,000 Somalis in Minnesota as of 2006 (Pavlish, Noor, and Brandt, 2010).
What is the assimilation process like for newcomers who sit outside
primary hegemonic discourses in so many significant ways including culture,
language, race, and religion? Is the process of assimilation working? And is
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assimilation a model of integration that is effective in both welcoming and
ensuring the success of these newcomers? These questions are some that
should be pondered when examining the lived experience of being Somali in
outstate Minnesota high schools.

Statement of the Problem
Minnesota has fewer immigrants 7% than the national average 13%
(www.mncompass.org). Yet, Minnesota has a larger percentage of refugees to
immigrant ratio than the rest of the United States. Of immigrants to Minnesota,
24-46% of them have come as refugees (Shandy & Fennelly, 2008), triple the
growth of other states in the last 25 years (www.mncompass.org). With the influx
of newcomers to Minnesota comes pressure on school systems to meet their
educational needs. Teachers are expected to understand the global identities of
these newcomers when they are only prepared to teach in a system that values
continuity and stability (Oikonomidoy, 2009).
“Teachers who are a part of these institutional contexts often find
themselves struggling to meet the needs of refugee students. They may lack the
knowledge of or experience working with students from diverse backgrounds”
(Roxas, 2010, p. 66). Shandy and Fennelly (2008) found that only 40% of Somali
refugees graduated high school in outstate schools compared to 66% of Somalis
graduating in metropolitan areas. Additionally, only 22% of Somali refugees have
completed college compared to 63% rate for all students entering a four-year
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institution of higher education (www.ohe.state.mn.us; Shandy & Fennelly, 2008).
Bigelow (2010) reinforces the assertions that Somali students are not doing well
in school, further indicating that school policies are impacting the educational
opportunities of refugee youth. “Failing to educate underschooled immigrant
youth is typically the result of systemic problems fueled by a complex web of
educational policies that unfold in day to day practices in classrooms” (Bigelow,
2010, p.123).
Because of circumstances inherent to the refugee experience, refugees
tend to arrive in country with few material resources, family support, and less
education than other kinds of immigrants (UNHCR, 2009). Somali newcomers
have the added burden of being ʻracializedʼ refugees because of skin color,
traumatic memories from the war in Somalia and subsequent flight, and their
status as religious minorities (Ellis, MacDonald, Lincoln, & Cabral, 2008; Roxas &
Roy, 2012). Roxas and Roy (2012) reported that refugee students and their
families often experienced school as an isolating place where they are not
accepted, resulting in lower achievement scores on standardized tests, higher
dropout rates, and disruptive behaviors.
An overwhelming majority of Somali refugees in Minnesota identify as
Sunni Muslim (Shandy & Fennelly, 2008; Yusuf, 2012). Post 9/11, Muslims are
often portrayed as uneducated extremists. Islamophobia, the fear and/or hatred
of Muslims has “created a tendency to conflate all Muslims as belonging to a
single nation of Islam that does not recognize and respect boundaries imposed
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by western geopolitics” (Afshar, 2013, p. 9). Schooling for Muslim youth requires
attention to dietary needs, allowing for prayer during the school day, recognizing
religious holiday, and accommodating dress requirements for girls. Basford
(2010) noted that many schools have made only perfunctory attempts to make
these shifts, creating a school environment that is excluding of these students,
causing these students to develop “apathetic and dissonant attitudes toward their
education” (p. 488).
Somali newcomer students face many barriers to equity with their
schooling. Schools are often unprepared to handle the rapidly growing influx of
English language learners, and ill-prepared to welcome them in ways that honor
and respect the identities they already have (Basford, 2010; Fine, Jaffe-Walker,
Pedraza, Futch, & Stoudt, 2007). “The reproduction of social inequality leads to
the alienation and disempowerment of students from marginalized groups in U.S.
public schools” (Roxas, 2010, p. 66).
There are many ways in which Somali born students are perceived as and
treated as the ʻotherʼ in American schooling. Whether it be their racialized status
as African born, their religion as Muslim and the weight of what that means in a
post 9/11 world, their dress, trauma history, language, or cultural norms; Somali
born students experience many challenges to their identity through schooling. It
is crucial that educators take time to understand the complexity of what their
experience.
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Potential Significance of the Study

The significance of this study is in giving educators a chance to consider
the complexity of the Somali born refugee student experience in American high
schools, particularly the experience of these students in Minnesota outstate high
schools. In teasing apart the many factors that make up the Somali born student
identity, educators can better understand the needs of these students and how to
best support them. Finally, there is significance merely in bearing witness to their
struggles, their hopes, and their dreams so that voices that are so often muted by
the dominant discourse can be elevated.
Cultural and Racial Affiliations
Throughout this paper, I will be referring to the participants as Somali born
youth or Somali born newcomers as being Somali-born as part of the criteria of
the study. I do this rather than calling them merely Somali because they are in
the process of acculturating in the U.S., and most of them have had many more
years in this country than their country of origin. I never asked them if they were
citizens nor whether they desired to be, and I feel it is presumptuous to refer to
them as Somali-American as this was another question I never asked. If I am
referring to students of Somali heritage that extend beyond the scope of this
study, I will use the term, Somali-identified because I donʼt know where they were
born, I have not asked them as to whether they consider themselves citizens,
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and I, again, want to extend the courtesy of identifying them beyond that of a
strictly foreign designation.
How long does a person have to live in this country to be an American?
Does citizenship actually make you an American? These questions have
plagued me through the course of this work as never before. I choose to use
newcomer rather than refugee as a descriptor because it has been used to
understand these students from a standpoint of deficit. I will only use the term
refugee if it is in the context of researcher usage.
Keddie (2012) refers to the homogenizing of refugee student identities
through a lens that focuses on the trauma of their pre-migration experiences,
language barriers, and lack of social capital. This positions the reader to look on
the participants as victims. I donʼt wish to portray these participants as victims.
In my interactions with them, they were fierce defenders of identity and their
place in this world.
As a professor, I have known many Hmong American students who are
still called Hmong despite the fact that they are second-generation immigrants
with citizenship. Every semester, I ask my new Hmong American students about
this, and they seemed surprised at the question. When I ask them about their
comfort with the racial/culture designation of Hmong despite their many years in
this country, they have indicated that they thought it had to do with peopleʼs need
to assign them racially and/or to exclude them from social citizenship. When I
ask them how they would prefer to be referred culturally, if that need has to be
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satisfied for some reason, they are usually most intrigued with being referred to
as Hmong American.
Because this feels like a conundrum, I will be speaking about their
American peers in the analysis as American born rather than American. I feel it
more accurately identifies the complexity of what is American and offers respect
to my participants who are designated by the country of their birth. I will only
identify them racially if the participant does. I hope that, in this way, I can lessen
the exclusionary power of who gets to be American in this country.
Goals of the Study
This study explores the lived experience of being Somali born refugee
students in Minnesota outstate high schools. The goal of the study is to inspire
the reader to a greater understanding of the Somali born student experience in
school. It is hoped that the reader doesnʼt find truths about the experiences of
these students. Rather, the intent is for the reader to be inspired and to expand
their knowledge of the complexity of the Somali born student experience.
Research Questions
The original question for this study was strictly a hermeneutic
phenomenological one- What is the lived experience of being a Somali refugee
student in an outstate Minnesota high school?
As time went on and the methodology grew to include post intentional ideas,
the question no longer needed to stay situated specifically within that framework.
Through the analysis process, the responses drifted into three areas. Three

12
questions emerged under the umbrella out of the original question that informed
how the analysis was formed.
1. What are the experiences of Somali born newcomers with teachers and
administrators in Minnesota outstate high schools?
2. What are the experiences of Somali born newcomers with peersAmerican and Somali born- in Minnesota outstate high schools?
3. What are the experiences of Somali born newcomers related to identity in
Minnesota outstate high schools.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Introduction
To understand the lives of Somali refugee students, itʼs important to start
with an understanding of the refugee experience. The challenge and sacrifice
inherent in this experience is significant to understanding the lives of these youth.
Additionally, this review looks at the research regarding refugee students in
American schools. Through this, the review touches on issues of acculturation,
assimilation, racialized identities, racialization, islamophobia, the ʻotheringʼ of
students, refugee trauma, and the various forms of educational hegemony.
Refugees
The journey of newcomers to this country has come in many forms. Some
come to this country seeking opportunity or education, while others came to be
with family members here. After World War II, there were so many displaced
persons within Europe that the newly formed United Nations established an
agency called the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in
1950 (www.unhcr.org). In the beginning, the mandate was to help displaced
persons for three years and then disband. Very soon, it became clear that the
problem of displaced persons in fear of persecution would not end with World
War II. The most recent UNHCR statistics state that the agency has 34.4 million
people under its umbrella of concerns that include internally displaced persons,
refugees, returnees, stateless persons, and asylum seekers (www.unhcr.org).
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It is important to distinguish the difference between an immigrant and a
refugee. Different than the immigrant experience, the refugee experience often
includes people who have fled war, persecution, and starvation (www.unhcr.org).
The refugee experience is not one of choice but one of necessity. A refugee is
defined by the United Nations in 1951 as someone “who owing to well-founded
fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality,
and unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of
that country” (UNHCR, 2009).
The enactment of the Refugee Act in 1980 was an important milestone for
refugees because it brought the U.S. definition of refugee in line with the U.N.
definition. Prior to 1980, only persons leaving communist countries were
considered refugees by the U.S. government. Additionally, before the Refugee
Act of 1980, very few immigrants to the United States were from Africa (Njue &
Retish, 2010). Voluntary immigrants choose to reside in a new country. Usually,
they have time to think about their choice, have sufficient financial resources, and
may be highly educated (McBrien, 2005).
This study will center on the lives of Somali refugee young people who
have had to flee their homeland with their families, have been housed in camps
for years, and then have been resettled in places far from home. The focus will
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be in the experiences they have trying to negotiate culture and schooling in a
new world.
The Somali Diaspora in Context
In 1991, Somalia was a little known country in Africaʼs horn. A civil war
erupted that brought chaos, starvation, and brutality to the citizens of the nation.
The Somali government was overthrown. “By 1992, more than 1.5 million people
were in danger of starvation because of the civil war and 45 percent of the
population had either escaped the country or were displaced from their homes”
(Aamodt, 2006, p. 60). The United States led a humanitarian mission into the
country in 1992 that made little impact on the situation but left 18 U.S. soldiers
dead (Aamodt, 2006; Bigelow, 2008; Langellier, 2010; Lindley, 2009).
Soon Somali citizens, hoping for safety and economic security, began a
diaspora to nations around the globe that has lasted almost two decades
(Aamodt, 2006; Farid & McMahon, 2004; Langellier, 2010). Many Somalis fled to
refugee camps in neighboring countries, taking with them little more than they
could carry on their backs (Yusuf, 2012). The United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) (2009) reported that 2.25 million Somalis
were currently under their sphere of concern as refugees, asylum seekers,
internally displaced persons, or stateless persons. UNHCR also reported that
41% of all refugees and asylum seekers are children under the age of 18.
It is estimated that more than 50,000 and as many as 75,000-80,000
Somalis live in Minnesota, giving Minnesota the largest concentration of Somali
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people in the United States (www.culturalcareconnection.org,
www.minnesota.public.radio.org, Pavlish, et. al, 2010).
Refugees generally begin as asylum-seekers who seek international
protection. It is only when these claims of asylum have been determined that
they become refugees, individuals granted protection under UNHCR statute
(Global Trends, 2009).
“For refugees, the experience of fleeing, living in a camp for a long time
and moving to a new land is almost more than a person can bear” (Bigelow,
2008, p. 31). Many of the Somali children who are now in U.S. schools began
their lives in refugee camps in Africa (Aamodt, 2006). “Years in refugee camps,
such as Dadaab in Kenya, added trauma to the deaths, dislocations, and
separations brought on by their homelandʼs collapse” (Langellier, 2010, p. 68).
Somali refugees are often in camps for years before being resettled in a host
country. Many Somali refugees refer to the camps as their prisons, places they
must live for up to a decade (Refugees, 2002). In Dadaab, Kenya, there are
three separate camps housing up to 120,000 Somalis at any given time. The
region is described as “a wild, semi-desert region of tiny sand-blown settlements,
nomads, camels and goats and searing summer temperature” (Refugees, 2002,
p. 17).
The experience of being in a refugee camp is reflected in the poem,
“Between Lions Feeding and Lions Talking,”
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Although the border between Somali and Kenya is officially closed,
through acacia and thorn brush scrub that erases any boundary
drawn on a map, Thousands of Somalis are on the move day and
night through desert where only lions and hyenas and nomads have
their territory. On foot, in trucks, in minivans, over red sand roads
that turn to thigh deep mudholes in the rain, and in the current
drought hide huge rocks and potholes that can snap axles and blow
out tires, the women wearing hijabs, the menʼs faces plastered with
red dust, the refugees clutch their cellphones, waiting for the call
already from their kin in the camps near the northern Kenyan town
of Dadaab. (Sleigh, 2009, p. 25)
Farid and McMahon (2004) describe ramshackle housing in camps
surrounded by chain link fences. Those in charge of policing are often the
biggest perpetrators of robbery and rape. The food and medicine brought in is
often pilfered before it got to the refugees who needed it most. UNHCR (2002)
describes daily life for refugees, “Daily life is strictly regimented and boredom is a
way of life” (p. 17). Refugees in these camps subsist on a diet of dried corn, oil,
sugar, and a few condiments. Wilted vegetables or bits of meat have to be
purchased separately in a local market at elevated prices (UNHCR, 2002). Boyle
and Ali (2009) reported that Kenyan refugee camps near the Somali border were
open to attack. Women were at risk for rape, and it was unsafe to leave the
camps at night and often, during the day as well. Unable to make money
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independently, Somali refugees were entirely dependent on aid or resources from
relatives. The difficulty of refugee living is further described in the following
passage:
No job, no country to go back to, nothing but the endlessly routinized life of
a refugee queuing up for food, water, firewood, for household utensils, for
medical treatment, for every necessity of life, UNHCR, WFP, MSF, CARE,
and other NGOʼs (Sleigh, 2005, p. 25).
Yusuf (2012) reports the following testimonial of a father of five regarding
the experience within the refugee camps:
But I recall now that we ended up crossing the border to Kenya, to a small
camp there. After awhile, I left the camp, and through Nairobi got to yet
another camp in Mombasa. In that place, though it was safer than others
that we have heard about, death was a daily companion. Children, in
particular, were falling down dead like flies from countless diseases.
When they were not dying, they were suffering from lack of care or food. It
simply seemed that they were even dying from drinking water (p. 18).
Refugee Children and Trauma
McBrien (2005) reports that refugee children generally have been exposed
to numerous traumatic situations in their experiences as refugees. These
traumas can include family separation, risk of rape, abduction, and trafficking. In
the process of resettlement, refugees can face a number of challenges. Refugee
children tend to learn new languages before the adults in the home. Refugee
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children often experience huge gaps in their learning due to their sudden flight
from their country of origin, traumas, and refugee camp experience (Kia-Keating
& Ellis, 2007; McBrien, 2005). Kia-Keating and Ellis (2007) found that these
disruptions and traumas are particularly relevant to the experiences of Somali
refugee children. Survivors of trauma are prone to long lasting effects including
posttraumatic stress disorder, anxiety, sleep disturbances, depression, and
adjustment disorders (Halcon, Robertson, Savik, Johnson, Spring, Butcher,
Westmeyer, & Jaranson, 2004). Even children who donʼt remember the war itself
or the refugee camps are still impacted by the stories and stresses from parents,
older siblings, and relatives (Yusuf, 2012).
In addition to trauma caused in the country of origin, fleeing danger, and
subsequent time in refugee camps, it is important to discuss the trauma that
becomes a part of the resettlement process. The more stressful the resettlement
process, the stronger the underlying PTSD can manifest itself. “Exposure to
trauma and forced migration can be viewed as significant risk factors influencing
an adolescentʼs developmental trajectory (Ellis et al. 2008, p. 185). In addition to
navigating the normal adolescent tasks of self-discovery and autonomy, Somali
born refugee youth also must deal with the stresses of resettlement, assimilation
or acculturation, and discrimination. The stresses of resettlement have been
found to manifest in the presence of depression in young refugees (Ellis, et al.
2008).
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Refugee Students and Schooling
Education is not only a fundamental human right, but also an essential
component of refugee childrenʼs rehabilitation (McBrien, 2005). However, Somali
newcomer students face a number of challenges when trying to “fit in” at
American schools. These challenges include race, language differences, and
religion (Bigelow, 2008; Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; McBrien, 2005).
Kia-Keating and Ellis (2007) found that adjusting to school and finding a
sense of belonging in that community is crucial to the healthy adjustment of
refugee children. These researchers found that a positive connection to their
schooling is related to a number of positive outcomes, including improved selfconcept, social skills, motivation, academic achievement, and reduced
depression. Fitting in becomes increasingly complex as schools are set up to
accommodate Judeo-Christian values, particularly the Christian ones. School
holidays are specific to the Christian calendar. The specific needs of Muslim
students in relation to religion are not accommodated or done so reluctantly
(Bigelow, 2008).
Gitlin, Buendia, Crosland, and Doumbia (2003) described an inclusionaryexclusionary process that often happens to refugee and immigrant students in
school. The inclusionary-exclusionary process begins as refugee students are
taught that they are all the same and welcome, but are then taught White middle
class ideas as a means of helping them overcome their cultural deficits. It
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becomes a contradictory process of both welcoming the students as long as they
are willing to assimilate into majority cultural norms.
Dei (2007) found that schools are often too eager to take credit and
reluctant to take responsibility for the failures of youth in school. Often with
racialized students, the educational issues are explained away by raising issues
of community and family responsibility. Zero tolerance policies are used to expel
or suspend Black youth rather than take responsibility for the educational deficits
that schools are perpetuating through exclusionary practices.
Dei (2007) identified four conditions that are integral to ensuring academic
success for African students. First, students must have a strong and critical
sense of self as well as a sense of belonging so as to navigate the experiences
of conventional schooling. Second, students must have stable support networks
among family and community who can act as counsel to the students. Third,
students must be able to relate to the cultural and social conditions at the school.
Students must be able to understand the dominant structures at work in the
school. Fourth, students must be willing to advocate for themselves. They must
see themselves as entitled to the education they deserve. Deiʼs four conditions
for student success are fairly complex and sophisticated to find in most students,
let alone students who are newcomers to this country.
The following sections offer a more in-depth look at the specific challenges
that Somali born refugee youth face in schooling at Minnesota outstate high
schools. The discussion will include the history of assimilation, issues of
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assimilation vs. acculturation, racialization, Islamophobia and the racialization of
religion, Whiteness, ʻotheringʼ of students, and educational hegemony.
History of Assimilation and Americanization. The prevailing,
normative expectation of new immigrants in the United States is that they will
become ʻAmericanizedʼ- a process of assimilation where newcomers are
expected to make changes based on hegemonic ideas of culture regarding
dress, language, traditions, and religion (Park, 2011). American schools have
long been the primary institutions responsible for assimilating newcomers to this
country and instilling the dominant discourse (Basford, 2010; Roxas, 2010). The
educational hegemony present in public schools has historically established
class and racial distinctions in regards to education. In addition, public schooling
was seen as a means through which schools could Americanize newcomers and
provide a social education based on hegemonic ideals (Bale, 2008; Prinzing,
2004).
Nasaw (1979) wrote about differentiated education, a movement that
occurred in the late 19th and 20th centuries, where the “plainer people”- defined
by school officials as immigrants, the rural poor, and Black Americans- were
given a more vocational, less intellectual curriculum as befitting their assumed
station in life. It signaled a move from idealism to realism and was even touted
as a democratization of education.
Foner (2012) states that, for immigrants, the role of public schooling was
to “Americanize” them. In the early twentieth century, Theodore Roosevelt stated
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“the only good American is a man who is an American and nothing else” (p. 488).
Schools were urged to encourage students to shed old world customs and
cultures so they could become “proper and loyal Americans” (p. 488). This
process left many immigrants feeling that they should be ashamed of customs
that tied them to their countries of birth (Foner, 2012). This Americanization and
shedding of native customs and languages for immigrants became especially
prevalent during and after the world wars (Bale, 2008; Prinzing, 2004).
Today, a certain mythology exists that “past generations of immigrants
willing and rapidly sacrificed their cultural and linguistic heritage as a rite of
passage in becoming Americans” (Bale, 2008, p. 1). There remains, in this
country, impatience with immigrant and refugee retention of cultural customs and
native languages- particularly those that are inconvenient to hegemonic ideals.
Prinzing (2004) reported that the U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform
continues to advocate for the “rapid acquisition of English”- an important tool in
participating in American life- but also a “revival of instruction in the ʻcommon
civic culture that is essential to citizenship” (p. 5). While learning civics and
citizenship education is important to the experience of becoming an American,
Fonte (2011) stated that is important that this citizenship education happen with
genuine respect to the immigrant experience.
Assimilation vs. acculturation. McBrien (2005) stated that “Assimilation
is commonly understood to be a process in which individuals give up their old
culture, exchanging it for the culture of their new society” (p. 331). Kissman
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(2001) refered to assimilation as often a forced process that “…seemed
imperative to survival and to guard against social isolation” (p. 426). Basford
(2010) referred to assimilation as a subtracted process where refugee youth have
to give up language and cultural traditions in order to conform to American
norms. While schools may make some efforts to accommodate Somali and
Muslim cultural norms, the efforts are often superficial and impatient as if the
measures are only stopgaps in place until Somali born students become
ʻAmericanizedʼ.
McBrien (2005) and Benson (2006) discuss the segmented assimilation
theory described by Portes and Zhou in 1993. Portes and Zhou (1993) settled on
three possibilities for adaptation into society depending on social, economic, and
political factors. The first possibility is the “straight line” theory where newcomers
assimilate easily into the White middle class majority. A second possibility is
upward mobility and ethnic solidarity which is found in areas where immigrants
have successfully established enclaves in which their voices are represented in
local government and social policies. The third possibility of assimilation is
described as a downward spiral into poverty. This type of assimilation is
generally associated with cultural dissonance where the refugee children have
language and cultural understandings before their parents, causing unbalanced
family structures and conflict.
In segmented assimilation theory, racial identities are not fixed but are
social constructions produced through societal stratification of racial
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classifications. Benson (2006) noted that rather than uniformly incorporating into
society, refugees will construct their own racial identities in society at various
rates and at different points of incorporation. With segmented assimilation
theory, refugees are more likely to maintain their home cultural belonging
because the American alternative is of a black, minority identity. “Futhermore,
oneʼs relationship with the ethnic community and the receiving countryʼs culture is
influenced by oneʼs configuration in the multiple intersecting structural forces of
race, religion, gender, language, and so forth” (Oikonomidoy, p. 26). Somali born
refugees are often relegated to the third possibility of segmented assimilation as
so many aspects of Somali identity are in conflict with the hegemonic discourses.
While assimilation is a process of giving up oneʼs own culture to take on
elements of the dominant culture in a new setting, acculturation is defined as “the
change in an individual or a culturally similar group that results from contact with
a different culture” (McBrien, 2005, p. 330). Upon entrance to a new society,
immigrants and refugees engage in a complicated give and take process in which
they adapt elements of their host countryʼs culture while maintaining aspects of
their own home cultural belonging (Oikonomidoy, 2009).
Acculturation, particularly orthogonal acculturation models, has members
of a newcomer group taking on cultural elements of the setting, but there is less
of a focus on shedding the original cultural identity (Skuza, 2007). Skuza (2001)
also noted that most models of acculturation see the changes moving in a single
direction- the acculturating group does all of the changing while the community of
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settlement doesnʼt change at all. This begs the question of whether a community
or a school can truly be welcoming if their cultural norms stay static while the
onus of change lies solely on the newcomers.
Assimilation appears to be a finite process where one must give up
something in order to acquire something. There is little room to keep anything
that conflicts with the culture of resettlement. On the other hand,
multidimensional and orthogonal acculturation theories describe a more
generous process where the loss of something isnʼt necessarily required for the
acquisition of something new. Rather, there is room to weave the new with the
old.
Kissman (2001) described her transition from assimilation to acculturation
as she settled into the Midwestern United States, “For me, assimilation gradually
evolved into acculturation, the synergy of two cultures, as I became aware of the
importance of retaining elements of the language, food, and ways of interaction
from the old world” (p. 426). Kissman (2001) further described an important part
of her acculturation process was to connect with others who valued “globalism
and diverse ways of being” (p. 430).
Racialization and racialized identities. Social constructionism reveals
that the idea of race is not biological, but rather, itʼs a construct created for the
purposes of white supremacy, assigning attributes and beliefs to groups of
people based on skin color (Bigelow, 2004; Garner, 2009; Meer, 2013; Storer,
Mienko, Chang, Kang, Miyawaki, & Schultz, 2012). Garner (2009) defined race
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as a social construction that makes “a number of assumptions about peopleʼs
identities, including the idea that their racial identity is always the most important
social identification” (p. 42).
Barot and Bird (2001) stated that the history of the term racialization has
been used in many different ways starting in the early 20th century. Omi and
Winant (1986) defined racial formation as “the sociological process through which
racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed” (p. 55).
They identified racial formation as “historically situated projects” to organize
social structures according to the needs of hegemonic cultures (p. 56).
Conceptions of racialization were further advanced by Miles (1989) who defined
racialization as:
those instances where social relations between people have been
structured by the signification of human biological characteristics in such a
way as to define and construct differentiated social collectivities. The
concept therefore refers to a process of characterization, a
representational process of defining the Other (usually, but not
exclusively) somatically (p. 75).
More recently, Garner (2009) defined racialization as based on the idea
that the focus should not be on race itself, but the factors and processes through
which race expresses itself. Garner (2009) defined racialization as occurring in
three different ways: “an intentional act imposed on others as part of an unequal
power relationship” (p. 42), “a consequence of institutional operations” (p. 42), or
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“a voluntary communal enterprise or strategy aimed at attaining group solidarity
and political advantage and/or countering existant pernicious claims by a
dominant group or groups” (p. 43).
In racialization, race becomes the primary arbiter of identity,
overshadowing other equally valid parts of identity that an individual may have.
The process of racialization often reduces understandings of people to little more
than their socially constructed race identity (Bigelow, 2008; Garner 2009; Joshi,
2006). Joshi (2006) stated that “racialization results in essentionalism; it reduces
people to one aspect of their identity and thereby represents a homogenous,
undifferentiated, and static view of an ethnoreligious community” (p. 212).
Many newcomers face alienation at school in trying to fit in with a socially
devalued identity. Add to this a monolithic conception of student identity and
Somali newcomers are met with strong biases and stereotypes from students
and even school personnel. This can result in lowered student expectations, an
oversimplified curriculum, absence of diversity in staff representation, and the
disciplining of students with suspensions and expulsions (Dei, 2007).
The identities of newcomers, immigrant or refugee, are often placed into
the dichotomous categories of being either white or black based on their
economic standing and behavior (Lee, 2005). There are those newcomers who
integrate into the country in ways that are acceptable and those who do not.
Those who are slow to Americanize have identities that are blackened while
those who are quick to Americanize have identities that are whitened (Lee,
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2005). Dei (2007) stated that black identities are often pathologized through
discourses about parents and community as a means of deflecting the
responsibility of educating these students from the school.
Pavlenko and Blackledge (2004) discussed three ways in which identity
happens for immigrants and refugees. The first, called imposed identity, is where
the person does not have a choice in the identity imposed on them by the larger
society. An example would be that of refugee- an identity not chosen by people
who retain them, but given based on circumstance. Another identity, assumed
identity, is also not chosen by the person unto which it is given. However, this
identity is accepted by the individual. The identity of gender or country of origin
would be examples of an assumed identity. There are also negotiated identities.
These identities presume ideas about a group that are contested by the group or
individual to whom that identity is directed. For instance, there are often
assumptions made about being Muslim and how all Muslims feel about the
concept of jihad. Additionally, connections are sometimes made that suggest
Islam is synonymous to terrorism. This would be an example of a constructed
identity that American Muslims resist as unfair and dangerous.
Islamophobia and the racialization of religion. Joshi (2006) defined
the racialization of religion as the point at which race and religion intersect in
such a way that the lines between race and religion blur- “a phenomenon wherein
the fact of an individualʼs race creates a presumption as to her religious identity”
(p. 212). Meer (2013) stated that “With some important exceptions, it is striking to
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observe the virtual absence of established literature on race and racism in the
discussion of Islamophobia” (p. 386).
Fear of Islam didnʼt begin on September 11, 2001. Joshi (2006) identified
the relationship between race and religion in Iberia during the 12th and 14th
centuries when Iberian Jews faced pressure and discrimination to convert to
Christianity. The ethnic cleansing of Jews and Muslims in the 15th and 16th
century Spain during the inquisition is another example (Joshi, 2006; Meer,
2013). In 17th century America, Whiteness and Christianity had emerged as the
identities of supremacy. African slaves in the colonies were not only blackened
racially but referred to as heathens.
Around the world, there was a fear of the spread of the Muslim world,
primarily from governments that colonized parts of the Muslim world in the 18th20th centuries and Christian missionaries on a feverish bent to convert the nonAnglo-American world to Christianity. The specter of Islam was seen as a threat
to colonizing religious and imperial forces (Gottschalk & Greenberg, 2013; Joshi,
2006).
“By the time of the September 11th attacks, the association of all Muslims
and Islamic religion with violence, misogyny, and general backwardness had
already become an entrenched form of conventional wisdom in some policy
circles, especially among neoconservatives” (Curtis, 2013, p. 76). After
September 11th, the view of Muslims changed from the African American men in
suits and bow ties espousing brotherhood of blacks from the 1960ʼs to the
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Muslim as a fanatic, brown skinned foreigner intent on the destruction of the
United States through infiltration as a student, businessman, immigrant, refugee,
etc. (Curtis, 2013).
El-Haj (2006) wrote about the experiences of Arab Americans and
schooling in which Arab Americans, despite being classified as white, were
racialized as a result of their status as Muslims. Bigelow (2010) wrote about the
racialization of religion as a means of further minoritizing groups of people,
positioning Islamophobia as a form of racism. While other non-Christian religions
such as Judiasm, Hindu, or Buddhism can also be racialized, it can be argued
that as a result of small radicalized factions in the Middle East and terrorist
attacks, there is no religion that is racialized as dangerous to the extent that
Islam is.
Somali born youth as Muslims are particularly noticeable because of dress
and religious practices such as midday prayer, Ramadan, dietary needs,
washing, and the wearing of hijab. All of these practices require
accommodations from schools which, as hegemonic institutions, require students
to conform to them rather than the reverse (Basford, 2010).
Shandy and Fennelly (2008) wrote about the experiences of Somali and
Sudanese refugees settling in a small Minnesota city. While both groups of
refugees were racialized as black, there was a distinct difference in their
acculturation into the community. The Sudanese refugees were primarily
Christian, specifically Lutheran. The Sudanese refugees were able to participate
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in shared experiences with the cityʼs residents that the Somali refugees were not
able to do. The closest mosque was fifty miles away, limiting the number of ways
to connect with the community where they lived. While the Sudanese refugees
found the city a respite from religious persecution, the Somali refugees found the
city to be a place unfriendly to their religious practices.
“Fitting in at school is promoted implicitly and explicitly by educators,
peers, and school policies, and often comes at a great expense to Muslim youth”
(Bigelow, 2008, p. 30). There are so many ways in which Muslim youth become
separated from non-Muslim youth in schooling. Much of this is expressed
through religious practices that include dietary restrictions, prayer during the
school day and washing before prayer, wearing of the hijab, etc. This expression
of difference in an institution committed to conformity produces resistance from
both non-Muslim students and educators.
Educational Hegemony
Much of the discussion in this literature review focuses on how the Somali
born students are marginalized through race, religion, and culture. It is important
to highlight that these are not just the actions of individuals but of larger systemic
forces that oppress Somali born students regardless of the actions of individuals.
Goodman and West-Olatunji (2010) identified hegemony as “the domination of
one social group over another” (p. 176). Educational hegemony situates
whiteness as American and as the dominant discourse and all other discourses
as subordinate to this. Conceptions of being colorblind are rampant in schools
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where talk of race, discrimination and cultural difference is deemed as
uncomfortable or disruptive (Chapman, 2013). This section notes some of the
different ways in which schools assert dominance over the experiences and lives
of Somali born students.
The “othering” of students. Lee (2005) identified the “other” as anyone
who stands outside the whiteness or what is considered normal. Further, “As in
the dominant society, whiteness is implicitly associated with American-ness”
(Lee, 2005, p. 44). Behavior, dress, rituals, traditions- anything that stands
outside the norms of whiteness becomes foreign- seen as a form of cultural
deficiency. Words like “underclass”, “different”, and “at risk” are often used as
code to signify the “othering” of students.
Another manner in which schools and the hegemonic forces within tend to
“other” these students is by homogenizing their identity- reifying the complexity of
each identity through a single model of deficit. Keddie (2012) states:
Within the school injustices of cultural recognition impeding refugee
studentsʼ participatory parity were interpreted as arising from
educatorsʼ tendencies to homogenize refugee student difference.
This homogenizing worked unintentionally to reproduce deficit
understandings of this difference and to silence the diversity and
complexity of studentsʼ identities and experiences (p. 210).
Afshar (2012) reports that the “othering” of Muslims is so pervasive as to
be part of the mainstream discourse of politicians and other “legitimate” sources.
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Bigelow (2010) reports that “othering” is prevalent through Somali born youth
encounters with police officers where they are referred to with marginalizing
labels such as “terrorists” and “Bin Laden”. Thus, the “othering” of Muslims ends
up sitting outside the construct of multiculturalism; thus giving permission for
schools, the educators within, and the students to view Somali born students not
only as “others”, but “others” to be feared.
Meritocracy. Dei (2007) noted that the achievement ideology or
meritocracy perpetuates the myth that each student who walks into a school has
the same opportunities for success. Success becomes an individual process that
doesnʼt take into account the community ethic or belonging that is so central to
newcomer students. The act of succeeding individually can be interpreted as
students choosing a whitened identity. Roxas and Roy (2012) talked about a
Somali born refugee student who had adopted the meritocratic notion that his
academic problems had to be his own fault- a deficiency of intellect rather than a
lack of support from the school or an understanding of his life experiences,
language barriers, etc. Shields (2004) stated that we use the silence as
meritocracy when it is suggested that schools are neutral places where neither
advantage nor disadvantage exist. The intention of not attending to cultural
differences is to suggest that schools “are so similar that there is nothing of worth
to be learned from our differences” (p. 119). This premise merely sustains the
hegemonic discourse, and denies the richness of diversity within schools.
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Hardy and Grootenboer (2013) contend that equity in the classroom canʼt
be addressed unless attention is paid to studentsʼ lived experiences outside the
classroom. The life experiences of students canʼt be nor should they be
separated from the experience of schooling. True inclusion canʼt happen unless
there is “provision of schooling experiences which value and validate studentsʼ
cultural backgrounds, and critique prejudices and injustices (Hardy &
Grootenboer, 2013, p. 699).
Kelly (2012) further de-legitimizes the notion of meritocracy by talking
about the need to replace the word, achievement gap, with opportunity gap. She
makes the case that notion of achievement gap plays into the idea that nonmainstream youth are seen from a lens of deficit because they are not performing
at the same academic level as mainstream (White) youth. Opportunity gap
opens up the conversation to include the lack of resources, economic conditions,
and hegemonic forces that impede academic success.
Keddie (2012) introduces Fraserʼs concept of parity of participation
principle that takes meritocracy and turns it upside down. Like meritocracy,
equity in the classroom is desired, but, instead of creating a vacuum that doesnʼt
recognize the difference of each student, it works toward equity by addressing
the political and social justice of refugee students, valuing distinct and differing
cultural experiences, and distributing material resources as needed to address
the specific needs of refugee students.
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Whiteness and colorblindness. The high schools that these participants
went to were staffed overwhelmingly by White educators and administrators.
Therefore, it is important to acknowledge the power of whiteness and the
privilege it yields. A description of what whiteness is exactly is elusive as it is
representative of the hegemony that controls dominant discourses. Lensmire
(2014) states that understanding whiteness is complex, and goes beyond the
notion of supremacy. Kinchloe (1999) believes whiteness to be inextricably
linked to hegemony. Pennington, Brock, & Ndura (2012) define it as a social
construction based on the color of oneʼs skin. An explanation of the slipperiness
of whiteness may be found in both its hegemonic power and in what Thandeka
(1999) states as the assertion among many Whites that they are not conscious of
their whiteness as part of their identity. Thus, whiteness and the power it holds is
taken for granted but not examined. To examine it would mean that Whites
would have to see how their privilege happens at the expense of others. It would
call for an examination of how privilege positions Whites as oppressors
regardless of their intentions (Thandeka, 1999). Hegemonic understandings of
life and experience are socially constructed to privilege white narratives as
normal; thus, positioning any other narratives as deficient (Mazzei, 2011).
By acknowledging whiteness and its power position as oppressive often
opens Whites to a sense of shame. It becomes easier to deny its existence and
to adopt a colorblind approach to diversity (Bonilla-Silva, 2009; Lensmire, 2014;
Pennington et al. 2012; Thandeka, 1999). Whites often donʼt see themselves as
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cultured beings, and it is through this denial that Whites are able to deny the
significance of race, themselves as privileged, the presence of racial bias, and
the oppression of non-white peoples (Mazzei, 2011; Pennington, et al. 2012).
Colorblindness allows Whites to insist that they see all people equally, and can
therefore avoid exploring the existence of privilege and to be able to deny their
complicity in it (Bonilla-Silva, 2009).
Mazzei (2011) found in a study of pre-service teachers that White students
were afraid to approach conversations about race and privilege. They were
concerned that they might say something wrong or stupid and offend students of
color. Pennington et al. (2012) also studied pre-service teachers and suggested
that White teacher silence about race and oppression was perceived by students
of color as lack of caring.
Lensmire (2014) believed that we need to take a step back and look at the
divides in the White community as to privilege and race. He suggested that we
recognize the complexity of whiteness with White people, and to acknowledge
and seek to understand the fear and shame that underlies our willingness or
ability to confront these ideas. Denying whiteness and adopting a colorblind
orientation to diversity through a fear of conflict and discomfort means that a
critical self-examination of self is lacking. As cultured beings, we have to know
ourselves and how weʼve been oriented to the world well enough to understand
how we are postioned to both understand and not understand the world around
us.
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Pathologies of silence. Refusal on the part of educators to acknowledge
inequities is often viewed as colorblindness- a claim that race is no longer
relevant (Bonilla-Silva, 2009). Colorblindness assumes a privilege in that Whites
have a choice as to whether or not to acknowledge race as a factor in the world
around them and is a practice of hegemony exclusive to whites (Shields, 2004).
While colorblindness can be seen as passive act, pathologies of silence is an
acknowledgement that silence is not a neutral act.
Pathologies of silence, as defined by Shields (2004), is the unwillingness
or ignorance on the part of educators to “acknowledge the differences in
childrenʼs lived experiences” (p.110). The silence that results leaves students
little information with which to understand their challenges outside of their own
deficiencies. “In large part because educators implicitly assign blame for school
failure to children and their families, many students believe that they are
incapable of high level academic performance” (p. 112).
Pathologies of silence may occur as a result of educatorsʼ discomfort with
conversations about difference or a feeling that they lack sufficient knowledge to
speak with authority. Yet, the silence speaks louder to students than any
fumbled attempts at discourse. It leaves students unequipped to understand that
race and other differences impact the opportunities and conditions that may lead
to a successful educative experience (Shield, 2004).
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Conceptual Framework
Many of the underpinning theories evident in this study have been
discussed in this literature review through the critical theories associated with
race, assimilation/acculturation, Islamophobia, and hegemony. The conceptual
framework here consists of three critical theories: critical pedagogy, cultural
humility, and intersectionality. I chose these theories carefully for the following
reasons: critical pedagogy for its focus on emancipation, cultural humility for its
focus on critically understanding self and openness, and intersectionality for its
focus on each individual as a unique and multi-identitied person.
Critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy has an emancipatory focus on
marginalized populations that frames disobedience as a fight for equity and
justice. It is not merely the educators that are called on to create change but the
stakeholders themselves- the students. It is about the identification and then
transformation of hegemonic structures by instructing the oppressed about their
situation and encouraging them to develop a discourse free of dominant ideas;
one which accesses the richness of their own cultural histories and uses that to
fight hegemonic forces (Giroux, 2009; Freire, 1970/2000; Kelly, 2012; Kinchloe,
2008).
Critical pedagogy recognizes the social construction of knowledge and
asks why knowledge is constructed in the ways it is and who controls that
construction. Critical pedagogy also recognizes the hegemonic structures that
preserve the dominant discourse, and how these structures are inherent in
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schools, particularly public ones (McLaren, 2009). Social reproduction is
important in that schools seek to reproduce the specific class and race relations
found in larger society. For the purposes of this research, that means that
Somali identified students are systematically treated as larger society expects of
racially and religiously marginalized people. The status quo is then maintained
as students exit into the larger world (McLaren, 2009).
To effectively use critical pedagogy is to re-formulate oneʼs understanding
of the misbehaving marginalized student, to understand in a new way oneʼs
responsibility to emancipating that student from hegemonic discourse, and
empowering them toward discovering a powerful discourse from their own
cultural lives (Freire, 1970/2000). In order to do this, “teachers need to redefine
their current relationship to such institutions” and their responsibilities to the
students therein (Giroux, 2009, p. 444). In critical pedagogy, the teacher
recognizes the classroom as a “democratic public sphere”, taking the opportunity
to teach students the “languages of critique and possibility” (Giroux, 2009, p.
445). Such a pedagogy is crucial to the education of teachers and the well-being
of the Somali-identified student.
Cultural humility. While cultural humility is not frequently found in
education literature, I have found that it is a particularly liberating theory of
cultural practice in that it frees us from traditional cultural competence models
that hold us to prescribed understandings of cultural groups, emphasizing cultural
difference (Yan, 2008). Additionally, it emphasizes a deep commitment to self-
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reflection and self-critique which is present in critical pedagogy and culturally
relevant pedagogy, but isnʼt as central to those theories as it is in cultural
humility.
Central to an understanding of cultural humility is that practitioners must
practice a self critical, self-knowing stance. The self-knowing goes deeperunderstanding oneself as a deeply cultured being with beliefs and biases inherent
in our understanding of the world. It is also important to position oneself in the
larger context through knowledge of privilege and hegemony (Ross, 2010).
Ortega and Faller (2011) identify three dimensions to the practice of
cultural humility. The first is the self-awareness of oneself as a cultured being
who is inherently imbued with beliefs, biases, and stereotypes from the many
positions from which they have lived this life: class, race, religion, gender,
sexuality, etc., and a willingness to continually critique oneself as to how our
positions assist and impede how we see the world. The second dimension to
cultural humility is openness. In this openness is the humility to know how much
one does not know. Openness requires a deep and ongoing curiosity about the
lives of others with a sense of respect to the multiple and varied ways that
cultures operate. The third dimension of cultural humility involves the concept of
transcendence. Transcendence involves the acceptance of what is greater than
oneself. In the context of practice, one must recognize the world around them as
infinitely complex and dynamic. The role of the educator is to appreciate that
complexity as opposed to seeking certainty.
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Intersectionality. Intersectionality is the final theory in the conceptual
framework of this study and a strong companion to cultural humility. This theory
has particular relevance to this study because of the multiple identity positions
that Somali born refugee students hold simultaneously and the complexities that
presents for educators.
“Intersectionality, as a theoretical and analytical lens, holds that factors
such as race, culture, religion, gender, etc. are not independent of one another,
rather they are a complex set of dynamic, overlapping markers of difference that
are taken up in a variety of ways in the public sphere” (Roxas & Roy, 2012, p.
470). Somali born refugee students are not merely dealing with race as a
marginalizing construct in their lives. They are dealing with their status as
newcomers in the U.S. that arenʼt only immigrants but refugees who often carry a
history of significant trauma. Additionally, as Muslims, they are marginalized
religiously, encountering significant barriers to religious practice both inside and
outside of schooling. All of these factors are important parts of identity for Somali
born refugee students, and they are forever intertwined in how they are in the
world.
Ortega and Faller (2011) state that intersectionality allows us to look at
people beyond their racial or cultural identity to discover other identity positions
that highlight each personʼs uniqueness. It is also through considering that
people are mult-identitied that their complexity can be further appreciated.
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Intersectionality, as a theory, will be used to understand the complex aspects of
Somali born refugee student identity, and how these students are individuals
beyond the traditions, dress, and religious practices.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Hermeneutic phenomenology, as conceptualized by van Manen (1990),
was the original methodology chosen for this study. However, elements of postintentional phenomenology have been used prominently, particularly in the
analysis of the transcripts resulting in a methodological approach that patchworks
elements from the two phenomenological approaches as well as insight from
Dahlbergʼs bridling and Bachelardʼs phenomenology of the imagination. All of
this was done to fit the particular needs of this study and my own shifting and
deepening beliefs about phenomenology.
van Manenʼs hermeneutic phenomenology provides the original structure
of the study (van Manen, 1990). Bridling from Dahlbergʼs lifeworld research
replaces the more traditional phenomenological use of bracketing and reduction
in this study (Dahlberg, Drew, & Nystrom 2002). Pieces from the emerging postintentional phenomenology are included as well, particularly in regards to a
tentative manifestations and a post-intentional perspective (Vagle, 2014). And
finally, elements of Bachelardʼs phenomenology of the imagination, particularly in
reference to Bachelardʼs use of reverie- the creative daydream- is incorporated
into the analysis (Bachelard, 1969; Picart, 1997).
In this chapter, I will begin with definitions of phenomenology, the history
of phenomenology, key philosophical concepts and phenomenology as a
research method. Then I look at a rationale for patchworking phenomenological
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methodologies, and phenomenology as a fit for this study. Finally, I look at the
participants, recruitment, data gathering, text analysis, and provide a postreflexion statement that situates myself in relation to my research participants.
Phenomenology
“Phenomenology” means- “to let that which shows itself in the very way in
which it shows itself from itself “ (Heidegger, 1962/2008, (p. 58). Phenomenology
can be described as the study of lived experience. It is a qualitative methodology
that focuses on the meaning or essence of an experience (van Manen, 1990).
Phenomenology is a qualitative research methodology that is found within the
interpretivist research paradigm. Interpretivism is a research paradigm centered
on the belief that all reality is constructed (Giorgi & Giorgi, 1985; Smith, 2000).
The art and science of phenomenology has spanned from Husserl to
Heidegger to van Manen, Vagle, and Dahlberg- research that seeks ʻthat which
shows itselfʼ in distinct ways from descriptive to hermeneutic, lifeworld research,
and post-intentional (Dahlberg, Drew, & Nystrom, 2002; Laverty, 2003;
Polkinghorne, 1989; Vagle, 2014; van Manen, 1990).
Hermeneutic phenomenology is where the researcher was originally
situated due to its interpretive stance and inclusion of artistic elements to
enhance meanings. Post-intentional phenomenology opened up the analysis to
experiences with different iterations of interpretation including Bachelardʼs
creative daydream. Additionally, post-intentional phenomenology steers the
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analysis away from seeking essence to understanding meanings as tentative
manifestations.
History of Phenomenology
In this section, the history of this methodology will be explored through the
lens of the two most primary theorists: Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger.
Phenomenology as a philosophy. Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) has
often been referred as the father of phenomenology. Some of his most important
philosophical contributions were in the areas of reductionism and a
transcendental phenomenology (Dahlberg et al. 2001; Laverty, 2003; Mapp,
2008; Moran, 2000; van Manen, 1990). A student of philosophy who first
explored the idea of phenomenology as a means of describing and clarifying
human experiences, Husserl was concerned that natural scientific method with its
focus on positivism and how ʻ”absolute truth” could not be effectively uncovered
in studying human science (Jones, 2001; Laverty, 2003).
“Husserlʼs first directive to phenomenology, in its early stages, to be a
ʻdescriptive psychologyʼ, or to return to the ʻthings themselvesʼ, is from the start a
foreswearing of science” (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2010, p. ix). Dahlberg et al.
(2001) states, “Husserl warned that cultivating the scientific ideal of positivism
would sever science from the everyday world, ultimately resulting in the
dehumanization of society rather than producing the anticipated results that
scientific knowledge were expect[ed] to bring about (p. 43).
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Husserl saw phenomenology as a methodology that had the potential to
explore the true meaning of human experience. He was interested in the
relationship that a person had with the world around them and how a person
interpreted that relationship (Jones, 2001; Laverty, 2003). The purpose of
“phenomenology was to deconstruct experiences and render them accessible to
scrutiny” (Jones, 2001, p. 68).
“Consciousness is the only access human beings have to the world. Or
rather, it is by virtue of being conscious that we are already related to the world”
(van Manen, 1990, p. 9). Husserl viewed “consciousness as a co-constituted
dialogue between a person and the world” (Laverty, 2003, p. 5). Husserl
recognized that human subjects not only react to stimuli but also form
perceptions as to the meaning of the stimuli (Laverty, 2003).
“Husserlʼs central insight was that consciousness was the condition of all
experience, indeed it constituted the world, but in such a way that the role of
consciousness itself is obscured and not easy to isolate and describe” (Moran,
2000, p. 61). To deconstruct a human experience in context was to seek to
grasp the meaning of a phenomenon, the essence of the human experience. He
developed what he saw as a rigorous and detailed science that sought the ʻtruthʼ
found in a lived experience (Jones, 2001; Mapp, 2008).
An important contribution from Husserl occurred through his
transcendental turn in which he came to understand that a personʼs
consciousness will always be influenced by their world. Husserl was committed
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to creating a rigorous exploration of the phenomenological question through his
eidetic reduction. Through his process of reduction, one is able to move beyond
the natural attitude (Dahlberg, et al. 2002). He theorized a process of bracketing
(suspending oneʼs beliefs or judgments) in order to see the phenomenon clearly.
His ideas moved toward developing a methodology that better accessed a
personʼs “pure” consciousness through a process of eidetic reduction (Jones,
2001; Laverty, 2003; Moran, 2000).
“In order to access the realm of pure consciousness and to study the
essential formations found there, a new methodology was required, one
which involved ʻsuspensionʼ of our natural attitude toward the world, and
the application of various phenomenological and transcendental
ʻreductionsʼ in order to uncover the peculiar act-object structure, which, in
Ideas I, is called the “noetic-noematic structure” of intentional acts”
(Moran, 2000, p. 136-7).
Hermeneutics in the phenomenology process. Martin Heidegger
(1889-1962) studied under Husserl at the University of Freiburg and succeeded
him in his professorship. Husserl had anticipated that Heidegger would be the
heir to his lifeʼs work in phenomenology. However, Husserlʼs transcendental
methodology insisted that phenomenology should be researched through pure
description, while Heidegger was much more interested in an understanding of
ontology (the nature of being) as the foundation for human science research
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(Dahlberg, et al. 2001; Jones, 2001; Moran, 2000; van Manen, 1990). Gadamer
(1976/2008) called it Heideggerʼs “movement of existence” (p.140).
Laverty (2003) stated that Husserl was interested in how humans could go
about the business of understanding, recalling and thinking about the world. He
saw human beings as ʻknowersʼ. In contrast, Heidegger believed that a personʼs
understanding is not in how we know the world but rather in the way we are in the
world.
If it had been Husserlʼs special merit to analyze conceptually the truths
present in the natural consciousness of the world and not just those
formulated in science, then in an entirely different way Heideggerʼs
transcendental analysis of everydayness did justice to the experience of
real life and to the inner decisions that are part of the leading of each
personal life (Gadamer 1976/2004, p. 140).
Heideggerʼs seminal work, ʻBeing and Timeʼ, is important in that it joined
the philosophy of phenomenology with existentialism. Additionally, it married the
use of hermeneutics in the phenomenological method (Jones, 2001; Mapp,
2008). In replacing scientific understanding with existential thought, Moran
(2000) states “Heidegger is then seeking to replace the traditional view of
knowledge as a kind of intellectual representation with a new view which sees
knowing as a sub-species of a kind of concernful dealing with the world” (p. 2356). Of Being and Time, Dahlberg et al. (2001) stated:
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Heidegger asserted that human existence is a more fundamental notion
than human consciousness and human knowledge. His philosophy
makes it clear that the essence of human understanding is hermeneutic,
that is, our understanding of the everyday world is derived from our
interpretation of it. All new things encountered in the lifeworld are related
to earlier experiences. (p. 78)
Kvale (1996) states that Heidegger took phenomenology in an existential
direction, expanding to include the concept of the human life world. He was
concerned with how we lived in the world and the ontology of what that was.
Rather than being concerned about how humans gain knowledge, he was
concerned with what it means to be a person- the question of existence itself
(Jones, 2001). Heidegger stressed that being human presupposes an intention
to interpret the surrounding world based on an individualʼs background and/or
history (Laverty, 2003).
Schools of Phenomenology. Originally, there were two distinct schools
of phenomenology. Descriptive is the school where the researcher does not taint
experience by any interpretation on their part. Polkinghorne (1989) describes
descriptive phenomenology as research that seeks to understand the essences
of an experience thoroughly while staying as neutral as possible. Husserl
believed the researcher must limit him or herself only to description of
experience, believing that adding interpretation to description “falls outside the
bounds of phenomenological research” (van Manen, 1990, p.26).
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Hermeneutic phenomenology distinguishes itself from descriptive
phenomenology in that it enriches the discovered meanings with text from poetry,
literature, art, and other forms of expression in an effort to create an evocative
understanding of the experience (van Manen, 1997; Laverty, 2003).
In addition to Heidegger, important hermeneutic phenomenologists
include, among others, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur. These
hermeneutic phenomenologists believed that as social beings people are deeply
embedded within their world and their relationships. There is never only one
possible meaning to an experience; rather meanings are contextual, historical,
and changing depending on the observer. Thus, a deeper understanding of these
meanings benefits from interpretation (Finlay, 2009).
In more recent years, further iterations of hermeneutic phenomenology
have emerged including “heuristic, IPA (interpretive phenomenological analysis),
lifeworld, critical, and relational” (Vagle, 2014, p. 50). Post-intentional
phenomenology is another approach of particular interest in this research where
there is a post-structural commitment to “seeing knowledge as partial, situated,
endlessly deferred, and circulating through relations” (Vagle, 2014, p. 111-2).
While incorporating aspects of van Manenʼs and Dahlbergʼs approaches
with attention to “Heideggerʼs notions of manifestations”, Vagle includes his own
interpretations of intentionality and a commitment to post-structural ideas of
knowledge to come up with a process called post-intentional phenomenology
(Vagle, 2014, p.121).
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Vagle (2014) made the following commitments as important to all
phenomenological analyses: “1. Whole-parts-whole process, 2. A focus on
intentionality and not subjective experience, 3. A balance among verbatim
excerpts, paraphrasing, and your descriptions/interpretations, 4. An
understanding that you are crafting a text- not merely coding, categorizing,
making assertions and reporting” (p. 98). The commitments made in postintentional phenomenology mirror much of what is already used by others such
as van Manen (1990/2014) with a stronger emphasis on intentionality and a
focus on craftsmanship.
Some Key Philosophical Concepts of Phenomenology and Hermeneutics
Hermeneutics. The word hermeneutics derives from Greek mythology in
reference to the winged messenger, Hermes, whose task it was to interpret the
messages from Zeus to the mortals. ʻHermeneuticʼ comes from the greek word,
ʻhermeneutikos”, meaning ʻto interpretʼ. Originally used to interpret bible text,
hermeneutics is the process of immersing oneself in text; reading and re-reading,
reflecting, and seeking the authenticity of the text (Jones, 2001; Moran, 2000;
Regan, 2007; van Manen, 1990).
Dahlberg et al. (2002) further defines hermeneutics as the verbal
expression of language, explaining or clarifying particular meanings, and then
translating these meanings into a context that is more universally understood.
Kvale (1996) gives a modern definition of hermeneutics:
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Hermeneutic human sciences study the objectivations of human
cultural activity as texts with a view to interpreting them to find out
the intended or expressed meaning, in order to establish a counderstanding, or possibly even a consent; and in general to
mediate traditions so that the historical dialogue may be continued
and deepened. (p. 47)
Hermeneutics is used to explore the possible meanings of a text. When
paired with a phenomenological approach, the researchers are able to bring in
understandings and experiences from the fine arts to enhance the findings in the
research. For the hermeneutic phenomenologist, the meanings found are always
subject to history and context (Armour et al. 2009; Finlay, 2009). “The notion of
hermeneutic understanding for Heidegger was not aimed at re-experiencing
anotherʼs experience, but rather the power to grasp oneʼs own possibilities for
being in the world in certain ways. To interpret a text is to come to understand the
possibilities of being revealed by the text” (van Manen, 1990, p. 180).
Life World. Husserl identified life world as a central concept of
phenomenology (Laverty, 2003). Life world is the world as we experience it prereflectively or the world as we live it (Armour, Rivaux, & Bell (2009); Dahlberg,
Nystrom, & Drew, 2001; Finlay, 2009; Rivaux, & Bell, 2009; van Manen, 1990).
Pre-reflective experience is experience that is unspoiled by reflection. It is
experience before meaning becomes attached to it (van Manen, 1990).
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Sokolowski (2000) noted that we have been conditioned to believe that the
objective, scientific world holds the truth on what the world is and how it can be
effectively described. However, the lived, subjective world is what we use to
actually create the scientific world. Therefore, it is important to not value the
object, scientific world over the subjective, lived world that is what is explored in a
phenomenological inquiry.
Natural Attitude. Natural attitude is the everyday mode of consciousness
in which a person neither considers nor doubts the nature of reality (Daly, 2007).
Dahlberg et al. (2002) further clarified natural attitude:
Natural attitude is…the everyday immersion of oneʼs existence and
experience in which we take for granted that the world is as we
perceive it, and that others experience the world as we do. In the
natural attitude we do not critically reflect on our immediate action
and response to the world, but we just do it, we just are. (p. 45-46)
Sokolowski (2000) stated that it is important to separate the natural
attitude from the phenomenological attitude. He described the natural attitude as
the “…focus we have when we are involved in our original, world-directed stance,
when we intend things, situations, facts, and any other kinds of objects” (p. 42).
The phenomenological attitude, on the other hand, Sokolowski (2000) described
as “…the focus we have when we reflect upon the natural attitude and all the
intentionalities that occur within it. It is within the phenomenological attitude that
we can carry out philosophical analyses” (p. 42).
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Intentionality and post-intentionality. Merleau-Ponty (1945/2010), in
contemplating Husserlʼs intentionality, describes intentionality for the researcher
or philosopher as a consciousness (our relationship with the world) that occurs
even outside the process of reduction:
It is a question of recognizing consciousness itself as a project of
the world, meant for a world which it neither embraces nor
possesses, but towards which it is perpetually directed- and the
world as this pre-objective individual whose imperious unity decrees
what knowledge should take as its goal…Our relationship to the
world, as it is untiringly enunciated within us, is not a thing which
can be any further clarified by analysis; philosophy can only place it
once more before our eyes and present it for our ratification (p. xx).
Specific to research, van Manen (1990) described intentionality as a
conscious intention to “become fully part of it, or better, to become the world” (p.
5). Vagle (2009) stated, “…intentionality marks the in-between spaces between
subjects and the world and is that which links us, as humans, with the world we
experience” (p. 586). Laverty (2003) added that intentionality is a process where
the mind is intentionally directed toward a reality in which a specific experience
can be described. In research, Daly (2007) stated that intentionality is focused
on the ways in which individuals subjectively make meaning of the objective
world.
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Vagle (2014) introduced post-intentionality as moving beyond traditional
understandings of intentionality. It begins with a commitment to post-structural
conceptions of knowledge as “partial, situated, and endlessly deferred” (p. 111).
While a more traditional understanding of intentionality describes how people are
meaningfully with each other and the world around them, post-intentionality
theorized that the meanings manifested in those connections are constantly in
motion, in flux, subject to change. The origins of these connections can never
truly be traced or grounded. In post-intentional phenomenology, tentative
manifestations are the best vessels through which to harness meaning (Vagle,
2014).
Beyond essence to tentative manifestations. “The ʻessenceʼ of this
entity lies in its “to be”. Its Being-what-it-is much, so far as we can speak of it at
all, be conceived in terms of its Being” (Heidegger 1962/2008, p. 67). To find the
essence of something is to find its true nature. Husserl referred to essence as
finding “the whatness of a thing as opposed to its thatness” (as cited in van
Manen, 1990, p. 177). More specifically, the essence is the nature or meaning of
a thing as opposed to the mere acknowledgement of its existence (van Manen,
1990).
In Husserlian phenomenology, how we get insight into an essence is
called eidetic intuition (Sokolowski, 2000). Eidetic intuition is the ability to grasp
at the meaning of a form. “We can intuit, or make present to ourselves, not only
individuals with their features, but also the essences that things have”
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(Sokolowski, 2000, p. 177). Sokolowski (2000) stated that eidetic intuition
happens through three intentional processes. The first step is to experience a
number of items and note the similarities they have with one another. The
second step is to note that the items not only exhibit similarities, but also exhibit a
sameness to one another, reaching what Sokolowski calls an empirical universal
(p.178). This occurs when the sameness posits true when tested universally.
The third stage is characterized by a search for a feature without which the item
would lose its essence. This search is called imaginative variation. “We let our
imagination run free, and we see what elements we could remove from the thing
before it “shatters” or “explodes” as the kind of thing that it is” (Sokolowski, 2000,
p. 179).
Vagle (2014) introduced the concept of tentative manifestation as an
alternative to the use of essence- an assertion that the “whatness” or the nature
of a phenomenon is too complex to ever offer any completeness of meaning.
Tentative manifestations refer to a post-intentional understanding of knowledge
as tentative and ever changing- a continual potential for reinterpretation.
“Multiple, partial, and varied contexts” of the phenomenon are identified that
uncover meanings that may be more fluid or temporary but still contain insight
into the phenomenon being studied (Vagle, 2004, p. 122). One of the most
compelling elements of tentative manifestation is in how it frees the researcher
from relying primarily on data that can be grouped into themes. It recognizes the
potency of data that is singular yet evocative and specific to the phenomenon.
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Phenomenology as Research Method
Phenomenology is the study of meaning; and according to it,
all problems amount to finding definitions of essences; the
essence of perception, or the essence of consciousness, for
example. But phenomenology is also a philosophy which
puts essences back into existence, and does not expect to
arrive at an understanding of man and the world from any
other starting point than that of their ʻfacticityʼ. It is a
transcendental philosophy which places in abeyance the
assertions arising out of the natural attitude, the better to
understand them; but it is also a philosophy for which the
world is ʻalready thereʼ before reflection begins- as an
unalienable presence; and all of its efforts are concentrated
upon re-achieving a direct and primitive contact with the
world, and endowing that contact with a philosophical status
(Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2010, p. vii).
As a research methodology, phenomenology is used to study experience,
seeking to find that which is pre-reflective, unique and evocative as a means of
interpreting the meaning of the experience. “The special strength of
phenomenological research is the way it can capture some of the ambiguity,
poignancy, complexity, and richness of the lived experience, allowing readers to
see the worlds of others in possibly new and deeper ways” (Finlay, 2009, p. 480).
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This qualitative methodology is designed to look closely at the meaning of
a phenomenon or lived experience. “Experience is the central focus for
phenomenology and can be understood as consciousness of physical things,
values, moods, activities, and feelings” (Daly, 2007, p.94). Heidegger
(1962/2008) explained that phenomenology is our access to ontology or
understanding the nature of being. “In the phenomenological conception of
“phenomenon” what one has in mind as that which shows itself is the Being of
entities, its meaning, its modifications and derivatives” (Heidegger, 1962/2008, p.
60). Heideggerʼs phenomenology assumed an ability to reach the actual being of
a phenomenon that I, as a researcher, no longer assume.
Phenomenology is concerned with the ordinary, every day aspects of life
as we live them moment to moment, otherwise known as the natural attitude.
Polkinghorne (1989) described experience as something “which occurs at the
meeting of person and world” (p. 42). In the interpretivist tradition,
phenomenology aims to study this experience from the point of view of the
subject (Giorgi & Giorgi, 1985). The hermeneutics of phenomenology is
interpretation of the lived experiences by using outside sources such as poetry
and literature to enhance and clarify the meaning of a phenomenon (van Manen,
1990).
Phenomenological issues
Issues of reliability and validity in phenomenology. Phenomenology
as a qualitative approach doesnʼt adhere to concerns of validity or reliability as
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one would find in the requirements of typical quantitative research. Hermeneutic
phenomenology is not used to answer questions or seek truths. Rather, the aim
of phenomenology is to produce insights that bring us more in contact with the
world (van Manen, 1990).
Still, it is important to consider ways to understand and re-define these
concepts outside the positivist frame of quantitative research. “…it is important to
note that validity has been weighing on the minds of qualitative researchers for
many years, that there is no single way that validity is imagined and enacted, and
that phenomenological research is framed, to some degree, by these larger
conversations regarding validity in qualitative research” (Vagle, 2014, p. 66-7).
Golafshani (2003) stated that the traditional definition of reliability has to
do with how the results remain consistent over time, and to what extent the
results accurately represent the population. Because qualitative work focuses on
small samples that are not generally representative of entire populations, there is
much debate as to whether or not reliability applies to qualitative research.
One tenet of reliability, the assumption that the results will remain
consistent over time is antithetical to the human experience and therefore is not
relevant to a phenomenological study. However, the other tenet of reliability,
whether it accurately describes a population is relevant. Golafshani (2003)
related this to the idea of whether qualitative studies should be trustworthy or
dependable. Laverty (2003) stated that while descriptive phenomenology could
use some iteration of reliability, the interpretivist framework of hermeneutic
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phenomenology supports the ontological notion of multiple realities, making it a
more difficult fit. She stated that reliability and validity can be addressed through
both rigorous data analyses and a process of reflexivity.
Golafshani (2003) stated that the traditional definition of validity is about
whether the research studies what it intended to study and whether of not, the
results can be seen as ʻtruthfulʼ. While van Manen (1990) does not speak to the
positivist notion of truthfulness, he did refer to the notion of staying focused on
the research question in the fifth of the six activities he suggests make up a
hermeneutic phenomenological process. Validity, in that sense, is tied to staying
oriented to a rigorous phenomenological process that deeply examines the
intended phenomenon.
Kvale (1996) also saw validity in qualitative research as referring to the
concept of “quality of craftmanship” (p.241). In the context of lifeworld research,
Dahlberg et al. (2002) describes validity as the need to “…go to the things
themselves…being open, susceptible, and sensitive to…the phenomena in
focus” (p. 231). It is through the researcherʼs ability to be open, transparent,
skillful, and engaged in the phenomenon that issues of validity in phenomenology
can be best addressed.
From bracketing and reduction to the process of bridling. Since
Husserl first grappled with the subjectivity of the researcher in an attempt to
address validity, phenomenologists have been constructing methods designed to
bring some sense of validity to the research process. Husserl understood that

62
subjectivity was inherent with human beings. He believed that the assumptions
of the researcher could be controlled by suspending oneʼs judgment or
bracketing particular beliefs so that individual biases can be held in check, giving
the researcher better access to the essence of the experience (Laverty, 2003;
Mapp, 2008; Moran, 2002).
Dahlberg, et al. (2001) described it as, “we can step out of the natural
attitude and ʻput out of actionʼ or ʻexcludeʼ or ʻparenthesizeʼ parts of the world
from our consciousness” (p. 60). Itʼs a process originally theorized by Husserl
and refined by Merleau-Ponty through which the researcher separates
understandings of the world such that she/he can be free to experience the
wonder of the phenomenon she/he is studying (van Manen, 1990).
“Far from being, as has been thought, a procedure of idealistic philosophy,
phenomenological reduction belongs to existential philosophy: Heideggerʼs
ʻbeing-in-the-worldʼ appears only against the background of the
phenomenological reduction” (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2010, p. xvi). Merleau-Ponty
imagined reduction through an existential lens in which one sees what is unique
and wondrous in what has always seemed most familiar.
While phenomenological reduction is the process of seeking the “true”
meaning of a phenomenon, bracketing in phenomenology is the suspension of
judgment about the natural world (Laverty, 2003; Moran, 2000). Laverty (2003)
suggested that bracketing should be more than just a suspension of belief; it
should also cultivate doubt in order to open the self to the work.
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van Manen (1990) described a series of steps in creating a
phenomenological reduction. The first step in reduction is to awake a sense of
wonder or amazement about the phenomenon of interest (van Manen, 1990).
Next is the process of bracketing or overcoming oneʼs existing, subjective beliefs
about the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990). Then the researcher must strip away
the theories or scientific conceptions already held about the phenomenon. Finally
the researcher must look through the particularity of a lived experience in order to
find the universal meaning of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990).
Bridling covers the ideas of bracketing, particularly in restraining oneʼs preunderstandings but takes it further. Bridling addresses all understanding in an
effort to approach the phenomenon carefully and skillfully (Dahlberg, 2006).
“Bridling then means to scrutinize the involvement with, this embodiment of, the
investigated phenomenon and its meaning(s). Bridling means to reflect upon the
whole event when meanings come to be” (Dahlberg, 2006, p. 16).
Vagle (2014) stated that bridling accomplishes two primary things. First, it
essentially incorporates bracketing in that it constrains pre-understandings so as
to encourage the openness of the researcher. Secondly, it is an active process
that is not limited to only what is understood up to this point. With bridling, the
researcher is “actively waiting” for the phenomenon and its meanings to “show”
themselves” (Dahlberg, 2006, p. 16; Vagle, 2014, p. 68). Actively waiting is an
open and ongoing process that engages the researcher beyond what they once
knew and throughout the research process.
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Methodological structures. Identified here is the post-intentional
methodological structure by Vagle (2014) that informed most of my analytical
process. Vagle (2014) identified five components for conducting post-intentional
phenomenological research:
1. Identify a phenomenon in its multiple, partial, and varied contexts.
A study should begin with a systemic and clear understanding of the
research problem. A partial review of the literature should be done to
establish previous work done. Then a philosophical claim should be
made regarding the phenomenology use. A statement of
phenomenon, otherwise known as a research question should be
included. Identify the contexts where the phenomenon resides and
select research participants (Vagle, 2014).
2. Devise a clear, yet flexible process for gathering data appropriate for
the phenomenon under investigation. Data sources should be
collected and explained. The data sources should be in alignment with
the research question (Vagle, 2014).
3. Make a post-reflexion plan. The steps to this include creating a postreflexion journal, using it as a space to wonder, question, and critique
oneself in relation to self, participants, and the phenomenon of the
study. This journal should be in used in preparation for data gathering
as well as through the analysis and writing process. Write an initial
post reflexion statement designed to position oneself as a researcher.
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It is a statement where assumptions, biases, and background are
identified and explored. (Vagle, 2014).
4. Read and write your way through the data in a systematic and
responsive manner. In this component of the research, the researcher
must really give into the craft of both identifying and writing about the
manifestations found in the data. It is in the part of the process the
whole-parts-whole analysis be thoroughly addressed (Vagle, 2014).
5. Craft a text in which that captures tentative manifestations of the
phenomenon in its multiple, partial, and varied contexts. It is in this
component that the researcher truly becomes the artist. The multiple,
partial, and varied contexts are repeated and then the researcher
engages in the many different forms the textual expressions might
take. There is freedom incorporate post-reflexion journaling,
philosophical conversations, and other readings (Vagle, 2014).
Only one type of data source has been used, and the interviews were
conducted in strict adherence to van Manenʼs form of asking only the question of
lived experience of a particular phenomenon and then using follow up questions.
Additionally, I sought tentative manifestations through a whole-parts-whole
process that adhered to the post-intentional phenomenological approach. I used
Vagleʼs (2014) conception of a post-reflexion plan, and incorporated a postreflexion statement in my methodology. I have also given post-intentional
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attention to craftsmanship through the use of Bachelardʼs reverie as I shaped my
analysis.
Rationale for Patchworking Phenomenological Methodologies
The phenomenological process calls on the research to be open, fully
involved, and questioning (Dahlberg et al. 2008; Finlay, 2008; Vagle, 2014, van
Manen, 1990). This requires that the researcher try to not only remain open to
her/his understandings of the phenomenon, and to the participants, but also to
the methodology. Vagle (2014) suggested that various aspects of different
methods or approaches can be combined as long as the following conditions are
met. “1) to clearly lay out the commitments our methodologies hold, 2) to
advocate for the choices we make and defend them philosophically and
methodologically, especially if we choose aspects of various approaches, and
then 3) to articulate the philosophical and methodological coherence as we craft”
(Vagle, 2014, p. 64).
Commitments to the methodologies. Staying contained within the
phenomenological recipe of any one of these theorists could fit a more positivistic
perspective interested in producing valid, quantifiable research- research that can
be generalized. However, phenomenology calls on the researcher to be open,
both as how the researcher engages with their subjects and in how they must
extend an opening of themselves beyond their own presuppositions. van Manen
(2014) stated,
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Phenomenological method is driven by a pathos: being swept up in
a spell of wonder about phenomena as they appear, show, present,
or give themselves to us. In the encounter with things and events
of the world, phenomenology directs its gaze toward the regions
where meanings and understandings originate, well up, and
percolate through the porous membranes of past sedimentationsthen infuse, permeate, infect, touch, stir us, and exercise a
formative and affective effect on our being (p. 26).
Here, van Manen (2014) described an emotional methodology, subject to
many different and varied iterations- with the power to impact us in numerous
ways. The intent of the work is to bring us more deeply into questioning than it
does answering.
Dahlberg, Dahlberg, and Nystrom (2008) referred to a rigid devotion to the
structure of one methodology can make one a “methodological servant”- a
position that constrains rather than encourages the openness of a researcher.
By privileging one phenomenological approach over another, other provocative
and insightful ideas highlighted in other approaches can be overshadowed and
left unexplored.
Vagle (2014) celebrates the diversity of methodologies. “One gets to enter
into a moving and shifting dialogue with these methodologies. I do not perceive
this as ambiguous in a negative sense, but rather, as an opportunity to explore
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and play with ideas, phenomena, and ways about inquiring about ideas and
phenomena” (Vagle, 2014, p. 52).
van Manen (2014) stated that there are many current formulations of
phenomenology. The “notion of “method” has to be understood variously and
sometimes ambiguously. This is unavoidable and even desirable” (van Manen,
2004, p.21). The different formulations give us different appreciations, different
questions that elude answers, and provoke us to continually speculate on the
ongoing mystery of meaning.
A methodological and philosophical explanation. Choosing this
particular patchworking of approaches and philosophies requires explanation.
Hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutic phenomenology as the
primary foundation centers the research in an interpretivist framework,
encouraging the use of art, poetry, and other forms of expression to enhance or
inspire meaning in the presented themes. Interviews that seek pre-reflective
experience presents the researcher an opportunity to capture the research
participant in their natural attitude- experience before it is subject to
interpretation. Additionally, van Manenʼs interpretation of themes encouraged the
researcher to seek meanings that are simultaneously unique and universal (van
Manen, 1990).
Dahlbergʼs bridling. Replacing bracketing and reduction used in
descriptive and hermeneutic phenomenology with Dahlbergʼs bridling is justified
because bridling is more than just a process of bracketing past knowledge of a
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phenomenon. It goes further as an ongoing and active process that “not only
takes care of the particular pre-understanding but understanding as a whole”
(Dahlberg, 2006). More than merely existing in the natural attitude- the state a
person is in normally in the everyday world. Bridling calls on the researcher to
actively and openly wait for the phenomenon to take shape- to adopt a
phenomenological attitude where the researcher re-orients themselves to the
meaning of the phenomenon (Dahlberg, et al., 2002; Vagle, 2014).
Post-Intentional Phenomenology. Using ideas from post-intentional
phenomenology works well because of concepts like post-reflexivity which takes
bridling one step further by not only questioning a researcherʼs ability to truly
suspend belief but including a critical and continual questioning of oneʼs
knowledge (Vagle, 2014). Post intentionality pushes past the subject to object
relationship that intentionality describes. As the researcher, I am the subject
looking at the phenomenon or object as only I can see it. I have a relationship
with the object based on my life experience, my intersubjective relationship with
the participants of the study, and my motivations for doing the study (Vagle,
2014, van Manen, 2014).
While this may describe my relationship in the phenomenon, post
intentionality focuses on the more complex notion of the research relationship
through the phenomenon. This through-ness recognizes the meanings derived
from the relationship as always being in a state of becoming. They are “partial,
multiple, and fleeting” (Vagle, 2014, p. 41). This fits with how context shapes
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meaning in the moment- changing and shifting it with the passage of days,
interactions, and experiences. Would I see the phenomenon next week as I do
today?
The concept of tentative manifestation is central to the idea of postintentional phenomenology as it recognizes that knowledge is constantly shifting
and is never complete. Thus, I sought manifestations- meanings subject to
shaping as time and context evolve. Using tentative manifestations also allows
the researcher to honor singular evocative and significant experiences that may
not fit the definition of a theme more commonly used in hermeneutic analysis
(Vagle, 2014).
Throughout the crafting of text, the whole-parts-whole process analysis
process as described by Vagle (2014) was used. At the same time, tentative
manifestations were used to examine data instead of a thematic approach.
Through tentative manifestations, there are opportunities to “chase lines of flight”,
playing with form in an artistic endeavor effort to illuminate possible
manifestations of meaning (Vagle, 2014 p. 136).
Phenomenology of the imagination. Gaston Bachelard (1882-1962)
was a French philosopher who, after years of attention to epistemology and the
philosophy of science, became interested in the philosophy of imagination. His
work on imagination started in reaction to the complications of rationalism and
objectivity in natural sciences (Picart, 1997; Thiboutot, Martinez, & Jager, 1999).
Bachelard found that the world of objective observations is one devoid of the
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lived experiences of human subjects; their angst and emotions are excised from
the equation. The intersubjective nature of the human experience, researcher to
participant, is dis-allowed within the natural scientific world (Picart, 1997; Philo,
2003; Thiboutot, et al. 1999).
After his break with the natural sciences, Bachelard studied psychoanalysis and psychology. Bachelard became interested in imagination as that
which is discarded through objectivity and rationalism. Rejecting imagination as
a product of the unconscious, and interested in exploring the natural
intersubjectivity of the research experience, Bachelard saw imagination as “…a
unique passage way by means of which we reach an inhabitable, intersubjective
and fully human world (Thiboutot, et al. 1999, p. 2). Bachelard saw imagination
as akin to poetic images, and saw in them the same power Heidegger did to
bring understanding to a phenomenon by freeing oneself from merely empirical
descriptions (Bachelard, 1969).
His work settled into the realm of phenomenology when he became
interested in how imagination could be used to produce meaning. Bachelardʼs
introduction of reverie, the creative daydream, is similar to Husserlʼs concept of
reduction and epoch. Bachelardʼs description of reverie is one in which the
“consciousness relaxes and wanders and consequently, becomes clouded”
(Bachelard, 1969, p. 5). While he acknowledged that this is not
phenomenologically sound as it was not in the iterations of the philosophy of
time, Bachelard found that ʻpoetic reverieʼ focuses the reverie through the act of

72
writing it out. “All the senses awaken and fall into harmony in poetric reverie”
(Bachelard, 1969, p. 6).
Picart (1997) stated that Bachelard “appropriates, in the most general
way, the following features of (Husserlian) phenomenology: 1. A desire to
“embracket” the initial (rationalistic) impulse; and 2. An aspiration to apprehend in
its entirety, the creative epiphany of an image (p. 60). It is Bachelardʼs use of
reverie that I use in bringing my own consciousness into the analysis. It is this
patchworking that allowed me to locate how my understandings of participantsʼ
experiences were influenced by my life context. It is through this self-conscious
work that I was able to understand how my life impedes or assists my ability to
understand the experiences of my participants.
Phenomenology as a Fit for this Study
The study explores the lived experience of Somali born students in
Minnesota outstate high schools through their relationships with teachers and
administrators, peers, and impact on identity. Phenomenology is particularly apt
for this study as it explores the Somali studentsʼ voices in their own words and
stories. With phenomenology, the intent is to preserve the voices of Somali youth
while interpreting the meanings of their experiences. While there are many
qualitative methodologies that honor the participantʼs experience/voice,
phenomenology is a particularly good choice for this study because the research
question explores the nature of ʻbeingʼ Somali.
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Existentialism was of particular interest to Martin Heidegger, one of the
prime architects of this phenomenological philosophy, and so this methodology is
a good fit as the nature of ʻbeingʼ is at the center of lived experience (Jones,
2001; Moran, 2000). It is in the question of ʻbeingʼ that we might best understand
the experience of the Somali students in outstate Minnesota high schools.
“There is a relative dearth of critical interpretive research on marginalized
youth schooling experiences” (Smith, 2000, p. 293). Smith (2000) further states
that interpretative research that is critical is crucial to understanding the
experience of marginalized youth in schooling. Without the carefully understood
perspective of the marginalized student, it is easy to problemitize these youthsʼ
behaviors without seeking understanding.
Additionally, as a long time social worker and youth worker, I was drawn to
the concept of intersubjectivity that recognizes the co-constructed relationship
between the researcher and the participant. The researcher and the participant
“…develop a dialogic relation with the phenomenon, and thus validate the
phenomenon as described” (van Manen, 1990, p. 11). It is in this intersubjective
relationship that there is less of a divide between the researcher and the
participant; thus, the researcher is able to more fully appreciate the phenomenon
(Pascal, Johnson, Dore, & Trainor, 2011). The challenge of such a relationship,
of course, is that the researcher will over-identify with the participant, and lose
any sense of distance needed to see the phenomenon.
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This methodology has been used in other studies that have looked at the
experience of being a newcomer. Skuza (2007) stated that hermeneutic
phenomenology is well suited for the study of acculturation- the experience of
moving from a society of origin to a society of settlement. Skuza (2007) stated
“…this research methodology can humanize the meaning of the acculturation
experience, and begins by framing the phenomenon of acculturation” (p. 448).
Finally, interpretative phenomenologies have been chosen so that
references from literature, poetry, and art can be used to enhance and enrich the
meaning of the experiences uncovered. Hermeneutic phenomenology relies on
interpretation “because it claims that there are no such things as uninterpreted
phenomena…as lived experience are always already meaningfully
(hermeneutically) experienced” (van Manen, 1990, p. 180-181). Thus, the intent
is to capture the meanings of these experiences through the interpretive process.
On the other hand, descriptive phenomenology stays focused on “how things
appear, it wants things to speak for themselves” (van Manen, p. 180). With
hermeneutic phenomenology, I explore moments in time with Somali youth that
can best bring us to the experience of “being Somali” in a Minnesota high school.
Participants
I interviewed 10 youth for this study. Only 8 of the interviews resulted in
usable text. I didnʼt use two other interviews because the responses were so
guarded, and I suspected that the participants were concerned about my
intentions. The participants all identified as Somali born and had lived the refugee
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experience. They were between the ages of 18 and 20, and had attended a high
school outside of the Metro area in Minnesota. Three of the participants were
female and five were male. Youth were sought at St. Cloud State University as
well as through community agencies and referrals from Somali born identified
students.
Recruitment
Initially, I hoped that recruitment for this study would happen through the
African Student Association at St. Cloud State University, but this was not
approved by the head of the Multicultural Student Center due to concerns about
the exploitation of the students. Flyers were made and distributed but this did not
yield any results. The most successful recruiting came from a process of
purposive sampling where Somali born students were asked to suggest possible
participants but only after their grades were finalized and these students were no
longer in my classes. Purposive sampling is used to seek “knowledgeable
people”- only those who could have the understanding of the phenomenon
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007, p. 115). Other successful recruiting came
through the efforts of other professors and community people who suggested the
study to young people on my behalf and recommending that they meet with me.
Data Gathering
The study was voluntary. Young people who fit the criteria between the
ages of 18 and 20 were given a consent form as well as a description of the
study and its goals. The study was approved by the IRB at the University of
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Minnesota as well as the IRB at St. Cloud State University so that potential harm
to human subjects could be documented and understood.
The youth were all compensated with a $20 gift certificate to Target. The
participants were also given a card with the researcherʼs name and number in
case there are any unforeseen questions or reactions to the interview.
Transcriptions of the interviews were made. I transcribed two of the
interviews myself, and relied on a transcriptionist for the others. The transcripts
are being kept on my computer, password protected until the project and
dissertation are completed. At that time, they will be destroyed.
Interviews
Students were interviewed once, all interviews happening in my private
office at St. Cloud State University. The interviews lasted anywhere from 20
minutes to 70 minutes, depending on the participant. The female participants,
without exception, gave the longest interviews. The interview was taped with the
young personʼs knowledge.
The interview focused on studentʼs memories of their high school
experience. The participants were asked for stories about times that really
illustrated what it was like to be Somali born in the high school setting. I tried to
not ask the participant to choose positive or negative experiences. The only
prompting came through asking the participant who became stuck to think of
stories about being Somali born involving teachers, students, religious activities,
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and academics. Other prompting included asking the participant to go deeper
into their experience to give further detail.
Despite being a trained youth worker and social worker with 20+ years of
experience with youth of diverse backgrounds- Somali newcomer youth includedthe interview process was difficult. Only one out of every three interviews
scheduled actually happened. Most often, youth didnʼt show at scheduled
interview times. Two of the interviews that did happen happened only after
rescheduling twice. I consulted with Somali born students I had in class after our
teacher/student relationship was completed to ask about ways to better reach
participants. I was directed to keep trying. The only effort that was most
successful was to use a Somali identified person as a broker to the interview
process. The purposive sample worked best when a Somali identified student or
adult could confirm my legitimacy as a researcher or safety to potential
participants.
I detected a sense of wariness and confusion from participants about
doing a study on Somali born youth despite the flyer, consent form, and my
attention to answering questions. Kia-Keating and Ellis (2007) explain what may
lie at the bottom of this wariness, “The Somali culture and experience presented
a number of challenges to standard research paradigms. Experiences of
dictatorship, civil war, and political instability in Somali may have contributed to a
wariness regarding unfamiliar individuals or institutions, and a reluctance to
provide information” (p. 32).
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Another interesting phenomenon happened during the interview process
itself. Of the eight interviewees, only three were female. Yet those three
interviews were measurably longer, richer, and paying greater attention to the
natural attitude asked for by the researcher. The five Somali born male
interviews were characterized by a persistence on the part of the participant to
explain or educate me about the Somali experience in Minnesota high schools.
The subject of gender in the interview process may explain some of this
dissonance. Seidman (2013) states that interview process between males and
females can be affected by “sexist attitudes and behaviors” (p. 103). Seidman
(2013) also suggested that male participants can be dismissive regarding female
researchers.
However, it is my contention that the issue was bigger than sexism. I felt a
guardedness from participants, particularly the male participants. “The danger
for narrators is being locked into the identity position of the ʻrefugeeʼ and
ʻimmigrantʼ bound to them by their experiential histories that constrain their
capacity to redefine and transform ʻwho they areʼ in their new national settings”
(Langellier, 2010, p. 70). It may be that the position that the researcher put
participants in as ʻSomaliʼ, ʻnewcomersʼ, and ʻrefugeesʼ may have been
descriptions that they found concerning. There also may have been worry that I,
as a white middle-aged female, would not be able to adequately understand their
experience.
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Kia-Keating and Ellis (2010) suggested that steps be taken to ensure
cultural sensitivity. I came to understand that individual relationships with Somali
identified students wasnʼt enough to create sufficient sensitivity nor was the
purchase of several books related to the Somali experience in Minnesota. I
gained greater sensitivity by my presence at Somali cultural events at the
university as well as visits to the Somali café off campus, a gathering place for
Somali born community members.
Text Analysis
Text analysis was most influenced by Vagle (2014). The interview
process itself consisted of me asking participants to tell me stories that illustrated
what it means to be Somali in Minnesota Outstate High Schools. I asked for
details and prompted them to attempt to tell the story in such a way that I could
imagine being in the room with them. There were no other specific questions
although, when stuck, I asked them to think of experiences both positive and
negative or I asked them to think of stories about being Somali born that involved
students, teachers, administrators, or other Somali born peers.
To isolate themes, van Manenʼs selective approach was used (1990).
With the selective approach, the text is examined for multiple times for phrases
that stand out as unique, evocative, similar, and/or pre-reflective. These phrases
are then highlighted. The transcripts were explored several times before
experiences were chosen that met the criteria of being relevant, pre-reflective,
evocative, and/or unique to the experience of being a Somali newcomer in a
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Minnesota high school (Vagle, 2014, van Manen, 1990). I also incorporated
Vagleʼs components of tentative manifestations, bridling, and post-reflexion
(2014). Posters were made highlighting the different experiences that met the
criteria of relevant, unique, evocative, or pre-reflective passages, and time was
given to shaping how these experiences might be grouped by shared
manifestations. Then the possible meanings of the various manifestations were
explored through excerpts from poetry, movies, quotes, books, and my own
experience.
Bridling. As stated earlier, I had expectations and assumptions about
what the experience of authentic youth leadership will be for these youth.
Hermeneutic phenomenology calls for the researcher to embed these thoughts
and feelings. The researcher is asked to reflect on their beliefs, assumptions,
and experience as a means of claiming how their experience relates to the issues
being researched (Laverty, 2003).
I continued post-reflexion as defined by Vagle (2014) through the following
post-reflexion statement and in my journal through the analysis process. The
bridling showed itself throughout the analysis as I relied on my own experiences
in an effort to bring myself closer to the experiences my participants shared as
well as capture assumptions I carried through the analysis process.
Reverie. Bachelardʼs “reverie” may be ultimately described as
phenomenology of the imagination insofar as he views the imagination as
intrinsically rooted in the world, and the world as imaginable only through the
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archetypes of the imagination. Subject and object become so intimately
intertwined in review…that in reverie, the subject that gazes upon the object is as
rich and diverse as the object, and the object is intimately bound up with the
subject in the generation of meaning (Picart, 1997, p. 60).
The intent of Bachelardʼs phenomenology of imagination is to use ʻpoetic
reverieʼ paired with a “phenomenological sensibility able to distil from here the
shards of an imaginative insight to the verities of the human condition” (Philo,
2003, p. 11). Poetic reverie is the creative and intentional daydream that comes
from both a focused and relaxed state centered on the phenomenon. The
reverie evokes memories of a time when moments of a familiar phenomenon
were present. This memory, like the hermeneutic use of art, can be used to
enhance the tentative manifestations of the phenomenon.
Thiboutot, et al. (1999) stated that Bachelardʼs focus on imagination is
similar to Heideggerʼs focus on language. Both can lead us to “cultural
elaboration” (p. 9). “Such a creative image arouses us to new life, it renews our
thinking, our feeling and sensing, it restores to us our memory and awakens us to
the inexhaustible variety and richness of our world” (Thiboutot, et al. 1999, p. 9).
It is the richness of the imaginative process that can become poetic expression
through the act of writing through oneʼs memories.
The use of Bachelardʼs reverie in the revelation of tentative manifestations
was used as a tool through which I brought myself closer to the meaning of the
experiences of my participants. As a middle-aged White female, I cannot “know”

82
the experience of being Somali in high schools. I used reveries to locate
memories that evoke something similar to what I found in the participant
experience.
Post-Reflexion Statement
I came to this study as a longtime youth worker who then became a social
worker. Seventeen years of work in a Minneapolis crisis shelter both prepared
and impassioned me for this. Itʼs important to situate myself thus before I speak
to my perceptions and assumptions about the phenomenon I have studied.
A youth worker is not a social worker. While the social worker is the
trained professional, steeped in ethics and theories, the youth worker is the
maverick. The trained youth worker is taught the philosophy of John Dewey
rather than theories- itʼs an education steeped in ideas rather than frameworks.
The ideas of youth work are about emancipating and legitimizing youth
while social workers are instructed in the science of helping. My first degree was
in youth work, and the importance of that for me in my early work was that I
wasnʼt worried about how to do things; I was more concerned about respecting
youth stories. There is a magic in creating space for the stories of youth whose
lives are filled with trouble. They are generally unaccustomed to the experience
of being listened to with any real curiosity for their thoughts and feelings. Thus, I
learned that authentic listening was the key step to creating a helping
relationship. Once listening and caring had been established, youth experiencing
trouble were more open to change.
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Listening grew into honoring youth stories. Honoring youth stories was a
more sophisticated practice that went beyond listening to include acknowledging
the courage to talk, protecting youth stories from unsupportive or uncaring
listeners, and creating spaces that were sacred to the listening process.
The listening went beyond just youth experiencing trouble to include youth
of different cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds. With that, began my lessons
on humility; coming to understand myself, a white woman, as a person of
privilege contributing to oppression. As my humility and openness grew so did
the strength of my relationships with youth different from myself.
In graduate school for social work, I discovered that I was impacted by
learning that inspired me- like flashes of insight often found in moments of
emotion. For my thesis, I wanted to continue listening and honoring stories. I
wanted my research to inspire rather than teach. I chose phenomenology. My
advisors and I waded through with little understanding- only an appreciation for
lived experience.
I didnʼt choose a social work program for doctorate because the research
was largely quantitative. Instead, I found two home economics professors, Drs.
McClelland and Plihal, in the college of education who did phenomenology, and I
followed them into that program.
Listening to and honoring the stories of marginalized youth has continued
to be my passion. I listened to LGBT youth and wrote about their experience of
belonging in high school. I listened to African American youth about their
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experience of improved grades in high school. When it came time for my
dissertation, I wanted to listen to Somali born youth and learn about their
experiences of being Somali in school. I was asked to justify that, and I couldnʼt
other than to say that those were stories I wanted to hear. My first advisor told
me, in frustration, that it was like putting the cart before the horse.
I had many assumptions about this population of youth. I believed that
they came from a formal culture and would be soft spoken or polite. I believed
that, as Muslims, the females would be quiet or timid. I believed that all Muslim
girls were oppressed based solely on the wearing of a hijab or any head
covering. I believed that I already knew how to listen to them because thatʼs
what I was good at doing. I believed that I would find willing participants easily
because they would want to tell their stories. I believed that their stories would
only be stories of struggle. I believed that they were grateful to be in this country.
I believed all of these things despite reading about and meeting Somali born
youth who didnʼt fit these assumptions. For years, my mind stubbornly insisted
on filtering information that supported those hegemonic discourses despite
evidence to the contrary. All of these assumptions limited my ability to do good
research until I came to know that they existed.
As I begun the research, the immediate and ongoing contradictions to
these beliefs forced me to step back and stop ʻknowingʼ things about these young
people. I was especially taken by the passion, assertiveness, and strength of the
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female participants. It was through their stories that I was truly pushed outside
the confines of my assumptions.
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Chapter 4
Tentative Manifestations
I. Introduction
Tentative manifestations is the title of this chapter because what has been
captured in this research is not the experience of every Somali born young
person. It represents moments in context, recognizing that meanings are fluid,
momentary, and subject to change or evolution (Vagle, 2014). The intent here is
to reach inside the experience of three young women and five young men, giving
us some access to the phenomenon of being a newcomer, Somali-born student
in an American high school in the upper Midwest.
Geographic context. The setting is a small city in the upper Midwest of
approximately 50,000 in population. It is surrounded by small rural communities,
and is approximately 75 miles away from the stateʼs urban center. Somali
refugees have been migrating to this city for approximately 10-15 years. Somali
residents make up most of the eight percent who identified as black in the most
recent census (Wikipedia.org).
In the Minnesota Student Survey (2010) for this county, high school
demographics showed that 72% of students identified as White while 6%
identified as Black or African American and 8% identified I donʼt know/No answer
as their response. There was no category specific to Somali newcomer students.
Twenty five to twenty nine percent of high school students in this county receive
free or reduced lunch. On average, 42% of high school students in this county
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believe that students of color feel threatened in their school. On average, 8990% of high school students reported feeling safe at school. On average, 20% of
high school students reported feeling threatened at some point in their high
school experience. On average, 40% of students surveyed reported
experiencing some type of bullying in the last 30 days while an average of 40% of
high school students reported being a part of bullying a student in the last 30
days. It is important to remember that the results of this survey are not
disaggregated out by racial demographics.
Harassment of Somali born students came to a head in 2010 when the
Council on American-Islamic Relations requested federal intervention. The
Justice Departmentʼs Civil Rights Division and the Department of Education both
investigated, and the cases have been settled (Yusuf, 2012). The allegations
included a bus driver who refused to pick up Muslim students at bus stops (New
York Amsterdam Times, 2010).
There is one mosque in the city at present. A second, larger mosque was
planned, but hostile emails to both Somali leaders and city officials have brought
a halt to those plans. In the most recent election in 2014, three Somali
candidates ran for local seats. None of them were elected (Newspaper-name
redacted, 2014). In December of 2014, acts of vandalism occurred four times in
the space of a week to the cityʼs mosque according to the local police. The
editorial board of the local paper condemned these acts (StarTribune, 2014).
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Use of reverie and poetic images in analysis. “As an author of a postintentional text, you should feel free to play with form, bringing all that you have
from the data, your post-reflexion journal, other readings, other theories, and
other philosophies to bear” (Vagle, 2014, p. 137). In my analysis, I play with form
through the hermeneutic use of artistic texts and paintings to enhance
manifestations. Additionally, I use Bachelardʼs phenomenology to produce
reveries- my own life memories that were evoked through the analysis.
My use of reverie through my own memories is intended to bring a
transparency of my process including my biases as part of an ongoing reflexivity
throughout the analysis process. It should not be interpreted as a comparison of
my experience with the experience of my participants. I have worked to stay
conscious of the arrogance of such an endeavor. Rather, I am trying to bring
myself closer to understanding the emotions evoked by their experiences by a
reverie- a creative remembering- of times when similar emotions surfaced for
myself. When reverie is used, it will be marked by italics in the analysis.
It is also an opportunity to find and expose what Friend and Carruthers
(2012) referred to as dangerous memories. These represent the distorted and
negative images about cultural differences that I have amassed despite years
working in cross cultural settings. These memories through the use of reverie is
a transparent means of bringing me closer to understanding the lives of my
participants and exposing the ways in which my whiteness and privilege have
prevented my seeing of these lives.
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Reverie is also a journey of empathy that falls short of placing myself in
the shoes of my participants by virtue of such a taskʼs impossibility. As a
youth/social worker trained in feeling empathy for the experiences of others, it is
a natural impulse. Reverie is a natural companion to post-reflexivity in that,
through the process, I am continually locating myself and my perceptions.
The hermeneutic use of artistic references is an emotive device that helps
the writer convey a sense of meaning that would otherwise be lacking. van
Manen (1996) states, “The poetic language of the poem does not just speak of
things, rather the poem lets something be ʻheardʼ or ʻseenʼ. It is possible to
speak much but say little. In the act of ʻsayingʼ, the poetic text produces meaning
that shows or points to something. Meaning then is that aspect that makes
something understood” (p. 53). The images and passages will be used to enrich
the meaning intended by the participants. I seek to honor the depth and possible
manifestations of their experiences not only through the hermeneutic use of
artistic references but through poetic reverie or what Bachelard would call the
poetics of imagination (Bachelard, 1969).
Analysis in context. The use of temporary meanings to the experience
of being Somali youth in upper Midwest high schools is done in an effort to
provoke thought, to inspire understanding, or to capture a moment one has when
one sees themselves in an experience or recognizes the emotion of an
experience. Readers then have the opportunity to consider the lives of these
youth differently or with a depth that might have been missing formerly.
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The tentative manifestations have been organized into three areas. The
first area has to do with their experience of being Somali born in the schools with
teachers and administrators. They told stories of both painful and frustrating
experiences as well as experiences that where youth felt supported and
connected. The area explored with these tentative manifestations will be the
experience of Somali born students with their peers, highlighting the ways in
which they felt threatened or confused as well as times where they felt connected
in friendship to American born peers. The final area explored will be the inner life
struggles that connect to the experience of being Somali born in high school.
Most of these tentative manifestations were expressed by more than one of the
research participants. However, there are a few moments related by only one of
the participants that were powerful enough to stand on their own.
Citizenship and racial references. I will refer to people in the stories as
kids, boys, or girls in the manner they were referenced by the participants.
Additionally, I will refer to the non-Somali youth in their stories as American born
rather than American so as not to deny Somali born participants the same rights
to citizenship. Also, I will only refer to the racial or ethnic identification of an
American born student if the participant does.
There were 8 participants, and each participant will be referenced
respectfully by a Somali pseudonym rather than their own name to protect
confidentiality, and to preserve the humanity that might be missing if referred to
by a number.
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II. Difficult Relationships with Administrators and Teachers
“I mean, there are basically people that care and people that donʼt
care.” When I asked each participant to tell me a story about the experience of
being Somali in high school, almost all of them began with a story of injustice
involving a teacher or a school administrator. Their stories spoke of frustration
and anger- feeling unheard or misunderstood. With administrators, these were
stories of feeling wrongly punished. The experience of being of being Somalibeing new and different- was either too complex or too foreign for some busy
school administrators and teachers to unravel.
Nadifa told a story of trying to break up a fight between her cousin and
another girl. She saw herself as a mediator, trying to prevent trouble for both
students. They were both called into the principalʼs office. Nadifa said that her
cousin was afraid of getting into trouble because of past fights, and blamed the
fight on Nadifa.
And Iʼm sitting there, Iʼm like, “Excuse me? I didnʼt even touch you.”
I was the one that was like, “Hey you guys, letʼs not do it, you
know.” Telling my cousin to back off and stuff. And she was like,
“Nope. I remember who hit me.” And the principal was like, “Who hit
you?” And I was – she was like, “Nadifa.” And I was like, “I didnʼt
touch you.”…And then she was like, “Iʼm going to sue you for my
nose” dah dah dah. And Iʼm looking at her like, “Are you serious?”
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Like, “Is this necessary right now?...And then – and then like the
principalʼs like – I told the principal what really happened.
Nadifa explained her position to the principal, and while he was
empathetic, the accusation itself was enough to warrant a suspension. Nadifa
found this manifestly unfair and said so.
And Iʼm like, “Listen, I didnʼt touch her.”…So I was like, “I just–” and
I was like, “I donʼt know who hit her. But I know I didnʼt touch her. I
promise you that.” So then the principal was like, “Iʼll talk to her.
She wonʼt take you to court or anything. But just like, I have to
suspend you.” So I got a full suspension for nothing that I didnʼt
even do. Like, I was trying to be like the person the mediator and
say, hey, like you know, this is not how it is and stuff.
Amir talked of two incidents with school administration and teachers that
were troubling for him. Amir described himself as a person who tried to stay
focused on homework and learning so that he could advance in this country. In
this story, Amir was frustrated that Somali peers were trying to distract him from
his work. He tells them to leave him alone, but the harassment continued.
But again, theyʼre coming up to me and kicking my papers and
stuff. I tell her again, but she donʼt want to do nothing. She donʼt
want to send him to the office and so I snapped. As soon as I
snapped, she looked at me and sheʼs like, Go to the office and I
refused to go to the office. I told her that they deserved to go to the
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office and I told her like twice that there were these people
bothering me. She called the school guard to come and get me
and after that, I just went to the office and the principal is like a
female that like know how other people feel, like she can tell how
another person is doing and I tell her my whole stuff that happened
in the class and she just say that the only thing the teacher said
was that I snapped.
Amir found the female assistant principal sympathetic, but she insisted
that he have a consequence for his actions. He tried to reason with her, and she
softened the consequence to merely bringing his lunch to her office and talking
with her. Still, Amir felt that there was a principle at stake here.
I mean, there are basically people that care and people that donʼt
care. I mean, if I had snapped for no reason, I wouldnʼt be sitting
here arguing with you. I would just say, Hey, I snapped. I mean, Iʼm
not denying that I snapped. The only thing I am mad about is the
teacher constant denying what happened. So she talked to me
about it and then she let me go. Basically, she just dropped it. Like
this is not fair. This is definitely not fair to just drop it. I was like,
you canʼt be against people who have the power. I just say, alright,
Iʼm going to drop it. In the future, someone will get caught treating
people like this. In my mind, if youʼre treating people like this, you
definitely going to get caught one of these days.
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Amir talked about another incident where he was in the office because he
was struggling in school. Another Somali kid was in the office with his mother
because she gave him money for clothes and some other peers convinced him to
spend it unwisely. When his mother asked him where his new shoes are, he
says they were stolen. In the office, the kid saw Amir and accused him of
stealing the shoes.
…so I was at the office…basically, I was struggling with school and I
was at the office waiting for the principal and this kid, he saw me and
he says, Hey thatʼs Amir. Amir got my shoes. You know what Iʼm
saying. The principal called me, and heʼs like, Do you have his shoes?
Out of the blue. I was like, What shoes? His mom gave him money to
buy clothes and he doesnʼt have his shoes, and his mom wants his
shoes back. My mom was sitting there at the office [with me]. I just
looked at him like, Naw, this can not be happening. So I said, Can I go
up to him and ask him and I went up to his face and I said, 150%, I
donʼt have nothing from you. Iʼm thinking this can not be happening
again and my mom like…Yeah, my mom was like, What kind of shoes?
He said they were Jordans, basically.
The police got involved as Amir got increasingly heated, telling the police
to search his house. His mother and the other kidʼs mother attempted to solve
the issue by offering to forgive the offense. However, Amir got more “emotional”
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about being accused, and threatened to punch the other kid. Police officers tried
to reason with him, but he felt the accusation keenly.
Is it the law? Whoʼs the victim here? And she said, Naw, we donʼt
know whoʼs the victim? And I said, Iʼm the victim and youʼre not
going to do nothing about it. Iʼm going to snap on this kid and I
donʼt really care about the police cause where Iʼm from, I didnʼt see
no police basically. So I say if you ainʼt going to do nothing about it,
but if this kid keeps saying that I did it, Iʼm definitely going to punch
him, and I donʼt care if there are police around.
Eventually, Amirʼs mother intervened and urges him to forget it. For her
sake, Amir calmed down and dropped the issue. There is a fierceness in Amir
regarding this story. The mothers offer to let it go, but he still doesnʼt relax. His
integrity is at stake. This isnʼt about shoes or who lied. Being believedunderstood- was worth the risks of fighting. This need to be heard and believed
is echoed throughout the participantsʼ accounts.
Sahra argued with an American born boy who was using racial slurs
regarding Somalis, “they stink, they donʼt take a shower. You guys need to go
back to your own country.” A teacher came and sent both of them down to the
principalʼs office. In the office, Sahra said that the American born boy accused
her of saying she would punch him and turn his eyes white.
Ya know? It doesnʼt make sense. Iʼm like I wouldnʼt say anything
like that because he is already white. So that would be a stupid
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comeback. Cause I was a very um what do they call it? ssss-----uh Iʼm missing the word, but anyway. Ah - I was ya know quick on
my feet – ya know I can think back and ya know come back with a
ten time insult that was worser than what you said to me. So I was
that kinda but then I didnʼt show that side unless you kinda pushed
me there. So Iʼm like you know thatʼs not something I would say
you can ask anybody thatʼs not something I would say because
thatʼs not smart and I would not – I would not say Iʼm gonna turn
you white – he is already white, it doesnʼt make sense.
She is both baffled and outraged by his lie, and tried to explain this to the
principal. Despite her efforts, the principal seemed to believe that she made a
racial slur.
Iʼm like I admitted to everything that I said even though I knew I was
gonna get detention for it. I admitted to it. So why would I lie about
that? He was like - well I know youʼre lying. And I just sat there
and I explained and I explained over and over again. And Iʼm not a
person thatʼs very emotional that cries like really easily. And I donʼt
normally cry but I was so frustrated I was so-so frustrated because I
canʼt go left and I canʼt go right. Cause there is no one standing
here and there is no one standing here. So Iʼm left by myself and
then the principal the assistant principal is sitting there telling me
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that I said something I didnʼt say. And I know that he just doesnʼt
like Somali people, ya know?
As maddening as it was to be told she is a liar, it was even harder to break
down and become emotional when she was in such dire need of her emotional
defenses. She didnʼt feel safe around this principal. In fact, she believed that
this principal was choosing to protect the American born boy instead of her, and
yet, she couldnʼt stop herself from crying in front of him. Sahraʼs story starts with
an American born boy making racist comments to her, but ends with her being
punished for a comment she claims not to have made. Was it wrong for her to
fight back? Was it the schoolʼs expectation that she absorb his racism and not
react?
But he just he just kept on saying I was wrong. Iʼm like I wasnʼt
wrong I didnʼt do it – I admitted everything else why would I lie
about this… I was just so frustrated. I started crying and I was just
so mad. And I - I only cry when Iʼm frustrated. So I was so
frustrated I started crying and he sat there and he-he just kept on
saying things that just keep on poking me. I was just so mad cause
I couldnʼt do anything. I couldnʼt do anything – there was nobody
there to defend me and he was there he was supposed to protect
everybody no matter what you are, but he was sitting there telling
me that I said something that I didnʼt say and he was protecting the
other kid. And so I sat there and I just cried. And I was so mad at
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myself cause I let him see me being so frustrated and I was just so
angry. Not even about the whole situation that I let him see me cry
because that was a defeat to me cause I didnʼt want him to see how
much I was hurting because he didnʼt deserve that cause he didnʼt
protect me, ya know?
There are many movies about injustice, particularly racial injustices.
However, the movie that comes to me when I think about the experiences of
Nadifa, Amir, and Sahra is the movie, Silkwood. Silkwood is the real life story of
a woman named Karen Silkwood who worked at a plutonium plant for KerrMcGee. She was a spirited young woman, not afraid to speak up when she saw
possible safety hazards at the plant. She became active in the union, and
worked hard to improve safety conditions for her fellow workers. Yet, her actions
were threatening for both the management who feared the consequences of her
discoveries and for her peers who feared the loss of their jobs.
Instead of being hailed as a hero for her bravery in standing up to
management and in taking risks to collect evidence of safety infractions, she was
accused of being the one to put her fellow workers at risk. There is a scene
where Karen Silkwood played by Meryl Streep is trying to convince her
supervisor, Mace Hurley, played by Bruce McGill of safety concerns. Instead of
listening to her or taking her seriously, the following exchange occurs:
Karen Silkwood: You think I contaminated myself? You think I did that?
Mace Hurley: I think youʼd do anything to shut down this plant.
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There is the sound of both hurt and disbelief in Silkwoodʼs voice when she
realizes that not only will they not listen to her, but she has been cast as the
villain in her own story- a story where she is attempting to fight for the rights of
herself and her fellow workers. They attempt to steal away her righteousness,
her sense of justice. They not only accuse her of causing safety infractions but of
drug use and emotional instability. Karen Silkwood contacted a reporter from the
New York Times claiming she had evidence, but she died of a mysterious crash
on the way to meet with him. The evidence she carried was never found.
I think everyone has stories where they feel theyʼve been treated unjustly.
I can think of many in my own life, but I am struck by a memory from college that
touches on my own experience of injustice. I was very close to a young woman I
met my first day at college. Her name is Mo. We had so much in common. For
years, we were inseparable- moving from one apartment to another together.
But friction grew for many reasons. She had lost her father at age 12 from
cancer, and was never able to connect with her motherʼs second husband. Her
depression grew in college as did her frustration with my inability to understand
her anger. I remember her yelling at me that it is naïve to expect life to be fair,
and I responded with my fervent belief that life should be fair. She was
apoplectic with me, and wouldnʼt talk to me for weeks. I thought she was crazy
and avoided her after that.
There I was, 21 years old, a white, middle class woman with two educated
parents who had never divorced. I never had to worry about food, clothing, and
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shelter. I did well in classes despite putting in virtually no effort while she studied
endlessly in the same classes and couldnʼt match my grades. I had an outlook
on fairness based on my racial privilege, life experience, and intellectual gifts. I
have since experienced some personal instances of injustice, and have regrets
about my inability to understand the truth she was trying to share.
While my examples of injustice share Nadifaʼs, Amirʼs and Sahraʼs from
the standpoint that I was ignored, dismissed, or misunderstood by people in
power, I feel like they happened to me because of my ignorance regarding many
types of inequities in the world. In my stories, issues of race, religion or culture
werenʼt really present, and if they were, they werenʼt at the center of the injustice.
Nadifa, Amir, and Sahra felt like that they had been re-cast in villains in
their own stories. They felt disbelieved and misunderstood by school
administrators. Each felt that they were fighting for something honorable- for
Amir, it was his education, for Nadifa, it was the role of mediator in a fight, and for
Sahra, it was standing up against a racist attack. Each person was spirited in
defense of their story, reluctant to let it go or give up. Being believed had
meaning to them beyond their years. It seemed to be about the continual
experience of being racialized culturally and religiously.
Would it be fair to say that as refugees- merely by definition of the
experience- they already understood the experience of injustice? If this is a fair
assumption to make, then I marvel at their decisions to be willing to engage in yet
another battle against injustice. The unfairness present in their lives didnʼt break
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them. It left them angry and mistrusting. Yet, it also strengthened their resolve to
stand up in unjust situations and to keep fighting. How can this not be admired?
How can that not be understand as righteous civil disobedience?
“Iʼm like, I donʼt give a damn about your image.” Another part of these
studentsʼ relationship with school administration had to do with the news media.
At the time, 2008-2012, these students were going to school, reports circulated
regarding the treatment of Somali born students in the schools. This refugee
population was fairly new to the area and schools were navigating the issues
regarding areas to safely pray and dietary restrictions.
Additionally, there were alarming reports of Somali born students being
harassed or attacked by American born students and other community members.
At the time these students were in high school, there had been an incident where
an American born boy grabbed a Somali born girl by her headscarf and pushed
her down the stairs. Tensions were high and community activists had become
involved regarding these concerns related to human rights violations (Personal
communications with participants, 2012).
Nadifa told of an incident where she was in hallway at school and she
came across two American born boys cornering a Somali born girl and pushing a
magazine picture of a pig in her face, telling her to eat it. Nadifa was able to
rescue the girl and get her to go to class, but she stayed and confronted the
boys.
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And then the principal comes. And he was like, “What happened?”
And then I told him the story, like how it happened. Of him having a
pig. And he has it in his hands, still. So he got suspended. And then,
he got – it got more – like, news on it. Like, the local news people
came and they were just talking about how, like, Somalis are being
treated.
Abdullah said that until his junior year in high school, there was no place to
pray at school. He was very concerned about the consequences of leaving
school in the middle of the day. For years, he had accepted it, but felt he was at
an age where he no longer could. He and others gathered resources and went to
the school board.
I had enough people supporting me to fight this argument. We
went to the school district -- we went to this -- we brought in our
community. We brought a lot of people and once they realized -- we
brought in the Islamic Council of America. We brought a lot of
people in. And once they realized that the school -- this issue was
really -- is going to affect them, they just wanted to solve it.
Because everything to them was news. As long as they weren't on
the news, they'll do it their way. And once they saw like -- because
they'll do anything to get out of public aware-- public
announcements. They don't want to be put it out there, so that in
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that case when it when we brought the news and everything in, they
were like, "Oh you know what, we'll give them a room."
Sahra described one of her Somali born friends as very outspoken and
concerned about human rights. This friend of Sahra decided to go public about
what was happening in school after she had been warned by her ELL teacher
that an email was circulating about her, referring to her as the next Osama Bin
Laden.
She spoke to a couple of media outlets anonymously but was afraid to
return to school fearing retribution. To Sahra, this friend had always been
fearless and so she was shaken that her friend feared so much for her life. She
had always admired her friendʼs courage. After the news reports went out,
students like Sahra were called on to do interviews.
… even after all of that we really wanted to see this school change
and grow – and the thing is every time like an article would come
out or um… we were called for interviews. They would all of a
sudden be nice – they were all of a sudden be aw… aw… we
protected them blah…blah…blah. And then I went to the principal
one time and Iʼm like – Iʼm like I donʼt give a damn about your
image. Iʼm telling them what you guys did to me and what I went
through here.
Sahra said that another time, she heard there was going to be an
investigation because of allegations regarding human rights violations. She
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stated that her sister was called in by school administration and coached before
the investigators came.
And they went and they were actually coaching the kids how what
to say and what not to say. My sister was in that and she just
looked at she was so baffled because they were telling her – oh
weʼre a good school – we care about you guys… we donʼt want you
guys to feel like… Iʼm like this is a little bit too late. And they only
said that because they - the people were coming and they were
doing an investigation, ya know? So my sister came and sheʼs like
- and she told the um.. investigators she was like they were telling
us what to do… they were telling us what to say… they were telling
us that this is a good school – we donʼt want our reputation
ruined… and blah…blah… blah. And she told them everything.
And they were like they told you guys what to say? She was like
yeah they did they told us what to say. And they didnʼt, they implied
- they didnʼt state it - they implied – you know? You guys you know
- this and that – our school is very important – we donʼt want our
image ruined. We want you guys to tell the truth but… but - you
know - we donʼt want our image ruined – and this and that. And Iʼm
like - Iʼm… I was so shocked – Iʼm like amongst all of this
investigation you are actually gonna try tell them what to say. Ya
know?

105
The term “bowing to pressure” comes to mind in regards to these
descriptions of school administrators responding to news media regarding their
Somali born students. There are many definitions of bow stemming from the
middle English and old German that can mean anything from the string that holds
the wood tight for an arrow, the u-shaped part of a yoke, or the forward most end
of a ship or boat. Other definitions include the act of bending oneʼs body forward
as a sign of respect or submission (www.oxforddictionaries.com).
The definition that best fits these experiences is bending forward or
backward as one submits or yields to pressure. The pressure that came from
Somali born students and their families was not strong enough to get school
administrators or school board members to bend. Rather, the bending occurred
when other pressures were brought to bear such as media attention, community
activists, and investigations from state and federal authorities.
Nadifa, Abdullah, and Sahra recognized the hypocrisy of school officials
showing they cared only when pressure from the media or federal government
was applied. The emotional pleas of the students themselves were not enough
to create the necessary ʻbendingʼ needed to create a safe and welcoming school
for Somali born students.
I think back to my own experiences as a supervisor at a crisis shelter to
find an experience where I needed to ʻbow to pressureʼ to create change or
safety for people under my charge. While it is not the experience of the
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participant, it reminds me of my own history as an ʻoppressorʼ- a person with
power over those marginalized by race, sexuality, religion, etc...
I never had the experience of needing media or governmental forces to
push me. I do remember that my reluctance in my early years as a supervisor to
fully engage in a journey of anti-racist discovery impacted the safety of the staff
members of color. I remember the calls for more anti-racism workshops, and I
remember resisting these calls because I knew I would have to push myself into
uncomfortable spaces to get the work done. Such efforts eventually forced me to
face voices of dissent and accusations of injustice. It took me years to learn that
facing the anger became the biggest part of my growth- it helped me recognize
that a courageous life has more meaning than a life of hiding. These students
knew that twenty years before I did.
These students were pushing for school administrators to create changes
to accommodate their cultural needs, and yet the studentsʼ voices and the voices
of the Somali community and activists, were not enough to create change.
External forces had to step in. There were consequences for this far beyond
government mandates or sanctions. Participants recognized that their
experiences and voices were not enough to effect change. It provided for them
with yet another example of their powerlessness in the school, and solidified their
beliefs that no one cared about their needs.
“Thatʼs not just a Somalian kid – you should be describing either as
his name or the clothes that he is wearing.” These were also stories
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participants were eager to tell when asked about the experience of being Somali
in a Minnesota outstate high school in relation to teachers and administrators.
These werenʼt stories just about unfair punishment. Rather, these stories often
had to do with silence. These were the teachers that didnʼt respond or protect or
hear what was happening to students who were vulnerable.
For teachers, it is often an issue of discomfort or a reluctance to address
potentially provocative conversations, particularly when it comes to issues of race
or culture. Shields (2004) called this phenomenon pathologies of silence. This
means that by not acknowledging culture or facilitating conversations about it in
an effort to democratize classrooms, students outside the dominant paradigm are
pathologized because there is no attempt to make sense of difference- no room
for conversations about cultural or racial difference. Shields (2004) states, “Thus,
silence about color and culture leaves some childrenʼs tacit knowledge valued
and validated and othersʼ excluded” (p. 11).
Awa told a story about performing African dance at the school. She didnʼt
wear her hijab during the dance, and afterward, American born students were
asking her questions about this. She felt pretty good about these questions,
appreciating the genuine curiosity. Then a student asked a disingenuous
question. Instead of addressing the disrespectful intent of the question, the
principal admonished Awa for reacting strongly.
And this other kid was like, “Oh, do dogs have their hair covered?”
Iʼm like, “Dude, we donʼt touch dogs. Thatʼs…in my country, we
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donʼt touch dogs. And — So Iʼm like, “Dude, we donʼt touch dogs in
our religion. And plus, thatʼs very dumb of you to ask because you
already know obviously dogs donʼt wear anything like that and
animals donʼt over their hair. Like, youʼre stupid for asking that.”
And the principal was like, “Awa, thatʼs not nice to say.” Iʼm like, “I
donʼt care, heʼs stupid for saying something like that. Or even
asking a question like that. That he would have the nerve to ask
that.” So then she was like, “Okay, next question.
Awa told another story about Somali girls sitting together wearing hijabs.
American born boys came in and started making comments about the hijab.
They asked a question of the Somali born girls that didnʼt translate well. The girls
didnʼt understand and students laughed. The teacher was there, but didnʼt
address the embarrassment and discomfort of the Somali born girls.
So they we were all sitting and a group of boys walked in and they
sat down. And theyʼre like, “Gosh, I bet sheʼs so hot in that thing.”
They made comments about it, about what the girls were
wearing…He asked them a question and then they couldnʼt answer
it because they couldnʼt put it into word because they didnʼt know
how—the English words. And like they started laughing at out of
nowhere. Like ,for that moment I was like the teacher should have
been, “Oh yes, thatʼs not something to say. They canʼt help it; they
donʼt know English.” But instead the teachers just ignored the
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comment, and like tried to make it, like a funny joke type – They
tried to make it funny that they didnʼt know English. Iʼm like, “Thatʼs
not right.” Like, I walked out of the classroom. I left the classroom.
And he asked me why I left. Iʼm like, “Youʼre being a dumb teacher.”
Like, “Thereʼs no reason for you to have a diploma and teach and
still make fun of people that donʼt know English. What if you were in
that position?
Nadifa remembered an experience after her second suspension of the
year. An American born boy was harassing her with comments about her
coming from the jungle and how he believes that related to her aggressiveness.
He reminds her that she is not in Africa anymore and she needs to stop jumping
at people when she gets angry. The teacher was there, and Nadifa was sure she
heard it.
It feels like, he was like, “Ooh you people are like, they just came
from the jungle. So if somebody said something to you guys, did
you just hit them or something?” And Iʼm looking at him, I was like,
“You really donʼt want to start with me.” Because I was like, “I didnʼt
do anything. I didnʼt even touch her. I was trying to be the
mediator.” He was like, “Nope, every time something – like if
somebody says something to you guys, you always want to jump at
them.” And he was like, “This is not Africa. You need to change
your ways.” And Iʼm like – and then the teacher heard it – like the
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teacher was sitting there – So I was like – I was like – did – Miss – I
was like, her name was Miss Becker or something. Anyway I was
like Miss Becker, did you hear what he said? And she goes, “Nope I
didnʼt hear it” basically. And Iʼm like, “How could you not hear it, he
said it loud enough for the whole class to be like, really?” And I was
like, “You really didnʼt hear it?” And she goes like, “Nope I didnʼt
hear it.” And Iʼm like, “Okay, Miss Becker.
Amir remembered an experience when he was fairly new to school.
American born students in class laughed at him because he was wearing
sandals. He looked to the teacher for help as his English wasnʼt good and he
wasnʼt sure what was happening.
Okay, there was one day I came to school and I was wearing my
sandals, I usually wear my sandals and I came to class and there
was a bunch of people in the class, and as soon as I came to class
everybody laughed because I was wearing my sandals and so I just
sat down and I look at the teacher ʻcause I didnʼt know English that
much and the teacher didnʼt say nothing about it. She was like,
Look, can we move on? And I mean, I feel like if I was to laugh at
somebody, make a comment, definitely the teacher wouldʼve said
something, but I could see that this teacher didnʼt really care about
how other people feel. I mean, I donʼt know, I mean she was just in
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her own business. I mean, I think she was one of the teachers that
hate me the most too.
Itʼs important to note that this teacher said nothing hurtful and yet he feels
like she hates him. It is not what she says, it is the absence of saying anything at
all. The silence at a moment when he was confused and hurt was very powerful.
Elie Wiesel is an author, Nobel Peace Prize winner, professor, and
political activist who wrote the bestselling, “Night”, about his experiences as a
boy in the Auschwitz concentration camp. He continues to be a strong voice
regarding issues of injustice. In his Nobel Peace Prize speech in 1986, Wiesel
stated, “I swore never to be silent whenever, wherever human beings endure
suffering and humiliation. We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the
oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the
tormented” (Wiesel, 1986).
These stories bring me back to the years that I did Gay Straight Alliance
groups in Minneapolis high schools. Doing groups was a big part of my work, but
I noticed that no one looked forward to attending groups more than LGBT
identified youth. Once we closed the door to the classroom to start group, there
was almost a palpable sense of relief. Boys held hands with boys. Girls hugged
their girlfriends. There were so few spaces where these kinds of expressions
could happen. There was always such a need to talk about what they felt and
what they experienced. And they often talked about teachers.
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In the beginning, I was surprised because their stories about teachers
were most often about what they didnʼt do as opposed to what they did do.
Putting up a Safe Space sticker wasnʼt enough to signal the safety of a teacher.
These students were always looking for clues. And the clues they most often
identified were instances where teachers didnʼt respond to homophobic language
in the classroom. When confronted, teachers often claimed they didnʼt hear the
comments, but LGBT students often believed otherwise.
It helped me understand that, for marginalized groups, silence is never a
neutral stance. The silence of teachers for Nadifa, Awa, and Amir wasnʼt neutral,
even if teachers intended it to be. In the stories, it was never attributed to a lack
of cultural understanding or the teacherʼs discomfort. Rather, it came off for
these students as a loud statement, positioning teachers as disliking or not caring
about student. This isnʼt about Somali born students not being generous in their
assessments of their teachers. Itʼs very similar to the stories told to me by LGBT
youth.
This is about the experience of being new and different, one of few- often
without the power of language or dominant cultural understandings. This is about
these students needing their teachers to be not just their guides, but also to be
their protectors especially in a world new or unwelcoming.
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III. When Somali born students connected with Teachers and
Administrators
“I told the principal and then she handled it from there on.”
Participants could recall experiences where administrators not only took them
seriously, but responded in ways that were helpful. These experiences were
meaningful to students who were often feeling isolated and unheard. They told
about these experiences with an energy missing from other accounts. These
were softer stories often told with a sense of appreciation.
Nadifa talked about the work she and other Somali born students did to
make sure that there were pork free options available for them as Muslim
students in the cafeteria. They were successful in getting the school to put pink
stars on food items that had pork in them. While this campaign was successful,
there were American born boys, Nadifa referred to as the “Hunter Boys” who
waited for times when Somali born students were away from their food so they
could slip pork products onto their plates. These boys were quite sneaky about it
and hard to catch. Nadifa took her concerns to the principal.
And then I told the principal. I was like, “This is what he did.” Right?
And he was like – and then we fought for that. So and then there
was like a camera – cameras, like three cameras and all, like facing
the cafeteria so you could see what – like every – whoever did
everything. And he – the principal didnʼt tell the whole school that
that was happening. It was just like something that happened hush-
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hush thing. Because he wanted to find out who did it…And then the
next – like the next time we had pork, they did the same thing.
Every time there was pork, they would do the same thing. And then
the boys got suspended. And then he tells the whole school, “Oh
now we have cameras in the cafeteria so whatever you do is
recorded basically.
Awa talked about a time she was walking down the stairs and she felt
some moisture hit her skin. At first, she attributed it to something innocent until
she realized with horror that there was a Caucasian American born boy spitting
on her from above.
So weʼre coming down the stairs and they were on the third level,
the Caucasian boy. And then they threw something at me –at—they
spit – yeah, they spit at me. At—at first I didnʼt think about it. Like I
didnʼt – Iʼm like, “Oh.” Like, “I feel a wet spot. The sky must be
leaking. Like the — Must be leaking or something like that because
it was above the bathroom.” So other than I—I felt—I kept feeling
things like hitting my skin, like wet. And then when I look up these
boys were like laughing like cracking jokes. “Look at that Somalian.
She doesnʼt even notice it.” So, instead of me reacting to it, going
back—because they were like big boys. Like they were big and they
were tall and there were like four of them and there was just me. So
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instead of going back up there, I walked down to the principalʼs
office and I told the principal and then she handled it from there on.
There is a simplicity in that final sentence. It got handled. Awa didnʼt
explain what that meant, but obviously she felt some sense of closure. She was
believed and protected. Awa talked about another time when a red pick up drove
by her on her way home, and the American born boys inside threw a toy pig at
her as well as glass bottles. Even though, it wasnʼt on school grounds, she went
to the principal.
And they would – they drove by – the drove like this red truck. So
they would drive by and then they threw a pig at me. (toy pig)…Not
a real pig! [laughs] Not a real pig. Like they threw pig at me. They
threw like bottles of alcohol or something like that. They threw
something, like glass, at us. And then Iʼm like, “Are you serious?”
Like now those type of time, I donʼt know what to do, like I just
stand there like thinking, “Are you serious?” Like, thatʼs all I think
about when something like that happens to me. Like, “Are you
serious? How ignorant can you be?” And then the next day we told
the teacher, the principal. And I guess the principal had like cops
surrounding the area. Like the next day, we walked home, she had
like cops surrounding the area and whatnot but still those boys
were still there.
Again, she was believed and the presence of police told her that her story
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was important. Her fear had meaning to school officials.
“Because she just kinda took us in.” The experience of feeling inspired
by or connected to a teacher is a special one. I remember the physics teacher in
high school who refused to accept the ʻCʼ work I kept handing in. I was
completely content with my ʻCʼsʼ as Iʼd never aspired to a higher grade in
science. I had decided early in life that science wasnʼt my thing. I was not a
behavior problem, attended faithfully, and yet, despite having close to 200
students, he found time to talk to my parents about the “C”s because he felt I was
capable of more.
I was confused as to how he thought he might know something like that.
How did I get singled out? I had always been careful to stay invisible in school.
And yet once he made that assessment, I was no longer allowed to merely
“pass”. Notes came with each assignment lower than an “A”. I felt both self
conscious about and inspired by his attention, and worried over assignments in
ways I never had before. The “A”s started showing up in my work, and my
parents were no longer content with my theories about my low aptitude for
science. To this day, I remember his campaign to inspire me to do my best. It is
the first thing that pops into my mind when people ask me about the influence of
teachers in my life.
ELL teachers were important influences in the lives of these Somali born
youth. They often spent significant chunks of their days in ELL classrooms, and
the teachers there took time to know them as individuals. ELL teachers were not
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only good at relationships, but they were also strong advocates in the lives of
these students.
Awa remembered how her ELL teachers took time not only to care, but to
stand up and fight for their Somali born students when issues arose. They didnʼt
deny that ignorance and racism existed within the school- even from other
teachers-and allowed those conversations to happen in the classroom.
My ELL teacher. My freshman, sophomore and half of junior ELL
teacher, Mrs. Decker. Like she was the best ELL teacher Iʼve ever
had. Like, she would stand up for something even – even if itʼs not
really a big deal, even if itʼs like a small issue. Like somebody said,
“Oh you canʼt speak English.” Like she will stand up for you, like no
matter what. I donʼt know why, what makes her — Sheʼs just so
open and so kind to like Somali kids. Because sheʼs like, “I have to
deal with these — with you kids.” So sheʼs like, “And I donʼt like the
fact that thereʼs ignorance around this school and some teachers
are being dumb any other kid of any other race.”
Sahra remembered her ELL teacher being so significant in her life that she
imagines she might be in jail today without her.
We had school…we had like fights outside of the school and all of
this was happening but then I had this teacher… and I was – I was
just going like on a downward spiral. It was horrible. I knew
exactly. If I – if it wasnʼt for my ESL teacher – I probably would
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have been in jail by now or something. Because she just kinda took
us in… and shes like – ya know – I understand what you guys are
going through. Cause at that point – really nobody really took us
our side cause we canʼt – we canʼt go talk parents – the school
officials are siding with the White kids – they arenʼt – theyʼre not
even - canʼt see like how… how like the whole things affecting us –
and we… we vocalize how we felt and what they are doing to us.
But they would come up with some kind of excuse to justify the kidʼs
behavior.
Omar and Bashir had positive experiences as Somali born students with
teachers who were also coaches. Omar had a peer who was getting teased by
Somali peers because he was so thin.
Donʼt get me wrong, [laughs] Somalian kids are known to be skinny
a little bit just because of the starvations they came from, you know.
Especially when theyʼre new to the country. So I see the kid, you
know. The kids are – his friends are making fun of him. Theyʼre
Somalian. Theyʼre like, “Dude, youʼre skinny -- Youʼre skinny, go eat
some meat,” you know? “Go home and sleep” type of things like
that. So they were teasing the kid, you know.
Omar decided to mentor him. He knew a teacher who was also a coach
and so he introduced the Somali born kid to his teacher. Omar admired his
teacher/coach, and the commitment the man showed to his students.
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The thing was, my coach was the math teacher. So I took this kid to
the gym. The coach worked his [claps] butt off [claps] every day.
We worked his [claps] butt off. The kid is buff now. And thatʼs all
thankful to the teacher because I brought up the story to the
teacher. And when the teacher asked him to make a commitment,
the teacher was like, “If I tell you I can get you big in these amount
of days, will you be there every single minute? Every single
second?” And he [claps] confirmed, [claps] the kid was there,
[claps] the kid is [claps] pretty big now, Iʼd say…Thatʼs two positive
things that says, you know, this guy well, he takes his time with kids
all the time, you know. You look at it -- from eight in the morning,
okay? He comes in at 7:30, okay. He wakes up at 6, 7:30, okay.
Leaves Tech around 7 pm. You know and then from 7 pm to 6:30
again heʼs sleeping. So that just showed him, you know, youʼve got
to do the math on your own. Youʼve got to do like – you see the
time management here? You know this guyʼs a positive guy.
Bashir was very inspired by a teacher who was also his coach. This
teacher/coach inspired him in the classroom as well as on the basketball court.
This teacher/coach didnʼt just listen; he challenged Bashir, kept him out of games
when he got in trouble at school, and talked about his future with him. He was a
strong presence in Bashirʼs life; someone Bashir says taught him about being a
man.
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Oh yeah. I think heʼs like – heʼs so inspiring to – too – too – like first
when I got to Apollo, I was like, you know, I was still getting in
trouble. Doing … well … you know … all my friends did – like –
people – the saying that you are who your friends are. I was
hanging out with, you know, the wrong crew. But he was the one
that actually you know pulled me away from them. Like, you know?
Got me doing my homework. Like go to classes. Come on time for
basketball stuff. Oh yeah, so … Iʼm actually doing a paper about
him right now. Like, I would get in trouble – trouble at school. He
wouldnʼt let me play a game. Right. Heʼs, you know? And – he
was doing that constantly like then. One day heʼs – he – like he –
me and him sat and talked. He said – he just told me, “If you want
to get better, you got to do better in school.” You know? For a
better life…He didnʼt just tea – teach me about basketball. He
taught me about life. How to be a man…Well yeah, even like, after
basketball season, because you know go – go – after school – like
after schoolʼs done – going to summer… So you can tell he wanted,
like you know? He wanted me to get better, like in sports, and like
better as a person, and just stay away from the streets and stuff like
that. And actually heʼs the one that kind of talked me into being a
cop?
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Amir became frustrated with a teacher who wasnʼt paying attention to an
argument happening between him and a girl he identified as Sudanese. The
teacher finally noticed that Amir and this girl were arguing, and she asked what
was going on. Amir vented his frustration at the teacher for not paying attention
and he got a surprising response. He described it as a time when a teacher
really listened to him. Thatʼs all. She just really listened to what he was saying,
and told him he had a good point, and it resonated enough for him to share it.
The teacher didnʼt say nothing about it. I say, Yo, do you see the
problem going down here? Do we come here to study or do we
come here to talk shit to one another? Because more likely when
there are too many Africans in one high school, theyʼre going to be
talking shit. So the teacher says, What are you guys talking about?
Ask her what I just call her. Ask her what I just say. Why did you
say that? Thatʼs so mean. I said there are things you need to pay
attention to other than being at your computer, a lot more than just
giving us homework and going to your computer. I said, what about
your next class or your class before? You should have time for
each class ʻcause thatʼs how a teacher should do it. She just
looked at me and she said, Yeah, youʼre right. At the same time, I
can understand where youʼre coming from, Iʼm a little bit busy. I
said, I know youʼre busy, but sometimes, you need to separate
people that start talking shit to each other and you need to pay
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more attention and what them…what they are doing. ʻCause if
people arenʼt doing their homework, they should be losing points.
And she told me, I understand where youʼre coming from.
Omar talked about a particularly touching instance when one of his
teachers took time to honor his traditions. As a Muslim, he saw as a sign of
respect that she chose to cover her entire body.
So this one day I walked into her class, and sheʼs wearing a
Somalian traditional clothes. I look at the picture you know –donʼt
get me wrong, that looks really really nice you know? My teacher
wearing something that covers her whole body, you know. Iʼm like,
“Thatʼs my teacher,” you know? Thatʼs a positive thing, you know?
And like ever since, Iʼve just looked up to her, you know. Sheʼs
always nice. And sheʼs taught over, Iʼd probably say, 500 Somalian
students. And she graduated from St. Cloud State. Still is a current
student at State.
Finally, Awa told a story about her science teacher; a teacher she said
motivated her to do her work. The teacher also worked to make her feel
comfortable in situations where she was the only student of color in the
classroom and other students didnʼt want to be her lab partner. Then an incident
happened where a racial slur was used by an American born student in the
classroom. What was so compelling to her wasnʼt just that this teacher protected
her, but how angry she was about the incident. The slur wasnʼt just upsetting to
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whom it was directed- Awa- it was also very upsetting to this Caucasian woman
as well.
Mrs. Howellʼs my science teacher. Like I would be lazy and not
want to do work, but like still I got it done. Like she motivated me to
get it done, and would be like, “You can do it, you can do it, this is
that.” And at times there would where Iʼm the only person, Iʼm the
only Somali or colored person in the classroom and like no kids
would want to be my partner. And then she would take the — her
time out of her work to be my partner and like help me with the lab
and this is that…And be like, “Just do it. You guys can do it. Sheʼs
not a bad person. She wonʼt bite.” Like she would encourage me
and she would encourage others to be friends. Like she wouldnʼt
— and like when — thereʼs one time when this kid made like a
nasty – whatʼs it called? – a nasty comment about Somali people.
And then she got like — her face, like sheʼs Caucasian — her face
got so red. She was so mad. And then she kicked them out of the
classroom and he was suspended for like two days. I donʼt
remember what the kid said in the classroom because I left at that
moment. So I left and I didnʼt know what the kid said. When I
came back all I see is the teacherʼs face was red. And she was
made like, extremely mad, I donʼt know why…Yeah. She was very
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mad. I didnʼt know why. I tried to ask her and sheʼs like, “Forget
about it. Donʼt worry about it. Just go do your lab.”
Carl Jung (1875-1961) once said, “One looks back with appreciation to the
brilliant teachers, but with gratitude to those who touched our human feelings.
The curriculum is so much necessary raw material, but warmth is the vital
element for the growing plant and for the soul of the child” (Adulted.about.com).
Itʼs in those moments where a student feels heard or seen or understood
that a connection begins with a teacher. The material itself may or may not feel
inspiring to the student, but a sort of informal agreement between the student and
teacher is formed. As long as you see me as someone real and unique, I will
follow you on this learning journey. Perhaps, the connection to the teacher is
strong enough that student will eventually create their own relationship with the
learning. However, the relationship is often where it starts, especially with youth
who are marginalized.
Participants talked about the ELL teachers as allies who cared for and
nurtured them when they came to the school. There were also the coaches who
challenged male Somali born students to discover new skills and build dreams.
There was the teacher who listened to Amirʼs frustration about how distracted
she was and didnʼt get defensive. There was the teacher who wore Somali
tradition dress to school to honor her student. And there was the teacher who
showed Awa that racism doesnʼt upset and hurt only people of color.
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The movie, Precious, released in 2009 is about an overweight, severely
abused, African American teen played by Gabourey Sidibe. Precious has one
child and is pregnant with her second child, raped both times by her father. She
lives with her mother who is emotionally and physically abusive to her. She
dreams of being a movie star, loved and adored, but her reality is one of poverty
and survival.
When her second pregnancy is discovered, she is shuffled off to an
alternative school setting without explanation. There she arrives, sullen and
quiet, her paperwork lost while people around her argue in front of her about her
presence. Despite her size, Precious is largely invisible to the world around her.
She ends up in a classroom with a teacher named Ms. Rain who urges her to
write.
Precious doesnʼt know a world where her thoughts and feelings have
meaning to anyone outside herself. Sheʼs reluctant to share, but Ms. Rain is
persistent. Precious writes and Ms. Rain takes time to respond to her writing with
compassion, urging her to continue to share her story.
The writing opens up a world to Precious where she sees herself as
someone with gifts and education becomes an opportunity for her rather than an
obligation. At the end of the movie, her circumstances are, if possible, more dire
than they were at the beginning. She is homeless and HIV positive, but she
knows what she wants and she knows she is loved.
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I often show this movie to my social work students, and we focus on the
social work character who is kind to Precious, but doesnʼt ultimately connect with
her. At the end of the movie, Precious tells the social worker that she likes her,
but sheʼs not capable of handling Precious. My students often ponder over this.
What makes the teacherʼs kindness more powerful than the social workerʼs?
We often settle on the idea that the teacher sees beyond Precious as a
student to see Precious, the person. It is in discovering her personhood that the
teacher is able to both discover and nurture Preciousʼs gifts. The social worker,
while well-intentioned, never sees Precious as more than just a client.
There are many parallels between Precious and the Somali born
participants of this study. The first has to do with the invisibility that occurs for
these students even though they have darker skin, wear different clothes, and
speak, eat, and worship differently. The invisibility for Somali born students in
schools comes when teachers arenʼt taking time to learn their names or listen to
their stories. It happens when teachers avoid contact with Somali born students
in their classrooms because they assume that making a connection would be
complex or difficult due to culture or prior experience with other Somali students.
It happens when harassment against these students isnʼt addressed or when
their stories arenʼt believed.
These students, like Precious, have also faced enormous obstacles both
in their journey to this country and in living here. Like Precious, they keep
moving forward, often bolstered by inspiration given to them from teachers, like
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Ms. Rain, who take the time to see them as individuals and help them discover
new possibilities.
IV. Complex Relationships with Peers
Some of the difficult relationships with peers have already been referred to
in the experiences already discussed. There was the experience of being a
newcomer trapped in a hallway by American born boys who pushed a picture of a
pig in her face until Nadifa came to the rescue. There was incident of American
born boys planting pork products in the lunches of Somali born Muslim students
until the principal set a trap with cameras. There was the story Nadifa related of
being told by a peer that she was aggressive because she was African born“from the jungle”.
Difficult and complex relationships with peers have many layers to them.
Sometimes, it comes in the form of direct harassment. Other times, it comes
from ignorance, questions that may be well intended but are offensive. Some of
these difficulties do not come from cross cultural interactions, but from Somali
born students struggling with one another.
Nadifa told about the time her cousin accused her of hitting her in the
principalʼs office. Amir told about being harassed by his Somali born peers in
class when he was trying to do homework or being accused of stealing a Somali
born friendʼs shoes in the principalʼs office. Whatever the context, the
participants in this study had to continually navigate complex peer relationships
in high school.
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“Hunter boys.” Nadifa called them the “hunter boys”. These students
were the American born boys who would engage in acts of harassment and
persecution on Somali born students, particularly newcomers. Her basic
definition of a “hunter boy” was the following, “I used to call them the Hunter Boys
because they used to be hunters, you know? They were all American boys that
could go hunting and football play –“.
Yet, it wasnʼt only the hunting that they did outside of the school that
distinguished them. These were the boys who hunted in school; they acted in
ways that exercised power over Somali born students, particularly the ones who
were new the school, and, perhaps, to the United States.
For me, this is the bully. Like the boy who lived a few blocks away and
walked home from school the same direction I did. I was in kindergarten and
new to town. He walked up to me one fall day and offered to tie the wool scarf
around my neck more snug because of the cold. I thought it was kind, and said
nothing when he picked up the two ends and pulled. Then he choked me, only
stopping when I was coughing and crying. He ran away laughing. I told my
mother he was so big- a six grader at least. He turned out to be a first grader.
It was so long ago, and while there were incidents that happened in high
school, nothing carries the visceral energy of the first time. The world changed
for me when he choked me with my scarf. Being a good girl wasnʼt enough to
protect me from bad things. I could no longer trust the world to react predictably.
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In 7 grade, a popular boy spoke to me. I was a quiet girl, and this was
th

exciting. I smiled and answered and felt like the byzantine hierarchy of peer
relationships in junior high was starting to make sense. Just as I was starting to
relax, he planted both hands on my non-existent breasts and declared me flat as
a board. All of his friends laughed. I wasnʼt six years old anymore. I already
knew that bad things happened no matter how good you were. This time, the
lesson had to do with where I belonged. He was telling me that I wasnʼt a real
girl and not worth his time. He was marking his importance by declaring my
unimportance.
The “hunter boys” think like this. The other must be identified, and then
bullied so that they understand the importance of the “hunter boy” and recognize
their own insignificance. Nadifa told the following story to illustrate another
incident that the “hunter boys” did.
And then they have like these we had the – we had the ketchup
and the mustard was in like a little package basically. So they would
put it on the floor for people to step on it. But he knows thatʼs our
prayer time. So like – a little girl – you know how they have the
skirts and stuff. So I you step on it, itʼs going to explode to your legs
and stuff. And he was – the boys would just do that – like theyʼre
the Hunter Boys - And then they would put it down like, the thing,
for me it was like, I kept noticing it. Iʼm like, “Why is the ketchup
thing right here, and right here?” and you know, like. But the girls,
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when theyʼre walking, they really canʼt – like they donʼt look down.
And for some reason, I was always the one that would look down to
see what Iʼm stepping on, basically. And the girls would just go –
like walk towards it. And it was just explode. And it would be like all
over their legs and their skirt and stuff.
Nadifa also told a story about going to a school dance. She had been
warned that American born boys sometimes put alcohol into the punch, and so
she came prepared with some sodas. Some of her Somali born peers werenʼt
prepared.
So the girls when they came – the fruit punch – the Hunter Boys put
alcohol in there. And then that – like they were like, “It smells
weird.” Because the girls would like, smell it. And they were like, “It
smells weird! It smells weird!” And then they brought like the – the –
the staffs that working there. They were like, “Hey this smells weird.
I donʼt know what it is, but it smells really weird.” And then they the
staff was like, “Thereʼs alcohol in here.” And then they got saved.
Nadifa stated that the hunter boys studied the weaknesses of Somali born
students so as to exploit them. “So they kind of studied the ways of the – so they
would come – like you know like, we canʼt eat pork, we canʼt drink – all of that –
they studied it basically, so they would try to change that about us – about us.”
Bashir told of an experience that happened when he was new to this high
school. While he didnʼt characterize these American born youth as hunter boys
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in the same way that Nadifa did, there is the same pattern of harassment directed
at Somali born newcomers.
My first week, I got to high school and for, you know, Somali kids,
like the first people, you know, if you see Somali youʼre going to talk
to him, you know, get to know him. Thatʼs – I donʼt know if thatʼs a
culture – we just – you know, we started talking and the Jump
Starter, they were new so they said that Somalian culture, you
know. They use – they didnʼt get – get used to the culture in
America. So they were just, you know, like, holding hands, stuff like
that in school. Which I thought like you know, like I get what they –
theyʼre not, like, gay or anything, but I get where they come from
right. Group of white kids came by and started calling them
names…Faggots. And like Somalians. Or you know, go back to
where youʼre from. Stuff like that. Right. But at the same time, like
these kids didnʼt know what they were saying.
Awa told of an experience where she came upon a group of American
born boys harassing a non-Somali- someone she described as Arabic. Awa
stepped in to protect this student.
It was culture week at high school. So we were walking. And then
this kid – there was this Arabic kid that had like a little moustache
beard type thing going on. And then, so he was walking and I was
walking too. And then there was these two big boys – like they
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were humongous – these boys were big. And they were
Caucasians. So they would walk by and they were like, “[Makes
noise of disgust] Look at that terrorist. He looks like Osama.” And
then that kid didnʼt say anything about it because heʼs a really quiet
kid. He didnʼt say anything about it. So I went back. Iʼm like, “Is
that really something right to say?” Iʼm like, “Does he have
anything on his chest that says heʼs a terrorist?” And theyʼre like,
“What are you talking about, you dumb Somalian.” Iʼm like, “Hold
on. Donʼt come at me because Iʼm stepping up for myself and for
him.” Iʼm like, “You have no right to call me a Somalian. I didnʼt
say anything about what you are, or what you represent. Iʼm just
asking you, is that really necessary to say to him, just because he
looks like that or that he has the appearance of it — of those
people.” Iʼm like, “Does he – heʼs a really quiet kid –like thatʼs not
necessary to say.” And they just looked at me and they walked
away.
In Awaʼs story, the racialization of religion or Islamophobia played a
powerful role in the persecution of the non-Somali Muslim student.
Equating terrorism with Islam instead of extremism is a common thread
through many of these accounts.
Online, I found a poem by girl identified as a former refugee. She
not only speaks to the experience of assimilation and what it steals from a
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person, but she beautifully captures the rural emptiness of the upper
Midwest: an isolating place for newcomers, cold and endless.
Losing Identity
Look around, miles of flat field
stretching into the horizon and beyond
Into a world without fence
But Iʼm here, in a world with no escape.
Trapped.
I speak like a parrot
Obey as a well trained hound
A rotten tomato disguised as a shoe
Out of place
Forced to fit in.
Dream catchers clasp onto my ill thoughts
Giving me tranquil, dreamless nights
Pity, it couldnʼt catch me
Leaving me in brutal reality
A once comforting current carrying countless colours
Now a mere stream of useless blue
Creamy deer hind, cozy coat
switched to savvy jeans and t-shirts
Common rituals, giveaways, rolled into
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Weekly Sunday prayers
slowly that Native Brown fades
And from head to toe I feel
A bleach white silently seeping in
Who am I?
Anna Xu, age 15 (2011)
This poem is written by a refugee girl. Was her experience similar to the
Somali born youth of this study? Was she harassed in her new school, in her
new city? She said that her “Native Brown fades” as she was “forced to fit in”.
Her poem tells us that her experience is one of being new and standing
out- her brown skin against a backdrop of white skin. And there is no escape.
Her difference in the beginning might have been one of confusion, not knowing
the rules, the language, and the culture. As time went on, her knowledge grew,
but, for many of those around her, she is still the other. Perhaps, attempts were
made to make sure she never forgets that. Maybe that happened in the form of
bullying or harassment as was experienced by many of the Somali born
participants. Perhaps, being “forced to fit in” is the price she must pay to find
some peace.
The Somali born youth in this study have also struggled to find ways to be
themselves. As newcomers, they didnʼt have all tools to fight back, but even as
they grew in knowledge and understanding of American culture, there was no
guarantee of peace for them in the high schools where they stood out with their
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darker skin and different clothes and traditions. Is there a way to fit in on their
own terms without walking away from parts of who they are? Are there
consequences for this?
They think Iʼm like, you know Special Somalia. Several of the Somali
born participants talked about the experiences of trying to straddle being Somali
born and adopting American culture at the same time. It was a complicated
process for them with consequences in both Somali born and American adopted
sides of their lives.
Earlier in the chapter, there is an experience related by Amir where his
Somali peers were trying to distract him from his homework, and he ended up
complaining to the teacher who didnʼt respond to his concerns and sent him to
the principal. Amir felt a strong sense of purpose in school. He wanted to stay
focused so he could succeed. “I feel the stress just coming out of my body
ʻcause my mom told me that I was going to be the first kid in the family to
graduate. My other brothers focused on work, and so I was going to be the first.”
Amir sometimes felt separated from his Somali born peers. He was called
white boy because his hair was softer than other Somali born students, there
were also the sense that he was separated by his drive to succeed in school
despite the barriers that came along with being classified as the “other”.
Theyʼre Somali, black, white. Even today, they do that. When they
see me with a new haircut, they say, Oh, youʼre going to start
looking like a white boy now. It donʼt matter how I look. Itʼs me.
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You canʼt judge me. If I donʼt judge, donʼt judge me basically. And
the reason that they judge me is that there are some people who
have a better hair than them, and honestly, I do talk shit back to
them. When they say, You look like a white boy, I say look at my
hair, itʼs better than yours. Is that what youʼre jealous about? You
know what Iʼm saying. And they say, we ainʼt jealous ʻcause weʼre
regular African. And I say, Iʼm a regular African. My skin is black.
My hair is black, but itʼs soft. It donʼt matter. It donʼt matter what
mix I am. It just donʼt matter ʻcause I am still African and I am still
Somalian.
Bashir experienced something similar. He bridged being Somali born with
being American by being an athlete on the football and basketball team.
Additionally, he had developed a mentoring relationship with an American born
coach who encouraged him in life, and inspired him to consider being a police
officer. His coach even helped Bashir get a job as an interpreter at the police
department in town. Still, his attempts at bridging cultures came with a price from
both sides. He talked about how his Somali born peers saw him as lost.
Oh yeah. Yeah. A lot. Like they – they say white boys. They
called me the white boy, you know. And they think Iʼm lost, but … I
donʼt know what it is. Itʼs – I just let that go. I just let it slide. And
yea. And just move on, you know. You canʼt ch — peo — tell
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people what to do. You canʼt change their mind. So anywhere you
go in the world, youʼre going to see people like that, no matter what.
Bashirʼs American born friends saw him as the “special Somali” because
his English was good, he had American born friends, and he played sports. He
related an experience where he was sitting with his American born friends one
day in the cafeteria and someone in his group made a comment as two Somali
boys walked by.
I would say … it was … maybe the end of my sophomore year. I
canʼt remember. We were all just chilling, I mean sitting down at the
commons, what we would call like the cafeteria. And we were just
chilling like – it was like, Iʼd say eight of us…And a couple like
Somali kids, like came by, and just got silent, you know. And,
someone just made a comment, like, sitting the table right next to
us. I canʼt really say like, go back to where youʼre from, you know.
But they donʼt — Like they think Iʼm African American, I donʼt know.
Like they — Iʼm sitting there, Iʼm like — like, “You know that wasnʼt
cool. You shouldnʼt be doing stuff like that.” Right…Yeah. But like
if I get up, you know, make a comment right away. You know Iʼm
might just start a fight. Like they might just come in and like …
yeah … that little thing, that little comment, me just getting up, my
reaction to it. So I just told the guy, “You know that wasnʼt cool at
all. Like, because Iʼm Somalian, Iʼm sitting there with you guys.”
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Sahra had a Somali born friend who wanted to fit in very much in
American culture. She cultivated friendships with American born girls. On the
way to school in the morning, she would find a place to change out of her hijab,
and come to school in American clothes with her hair down. Sahra referred to
her as the “chameleon”. She said that other Somali girls would shake their heads
and say, “Whatʼs wrong with her?” When her American born friends said racist
things about Somalis, Sahra said that this girl said nothing in return. Sahra was
friends with her, but struggled with the contradictions in her life.
So you know, why you trying to change? Sheʼs like you know Iʼm
just trying to survive high school again… and this and that. And Iʼm
like okay thatʼs all up to you. So she would go and the Somalian
kids would get angry.
Sahra confronted her on this. She told her that her American born friends
talked behind her back, and wouldnʼt stick with her beyond high school.
And sheʼs like I know they are talking behind my back. Iʼm just –
Iʼm just trying to survive. And Iʼm like – surviving includes like
pretending like who you are does not exist. Then thatʼs not
surviving, ya know? And Iʼm like they… they donʼt accept you –
they tolerate you.
For her part, Sahra felt like she could understand her friendʼs motivations,
but, at the same time, she wanted her to resist and hold onto her identity- “to stay
with her own people”.
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And I told her that I didnʼt like that she was changing herself. But
other girls didnʼt see it like that. I understood why she was doing
that cause she – at this point everybodyʼs like fed up – either you
stick with your Somalian people or you try to fit in with the… uh
other kids, ya know. Thereʼs nothing in between. So a majority of
the Somalian kids were like I – Iʼm not changing. Iʼm not doing
anything that I donʼt want to do. So therefore, Iʼm gonna stay with
my own people.
The Minnesota Historical Society has begun an oral history project with
young refugees. One of the questions asked is about how much culture does a
person have to give up in order to became an American. Mohammed Jama, 27,
said the following:
Losing culture, most of our young people are not losing culture, but they
are entwining with the culture. I remember, my little sister, the youngest in
the family, told me, “My first day in Kindergarten, I seen a lot of kids
skipping, so I just started skipping with them.” I was like, OK, that's how I
feel most of our teenagers are going into, not losing, but into that culture.
There's positive things about that culture (2004).
Entwining is the act of interweaving or the twisting together
of something (www.thefreedictionary.com). The visual becomes that of weaving
or twisting Somali culture with American culture. It suggests that culture isnʼt
limited to a finite sense of space. There is room for to keep the old and bring in

140
the new. They donʼt always have to be at odds or a choice between one or
another. Sometimes, the weaving is smooth, and sometimes, it is rough and
frayed. As one culture is twisted into another, eyes have to be open enough to
see the beauty in the threads, so different in one culture from another. The
colors and textures of these different culture may feel dissonant at first, but
maybe, together, they will create something magical.

Figure 1- Central Park West Sunset
This painting by Linda Levin (2008) is called Central Park West Sunset. It
was created from a mixture of cotton fabrics and textile paints. Vibrant with the
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colors of sunset, it shows multiple images never quite connecting, but producing
something both complex and beautiful- something that would not have been
created without mixing two different mediums. Mohammed Jama sees the
possibilities in this. He is 27 years old, no longer on the cusp of the high school
experience, but he is still cognizant of the need to adopt new traditions while
honoring the old.
All of the Somali born participants in this study felt pressure from both
Somali and American culture in a tug of war of losing and gaining identity. The
adopting of something new feels like a betrayal of something old. Yet, as Sahraʼs
friend said, it is all about survival. Amir survives by focusing on his schoolwork at
the expense of peers from either culture while Bashir survives by learning
American sports and gaining an American mentor. Sahra survives by staying
fierce and honest similar to Nadifaʼs and Awaʼs survival journey. They are all
finding their way to the new conceptions of being while holding fiercely to whom
theyʼve always been.
“Get used to it. Iʼm here, I ainʼt going nowhere, you know.” All the
participants had stories about navigating friendships with American born
students. Sometimes, the curiosity or ignorance that came with these encounters
were tiring. Oftentimes, friendships had to begin at a point of education,
explaining what it means to be Somali, explaining clothes, food, and religion.
The burden of that extensive education fell to the Somali born students.
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Nadifa made a conscious decision to seek out American born friends. She
was often put in the position of having to educate these friends about comments
that were hurtful to Somali people.
I was always – a majority of the time, I was stuck with like – in
between, because I had friends that were non-Somalis. And then it
kind of made me feel like I had to stand up for my people. So I
would be like, tearing it apart. Like my friends every time, they
would make a, like a dumb comment. Theyʼre all laughing and Iʼm
like, “Is that funny?” Like, “I donʼt think thatʼs funny. What if I said
something bout like Christians or like ethnicity like with Germans
and stuff. How would you guys feel, you know?” And my friends,
like, kind of got the point that I was like, getting mad. So they would
just stop the – the – the comments they were making.
Awa recalls an experience shopping at the local mall with three American
born girls. It was a new experience for all of them and the American born girls
were marveling at the fact that this was even happening.
So we went shopping or whatever and like they will constantly be
like, “Awa, itʼs so weird to be walking with you.” I said, “Why?”
Theyʼre like, “Because we never really walked with a Somalian.”
Iʼm like, “Get used to it. Iʼm here, I ainʼt going nowhere, you know.”
Like, “If you guys want to be friends, like, you guys got to accept the
fact that Iʼm Somalian and the way I dress and the languages I
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speak.” Like, “You guys gotta accept that fact.” Theyʼre like, “Oh,
we know. Weʼre very accepting, but itʼs just so weird.” Iʼm like, “Iʼm
sorry. I canʼt do anything about it.” But then throughout, like, they
learned the fact that they have to be more open about it. They
learned it. So.
I am thinking about Awa in this story. She is an expert on standing apart
and looking different. Itʼs her everyday experience, but her American friends
donʼt know this experience. They donʼt know the life of being an “other”. They
are used to fitting in- looking “normal”. Awa patiently explains that standing out is
part of the experience of being friends with someone who is Somali born.
I am also thinking of the American born girls. Awa identifies them as
Caucasian. I was a small town Caucasian girl. I remember when a group of
Vietnamese refugees came to my town when I was ten years old. They brought
Houng to class. She was older, maybe 12 years old, but was held back because
of lacking language skills. The idea of this person from a faraway place was
exciting to me. I really wanted to be her best friend before I even heard her
speak a single word. It felt exciting and exotic as if I too was living someplace
new. And while I did become her friend, she became better friends with other
girls- girls who, perhaps, were less interested in her exoticness and more
interested in her as just another girl.
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Said wasnʼt so troubled by the constant curiosity even if the questions
seemed redundant or ignorant. He liked the idea that American born peers
wanted to know more about Somali people.
At first, like some of the kids will ask you questions like thereʼs a
couple of questions that they always ask like “Whatʼs the head
scarf?” The females are always wearing headscarves and you
guys got to pray so much. Personally to me, I donʼt find questions
like that to be offensive. Itʼs just out of curiosity and I try to answer
them as best as I can so they can understand, but like thatʼs it.
Real cross-cultural work involves the process of stumbling as opposed to
withholding. As a youthworker in a multicultural setting, I remember how I
dreaded diversity trainings. I worried that feelings would get hurt. I worried I
would say the wrong thing. In the trainings, I always calculated one thing to say.
I would work on it throughout the entire training. It would be a wise thing;
something that both Caucasians and African Americans would appreciate. I
would say something neutral and carefully crafted. However, no one generally
said anything about it to me afterward. I wanted to hear from someone about
how I understood better than others.
After one such training, I sat with my African American friends and I
laughed about a Caucasian colleague who had made a rather awkward
statement in the training. Silence and then heated discussion had ensued after
the awkward statement. I was laughing at my peerʼs ignorance at saying such a
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thing. One of my African American friends leaned forward, looked me in the eye,
and said, “At least she said something that was real in her heart. Thatʼs more
than I can say for you.”
While these exchanges can be awkward and wearying for the Somali born
participants, there was also the sense that what is unsaid can more dangerous
than what is said. As tiring as ignorant or awkward comments can be, they can
be addressed. The unsaid is often communicated non-verbally. A person may
feel that the niceness is a front. Everyone holds biases, sees the world in ways
that privilege some narratives and limit others.
The story I shared above taught me that, in my quest to be correct, I had
failed to be genuine. I came to understand that my friendships with my
colleagues of color were limited ones. There wasnʼt a space within them for the
experience of race or oppression to be discussed with me. I wasnʼt trusted. It
wasnʼt until I was willing to risk asking the wrong thing in order to be genuine
about my biases that I was able to better connect to their experiences.
Sometimes, it worked and sometimes, it didnʼt, but I never lost a friendship by
risking my truth. In fact, some of my relationships grew deeper despite mistakes
that revealed biases and assumptions.
Still, this doesnʼt address the weariness with which these Somali born
participants experienced in trying to navigate friendships with American born
peers, particularly Caucasian ones. Okoro (2013) writes about her decision to
not see the movie, “12 Years a Slave”, with a white person. She writes,
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I have good, healthy friendships with a range of people, but I could
not think of one white person where I live with whom I would feel
emotionally safe enough to see this particular movie about slavery.
I did not want to have to entertain any of the likely responses from
anyone who could not see themselves in the skin of the enslaved
men and women on the screen.
The Somali born participants undoubtedly have to risk emotional safety in
order to engage in relationships that are cross cultural. There is the burden of
educating American born peers about Somali culture- education thatʼs crucial in
addressing the differences in religion, diet, dress, and cultural beliefs.
It goes beyond education. Okoro (2013) also addresses the work that
people of color have to do in order to make white people comfortable enough in
the cross-cultural experience.
There are things we learn to do almost subconsciously in order to
keep some whites comfortable enough around our blackness.
Things like gauging their actual level of interest or understanding of
black culture in order to know how far to take a particular
conversation before things get awkward. Things like letting them
know you hear them trying to say they do in fact see black people.
Things like anticipating their questions and responses when they
see you with a new hairstyle or come across some element of black
culture in your life. Things like using your voice intonation, your
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word usage, and your bodily gestures to signify that you can hang
with them without it being “obvious” that you are a black person in
their white world.
Said was patient with his American born peers even when the questions
were redundant or offensive. He sees him as having a responsibility to educate
even when an American born peer repeatedly asks him why he is so skinny. “I
like understand that Iʼm a foreigner and I understand that he probably hasnʼt
been around foreigners like me.”
Bashir had to deal with being the “special Somali”- the kid who played
sports, had good English skills, and spent a good deal of time with American
born peers. This special status meant that he was the ʻexceptionʼ to the racist
and stereotypical comments that were directed at other Somali born peers. In
fact, his friends were comfortable enough to speak disrespectfully about Somalis
in front of him, and he had to remind them of who he was.
Nadifa and Awa engaged in relationships with American born peers with a
sense of wariness. Their responses to ignorance and relentless questions had a
strong edge to them. They corrected American born peers. Told them to get
over it. They werenʼt as patient with the questions and comments. They seemed
to have less interest in accommodating their American born friendsʼ comfort.
Sahra was the most wary of all of the study participants of American born
peers. She had seen how theyʼd treated the Somali girl whoʼd gone out of her
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way to adopt American dress. Still, she felt like she needed to make an effort in
high school to know other groups of students.
Iʼm gonna do that differently and Iʼm gonna talk to everybody and
Iʼm not gonna try to exclude myself just to Somalian people and so I
went in high school with that train of mind and I was, um, I had
study hall with one of my friends and there was this girl who was an
outsider - like nobody liked her cause she was annoying but I didnʼt
really care. So we were all sitting together and she - I was laughing
cause one of my friends made a comment…so [outsider girl] she
decided she was gonna make a joke, ya know? So she thought I
was gonna think itʼs funny. So she was like, “oh so you know
Somalian people when is um… if you… their teeth is so white that
when you turn off the light thatʼs all you see.” And I looked at her
and she started laughing and - she thought I was gonna laugh. I
looked at her and Iʼm like thatʼs not funny…Thatʼs not funny -your
insulting me…But then my friends who were not Somali didnʼt say
anything on my behalf. So I was like if they, you know, arenʼt going
to say anything on my behalf Iʼm wondering what they are gonna
say behind my back. Ya know? They didnʼt say anything when
cause I would have said something to a Somalian person. And so
just… I was like… and then I just slowly stopped being friends with
my friends.
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Despite her wariness and distrust of American born peers, Sahra had a
story of an American born peer she really liked. Like the experience above, she
connected with an American born peer who wasnʼt popular- someone who had
experienced bullying.
This one girl um… named Katelyn. And she was awesome. Ya
know I loved the fact that she was different and she just didnʼt care
- cause thatʼs how I felt. I didnʼt care what other people thought and
she would… she would dress the way she wanted to. She would
act… she would talk. Ya know - she was a little bit quirky but ya
know she was awesome because she wasnʼt trying to fit in. You
donʼt like me. Well then thatʼs fine – thatʼs your business, ya know.
I donʼt care. And thatʼs I think the reason why me and her were
friends.
Sahra really related to this peer who wasnʼt trying to fit in; someone who
didnʼt particularly care what others thought of her. In some ways, it mirrored her
own experience of being who she was despite living outside the White hegemony
within the school. I can imagine Katelyn was not someone who marveled at the
fact that they were hanging together as Awaʼs American born friends did with her.
For her, Sahra wasnʼt an adventure in difference, but someone with whom she
could relate.
And she was she really didnʼt care about anything like that. And
she was telling – she told me this story about how this kid made up
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this whole lie that he liked her and… and the whole school just
started making fun of her because the kid was popular and she
wasnʼt. And what she was going through and stuff. And Iʼm like oh
my god. Sheʼs like I wish more people were like you just… normal
and not - not very offending…she… she got to um… she - she
asked questions. We didnʼt really care if you asked questions we
just didnʼt wanna be offended and we didnʼt wanna be treated like
we were something weʼre not, ya know? So if youʼre asking
questions thatʼs totally fine.
I am particularly struck by Sahraʼs comment, “we didnʼt wanna be treated
like we were something weʼre not.” I imagine Katelyn as someone not gripped by
stereotypes or fascinated by the exoticness of the “other”. Maybe Katelyn saw a
person in Sahra first before a Somali.
From Sahraʼs perspective, she liked the courage Katelyn displayed by her
non-conformity. She related to the bullying that Katelyn had experienced and
Katelynʼs strength in moving on. In some ways, their stories were similar- they
had a common ground of understanding.
“Oh my god it was so – it was amazing”. Sahra lit up when she told of
this experience. Of all the study participants, she seemed the most tired and
disheartened about her high school experience, but this was a story she needed
to tell about an American born peer.
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And this one – this other one kid… oh my god it was so – it was
amazing. Um… his – his brother got into it with a Somalian kid and
I guess his brother got hurt really bad… so he was telling his family
all Somalian people are this Somalian people are that and there this
and that… and ... so the kids hated Somalian kid – Somalian
people. He just hated them and he didnʼt know none of us. And we
did the panel and he actually stood up – but he actually stood up in
front of the whole people and you said you know what I didnʼt like
you guys at first because my brother told me all of this other stuff…
and you guys are not like that and Iʼm really sorry that I thought that
all of you guys are the same. And he actually apologized for like for
him thinking that way and he didnʼt even do anything like - he
wasnʼt part of the problem. He was just thinking it, ya know? And
he stood up in front of everybody and he admitted to everybody
what he was thinking and how he felt bad about it because he really
didnʼt get to know us, ya know? And then he was like Iʼm really
sorry. Iʼm like this – this is the reason why we do panels. So we
can change peopleʼs mind.
Sahra is amazed by this experience. She described the “panels after
panels” they did to bring cultural awareness to the school. Here was a situation
where a panel experience prompted an American born peer to get up in front of
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everyone and admit his prejudice as well as the wrongness of it. The “panels
after panels” actually worked.
This American boy didnʼt seek her out after the presentation. He chose to
stand up to make this confession publicly- in front of Somali born peers,
American born peers, teachers, and administrators. She admired the courage of
it and the honesty. He didnʼt start his story with his support for Somalis. Rather,
he starts with his prejudices and then details his transformation.
Macklemore, a White American born rapper, wrote lyrics to a song called
White Privilege that speaks to the experience of being real, particularly as a white
person:
I see so many people lost who really try to pretend
But am I just another white boy who has caught on to the trend
When I take a step to the mic, is hip hop closer to the end?
'Cause when I go to shows the majority have white skin
They marketed the windmill, the air flair and head spin
And white rappers albums really get the most spins
The face of hip hop has changed a lot since Eminem
And if he's taking away black artists' profits I look just like him
Claimed a culture that wasn't mine, the way of the American
Hip hop is gentrified and where will all the people live
It's like the central district, Beacon Hill to the south end
Being pushed farther away because of what white people did, now
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Where's my place in a music that's been taken by my race
Cultural appropriated by the white face…
Macklemore (2005)
Macklemore does something profound here by not denying the cultural
appropriation that has happened from White artists with Black originated forms of
music. He not only acknowledges the appropriation, he also speaks to privilege
he carries racially as a white artist. There is a real-ness to not denying the
experience of the people around him. It comes by not just acknowledging the
presence of oppression, but his role as the oppressor. The boy in Sahraʼs story
did something similar. He acknowledged his role as oppressor and then his
transformation.
Awa also witnessed tranformation in an American born peer. Like the boy
in Sahraʼs story, this kid didnʼt just acknowledge the harm he caused, he took
extra steps to both confess what he said and apologize.
We were watching a movie and there were um, k — We were
watching a movie about Africa and the kids that had AIDS or
something like that. And thereʼs kid sitting behind me. And then heʼs
like, “Gosh, you guys should just stay in your country. And not bring
it to America.” I looked back and I gave him like the dirtiest face I
could ever give him. Like it was – It was ugly. [laughs] And then I
look — I turned back around because it was like, the whole class
was quiet and they all heard him. Except the teacher didnʼt hear
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him. So I left the classroom. Like the class was over. And the next
day, he w– I guess he went up to the teacher and told the teacher
that he made a comment like that, and he didnʼt like the way I
looked at him, and he was sorry for making the comment. And he
told that to the principal too. Heʼs like, “I made a comment
yesterday. I didnʼt mean to make that comment. I didnʼt mean to
offend anybody. I didnʼt mean it to come out of my mouth.” And that
was so…Like the kid, like he took the courage to actually go to the
principal and the teacher and be like, “Listen, I made a bad mistake.
I said something wrong to someone and I think it offended her.”
Awa recognized the courage it took to not only apologize to her, but
to then go to the teacher and confess, and then to the principal. The teacher
then brought the boy into the office with her to apologize again. She took that
opportunity to talk to him about her experience, and acknowledge the differences
between them.
“Listen Iʼm not here to be best friends with you. Iʼm not here to
make you happy or please you in any other way. Iʼm just here to
get my education like you are. Iʼm like, “It shouldnʼt matter the fact
that Iʼm black and youʼre white. Iʼm Somalian and youʼre
Caucasian. It does not matter. Like we both where for the same
goal, weʼre both here for it.” And then heʼs like, “I know. Iʼm very
sorry I offended you for that and I didnʼt mean to say it. It just came
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out the wrong way.” And heʼs like, “Iʼm just trying to fit in.” Because
he was a new kid – so heʼs like, “Iʼm just trying to fit in with the c—.“
Iʼm like, “Okay I get it. Youʼre trying to fit in but you donʼt gotta put
others down to make yourself more happy. And please others that
donʼt even care for you yet.” …He kept apologizing. Iʼm like, “Itʼs
okay.” Like, “Iʼm not mad at you. Iʼm not going to be like, ʻOh i hate
you, youʼre a racistʼ and stuff.” Iʼm like, “Iʼm not.” Iʼm like, “Itʼs okay.
Itʼs — It happened. You canʼt rewind it or anything like that. You
canʼt go back to it.” Like, “It happened.”
Again, the themes of fitting in and not fitting in are part of the experience
between Somali born students and their American born peers. Somali born
students do not fit in to the white majority, Christian culture in the school. They
have to risk parts of their identities to find a place among American born peers.
American born peers, on the other hand, use fitting in as a way to stay distanced
from Somali born students or to emphasize the differences through harassment
and bullying. The most successful attempts Somali born students had with
American born students happened when the concern about fitting in was
forgotten, and students from both cultures were open to difference in authentic
ways.
I return to the idea that there is not finite space within culture. To adopt
something new doesnʼt necessarily require that something old be discarded. The
entwining of the old and the new may look clunky at first. It may feel dissonant,
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but the twisting can gain a sense of beauty in its difference, its richness. The
twisting or entwining of cultures becomes an essential part of survival. However,
the steps and methods through which the threads are interwoven are individual
decisions. The tapestry that is developed- its colors and materials- will be unique
and specific for every one of these Somali born participants.
V. The Experience of Being Somali born in High School
Being new to a school, to a job, or to a city is a deeply profound and,
often, frightening experience. I was a small town Minnesota girl, very sheltered,
when I started as a freshman at the University of Minnesota. Almost 19 years
old, I had probably been in Minneapolis one other time in my life. My mother and
aunt brought me up to my dorm. The room was small, and I was going to be
sharing it with someone I didnʼt know. Several times, I had to remind myself to
breathe. We opened a drawer and a cockroach skittered across the bottom. I
burst into tears. My mother seemed as uncertain as I did, but she was a stoic
farmerʼs daughter and so she gave me a hug without tears and said her goodbyes.
Minneapolis was where crime happened in Minnesota according to my
parents. I was worried about being attacked. That first afternoon I walked to the
library, books being my most important refuge. The walk was exhausting. I
attempted to say hi to everyone who passed, but there was so many of them.
People kept their heads down or reacted to me in surprise. Two guys asked me
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for my phone number, and I gave it to them as it seemed a natural response to a
polite request. I had never been taught to be suspicious.
I found Nero Wolfe books at the library, books my hometown library didnʼt
have. I was flush with excitement until I saw the clock. It was 5 p.m. I wasnʼt
sure what time crime tended to start in Minneapolis. I hurried back to the dorm
and locked my door, inserting the chain. I hadnʼt eaten yet, but the cafeteria in
the dorm was not yet open. Eating meant returning to the streets. Instead, I sat
on my bed with my books and didnʼt open the door again until the next morning.
I was young then, but I still looked like almost everyone I passed on the
street. When Sunday came, I was able to easily find a Catholic church, and it
didnʼt embarrass me in the least to ask directions to a Christian church. My
clothes were similar to the clothes others wore. Everyone I interacted with spoke
English even those who were born in other countries. Every restaurant and
grocery had everything I needed in my diet. Everyone on my floor in the dorm
shared similar life stories. No one asked me odd or offensive questions about
who I was. I made many friends and had life experiences that my peers around
me could easily understand.
What is the experience of being Somali in high schools where skin color
isnʼt the only major difference? The majority of Somali students at outstate
Minnesota high schools have different religions, languages, life experiences,
clothing, and diet than their peers. It isnʼt only their skin color that is racialized;
for many of them, their religion is also racialized (Bigelow, 2010).
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In this section, the identity of being Somali in high schools is explored.
This goes beyond the complicated relationships these students had with
American born peers and adults. This explores the experiences of having
language as well as not having language, dress, smelling different, fighting for
success, depression, and the terrorism they experienced.
Basically it was more reasons for him to hate us, you know? Nadifa
was the only participant that went back in time to talk about being a young girl.
And though it stands alone, it is an important story to tell in exploring the
experience of being Somali in the context of this study.
I had this childhood friend that me and her used to play together –
our mom – my mom and her mom knew each other very well and
stuff like that. And then, her dad never like – he never was openminded to us, you know. And when 9/11 – when 9/11…happened,
it was like, he changed his whole perscrip – he, basically it was
more reasons for him to hate us, you know? And he told his
daughter that I canʼt be friends with her. And she would be like,
“Iʼm sorry I canʼt hang out with you. My dad is at the play place – at
the playground with me. He doesnʼt want me to talk to you.
Nadifa was 20 years old at the time that we interviewed. She had to have
been 8-9 years old on September 11, 2001. She remembered the day and how it
changed everything in her young life.
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It was the morning, we were sitting in class. And we were all like –
it was in history class. And then one of the teachers ran into the
room and was like, hey turn on the TV basically. And all of us are
just looking at it and going like, “Whatʼs going on?” You know?
And then, when the first report happ – like whenever the buildings
came down and stuff, they were like, “Oooh.” And then like CNN – I
think it was one of the news channels – it had MUSLIMS ATTACK
US, you know? And everybody looked at me! And this one little kid
that – he like – he took like a paper and he rolled the thing, and he
threw it at me. And I was like, “What is going on?” You know? So
I called my mom and said, “Mom, youʼve got to come and get me.
Because I donʼt know whatʼs going on. Everybodyʼs mad, yelling,
or like crying. I donʼt know whatʼs going."
Nadifaʼs mother explained that things were going to change after this.
They sat together, Nadifa, her mother, and her sisters, and watched the coverage
through the night. Nadifa was not yet old enough to wear the hijab, but her sister
was.
And then the next morning, my sis – my older sister was wearing
the headscarf. She was going – walking to the bus. And then there
was one neighbor that was walk – like driving by. He had a water
bottle and he like threw it at her. And was like yelling, screaming,
saying some things. And I remember my sister coming back and
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saying, “I hate this! Letʼs move! I donʼt want to deal with this
anymore!”
Nadifa and her sisters begged their mother to take them some place safe.
They wanted her to take them out of school. Nadifa asked her mother, “Why are
they making us, you know like, feel like weʼre responsible for this?” Her mother
kept telling them over and over that they needed to stand their ground, and one
day they would understand.
The trauma of being different in so many ways includes the perception for
many Americans that Muslims, all Muslims, are responsible for what happened
on 9/11, the day America changed forever. I remember where I was that
morning. I was coming into work at the youth crisis shelter when news of the first
plane to hit came over the radio. I remember how the announcers speculated
that it might be a small commuter plane unable to achieve take-off. The shouts
of a second plane hitting the World Trade Center came over the radio as I was
parking the car. I stayed at work, but we were all in shock. Speculation of
terrorism carried the news coverage. An African American colleague, someone
often carried anger at the tip of his tongue, leaned over to me and said, “This
country deserves what happening today.” I turned to him sharply, “Maybe
100,000 people are dying in those buildings today. Pick your goddamn
moments!” We didnʼt speak again for months.
There was a girl about 14 years old in the shelter, a Coptic Christian from
Egypt. She wore clothes similar to a hijab. The youth were watching the
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coverage. She sat in a corner wearing her headdress. It was light blue. She
was very quiet and didnʼt move. She had a weird look in her eyes, something
shiny that struck me as if she was enjoying the coverage. I told myself that I saw
her smile at the TV. I watched her a long time. When it was time for lunch, I
asked her to sit and eat with the others, but she wouldnʼt. Later, she called home
despite her family issues and her family came to get her late that same day.
Later, I realized that what I was seeing in her eyes was probably terror,
and what I am sure she saw in my eyes was Islamophobia. She was in a shelter
with people who didnʼt understand who she was while speculation about Muslim
terrorists dominated the discourse on TV. Were we all watching her or just me?
Did other youth in the shelter say anything to her? What about other staff? She
came to the shelter because of conflict with her family, but returned home
because we didnʼt offer her safety, and we never heard from her again.
Nadifa reminded me of that terrified 14 year old. She knew immediately
that something bad was happening and that she was unsafe. A boy threw
wadded up paper at her. What about the others? Did she feel the stares that
came from their own fears of the unknown- desperate to fix blame? She called
her mother to come and get her, and she was afraid to return to school as were
her sisters. We were all afraid after 9/11, but I never feared that someone would
blame me- make me a symbol of their anger.
On September 11, 2013, a Boston-are high school commemorated the
anniversary by reading a poem about Muslims over the loudspeaker to the
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school. The poem was not necessarily a political statement. Rather, it was a
poem laced with some humor, sharing the experience of being Muslim in this
country. The principal stated that it was an attempt at cross-cultural
understanding as opposed to recalling the unsettling images of that day.
Because the student reader wasnʼt present, the Pledge of Allegiance was
forgotten. The school received about 10 angry emails from parents as well as
some phone calls. A school meeting followed the next week with about 100
parents, half defending the action and the other half offended and calling for the
principalʼs resignation (Reiss, 2013).
The story made national news. Headlines declared that he had recited a
Muslim prayer and had ignored the Pledge of Allegiance intentionally.
Conservative blogs lit up with criticism. The principal was allowed to keep his
job, but had to apologize multiple times. The poem was called, My Grandmother
Washes Her Feet in the Sink of the Bathroom at Sears. Here is an excerpt:
My grandmother knows one culture—the right one,
as do these matrons of the Middle West. For them,
my grandmother might as well have been squatting
in the mud over a rusty tin in vaguely tropical squalor,
Mexican or Middle Eastern, it doesn't matter which,
when she lifts her well-groomed foot and puts it over the edge.
"You can't do that," one of the women protests,
turning to me, "Tell her she can't do that."
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"We wash our feet five times a day,"
my grandmother declares hotly in Arabic.
"My feet are cleaner than their sink.
Worried about their sink, are they?
I should worry about my feet!"
My grandmother nudges me, "Go on, tell them."
(Kahf, 2003)
The cleaning of feet, a daily act of devotion, done in a department store
isnʼt just different. It pulls us deeply out of our understanding of how things
should be done. Itʼs exotic in a way thatʼs not intriguing as much as it is
disturbing. It pushes the boundaries of whatʼs acceptable. It pushes us, the
dominant culture, outside of ourselves, forcing us to expand- a process that both
unsettles and frightens us.
9/11 was that kind of process. It left us blind- swirling in the midst of grief,
anger, and helplessness. We all knew this would signal a change, but what that
was couldnʼt yet be imagined. Nadifa and her family experienced all of what the
rest of us did, but they also experienced becoming the focus for all the pent up
fear and anger. Emotion so profound that a sweet, revealing poem about Muslim
culture read for the purposes of healing on the anniversary of 9/11 twelve years
later provoked national outrage.
“But they always pick on the ones that didnʼt speak English”. Not
being fluent in English is an issue for Somali born students on a number of levels.
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Earlier in the chapter, Awa described an experience where a group of boys asked
a group of girls about wearing the hijab. The teacher joins in with a question, but
some of the girls donʼt have enough English to answer. People in the classroom
laughed, the teacher included. Awa called the teachers “dumb” and left the
classroom. Earlier in the chapter, Amir described going into the classroom and
having classmates laugh at him. He looked to the teacher for help, but she too
was laughing. They were laughing at his new sandals, but he was new and didnʼt
understand why.
When I was a Peace Corps volunteer 20 years ago, my Spanish was bad
going into Ecuador, South America. There were many moments of
misunderstanding and of being laughed at. Yet, I was always treated with the
privilege given a white person. Once, the leaders in my village asked me to wear
a dress, and we traveled six hours to the provincial capitol. They wanted the
Ministry of Education to fund a park for the small village. I practiced a speech,
but the mayor told me not to worry. The Ministry was in a rickety wooden
building with a line of people stretching out the door. With me in my dress, he
pushed up to the head of the line, declaring that our business was clearly more
important than theirs.
With the minister, the mayor did all the talking. I understood enough to
realize he was telling the Minister of Education that the village was trustworthy
enough to be awarded money for a park because they were successfully caring
for a White American woman- la gringita. This is how I know that this reverie is
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not the same as the experiences of my participants. We were both in a new land
without language and with few resources, but I still had privilege. My village used
me as proof that they could be trusted with larger responsibilities.
Often, I pretended to understand conversations when I didnʼt. A wideeyed neighbor in my village once had to slowly explain to me that I had just given
permission for a group of male workers to spend the night in my small room with
me. Being in a new culture with very limited language skills was an exhausting
experience. I had to concentrate at all times. See faces. Watch lips.
Background noise was difficult. Asking people to repeat themselves slowly wore
me down and the people around me. I could never relax until I was alone for the
night in my room. It was the only time in my life that I averaged 12 hours of sleep
a night.
Abdullah came to the U.S. in the 8th grade. The experience of being
new and without English was still fresh in his memory as he spoke to me. He
stated, “When I first came to the country, I only knew two words, "toilet" and
"hello." Navigating high school for him was very difficult. English was not only
the language that helped him succeed in school, but he also needed to be able to
express himself.
And in class, you couldn't ask -- she said, "I couldn't ask questions,
because I was too afraid she would yell at me. She would yell like
every time she'd bawl me out in class. Yet I don't have strong
enough English to kind of argue with her or kind of go up against
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her. But, like, I just sat there, throughout the whole year, got an F in
the whole class, and I did nothing. I couldn't do anything because I
knew that if anybody tried to take this she'll win -- she'll win." That's
what happened to my best friend.
For Abdullah, English was also a necessary tool in defending himself,
being able to fight back when necessary. Sahra and Nadifa also talked about
this. Sahra stated, “So if they donʼt see you speak in English they are gonna
assume you donʼt know English. So they gonna start talking smack or pick on
you. Ya know?”
There was a vulnerability to being new. Knowing English wasnʼt just a
tool, it was a weapon necessary for defense against forces like the “Hunter Boys”
or teachers who are not paying attention. Earlier in the chapter, Nadifa explains
how she came to the rescue of a newcomer girl after a group of “Hunter Boys”
had pushed a picture of a pig in her face. Nadifa said, “But they were always
pick on the ones that didnʼt speak English. Like the ones that came just from
Africa. And those were like, they were just confused and like, “Aw, they – this
personsʼ talking to us,” but they donʼt know what theyʼre talking about.”
Throughout these narratives, the importance of English to these Somali
born students isnʼt just about learning; it is about fighting back. Protecting
themselves. Defending against attacks. Having language was central to survival
for these young people.
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Earlier, I spoke about my experience learning Spanish in the Peace Corps.
Our experiences as language learners arenʼt comparable for many reasons, most
notably my privilege. For all of the reasons I can remember needing to know
Spanish in a new country, fighting back makes it somewhere near the bottom of
that list- another example of my racial and cultural privilege.
I speak the language like my first language is English. The
experiences were not just of lacking language and feeling vulnerable. Some of
the Somali participants had English, and yet were denied the legitimacy of
fluency by schools in different ways. Participants were often at their most
frustrated in our interviews when telling of these experiences.
The first experience Awa talked about in our interview was about how
surprised people get when they find out she is fluent in English.
Iʼm fluent in English. So when people come up to me and ask me
questions, theyʼd be like, “Oh youʼre so fluent in English. Are you
sure youʼre Somali?” Like thatʼs the first thing that pops into
peopleʼs head. So Iʼm like, “Yeah Iʼm Somali” and then like nothing
really happens to me or nothing is really said to me to my face
about being a Somalian or anything that ig — thatʼs ignorant…
Because they know I will react back.
Feeling underestimated or stereotyped was also Abdullahʼs experience.
He went to middle school in Egypt where he focused on sciences and math.
When he came here, the schoolʼs focus was on learning English. However,
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Abdullah felt that, despite the fact, he came to the U.S. only knowing two English
words, he had more aptitude than they were giving him credit for, and they had
scheduled him to be in five ELL classes per day. “And I already picked up
English but they were saying that, "Aw, your reading and writing level are not
good." How would they know unless they tested me? Nobody tested me about
where my reading levels were and nothing were.”
Abdullah let this go for a semester and then demanded that the school
actually test his proficiency. His mother was worried about causing trouble and
wouldnʼt advocate for him so he went to his teachers and asked them to help him
advocate. He found a teacher he described as the “president” of the teachers
who went with him to speak with the principal. With her advocacy, he was down
to two ELL classes by the end of the semester. “And at the end of the year, I was
actually fluent in English. Not like -- I don't know what you call fluent, but I was
actually very good to the point where I passed my reading and my writing and all
of them”.
Said started school in another state. When he came to this new high
school, he was sent to an ALC- Alternative Learning Center. It was a small
school with unusual rules related to things such as gang behavior- dictating what
colors were allowed and not allowed. He was told he didnʼt need a backpack
because the only work heʼll need to do would be in the classroom.
I was like when people first asked what school do you go to and I
said ALC, it stands for Area Learning Center, but the kids you
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know, they make jokes. They say you go to Assholeʼs Last Chance.
At first the school came out like, it was a bad school it had a bad
reputation. I started going there and for like the first two or three
months, people werenʼt really talking to me. I was just quiet, came
in, did my work, left. Classes were short, very short classes and I
felt like the teachers had 5 students in like a class and you had time
with your teacher and that was nice but you didnʼt get that school
feeling, like Iʼm going to school.
Said was confused as to how he ended up in this school. He was Somali
born, but had come to the U.S. at an early age. He felt like English was like a
first language to him. Teachers at the ALC tried to give him extra help.
They were like do you need help with this, do I need to explain this?
I didnʼt need all that so I was like, I didnʼt want that but I didnʼt feel it
was offensive because I understand kindaʼ where they were coming
from because [Iʼm] Somalian. Like if they had of left and offered no
help that wouldʼve been worse than me telling them I didnʼt need
help.
Said talked about one teacher who came up to him many times to
offer help. Said would politely decline the help. He felt like he understood
the impulse of wanting to help the Somali kid and he appreciated that they
thought he would need extra help, but Said handed in assignments ahead
of time and thought that should be a clue as to his competence.
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I was used to that most of the time, you know teachers coming up
and you know, I was a student that needed more help because of
my background but I was like…usually after I tell them the first time,
the teachers like are ʻOkay youʼre on your own Iʼm going to start
treating you like some of the other studentsʼ, but then there was this
one teacher that always came up to me to help and I used to tell no,
I donʼt need help I can understand the assignment. This is very
easy and he kept coming up to me and it took a while for him to
understand that I didnʼt need the help. And it kindaʼ started getting
irritating, but that was the only problem I had there.
Eventually, Said was able to switch to a mainstream school, but he was
confused as to why he needed to be in a classroom where his peers were
dealing with behavior issues when his only issue was being a newcomer to the
school, not even a newcomer to the country. He said, “My fellow peers, they
were cool. There were some occasions where students had like tantrums and
stuff. After a while I got used to it…like kids coming in and storming out of class,
but I got used to that.”
Sahra remembered an incident where she was in trouble and she had to
go to the office. Despite being a strong English speaker, school administrators
called in an interpreter. She found this very upsetting.
But I remember that they got the ah… the guy – and usually the guy
only comes in when the kids donʼt know English. And I know
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perfect English – I donʼt need nobody to translate for me, ya know.
And I was so mad. As soon as I walked in – he walks in. I looked
at him and Iʼm like what is he doing here? I know how to speak
English. Whats he doing here? Oh he is only here to – Iʼm like
he… he doesnʼt need to explain how I feel. I can do perfectly – I
can do perfectly fine explaining how I feel and what happened to
me. He needs to leave or Iʼm not saying anything.
Sahra was angry that they were treating her like a newcomer even though
they should know better. She had had many interactions with administration.
She also felt threatened because she felt like the interpreter would take the
schoolʼs side. She refused to speak while he was in the room. She believed that
sometimes interpreters have their own agendas, and take positions with the
school or with the parent.
In this collection of stories, we have Somali born students who have
English language skills, but are treated as if they donʼt. Awa dealt with the
surprise people felt when she was able to communicate fluently. Abdullah came
to this new high school and was put in 5 ELL classes without anyone testing his
proficiency. He had to find American born teachers to advocate for him before
anyone would make changes. Said landed in an Area Learning Center with
American born students experiencing behavior problems. Despite having been in
this country for many years, he was given rudimentary work and extra attention
he didnʼt need. Sahra found herself facing an interpreter when she was already a
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proven English speaker. Already angry, she was enraged that theyʼd brought
someone in to help her communicate. Not only did she find it offensive, but she
was suspicious that the interpreter would not be an impartial participant.
Most educators have seen the movie, Stand and Deliver (1988). It tells
the true life story of Jaime Escalante, a math teacher determined to prepare his
inner city classroom for AP Calculus. Escalante believed that his largely Latino
classroom was capable of such growth despite the reigning belief among the
teachers of the school that this was setting them up for failure. Escalante pushed
his students in the summers before school, and after school let out for the day to
prepare them for the test.
The story in Stand and Deliver shouldʼve ended when the students
triumphantly passed the AP Calculus Exams. But The Educational Testing
System (ETS), administrators of the test, believed that the students cheated. It is
only after the students again take the test with only a dayʼs notice, and again
pass, that the ETS recognizes their scores.
The ETS stated that the reasons for their suspicions had to do with the
same questions being wrong among the students, and other variables that point
to the idea that they were taught a very singular method. They donʼt admit to any
bias related to the fact that they pointed these suspicions at a group of inner city
Latino kids that were barely expected to graduate high school. Escalante and his
students knew better. Escalante knew that this process would challenge
teachersʼ and parentsʼ beliefs about these studentsʼ capabilities, and, in the
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movie, he delivers the following speech to his students before they even began
their journey into calculus:
There will be no free rides, no excuses. You already have two
strikes against you: your name and your complexion. Because of
those two strikes, there are some people in this world who will
assume that you know less than you do. *Math* is the great
equalizer... When you go for a job, the person giving you that job
will not want to hear your problems; ergo, neither do I. You're going
to work harder here than you've ever worked anywhere else. And
the only thing I ask from you is *ganas!* *Desire!* There will be
people in this world who will assume that you know less than you
do.”
That quote from the movie really resonates in thinking about the
experiences talked about by Said, Abdullah, Awa, and Sahra. Some Somali born
students came to the U.S. when they were 2 years old and others came when
they were 16. Their stories werenʼt the same. Some like Abdullah came to this
country only knowing two words, but he was able to pick up language very
quickly. Said came to the U.S. at an early age, and yet when he transferred to
this school, he ended up in an alternative school focused on students with
behavior problems.
“There will be people in this world who assume you know less than you
do.” Awa experienced this when people are surprised at her English proficiency.
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They wondered if she is really Somali born. Sahra experienced this when they
sent for an interpreter because she was in the principalʼs office and angry. Sahra
was so proficient with her English that she spoke to me for over an hour with few,
if any, interruptions from me. The idea of having an interpreter called in by the
school was so upsetting that she refused to speak until he left.
“Oh, why do you have your hair covered?” What is the hijab? Is it
oppressive? Is it a sign of devotion? Is it hot? Does it itch? What does it
mean? It came up time and again in the interviews. Awa walked out of a
classroom when questions about the hijab became more than she could handle,
and the teacher did nothing to stop it. Awa also talked about being part of a
presentation at school, a performance of African dance. For the dance, she had
her hair down, and afterward, there were questions from the students.
So after the dance was done, they—I guess people were asking
questions about it. So, yeah. “Okay,” I said, “Thatʼs
understandable. I like the fact that you guys are asking questions
instead of assuming.” So this one kid goes, “Oh, why do you have
your hair covered?” Iʼm like, “Itʼs not right for me to have my hair
uncovered, but then again, itʼs my choice. Iʼm like in the Koran it
says not to have you hair open. Itʼs to be covered.” Iʼm like, “But
then I get it, itʼs my choice. There are certain people that have it
covered and certain people that donʼt.”
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She had an opportunity to educate, to give a really thoughtful response
about the significance of the hijab. It was after this that an American born boy
asked if dogs wore hijabs- reported earlier in this chapter. Her enthusiasm for
educating her American born peers ended when he mocked her. The school
administrator there corrected her reaction rather than his question.
Nadifa dressed like American born girls until she went to high school. The
first day of high school, she came in her hijab. Friends and teachers who had
known her for years suddenly didnʼt recognize her.
So I remember going to high school – going to, like my second day
of school, and I had a skirt on, and I had, like a head scarf, and all
my friends were like – I went to say hi to my friends and my friends
were looking at me like, “Who is this type of person,” right? And I
was like, “Itʼs me.” And then they were like, “Um, we donʼt–” theyʼre
like, “You look so different.” And Iʼm like, “I know.” And I went to
my classrooms, and my teachers were like, “Oh we have a new
student?” And she was looking at her grade book like she had
someone – new student. I was like, “No, itʼs me!”
Everything changed after that. She was no longer just Nadifa- she
became a Somali person like all the other Somali persons in the school. “like
after that day, all recognized that I was Somali. And I was dressing like – the –
like my people, so they were like, “Oh you were Somali? We never knew that
about you,” you know?”
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Even male participants talked about the hijab. Bashir was commenting on
how Somali born girls were expected to spend most of their time at home.
School was one of the few places they could socialize. He recalled an incident
where American born girls made assumptions about the hijab:
So one time, there was a group of [Somali born] girls right by the
bathroom, washing. There for a period of time. And a group of
white — white girls are not used to the Somali girls washing. And
seeing stuff like that…they werenʼt used to it, so they just said, “I
know yʼall Somali girls, why you wear that? You guys have bad hair
or what.” They just as — made the – they made that assumption.
That Somali girls have bad hair, thatʼs why they wear the hijab to
cover their hair.
Someone told Sahra that it was time for her to start wearing the hijab.
This friend referred to Sahra as the “perfect Muslim”.
And I was like I will wear hijab when it – when I want to. Iʼm not
gonna wear it for anybody. And thatʼs the only reason why Iʼm not
wearing it cause I donʼt want to wear it for anybody else because I
donʼt feel like I will represent hijab like the way it should be
represented. So… Iʼm not gonna take all that responsibility
knowing that Iʼm not gonna be… Iʼm not gonna represent it the way
it should be. Cause at this point… I was just frustrated with
everything else and… I was like – I started to cuss and I was
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fighting. So I didnʼt want you know - people to say – oh… sheʼs…
sheʼs um sheʼs um Muslim and look what sheʼs acting like. So I felt
like I wasnʼt representing the hijab the way it should be.
The hijab was not fashion or just a cultural tradition for Sahra. It had
religious meaning for her. To wear the hijab meant taking on the responsibility
for what it represents, and Sahra didnʼt feel like she was in the right place
emotionally for it. She talked of the cussing and the fighting she did, and the
frustrations of her high school experience. She felt like she would be pretending
if she wore it; she couldnʼt yet honor the hijab. She saw others do this where
they wore the hijab yet acted outside the teachings of the Koran. She called
them pretenders, and she didnʼt want to be like them.

Figure 2- Somali Girl by Barisic (2011)
The Somali girl in the painting is beautiful. Her eyes are dark and deep,
but every time I think I see sadness, I think again. Her eyes are telling me a more
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complex story as if she has witnessed many things in her young life that defy a
single set of emotions. I donʼt know if she still lives in Somalia or if she is a
refugee in a new land. The artist is Croatian.
The headdress is a lovely blue, framing her face beautifully. Often, the
Somali born girls I have met are wearing headdresses in vibrant colors or
patterns. They often wore fabrics like silk that looked rich against their skin.
Last spring, I went out with my graduating students for pizza. One of
young women, Ethiopian born and very pretty, was telling me about her post
college plans. After she left, I turned to my colleague and said, “Something about
her looked different. Her hair seems longer.” “Sheʼs not wearing her hijab,” my
colleague laughed. “Youʼve probably never seen her hair before.”
When I first encountered hijabs, my thoughts were of discomfort and
subjugation. “The women must be hot,” I thought. “Muslim men must make them
wear these hot clothes” was another thought I had. My mindset was that the hijab
was a symbol of oppression. My assumptions were simplistic and incorrect as
were the assumptions of the American born white girls who thought the hijab was
a way of hiding unwashed hair.
I ask myself as I read the accounts of Awa, Nadifa, and Sahra if my
thinking on the hijab has evolved, and I find that what evolved doesnʼt fit for the
question. I have learned enough to know that it is more complex than
subjugation or oppression. I have learned that the students in my classes wear
their hijabs with a sense of pride. I have learned that well educated women wear
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their hijabs, but I think, beyond that, my learning has stagnated. I donʼt really
understand the hijab beyond the idea that it is a religious and cultural experience.
The girl in the painting doesnʼt look trapped or oppressed nor did my three
female participants. If anything, Sahra, Awa, and Nadifa told more stories of
standing up to peers and administrators than did the male participants. They
were fierce young women, not afraid to stand and fight. Nadifa said that the time
to wear the hijab happens at a time of the femaleʼs choosing. They talked about
being firmly in charge of that decision.
Awa said that her reason for wearing the hijab was that, in the Koran, it
says that women should cover their hair. Omar was amazed when his American
born teacher wore a hijab one day in the classroom. He remarked on how nice it
was to see her covered like that. He said, “Thatʼs a positive thing, you know?
And like ever since, Iʼve just looked up to her.” His respect for her grew with this
gesture. Bashir looked beyond his male experience to consider the extra burden
of difference Somali born females carry through the mystery of the hijab.
Sahra talked about the hijab as more than just a rite of passage. It carries
“responsibilities.” It “represents” something. To wear it means something
important. It requires a level of commitment to a set of ideals. Maybe, the
respect that Omar refers to isnʼt just the act of a woman being covered for a man,
but for a woman to be covered as a sign of respect for self.
Nadifa was once just a girl with brown skin who had friends and went to
school. Then she put on the hijab, and the people in school forgot who she was.
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She had to be re-introduced. Now, she was Nadifa the Somali girl with a different
culture and a religion that few of her peers understood. If no one noticed that she
didnʼt eat pork before, they would notice it now. They would pay attention when
she washed in the school bathroom.
It reminds me of my student at the graduation pizza party. By removing
her hijab, she changed in my eyes. I couldnʼt place it, but suddenly, she wasnʼt
the same person I knew. It added a layer of complexity to who she was. She
became suddenly new to me all over again, and my perspective of her had to
shift as a result.
“If I go to school, this is where Iʼm going to be at.” Bashir was an
athlete in two sports and hung out with American born friends on a regular basis.
Amir and Said stayed focused on their schoolwork rather than on peer
relationships so that they could succeed at school. Abdullah pushed the school
so that he was allowed to fewer ELL classes so he could get caught up more
quickly. The male Somali born participants in this study seemed to have a drive,
a sense that education was the first step at succeeding in America. They
integrated themselves into sports or schoolwork in an effort to get ahead.
Omar was particularly focused on his future. He didnʼt distinguish whether
the peers holding him back were Somali born or American although he indicated
that he had friends from both cultures. Like the others, he made decisions that
kept him focused. Omarʼs strategy was to drop friends that were getting into
trouble.
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You know Iʼve seen friends of mine that I used to call friends get in
trouble, you know. I had to – I had to lose them in order for me to
be successful. Donʼt get me wrong, at the end of the day, itʼs all you
alone and – you know? Thereʼs not nobody else, thereʼs no strings.
Itʼs you and your family.
Omar described himself as a “casual Somali” which seemed to be a
definition of someone who stayed out of peer or school issues, someone who
focused on his own success rather than the political implications of being Somali.
His focus was on grades, and through grades came success.
I either had to say itʼs bad or good. If it was good I had to go with it;
if it was bad I had to drop it. I had to lose that person. So being on
that task throughout freshman, sophomore year, I did pretty well,
you know. I was a casual Somal— student, better yet.
Omar had a dream, an ideal he was working toward. He believed that by
working hard and staying focused, he could have the success that anyone should
be able to have- just like a white guy.
You know, the guy – the guy looks pretty casual, you know? Heʼs
standing out there working, getting his job done, and then I look at
myself you know? And Iʼd try to compare it, you know. I look at a
white guy over there, around his thirties, working. Thatʼs not – Iʼm
not far from that. Iʼm like, what, twelve years away from being
thirty? So Iʼm Iʼm like, “If I go to school, this is where Iʼm going to
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be at. If I donʼt, this is where Iʼm at.” And I said, you know to
myself, “Education is for all races.”
“Thatʼs not- Iʼm not far from that,” Omar said. He imagined a future where
he has “the success that the white guys have.” Bashir imagined a future as a
police officer, inspired by his coach. He was already working for the police
department as an interpreter. Said, Abdullah, and Amir may have similar dreams
fueling their focus on their education.
Omar says, “Education is for all races.” Heʼs right, but does the American
educational system hold up to a meritocratic ideal where race doesnʼt matter in
the classroom? Research tells a bleak and startling story about the struggles of
inequity that refugee youth face in high schools (Basford, 2010; Bigelow, 2008;
Bigelow, 2010; El-Haj, 2006; Roxas & Roy, 2012; Watkinson & Hersi, 2013). But
Omar doesnʼt need that story because he saw a “casual working, white guy” and
he imagined that he could have the same. Research predicting otherwise wonʼt
help him get there.
In Let America be America again, there is an excerpt speaks to Omarʼs
dreams:
Yet Iʼm the one who dreamt our basic dream
In the Old World while still a serf of kings,
Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true,
That even yet its mighty daring sings
In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned
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Thatʼs made America the land it has become.
O, Iʼm the man who sailed those early seas
In search of what I meant to be my home—
For Iʼm the one who left dark Irelandʼs shore,
And Polandʼs plain, and Englandʼs grassy lea,
And torn from Black Africaʼs strand I came
To build a “homeland of the free.”
Langston Hughes (1994)
Omar who wasnʼt born in this country nor has he the privileges of many
who are American born. Yet, he is someone “who dreamt a dream so strong, so
brave, so true that even yet its mighty daring sings”. This is a dream
unencumbered by cynicism or racial realities. He doesnʼt limit himself to his
circumstances or the reality of being the other. He opened himself enough to
imagine America being America again; a country where every American, the
causal white guy or the casual Somali, can find success if they work hard and
stay focused.
“We smell like season salt.” Many of the participants talked about being
told that they smelled differently. “Season salt” was a common insult to hurl at
Somali born students. Two participants talked about American born students
asking them if it was true that Muslim girls didnʼt shower until marriage.
Almost every participant had a story of being told that they smelled like
“season salt” or were unclean. I didnʼt understand what “season salt” meant and
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asked Amir. He told that it had to do with the spices Somalis cooked with. To
me, it seemed an odd insult to hurl at Somali born students.
The fact that almost all participants had stories about being harassed
about smell was perplexing to me. I have asthma and I am very sensitive to the
smell of perfumes or colognes, even soaps. I knew Somali people when I
worked in a crisis shelter for 17 years. I have known many Somali students for
years where I teach, and I canʼt think of a single incident where someone Somali
had a different smell of any kind that I detected.
I once had the horrifying experience of reacting to a studentʼs scent in the
front row of the class I was teaching. I didnʼt have my inhaler, and started to
struggle with my breathing. I made the decision of asking the student out into the
hallway and asking her to sit in the back of the class because of her cologne
instead of interrupting class to get my inhaler. She said she wasnʼt wearing any.
It was such a humiliating experience for her coming back into the room
with 40 students watching while she changed desks that I felt compelled to
explain. I had told the class in the past about my sensitivity to scents, but the
damage was done. I apologized to the student repeatedly afterward, and she
was very gracious, but whenever I remember this incident, I feel a sense of
horror and deep regret.
Smelling bad has a powerful stigma in American culture as it has in
Muslim cultures where the act of prayer requires that one wash face, arms,
hands, and feet five times a day. Almost every participant referred to an
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experience where their body odor was insulted by words like “season salt” or by
being accused of never showering.
I got curious about a correlation between body odor and racism, reasoning
that the “dirtying” of a group of people by a dominant group through “smell” like
being called “season salt” or being asked about showering was oppressive. I
could find nothing in the academic literature that made this connection for me,
and yet a simple Google search revealed pages upon pages of speculation as to
whether or not races have distinct smells.
Some of the posts were offensive declarations about different races.
Some were defensive about hair products, spices, or cultural traditions what
might shape body odor. A few were curious. Specific to Somali people, there
were a few posts attributing a different smell to spices used in cooking and
incense burned in Somali homes.
However, the experiences described by participants in this study were not
those of students or teachers being curious about a faintly exotic scent. Rather,
they were harsh moments of accusation, intending to position the Somali born
students as unclean, the “other”, less than. Sahra remembered being in an
argument with an American born male who said things to her, “he was talking
about Somali people – they stink, they donʼt take a shower, you guys need to go
back to your country.”
Nadifa told of an experience that I had heard about several times from
Somali students where I taught before I had even engaged in this research. I
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had dismissed it as apocryphal because it involved a teacher and a level of
insensitivity that appalled me until Nadifa told me she experienced it herself. She
says she came into a classroom and started sneezing because of the spraying
the teacher was doing in the room. She didnʼt identify what he was spraying
although others have claimed it was some sort of room freshener.
I donʼt understand why do you – why are you spraying your room?
Especially that the hour that left, you know? Because I took
Geometry with him. I took Algebra with him. And I took PreCalculus with him. So I didnʼt ever understood because whenever
– my other – the other classes, he would never like spray or
nothing. And he was like, “Oh, the class before me –” He was like,
“The class before you guys, they all s — theyʼre Som — I canʼt take
it.” And I was like, “Who was the class before us?” And the
schedule – his schedule says Math 2. And Iʼd be like, “Yeah so,
Somali kids.” And I was like, “You know, thatʼs kind of a little –” I
was like, “How are you going to judge everybody? And say this is
how they are.” Right? And he was like, “Itʼs true! Thatʼs what your
people are called.” And then I was like, “Excuse me? Youʼre
supposed to be the teacher, you know?”
Amir was asked by a Mexican American in the cafeteria why his people
smell like season salt. He says, “And I just stop when he said that because I do
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eat food with season salt, you know pepper and stuff.” Amir became upset and
thought about punching him, but then decided to report him to the teacher.
So I get up and I told the teacher that this kid is being racist to my
own people that this kid is telling us that we smell like season salt.
I said, Look me in the eye. Do we smell like season salt? She was
like, No. I mean, as soon as I said this kid was being racist, she
said Okay, and then she dropped the whole conversation. Thatʼs
when I see that too many people are racist to Somali people and itʼs
kids that like told me to go back to my own country as an example.
Awa recalls several examples of hearing American born peers refer to the
smell of Somali people in a derogatory manner. She remembered students
pointing to certain classrooms and referring to them as Somali classrooms
because of a perceived smell.
She remembered American born peers routinely saying, “Oh my god, it
smells like Somalians! Can you please open the window?” She remembered an
American born peer with poor hygiene. His peers would say things like, “Oh
dude, you smell like a Somalian today. Whatʼs wrong with you? Didnʼt you take a
shower?” She stated that she stood up one day and said,
So can you guys actually tell me what a Somalian smells like? Like
I went up in front of the class and asked them that and nobody had
the answer to it. Iʼm like, “Yeah, exactly, thereʼs no answer to it.
How can you smell like a Somalian? Would you like it if I said I
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smell like an American Indian or I smell like an African. Would you
guys like that?” So nobody really responded to my questions but
they just looked at me like you know like they felt dumb about it.
Like it constantly they still say that.
Smell plays so many powerful roles in our lives. Itʼs in the sweetness of a
live baby, clean and powdered, or in the instinctively wrinkled nose one has when
that same baby soils her diapers. Scent is a visceral part of our memories.
My grandmother comes back to life whenever I smell the pickling of
cabbage or beets: my grandfather when I catch a whiff of Old Spice. My home
has a smell all itʼs own with its books, dogs, and the wood of a century old house;
different than the smell of my motherʼs newer home with her plants, garden
vegetables, and baking bread. Sensitive to powerful scents, I loiter in drugstore
aisles looking for deodorants and lotions with the clean smells of cucumber or
grapefruit rather than perfume smells that might trigger an attack.
Smell drives attraction. I can still remember the masculine smell of my
first boyfriendʼs battered leather jacket. It was much more masculine than the
clean soap smell of the other boy that liked me- the one who was my age and
had stood by me so many years waiting for the right moment to ask me out.
Smell can be expensive. I remember the years before asthma lay siege to
my bronchials when I was still purchasing expensive perfumes, the price tag
making a definite impression on its desirability. I purchased a $64 perfume when
I was 23 years old and barely able to pay for groceries. I forgot to wear it more
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days than I remembered, but it was expensive and that gave me a feeling of
power.
Smell is powerful. I remember the kids in school with worn clothes- some
of them with poor hygiene. There was the thin girl from the trailer park who had a
slightly sour smell to her. My mother gave her mother my old clothes. I told
everyone that the thin girl was wearing my hand me downs. She was poor and I
was not. It was important to me that this distinction be made.
I grew up in a town in Southern Minnesota and I can remember James
Zamora. He was Mexican-American and in my class. Mexican-American
immigrants had settled in the fifties in my hometown for the meat packing plant.
He was darker than the other Mexican-American students, small, and his family
was very poor. The name-calling was constant, even from other MexicanAmerican students. Taco was one of the names. I remember laughing boys
saying that they could smell a taco coming down the hall.
Does a teacher really spray air freshener in his classroom because his
students eat spicy food? Are the American born students really offended by the
smell of Somali born students? Or is it something else? Is this about “dirtying” a
racialized group in order to keep them marginalized and different?
I believe that Somali born students smell less of food and more of
difference. They smell of hijabs, prayers during school hours, feet washing,
dietary restrictions, darker skin, accents, and African memories. They smell of
defiance, pride, and determination. They donʼt bend to assimilation in the
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timeline most Americans might expect. They donʼt travel the same path of
assimilation as the Mexican- American immigrants have at these schools.
The hijabs will still flow down the hallways, and the sounds of a foreign
tongue can still be heard in the library. The feet washing will continue to happen
in the bathrooms generations beyond the first Somali as will time for prayer
during school hours. The bending that we require of our immigrants or refugees
in this country has had to be mutual- a process of acculturation rather than
assimilation, and the resentment of that by the American born has not been lost
on the newcomers.
There will continue to be American born students and teachers who make
sure that this stubborn, resistant difference is accentuated through the power of
invoking smell. As long as the resentment continues, they will still tell Somali
born students that they smell dirty- the same as smelling un-American.
We pray five times a day. Not all of the participants talked about prayer.
Some were more devout than others. The female participants, Awa, Nadifa, and
Sahra, found that prayer time especially in the bathroom when they washed, was
a time when American born peers sometimes made rude comments or asked
inappropriate questions. Awa was accosted with the question of whether or not
itʼs true that Somali born girls donʼt shower before marriage, a surprisingly
common misperception in participant stories. Nadifa became tired of the
questions and ignorant comments. She finally confronted an American born girl
in the bathroom when she started to ask something:
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When you ask me something, like about my culture and stuff. Iʼll
like, explain it to you. But I just donʼt like when people are just
come up to me and be like, “Oh, um, I heard you guys donʼt–” Like
you know if you ask me in an ignorant way, I wonʼt like – thatʼs just
like – it gets me heated and like mad and stuff. So if you come up
to me and be like, “Hey, I heard this” or “Is this how you guys do it?”
Iʼll gladly, like, say, “Hey this is not how you do it” or “This is how
you do it” or be like, “Oh youʼre right” or “Youʼre wrong.”
Abdullah told of the long battle with the school to be given time to pray
during school hours. He was particularly concerned because Dhuhr, the midday
prayer, happened during school hours. During his freshman year in high school,
he wasnʼt given space to pray, and this was very difficult for him. Sophomore
year, he and others left school grounds during that time of day because it was
crucial to complete Dhuhr. He said, “I usually told teachers that I'm going to the
bathroom. I didn't tell them where I was going. I had to hide the fact that this is
my religion and I had to practice this, but I was not allowed.”
Junior year, Abdullah and others went to speak to the school. Not only
was it crucial to complete his daily Dhuhr, but, on Fridays, it was important for
males to be at Masjid (Mosque) as well. However, the school made no
movement to allow for these practices. Abdullah was worried because he was
aware that his daily absences put him in danger of being expelled.
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So junior year is, like, I had a problem with that. I couldn't skip
school. I can't skip school because I'd get expelled for that many
days. You know, I couldn't leave school. I had to talk to people
about it. "You know what, this is bothering me. I can't -- accepted it
two years, I cannot accept it now." Like this is that time of the year
when I can actually speak -- I had enough people supporting me to
fight this argument.
The school district finally succumbed when students and parents
organized with community leaders and the Islamic Council of America. As
Abdullah stated earlier in this chapter, for the school district, everything was
about publicity. Once the media got involved, the district was willing to bend and
provide a room that could be used for prayer by the Muslim students.
An ABC news poll stated in July 18, 2014 that eighty three percent of all
Americans identify themselves as Christian. Thirteen percent say they have no
religion. Four percent of Americans identify as Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, etc…
(Langer, ABC News). The percentage of Muslims in this country is crowded
within a 4% margin that basically covers all non-Christian denominations in the
country.
In the past, my mom has said that Christians are persecuted in this
country and I, her lapsed Catholic daughter, get red in the face in these
moments. “Youʼre in the majority, Mom! Majorities with privilege donʼt get
persecuted! Christians can get picked on in this county, but not persecuted! Big
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difference!” The conversation inevitably disintegrates as we retreat to our
respective corners.
There is a tension that rises in me in this discussion. I am tasked with
interpreting my participantsʼ experience with prayer, but I am caught by the
Christian hegemony surrounding this phenomenon that declares that space for
Muslim prayer in school is in direct contradiction of the separation of church and
state; this separation doctrine that has long denied zealous Christians greater
influence in public schools. Yet, public schools adhere to the Christian calendar
every year with time off at Christmas and Easter. The same concessions are not
made for non-Christians. I am stuck in my own feelings about that hegemony,
and how I believe it impacts those who are not Christian.
This led me to online articles about Muslim prayer in school which were
inevitably followed by angry reader comments insisting that Sharia law would
claim us all if we donʼt strike back or theories about genitals being washed in
public sinks or that Somalis wonʼt assimilate because they are terrorists. One
high school student wrote online that he knows that something sinister is
happening in the schoolʼs Muslim prayer room because he has not been allowed
by school officials to peek his head in and watch them pray.
And then I return to Abdullah, and I close my eyes, and imagine him
slipping out of class and running off school grounds to a house nearby, maybe a
friendʼs, where he can perform Dhuhr. He rushes back to school, inevitably late
for his next class. The tardy slips pile up, but he must continue this daily ritual
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because he is a religious Muslim. He has not skipped for the typical American
born teen reasons. He is not out getting high or just skipping school. He is not
avoiding a test for which he hasnʼt prepared or exploring disobedience as some
American born teens are apt to do. Instead, he is performing the necessary acts
of a religious man.
Abdullahʼs experience seeking permission to complete his daily religious
practice was a long and arduous one. Getting the room, the space to pray, was a
long fight, but it isnʼt over. I imagine him washing in the restroom, getting the
questions and comments from his American born peers, fueled with resentment.
The American born peers havenʼt been allowed this sort of break in their day.
I imagine him walking to the prayer room, a school closet or old classroom
perhaps, and getting looks from students, maybe the teachers as well. I can
imagine the looks on their faces. The questions unspoken: What happens in that
room? Why should he be allowed such a privilege? Is the midday prayer merely
an excuse to avoid class?
I was actually depressed during high school. None of the participants
reported diagnosed depression, but it didnʼt matter. The stressors in their lives
were numerous, had occurred over long stretches of time, and seemed to
continually be folding in on these young people. Is the post-traumatic stress
relieved when a refugee is finally granted a new homeland or is that when it really
begins? What is it like when it happens on both sides of the journey- escaping
and then re-homing?
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There was a hopefulness, a deep resiliency, in the participants throughout
our interviews. Theyʼd been through much, but hadnʼt given up. Yet there was
also a great sense of weariness. They were tired, young people who had lived
lifetimes already. The stories they shared of high school were stories of being
unheard, ignored, harassed, misunderstood, assaulted, and victimized.
There were good moments- moments when they found school success or
joined sports or made a lasting relationship with a teacher, but it wasnʼt always
enough to make up for comments in the bathroom or the remark in the classroom
that the teacher didnʼt address. It wasnʼt enough to make up for the stares in the
hallway or the tricks in the cafeteria to get them to eat pork.
The burden of all of this stress wore on these Somali born youth. Nadifa
and her sisters hid in the house after 9/11, fearful and anxious. Sahra was so
beaten by the accusation that sheʼd said something racist that her fierceness left
her and she collapsed into tears in front of the principal, unable to control herself
in front of a person she didnʼt like or trust.
Even Bashir who played sports, did well in school, and had American born
friends was worn down by being racialized and harassed.
You come to like – you come to school in the morning, and you go
through all the same day – you know the same thing every day.
Being called, you know? Muslims, you know? Say, “You stink!”
Like, “You shouldnʼt be praying. Go back to where youʼre from.”
And go – you know going back home with that. Just a lot of
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depression. So yeah, like, who would you — how would you
imagine the sixteen year old, seventeen, going to school. Not
learning anything but, you know, name-calling. Seeing how people
treat him.
Awa remembers a situation where an American born boy was harassing
her and telling her she smelled and needed to take a shower. She held back.
I didnʼt say anything because that day I was fasting so I didnʼt want
to break my fast in any kind of way. So I was quiet about it and the
teacher heard it. So the teacher told — went and told the
principal—the assistant principal. And the principal came up to me
and asked me and Iʼm like, I told her what happened. She said,
“Why didnʼt you respond to it?” I was like, “Because thereʼs no point
of responding to it. Thereʼs no point of trying to clear it because
they – itʼs ignorant. Like you canʼt change a person thatʼs ignorant.”
So Iʼm like, “And plus I was fasting and I donʼt want to break my
fasting.” She goes, “Iʼm glad you didnʼt react to it because the Awa
— the Awa I knew before would react to it.” I would have reacted to
it in a bad way. So I just let it go and sheʼs like, “Iʼm very proud of
you for doing that.” I was like, “Alright.”
There is such resignation in this story. Awa didnʼt lash out and go toe to
toe with the American born student as she had done before. She made that
decision for religious reasons. She wanted to preserve the sanctity of her fast.
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The principal is proud of her for not getting into trouble. Awa accepts this and
says, “Alright.”
Yet there is a missing response. There is no support or acknowledgement
that Awa was again put in a situation where she was harassed. There is no effort
to find the American born boy and talk to him. The message she is getting is that
she should find a way to just take it- to just not react. Itʼs what we tell kids who
are being bullied. “Donʼt react. Itʼs what they want.” But sometimes, itʼs all too
much, and you lose a little bit of yourself when you donʼt stand up.
Four years ago, I went to that high school as a new academic in town, and
offered to do groups with youth, particularly because tensions were growing with
Somali identified students. I met with this assistant principal and suggested a
social justice and education group for American born students so they could
better understand the marginalizing forces around them, and participate in
practices that were just and supportive to students being harmed. She had a
better idea. She wanted me to do a group for Somali identified youth to help
them better learn how not to react to harassment and bullying. I told her this
seemed backwards to me and not a good idea. She never called me to follow up
on my social justice group.
Sahra is the research participant that worried me the most. She was both
fierce and intelligent. She was a fighter, but, at only the age of 20, she seemed
broken in some ways. She was the least hopeful one of all. When she started
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talking, experiences poured out of her with almost no prompting from me at all.
She needed those experiences to be heard.
And I got to this point where I was just- I was so happy when before
I was in high school – I was so happy with everything. So happy –
and that school just took everything away from me – everything…
every little - my energy, my my my happiness – everything.
Sahra describes a summer where her depression took hold, and she
isolated herself from family and friends. She only talked to her little sister
because her sister went to high school with her and she understood.
Like I loved dancing – I never even picked up dancing cause after
high school I was just done and I never danced. But like hanging
out and going out with friends – I just kind of stopped doing things
like that. I stayed in my room… I would just like close the door –
turn off all the light just watch TV. Sat there the whole day watching
during… during my summer… my whole summer, ya know? Iʼll just
go brush my teeth, wash my face, um…eat breakfast, go back into
my room. My family – nobody saw me.
When I interviewed Sahra for this study, she was two years out of school.
Yet, it still wore heavily on her. Her high school experience changed her
willingness to be vulnerable with the world around her.
But its just that – I didnʼt know how to express how I was feeling
and what I went through and all of that. I didnʼt wanna be
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vulnerable. I didnʼt wanna tell anybody… so I kept it to myself.
Even to this day if I feel something I… I keep it to myself. I donʼt tell
people, ya know. Just for the simple fact of the school – when I told
them what I was going through and all this stuff. They just looked
at me like I was making up things or I was lying or they just didnʼt
really care, ya know?
A few years ago, I taught a Democratic Citizenship class. Most of the
students were college freshmen. I always gave an assignment in that class that
called for students to break up into groups with people they donʼt know, and to
plan and execute a small community service project. Four young women came
together for the project: three of them American born and white and one of them
Somali identified student. They chose to do bell ringing for the Salvation Army. I
didnʼt consider that they had chosen a Christian organization or whether the
Somali identified student was comfortable with that. The week their project was
due, the girls were quiet. I asked about their experience, and one of the
American born students said that something had happened. A man had
approached the Somali born student while they were bell ringing, and told her
that he was there to help her convert. The young women were all stunned. The
Somali born student asked him to leave, but he walked right up into her space
and pulled out a bible. He grabbed her hand and tried to force it on the bible.
The American born students reported that they felt paralyzed and didnʼt
know what to do. The Somali born student broke away from him and ran to her

200
car. She locked herself in. The American born students offered support, but she
refused to leave the car for the rest of their time there.
In class, the Somali born student seemed less shaken, in some ways,
than the American born students. They had experienced the helplessness of
watching her be targeted, and not knowing what to do. They cried in class.
Apologized for not knowing how to handle him.
Two other Somali born students started telling the classes stories of being
followed by strange cars, being threatened, and having objects thrown at them. I
encouraged the stories and the feelings of outrage from fellow students. The
Somali born students seemed released by the permission to talk and the support
of the class. They talked for the entire two-hour class period. The students
around them were shocked and emotional. I asked the American born students
to really think about how rare it is to find people willing to share the truth about
their marginalization. I asked them to think about how their lives can be
impacted by these stories.
Excerpt from Poem, My Life in Africa:
so I grabbed my weapons and started heading out, out, out
Then when I came back to my hut,
I was tortured and beaten, beaten, beaten
I jumped on a plane and headed for the Great
White North of Canada where there is good, water
and freedom, freedom, freedom
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I now go to school at Cardinal Newman Newman,
Newman but I still get beaten down, beaten down,
beaten down by Mrs. Taylor – sheʼs funny as a hyena
in my hometown, hometown, hometown
so now that you know about my life in Africa, the
good, the bad and the ugly Iʼm glad to share
my rapping poem with you as
Canada is always there for you, you, you.
Joshua Collin-Pereira, age 15
Written as a rap, you can sense the depth of feeling within Joshua as he
refers to the fear and danger in Africa. He talked about being “tortured and
beaten, beaten, beaten”. Then he comes to Canada, a place he describes as
“Great White North”. Is he referring to snow or is this the place where he has first
encountered the racialization of his skin?
“Beaten, beaten, beaten down” is used again when he talks about his
school experience in Canada, particularly in relation to “Mrs. Taylor”. Sheʼs as
“funny as a hyena.” Does the African boy think of hyenas as funny or are they
creatures that scavenge? Are they bold and dangerous animals?
Twice, the words, “beaten, beaten, beaten” are used.

Are we to imagine

the same actions in both settings? In Africa, he refers to being tortured and
beaten. I imagine fists, sticks, or the blow of a boot in oneʼs gut. Does “Mrs.
Taylor”, “funny as a hyena”, use her fists and feet as well?
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Or does “being beaten, beaten, beaten down” mean something else in
regards to Mrs. Taylor? Is it similar to what Awa experienced when teachers
didnʼt hear the racist and Islamaphobic comments? Is it like Sahraʼs experience,
weeping in the principalʼs office after an American born Caucasian boy has
threatened her and called her names, but the principal is focused on whether or
not she told the boy, she “would turn his eyes white”? Is it similar to what Amir
experienced when he knew only a few words of English and he walked into the
classroom wearing sandals and they all laughed at him, including the teacher?
“Iʼm just trying to survive.” Itʼs not enough to describe some of the
events that happened to the Somali born participants in these outstate high
schools as harassment or persecution. Simply, there are many experiences
described in this chapter that rise to the level of terrorism. Terrorism is defined
as “the use of violence and threats to intimidate or coerce, especially for political
purposes” (www.dictionary.com, n.d.).
I believe that many of the acts perpetrated on these Somali born students
were meant to “coerce or intimidate” for the express “political” purposes of
subjugating and marginalizing these students. Many of these experiences were
already described.
Nadifa talked about the wetness she experienced on her head, only to look
up and see an American born boy spitting on her from the staircase above. Both
Nadifa and Abdullah described experiences where newcomers were cornered in
hallways by American boys while pictures of pigs were shoved into their faces.
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And then there was the red truck that followed Somali born participants from
the school parking lot and threw objects at them. Both Awa and Sahra talked
about their own individual experiences with the red truck following them home.
Awa told school administration and a police presence arrived at the school in the
days following. Sahra never reported her experience to the school. She felt that
it wouldnʼt be taken seriously.
Nadifa talked about a terrifying experience that happened at a fast food
restaurant when she was 17. She was wearing her hijab, and she and her
friends were eating at a table outside in the evening. She saw a man staring at
her, and she felt a sense of danger from him. Her friends told her to relax, but
she watched as he went to his car and took out a baseball bat.
I was sitting at the – like the fr – like basically heʼs walking towards
me you now – like directly at me. And then Iʼm sitting there
panicking. I was like, “You guys? Do you –" I was like – I was
asking my friends, I was like, “You guys – you guys see a baseball
bat right?” And theyʼre like, “Yeah.” And I was like, “Oh I thought I
was just dreaming.” [laughs] And half of them like, “No, like we see
it.” And then he smacked the table, you know? And he was like,
“Your people – Iʼve had enough of your people! They need to go
back to where they came from! And donʼt ever come back to here
again! And he was like, deliver that message!”
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She remembered that her legs were shaking, and she could only think to
say, “Excuse me?” He said, “Do you need an interpreter?” And she replied, “No,
I can understand what you said.” Then he yelled, “Your People!” and slammed
the table with the bat again.
One of her friends was holding her hand and she whispered to Nadifa,
“Just say okay. Just let it go. This man is angry.” But Nadifa responded, “I have
the same right to be in America as you, you know.”
And he was like, “Little girl, I just told you a message. Deliver it!”
And then the – one of the managers were calling 911 and he was
like he left and then he drove off. And Iʼm like – when the cops
came and they were asking me questions like, “How does the guy
look?” And Iʼm like, I was like, “I donʼt know.” Honestly, I was so – I
was still shocked that I was like – I was like, I couldnʼt even drive
back home. I had to have my mom come pick me up and leave the
car overnight because thatʼs how scared I was. I never after went
to that McDonaldʼs again. I was like, “Nope! Iʼm not going
anywhere else again.
Terror is the emotion that simultaneously steals your breath, and floods
your gut with fear. You both vividly remember the experience, yet are unable to
give the police a description of your attacker. You lose your sense of emotional
balance. What was once true and safe is now suspect. Your emotions become
armies that run roughshod over reason.
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Reminders masquerading as triggers descend unexpectedly. The post
traumatic stress of these repeated incidents where safety is ripped away can
come to rest in so many areas of a young womanʼs life: her sleep, her work, her
relationships, and her ability to make new ones.
Nadifa says she can no longer go to that fast food restaurant. The fear
memory is too powerful. I wonder if it happens every time she passes other
locations of that fast food franchise. Does she tense if she sees a strange,
American born man striding toward her? What is her experience when she sees
a baseball bat? Does this experience trigger other memories for her- the
memories of 9/11 when she and sisters hid out in their home afraid to return to
school? Does this bring her in touch with early memories of Africa?
All of the participants in this study had moments wh[[ere safety was stolen,
and replaced with harassment, abuse, confusion, and terror. The impact is
reflected in the stories of depression, the stories of fragile and wary friendships
with American born peers and adults, and the stories of feeling powerless and
unheard. The impact is measured in their concern about me, the reluctance to
meet, and the curiosity about why I wanted these stories- why did I say that I
cared? Who was I?
Recently, in one of my social work classes, I asked a Somali born student
who has lived in the same community as these participants for the last 11 years if
she ever had the experience of being yelled at, had things thrown at her, or being
followed by trucks in her time here. She softly said that it has happened so many
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times she has lost count. I asked her how she handles it and she replied that
she doesnʼt go outside by herself anymore. Two of the American born students
started crying, and my Somali born student looked uncomfortable. I assured her
that she was helping all of us by sharing the truth. We need to know the truth
about the experiences of others if we stand any chance of being successful with
our clients out in the field. I urged the other students to think about why it was
just a risk to tell this truth. I told them to resist the standard responses that
marginalized populations usually receive in these moments such as dead
silence, dismissing her story as hyperbole, or trying to explain away the actions
of her tormentors. I asked them to reach inside themselves to accept her truth,
and find a way to thank her for taking a risk in sharing it with an audience that
struggles with truths theyʼve never seen. At the end of class, My Somali born
student was bent over the American born student who had cried the most,
consoling her. The deep generosity of such an action spoke to the deep well of
strength this Somali born student carries.
These stories of terror that traumatized participants are important not just
for the truth they tell about the unwelcoming and dangerous places schools can
be, but there is a tension because these stories are not just about terror. Push
past the terror, and raw courage and fierce determination is found in each of
these experiences. Itʼs what you feel when you imagine what it was like for
Nadifa, as a young child, to go back to school after 9/11, even though sheʼd just
learned that she was the enemy.
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Itʼs the kind of survival instinct and courage that kept Awa and Sahra each
walking to their respective homes, even while being stalked by a red truck. This
instinct for survival is reflected in Abdullahʼs persistence when he spent years
struggling to simultaneously fulfill the obligations of the school and his religious
practice. This same instinct is shown in Amir when he is accused of crimes he
did not commit and refuses to back down or when he came to this country
knowing only two words of English.
Sahra displayed this kind of courage in the many different ways she went
about protecting newcomers when they were accosted in the hallway as did Awa
when she stood up in class for newcomers who couldnʼt fully answer questions
about the hijab. Bashir exhibited courage when he confronted his friends about
their attempts to separate them from other Somali born students by telling him,
“Youʼre different than the others.” Omar displays great courage when he keeps a
laser focus on his future rather than the obstacles of daily living as a Somali born
student. Said shows similar strength and courage when he gets dropped in an
alternative school for behavior modification and he had to fight for the education
he deserves.
The book, What is the What, tells the story of Valentino Achek Deng, a
Sudanese lost boy, as told by Dave Eggers. His story of survival intersperses his
experiences as a young child walking across the Sudan for years seeking safety,
and his current struggles finding safety in the United States. The following
passage reminds me of the stories of these Somali born participants
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But we're no longer rain, I said, we're no longer seeds. We're men. Now
we can stand and decide. This is our first chance to choose our own
unknown. I'm so proud of everything we've done, my brothers, and if we're
fortunate enough to fly and land again in a new place, we must continue.
As impossible as it sounds, we must keep walking. And yes, there has
been suffering, but now there will be grace. There has been pain, but now
there will be serenity. No one has been tried the way we have been tried,
and now this is our reward.
― Dave Eggers (2006)
These words remind me of heads held high, a sense of pride. So much
has happened, and much of it still lives within Valentino and his brothers, but “we
must keep walking”. Surviving the hardships helped them grow to the point that
they could call themselves men. Not only that, but this growth means that they
no longer have to react to the world as it is happening. “Now we can stand and
decide.” The pain was real and wonʼt be forgotten, but this new maturity means
they can carry it with peace.
While I doubt that my Somali born participants are quite ready to carry
their pain with peace, I do believe that this is the journey they are on. “As
impossible as it sounds, we must keep walking.” Every participant interviewed
showed commitment to this idea in their experiences. But nothing resonates as
much as the phrase, “No one has been tried the way we have been tried”. New
to a community with almost no refugee experience or understanding of their
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unique needs, each participant has existed as a pioneer of persistence and
courage.
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Chapter 5
This chapter focuses on some of the ideas that have emerged from the
chapter 4 analyses of participant interviews. The ideas that emerged will be
separated in three distinct groups as related to the experience of being a Somali
born newcomer in a Minnesota outstate high school: relationships with teachers
and administrators, relationships with peers, and Somali born student identity.
What emerged from these tentative manifestations will be discussed as well as
limitations to the study and implications for educators.
Discussion
The participants in this study were telling of their experience being Somali
born refugees in Minnesota outstate high schools. From these experiences
came narratives that were compelling. They were also inspiring as they open up
new ways of understanding and thinking about these students. These
experiences allow us to step back and take a look at how schools and personnel
welcome or do not welcome students into the school as a learning environment.
The research question originally was a broad examination of the lived
experience of Somali born newcomers in Minnesota Outstate High Schools.
Through the analysis process, the questions became more specific. Three
questions emerged under the umbrella out of the original question that informed
how the analysis was formed. These questions will also be used to organize the
discussion.
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1. What are the experiences of Somali born newcomers with teachers and
administrators in Minnesota outstate high schools?
2. What are the experiences of Somali born newcomers with peersAmerican and Somali born in Minnesota outstate high schools?
3. What are the experiences of Somali born newcomers related to identity in
Minnesota outstate high schools.
I. Experiences with Teachers and Administrators
Somali born students often felt that teachers and administrators were
unfair, unjust, uncaring, and/or insensitive. Yet, there were also stories of
teachers and/or administrators that were helpful, caring, protective, and/or
supportive. Important ideas emerged from these stories.
The importance of knowing Somali born students as individuals.
The students in this study identified some teachers and/or administrators that did
a good job of providing an effective and, even, inspiring learning environment.
ELL teachers. ELL teachers were spoken of by participants with a
particular sense of affection- even reverence. It was clear that even though
these students looked for opportunities to be mainstreamed, they often felt safest
in the ELL classrooms. These teachers were described as people who sought to
understand these students- to see them as individuals rather than just another
group of Somali born students. The ELL teachers had relationships with their
students that included “a pedagogy of care” (Shields, 2004, p. 114). One
participant described ELL teachers as “taking them in” as one might when
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offering shelter to someone during a storm. There was a sense of feeling
protected under the auspices of the ELL classroom.
There was the story from a male student who came in one day and found
his teacher wearing the hijab- covered in the way that student had been taught to
expect with females. It was a one-time occurrence yet he spoke of the
experience with a sense of reverence. She had earned his respect by showing
an interest in and respect toward his beliefs. Another participant described how
her ELL teachers would “stand up” for them if the students were feeling
misunderstood or mistreated. And one participant said with great sincerity that
her ELL teacherʼs caring probably saved her life.
Trickett, Rukhotskiy, Jeong, Genkova, Overoi, Weinstein, and Delgado
(2011) report that ELL teachers are called upon to act outside a formal teaching
role. They often need to be a source of advocacy and resource for students,
filling a social role that brings them into closer connection with the student as an
individual being rather than just a learner. Trickett, et al. (2011) also found that
ELL teachers often had stressful interactions with mainstream teachers and
administrations who were neither willing to accommodate the specific learning
needs of ELL students nor try to understand the needs specific to their culture.
Feeling safe in school. Even outside the ELL classroom, there were
teachers who were protective by addressing harassment in the moment so that
Somali born students didnʼt have to do it themselves. There was the story of the
teacher who heard something offensive said in the classroom. The Somali born
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student didnʼt hear it but she saw her teacherʼs face get red, and the teacher
asked her to leave the classroom while she took care of it. She never found out
what was said, but she was moved by the teacherʼs willingness to fight this battle
for her.
These teachersʼ actions resonated long afterwards for these students,
creating for them the reality that some teachers who participate in the dominant
discourse still care about students who do not. Igoa (1995) describes the ELL
specific spaces as safe havens where students could be open about their lives
and identifies. All of these experiences speak to the importance of knowing
these newcomer students as individuals- being curious, alert, and sensitive to the
experiences these newcomers have in the school. Those who were successful
with these students were teachers and administrators who showed some
understanding or openness to the challenges these students face. They
recognized that these students needed allies in the school, protectors who could
deflect or handle the harassment they faced and cultural brokers who could help
them navigate success.
Mentors. Being mentored was an experience that three of the male
students referred to regarding positive relationships with teachers. They spoke of
teachers and coaches who took time out to know these young men as
individuals. They were curious about these students and their life dreams, and
they encouraged, challenged, and helped them navigate American culture as well
as providing opportunities for these students in regards to these dreams. Finally,
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there was the story of the teacher who got it wrong when she wasnʼt paying
attention to the harassment happening in the classroom. When the Somali born
student called her on it, she didnʼt get defensive or angry. Rather, she listened
and told him he had a good point. This teacher became a role model by being
transparent about her process as a self-reflective teacher.
Administrators as Protectors. There were stories of administrators who
believed these students, and took needed actions when they were being
harassed or terrorized in the school. One participant told of how a principal
responded to harassment in the lunchroom by installing cameras, and punishing
American born students who were trying to sabotage the lunches of Somali born
students. And then there was the principal who listened to the story of the red
pickup slowly following Somali born students home. The participant reported that
after she told the principal this, police presence became commonplace after
school. Being protected or feeling safe is crucial in allowing students to focus on
learning rather than possible dangers within the learning environment.
Educational hegemony through the lens of Islamophobia and racism.
There were also stories of teachers who regarded these students as a
group rather than as individuals. They didnʼt take time to know these students
individually as did the ELL teachers. In a story repeated by nearly all the
participants, a teacher showed his antipathy for these students by spraying his
room after groups of Somali refugee students left at the end of class. To one of
the participants, he stated that he did this because he couldnʼt stand the “spicy”
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smell of his Somali born students. Another participant learned that a teacher had
referred to her as another Osama Bin Laden in an email to her teacher peers.
The participant was alerted to this by a teacher who was offended on her behalf,
and wanted her to know she was being targeted.
The experience of racial and/or religious oppression is often lost on
teachers and administrators that represent the educational hegemony. They
donʼt easily see it nor do they look for it. When students in this study faced
harassment, at times in front of school personnel, it was often overlooked or
ignored. In several stories, participants acted out after being provoked by other
students- sometimes other Somali refugee students. Participants felt that
administrators and teachers didnʼt take time to listen to their stories, often meting
out consequences even when they knew these students were being provoked.
Oikonomidoy (2009) argues that whatever influences and experiences these
students bring into the school, they are met with hegemonic structures that mimic
White, middle class standards. Teachers are largely unaware of the needs of
Somali born students nor do they see the challenges these students face.
In one instance, a Somali born refugee female student was accused by an
American born White male student of being racist. She felt deeply frustrated
because she knew she hadnʼt said anything racist, and yet the school
administrator kept pressing her about lying. The fact that the altercation started
with the American born student using racial slurs about Somali cleanliness and
telling her to go back to her own country was not addressed. Instead, actions
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that she stated she didnʼt do became the focus of the administrator, causing her
to eventually break down in tears of frustration.
In another incident, a Somali born student was part of a group performing
African dance at the school. Afterward, American born students began asking
her questions about the hijab. One American born student asked her a question
about whether dogs wear hijabs. She knew that the intent of the question was to
provoke her and she responded sharply. A school administrator witnessed the
exchange and yet chose to address her reaction rather than the provocation.
Roxas and Roy (2012) wrote:
These refugee students have witnessed violence, murder, and acts of
violence within their home country. They have been bullied and
discriminated against even in refugee camps in Kenya in which many
have lived for a decade of their lives. Their lives as refugees surely impact
the ways in which they view schools and the relevance of schools in
their lives (p. 483-4).
The participants portrayed themselves as fierce defenders of right and
wrong. They knew they had to protect themselves and those around them as life
up to this point had been unpredictable and precarious. Settlement in the U.S.
promised something different- a new start in a safe place. Yet their experience is
fraught with new challenges to their identity and prejudices old and new
fermenting beneath the promise of the American dream.
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Caring for the cameras. Participants had strong emotions about
experiences where change didnʼt happen in the schools until outside forces
intervened. Despite years of advocacy by parents and students, Dhuhr, daily
prayer, didnʼt become possible in one participantʼs school until Islamic Council of
America and local activists got involved. When allegations of human rights
violations found its way into the media and state and federal agencies became
involved, schools worked to make changes. One participant states her sister
was coached by school officials on how to answer questions from federal
investigators. The fact that outside forces were needed for Somali born voices to
be heard was not lost on the participants. Even 1-2 years after graduation, they
still felt anger that schools needed to be pushed before responding.
Silence is never neutral. Pathologies of silence was defined by Shields
(2004) as a reluctance on the part of teachers to acknowledge the differences in
the lived experiences of their students. This was certainly evident in the narrative
given by study participants. However, I want to extend the concept of
“pathologies of silence” to also include the many instances where teachers were
witness to and then silent in the face of racist or Islamophobic harassment
against Somali born newcomer students.
Shield (2004) stated that teachers often donʼt know what to say in
situations like this. The topic of race or religious diversity is a complex one, and
one that majority culture people often avoid. Yet, silence is not a neutral position,
particularly in instances where Somali born refugee students face harassment
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and discrimination. Silence, on the part of teachers and administrators, indicated
that these students stood on their own. If they were to find safety in the school
environment, it will have to come from themselves- their willingness to take a
stand and fight back. A juxtaposition to the pathologies of silence was the
teacher who heard something offensive said in class- something that the study
participant didnʼt hear. She sent the student out of the classroom and dealt with
it instead of ignoring it. The student never found out the circumstances that
caused her teacher to protect her like that.
II. Experiences with Peers- Both American and Somali born
The Somali newcomer participants all spoke of experiences trying to find a
place among peers. Some of them stayed among the relative safety of other
Somali born peers while others ventured into relationships with American born
peers as well, discovering the complexities of making connections outside of their
own culture.
Entwining is a word found in a quote in chapter four that a young Somali
born man used to describe the complexity of experiencing the new while holding
onto cultural identity. It is a term used to express possibility, the idea that
experiencing the new doesnʼt mean losing yourself. It becomes a process of
honoring who you are while engaging in a discovery of whatʼs new and American.
The result is an entwining of these intersections- a recognition that there is an
infinite space in identity for both the old and the new.
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“Hunter boys.” One of the participants, Nadifa, referred to the American
born bullies who targeted Somali born refugee students, particularly new ones,
as “hunter boys”. This description is particularly apt. There is something about
the word, bully, that is almost innocuous- a playground description that can cover
a range of different experiences. The hunter boys were American born students
who actively worked to terrorize the Somali born refugee students in their
schools. Some school administrators seemed oblivious to their actions. Other
administrators actively hunted these students such as the school administrator
that put up cameras in the lunchroom to catch the “hunter boys” who were
sabotaging the lunches of Somali born refugee students with pork products. The
participants in this study both feared “hunter boys” and, simultaneously, stood up
to them. Their experience of schooling was one of understanding they needed to
protect themselves beyond what administrators and teachers could or would do.
Moving among cultures. Participants talked about the complexity of
developing friendships with American born students. Some participants,
particularly males, were able to develop relationships with American born
students through participation in sports. Spending time with these new friends
was complicated in a number of ways. Their Somali born peers accused them of
“whitening” themselves- giving up their identity in order to hang out with American
born peers. American born peers also lost sense of their Somali born friendsʼ
identity by making racist or Islamophobic comments in front of them about other
Somali born students. When confronted about this, American born students also
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“whitened” them by saying that they werenʼt like the “others”. Another
consequence of straddling cultures was playing the part of the exotic “other”.
One female participant had to deal with her American born friends being
self-conscious about walking with her out in public. The American born friends
carried a heightened awareness that her presence in their group made them
stand out at the mall. This Somali newcomer told them that if they want this, then
they have to accept the scrutiny that goes along with it- scrutiny she deals with
on a daily basis. Oikonomidoy (2009) found that the Somali girls in her study
navigated the two cultures by adopting American speech patterns and trends and
even spending time with American born peers. However, the girls also cautioned
newcomers about the dangers of losing a sense of identity, urging them to
ground their primary interactions with other Somali born youth.
Genuine, honest interactions. These were the moments that
participants remembered of American born peers being humble or thoughtful.
There was the American born girl who had been a long-term friend. She hung
out at the house of her Somali born friend. This American born friend saw
beyond race, religion, and cultural difference to just be a friend. This participant
remembered fondly a circumstance where race, religion, and culture were
secondary to two girls who just enjoyed hanging out with one another. DrydenPeterson (2010) documented a friendship between a Somali born newcomer
male and an American born female in a high school in Maine. She found that
cooperative pedagogies where teachers put newcomers together with American
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born youth in cooperative learning assignments was helpful in creating spaces of
understanding between cultures. She found that these two students created a
collective identity even though neither gave up beliefs that they carried. They
were encouraged to engage in dialogue that included complex topics such as
race, and through this, were able to gain a mutual respect and regard for one
another.
Two participants talked about moments when American born peers, both
male, apologized publicly for the stereotypes theyʼd believed about Somali born
refugees, and the ways in which theyʼd been discriminatory. One of these
American born students did this at a panel session for students learning about
Somali culture, and another American born student apologized to the participant
and then went to an administrator and confessed his actions. Each of these
moments had meaning because it was transparent, public. These were not
students who were confronted with their behavior as much as they were students
who felt a sense of genuine remorse for participating in oppressive actions.
When the participants told of these experiences, there was a sense of awe that
transformations among American born peers that contrite were possible. These
were moments that gave hope to the notion that Somali born refugee students
could have honest and meaningful relationships with American born peers.
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III. Being Both Somali born and Muslim in Minnesota Outstate High
Schools
When immigrants and refugees come to the United States, American born
people expect a process of assimilation to occur. There is little patience for the
timeline on which that process might unfold (Kissman, 2001; McBrien, 2005).
What follows are some of the experiences related to the politics of being both
Muslim and Somali born in Minnesota outstate high schools.
The post 9/11 experience. Only one participant discussed 9/11, but her
experience was so visceral and present that it calls for discussion. She was 8 or
9 years old on September 11, 2001, and she remembers it as the day when
everything changed. TV was on in the classroom that day, and she remembers
headlines like “Muslims Attack Us”. She remembers a boy wadding up paper
and throwing it at her. Her friends changed. A neighbor threw a water bottle at
her sister. She was quite young, but she understood the dangers, and she and
her sisters wanted nothing more than to stay at home and hide. Her mother
taught her to hold her ground. Basford (2010) reports that each Muslim student
she interviewed told stories of how the world changed for them after 9/11. They
shared stories of bigotry, discrimination, and fear as they struggled to regain
footing in a post 9/11 world.
More than anything, this participantʼs memory of her 9/11 experience sets
the stage for what Somali born newcomers are still now experiencing in a post
9/11 America. The following points of discussion center around these
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participantsʼ and their fight, not only to hold identity, but to be understood within
an Islamophobic culture.
The power of language. Speaking English was an important survival
skill for these participants. Some of them came to high school with very little
English while others had largely grown up in the United States. Speaking English
well gave these participants the power to fight back, not just at peers who
harassed them, but with teachers and administrators who didnʼt take the time to
understand their experience. Speaking English gave these students entrée into
new experiences- an opportunity to thrive and discover the world around them
rather than merely survive. One participant noted that much of the harassment
from “the hunter boys” centered around the newest Somali born students at the
school- the ones with fewest language skills.
Participants spoke with frustration of teachers and administrators who
made assumptions about their language abilities often without testing them as
individuals. These participants really struggled with these inaccurate
assumptions. Bigelow (2010) states that assessing these students is often not
handled systematically within school districts. “Typically, in U.S. public schools
students with limited formal schooling are not identified or served in any formal
way” (Bigelow, 2010, p. 16).
One of the participants had poor language skills but strong math skills,
and he felt that this wasnʼt acknowledged by the school. He had to lobby
extensively to drop his ELL classes from five a day to two. Another participant
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spoke of landing in an Area Learning Center (ALC) when he first arrived, despite
no history of behavioral difficulties. He sat through short classes that didnʼt
challenge him while watching American born students exhibit disruptive behavior.
And then there was the female participant who had strong English skills and was
a fierce advocate for fairness who found herself sitting across from a Somali born
interpreter when she had a disagreement with administration. Instead of seeing
this as a support, she was found this deeply insulting and refused to speak until
the interpreter was removed. All of the participants recognized how crucial
learning English was to both their survival and success in their schooling
experience.
Using smell as racism. Almost all participants had stories of smell
related to culture. Calling Somali born newcomers “season salt” became a
common point of harassment in the school. Several participants also told of a
story of a teacher who would use air freshener after his Somali born students left
his classroom. Several participants stated that the origin of this can be found in
the seasonings that Somali newcomer families use to cook with at home. Yet
there seems to be something more insidious about this. Coupled with
associating Somali born newcomers with smell were the inaccurate assumptions
that participants had to tackle around showering. Several participants talked
about American born students asking them if females wear the hijab because
they are not allowed either to shower or wash their hair until they are married.
Participants seemed baffled as to where that stereotype originated.
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While I could find nothing in academic literature about smell and culture,
the whole idea of attaching the concept of bad smell to a group under siege in a
school suggests attempts at “dirtying” these students- a process of further
marginalizing them. Perhaps, there is special power in using this as a weapon
because Muslims wash five times a day in preparation for prayer. The
participants recognized these comments about smell as racist. The story about
the teacher using air freshener after Somali born newcomers left his class was
repeated by three participants and carried a power with it- participants holding it
up as the premier example of racism in their schooling experience.
The hijab as a powerful symbol. The hijab marks female Somali born
newcomers as Muslims like nothing else does. In the interviews, almost all
participants, even males, talked about encountering questions about the hijab.
One participant talked about how everything changed when she went from the
Somali born girl in school to the Muslim girl wearing the hijab. People, including
teachers, didnʼt recognize her. One teacher she had all year tried to introduce
her as a new student.
Bigelow (2010) wrote about the importance of demystifying the hijab as a
means of battling Islamophobia. The hijab is worn by females, distinguishing
Somali born women among all women of similar skin color. It marks them as
Muslim and Somali in a way that doesnʼt happen for Somali born men. It can
also exoticize and create mystery about Somali born females in a way that males
can escape. Afshar (2012) describes Muslim women as “unwilling standard
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bearers of otherization” because of the hijab (p. 17). He documents Europeʼs
unsuccessful efforts to ban the hijab under the auspices of fighting terrorism.
Participants found that American born peers and adults were both
confused and concerned about the hijab. Assumptions were made about the
cleanliness of females wearing the hijab. Assumptions were made about the
subjugation of females wearing the hijab. Sometimes, teachers were as curious
as students, but did little to curb questions from American born students that
veered into territory that was disrespectful.
Participants were emphatic that choosing to wear the hijab was an
intentional act, done when the young woman was ready to wear it, and done as a
means of representing not just faith but the ideals of Islam. There was a sense of
integrity among the participants that the hijab needed to be worn for reasons that
made sense to each participant according to their relationship to Islam. Bigelow
(2010) echoes that, “Somalis, like other Muslims in the Diaspora, chose to wear
the hijab for a range of reasons, including being very religious and wanting to feel
close to God” (p. 112).
Daily prayer. Dhuhr is a daily prayer that needs to happen during hours
that conflict with the school day. It requires washing as preparation, and an area
put aside for prayer time to happen. It is also another example of how Muslims
are different from the American born students at the school. Creating space for
Dhuhr during the school day suggests an exception or special circumstances that
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American born students are not allowed. Yet school holidays center primarily
around Christian holidays.
Shandy and Fennelly (2014) contrasted the experience between Somali
born newcomers and Sudanese born newcomers settling in a rural Minnesota
community. Although there were many similarities to their experiences including
the Diasporic nature of their uprooting and the jobs available when they settled,
there was one significant difference. The Sudanese came to the U.S. as
Christians- Lutherans- while the Somalis came as Muslims. Church sponsored
support offered opportunities for the Sudanese newcomers that Somali
newcomers didnʼt have. “Somali life in a predominantly Christian community
restricts their freedom to practice Islam or to educate their children in a religiously
prescribed way” (Shandy & Fennelly, 2014, p. 41).
Getting permission and accommodations to pray during the school day
took years. One participant remembers having to war between school and his
religious responsibilities before accommodations were made. He had to leave
school grounds his sophomore year, risking suspension and eventually expulsion
as his absences mounted. This participant remembers that the schools didnʼt
acquiesce when it was only parents and students complaining. Change didnʼt
happen until outside groups intervened, and he felt that schools had to respond
for fear of bad publicity.
Terrorism. In the section about peers, there is a section outlining the
actions of the “hunter boys”. Often their actions went beyond harassment to
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actions I would qualify as terrorism. Oxford dictionary (1997) defines a terrorist
as a “person who uses violent methods of coercing a government or a
community” (p. 828). Spitting on, boys crowding newcomer females into a corner
of an empty hallway, trying to make newcomer females slip and fall, and forcing
pork products on newcomers qualify, in my estimation, as violent methods
against a community. Words like harassment or discrimination donʼt seem to
suffice.
These experiences werenʼt of Somali Muslim students being terrorists as
hegemonic discourse would assume. These stories flip the script. These were
experiences of being terrorized themselves as young people in and outside the
school setting. These experiences go beyond the racist and Islamophobic slurs
that were directed at participants. These were stories that participants told of
being targeted. Two of the female participants talked about a red truck that
started following them slowly when they walked home after school. One reported
this to administration officials, but the other participant felt too disenfranchised to
bother. Participants told stories of newcomer females being cornered in school
hallways and taunted with pictures of pigs or other pork products. One Somali
born participant spoke of being spit upon by American born students leaning over
staircases.
And then, there was the deeply disturbing story from a female participant
of being approached by a man with a bat as she sat outside a fast food
restaurant with her friends. He banged the bat on her table twice as he
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threatened her, telling her that she and her people have to leave. In speaking
about the Muslim refugee students, McBrien (2005) states, “As a result, this
stigmatized part of their identity is conspicuous and likely to bring rejection and
discrimination from many members of the host culture. Rejection corresponds to
a greater likelihood of school dropout” (p. 336). Despite discrimination and actual
acts of terror, all of the participants went on to graduate high school and four
continued on to higher education.
Trauma and depression. None of these participants spoke of being
formally diagnosed with posttraumatic stress, depression, or anxiety. Yet four of
the participants spoke of the emotional toll that the experience of being racialized
and otherized had on their lives. One of them identified it as a depression she
felt. The experience of being a largely unwelcomed newcomer was exhausting,
and it chipped away at the energy it took to both survive and thrive. They all
spoke of handling the challenges of schooling as a newcomer with a fierceness
that was admirable, but there were moments when they were too tired to keep
fighting.
Instead of fighting, one participantʼs response was to collapse in tears in
front of a principal she didnʼt trust. Some of the participants stopped reporting
incidents as they were happening because they felt there would be no response.
One participant spoke of spending the entire summer in her bedroom with her
lights off because she felt so depressed, coming out only to wash and eat.
These experiences are concerning and speak to the emotional and psychological
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toll on these students as they seek to find a home in a new world among people
who donʼt understand them and are frustrated by a culture and religion they insist
on keeping.
Fong (2007) distinguishes between three types of immigrants. The first
type is the documented immigrant, the second type is the undocumented
immigrant, and the third type is the refugee. Brinegar (2010) states, “The final
group- refugee youth- had the greatest risk of suffering from multiple traumas,
including post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as a result of the circumstance
forcing them to leave home” (p. 3). McBrien (2005) also includes trauma for
refugee students as an obstacle for success, but adds the trauma of resettlement
can be as deep as the trauma of leaving home. Sometimes, even more so.
Implications for Educators
In this study, no information was gathered about how the educators in
these schools prep for the entrance of Somali newcomer students although the
participants spoke of panels organized by the school where they had the
opportunity to educate American born students about their lives as Somali born
refugees who are Muslim. As indicated by their stories, some of the information
really did create much needed understanding for American born students. Other
American born students used the panel education to provoke or ridicule refugee
students. How much educators participated or used the panels as a platform for
their own learning is unclear. It is important to take a look at what worked with
Somali newcomer students and what impeded their education.
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I. Commitment to Welcoming Practices
What does welcoming newcomers truly look like for schools? How can
schools look at newcomers as needing to acculturate rather than assimilate? In
what ways can schools honor the knowledge and practices that newcomers bring
to the learning community in a way that recognizes the legitimacy and richness of
newcomer knowledge? How can educators prepare themselves and their
students to see newcomers from a position of openness, respect, and curiosity?
These are questions that educators need to address as new populations come
into their lives. The following are steps educators should take when welcoming
newcomer populations.
Engaging Students and Parents as Cultural Partners. Somali
newcomer students and their parents need to be engaged in the change
processes in schools. School districts and their administrators alone canʼt decide
what welcoming practices would best integrate students. They need to hear from
and work with the students and their parents about what they need. Exclusionary
practices, repeated harassment, and bullying leave Somali born students feeling
angry and cynical (Bigelow, 2010; Dooley & Thangaperumal, 2011). They
become resistant and mistrustful of their schools and the personnel within. It is
crucial that ongoing dialogue be established so that the experiences these
students are facing not only in the classrooms, hallways, and lunchroom, but also
in the community can be understood. Strategies can be created by all of the
stakeholders that can be used to create a safer and more welcoming
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environment in the schools. However, successful strategies can only be found by
including the input of the students and families being marginalized. It is only
through their eyes that the issues can be better understood and that effective
solutions can be found.
Learning from ELL Teachers- A Pedagogy of Care. Cultivating caring
relationships with refugee and marginalized students as a pedagogical
foundation results in more engaged and successful learning (Bigelow, 2010;
Hardy & Grootenoer, 2013; Pennington, Brock, & Ndura, 2012; Roxas 2010). No
one in the schools understands both these students and the school better than
the ELL teachers whose classrooms are the first stop for these newcomers.
These teachers go beyond teaching to act as advocates and to participate in
integrating them into what Tricket, et al. (2011) describe as “broader school
ecology” (p. 286). They serve as cultural brokers helping newcomers navigate
the larger system, and consulting with interested mainstream teachers about
newcomer issues. Shields (2004) describes a pedagogy of care as “centered not
on curriculum content but on the relationships between and among people in
schools and the ideas under consideration” (p. 114). Basford (2010) reports that
teachers immersed in teaching East African students serve “as advisors,
mentors, and even ʻsecond parentsʼ” (p. 498).
Rather than seeking outside trainers or consultants, what are schools
doing to utilize the natural resources of the ELL staff to help in creating effective
structures for the welcoming process? How can ELL teachers assist in educating
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teachers and administrators about utilizing a pedagogy of care in working
effectively with Somali newcomers in the classroom and in the school
environment as a whole?
ELL teachers are undoubtedly quite stretched, but Tricket, et al. (2011)
reported that the majority stressor mentioned by ELL teachers in their study was
feeling ignored by administration and other teachers when it comes to their
expertise. DeCapua and Marshall (2010) stated that student teacher relationship
is an important component for successful learning for ELL learners especially
those for collectivist cultures. Creating a sense of community and relationship
within the ELL classroom creates a sense of safety, and allows students to bring
their personal struggles and fears to their teachers. This pedagogy of care is
crucial to reaching and integrating the Somali newcomer student. While a
mainstream classroom may be structured differently than an ELL classroom,
there are undoubtedly ideas on effective teaching for newcomers that ELL
teachers understand that would translate to mainstream learning. Additionally,
using the ELL staff as consultants for administration as to the welcoming process
for Somali newcomers would be invaluable.
Overcoming Pathologies of Silence. Pathologies of silence as used by
Shields (2004) describe the experience of teachers not engaging students in
conversations about diversity or acknowledging the differences in studentsʼ lived
experience. This silence creates a vacuum that perpetuates the myth that
schools are meritocratic spaces where all students have the same resources and
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opportunities for success. Students marginalized by race, religion, and difference
such as Somali newcomers look at the academic success of American born
students (primarily White) and wonder what holds them back. The silence
creates a vacuum where conversations about race, class distinctions, and
institutional racism could provide answers.
Here, pathologies of silence is used to also describe the phenomenon that
Somali newcomer students experience where they are harassed or racialized in
front of teachers or administrators, and there is no educator response.
Sometimes this silence happens because White educators have learned not to
talk about race as it can be an emotionally charged topic or are afraid of inciting
anger among students (Basford, 2010; Mazzei, 2011). Shields (2004) echoed
this and said that White educators are often uncomfortable with difference and
afraid that what they might say will be politically incorrect or offensive. However,
staying silent is never a neutral position from the standpoint of students,
particularly marginalized students. For Somali students, the silence of educators
in the face of racist comments represented a tacit agreement with the views of
the perpetrator.
It is crucial that educators both listen for and respond to comments that
seek to harm or racialize Somali newcomer students. The students both need
and deserve the protection of educators so that they can focus on their
educational experience rather than having to stay in a constant defensive posture
against possible attack. By learning about cultural humility, educators can learn
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how having these conversations are crucial to creating safety for these students,
and starting a discourse that begins to explain the difficulties in their experience.
Trauma informed training and practice. Most Somali identified students
have been exposed to trauma (Ellis, et al., 2008; Halcon, et al., 2004; McBrien,
2005). Much of the research is focused on the trauma of being uprooted, the
violence of war and in refugee camps, and in moving to a new country. Very little
research has focused on the trauma of the resettlement process or the process
of schooling in areas ill-prepared to accommodate or understand the needs of
Somali-identified youth.
Yet the narratives of the participants are rife with traumatic experiences.
Symptoms of severe trauma and/or Posttraumatic Stress Disorder in youth
include withdrawal, aggression, and depression (Gershon & Rappaport 2013).
Participants in this study talked about feeling depressed, withdrawal, a sense of
hopelessness, and a need to fight back at any cost. Training educators on
trauma informed practice would be crucial to working with Somali-identified
students who need help and understanding. Looking at these students through a
trauma lens will help give educators context to behavior that they are seeing. It is
also important for educators to recognize that a significant amount of their trauma
is happening in the school setting. Understanding that can strengthen schoolsʼ
commitment to both better knowing and protecting these students.
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II. The Importance of Understanding and Employing Critical Stances as
Educators
In order for educators to be successful with newcomers, especially those
coming as refugees or through forced migration, it is important that they commit
to understanding the complexities of that integration. It involves more than just
understanding the cultural mores of any specific newcomer group. It is also
important to recognize the hegemonic discourses that will impact these groups,
particularly schools as institutions.
Additionally, educators need to think critically about themselves as cultural
and racialized beings. In almost all people is buried a story of oneʼs own
ancestors and their migration history. Within that story sits our beliefs and
emotions about what it means to be a newcomer and what should be expected in
that experience. The history of that experience has lived in us from the moment
we began to retain memories, and it both helps and prevents us from truly seeing
the Somali newcomer experience.
Assimilation without accommodation and acculturation. Educators
need to understand that assimilation is the general expectation in U.S.
mainstream schools. The intent is for the newcomer to integrate and became
“Americanized” as soon as reasonably possible (Basford, 2010; McBrien, 2005;
Roxas & Roy, 2012). Assimilation is desired because newcomers are able to “fit
in”. This puts them in line with achieving the “American dream” (Roxas & Roy,
2012).
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However, assimilation comes at the price of losing oneʼs original or “home”
identity. Basford (2010) cited numerous studies that found that assimilation as a
goal for newcomers doesnʼt work, and, in fact, “produces economic and racial
inequality” (p. 487). Acculturation, on the other hand, allows for the newcomer to
integrate into the new culture without giving up their original identities.
Acculturation has to occur with the cooperation of the schools. Respect must be
given to the studentʼs beliefs and tradition. Difference, when feared by some
students and teachers, has to be dealt with through education and an adherence
to a zero tolerance policy on discrimination.
Accommodation without assimilation is a theory (Gibson, 1998) on
immigrant education adaptation that looks at how immigrant groups have been
able to successfully integrate without giving up cultural identity in the process.
Gibson (1998) showed that newcomers “can draw from more than one culture to
accommodate a social context” (McBrien, 2005, p. 331). However, Gibsonʼs
research was done on voluntary immigrants (1998).
Educators should think critically about how newcomers will have the best
chance at thriving if they are not pushed to give up traditions and beliefs
important to them, but rather are encouraged to integrate these parts of their
identity into their new experiences. That can only happen if schools allow that
integration with the necessary accommodations.
Schools as hegemonic institutions. Bringing in new populations,
especially from marginalized groups, to a school does necessitate learning about
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the students and their cultural needs. But it also suggests a need for educators
to spend time learning about themselves and their positions within an educational
structure that privileges “American” conceptions of schooling, behavior, culture,
etc… These “American” discourses are largely White, Christian, and middle
class and they set up a hegemony through which students who donʼt fit in that
mold are seen as being deficient. It is not merely just learning about privilege
and power that are afforded educators based on their own race, religion, gender,
and class, but also understanding that they are operating within an educational
system that is hegemonic, promoting values and ideas exclusive to those who
are White, Christian, and middle class (Basford, 20120; Chapman, 2013; Friend
& Caruthers, 2012; Hardy & Grootenboer, 2013; Keddie, 2012; Kelly, 2012;
Oikonomidoy, 2009; Roxas, 2010; Roxas & Roy, 2012; Shields, 2004). The
educational hegemony within schools is actively oppressing the rights and the
voices of Somali born refugee students. This was demonstrated throughout the
participantsʼ stories of educators who wouldnʼt listen, who engaged in acts of
racism, who used silence when witnessing harassment against participants, etc.
Educators need to look at how their schools are structured to fit the needs of a
dominant group, and then be willing to turn a critical eye on how that impacts
those who sit outside the dominant discourse.
Important critical theories for educators. Itʼs important that educators
adopt critical theories that look beyond the newcomer to the hegemonic space of
the school as institution and educators themselves as purveyors of hegemonic
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discourse. The intention is not to crush educators under some belief about selfblame. Rather, it liberates educators to see practices and structures that impede
their ability to reach students that have the least voice. Educators want the best
for their students. Laboring through practices that put all the focus on
newcomers as problematic is frustrating and unsuccessful (Basford, 2010;
Bigelow, 2010; Keddie, 2012; Kinchloe, 2008; McBrien, 2005).
Critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy is a crucial lens for schools in
understanding how hegemonic practices alienate Somali newcomers. Critical
pedagogy creates an understanding that educators need to empower
disenfranchised students, encouraging them to become active participants in
justice work that impacts their lives (Kinchloe, 2008). Through critical pedagogy,
educators can understand the conditions through which students may need to
express their experience of marginalization. The educator who understands
critical pedagogy sees beyond the outburst to its cathartic purpose. “Teacher
education students and practicing teachers need to gain a more complex
conceptual understanding of the multiple contexts in which education takes place
and the plethora of forces shaping the process” (Kinchloe, 2008, p. 111). To
understand critical pedagogy is to have a more varied and complex view of
Somali-identified student behavior. Many of the acts recounted in this study were
examples of civil disobedience, not delinquency. As was stated over and over by
participants, their acting out behavior was done in defense of self, defense of
others, or when they were being treated unjustly. In adopting critical pedagogy,
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educators would understand the actions of Somali newcomers beyond a basic
belief in their unruliness.
Cultural humility. Practicing cultural humility requires a commitment by
educators to learning about themselves as deeply cultured beings, and to
uncover those parts of who we are that still know our own immigrant histories so
that we can know and understand the challenges faced by Somali-identified
students. It is also important to use that self-reflection to critique those parts of
who we are that stereotype, assume, and hold biases about immigration, race,
and the Islam religion.
Practicing cultural humility requires educators to open up to learning about
Somali-identified lives beyond what it means to be a refugee. It is in the richness
of what lies beyond the Diaspora and the trauma that educators can deepen their
relationships with these students. Additionally, it pulls the practitioner away from
settling into beliefs about Somali-identified students, and puts them on a journey
of accepting the endless complexity of each as individuals.
Intersectionality. Intersectionality for educators is crucial in
understanding the Somali newcomer student. It is through intersectionality that
educators can understand these students occupy several marginalized positions
simultaneously. They are marginalized by race, culture, dietary needs, religion,
language, and restrictive dress. Somali newcomer students come into a new
world where there is little context for how they look or what they believe.
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By looking beyond race and religion, intersectionality allows the educator
to discover other identity positions in these students- positions that are not
sought when educators are firmly focused on a studentʼs Somali-ness.
Intersectionality calls on the educator to look beyond all that is different about the
Somali newcomer to discover the identity positions that are individual to the
person- their uniqueness- positions that often include music, food preferences,
popular culture, talents, abilities, etc… It is within these positions that educators,
students, and Somali newcomers can find shared identities that transcend
cultural difference. Searching beyond the hijab and the daily dhuhr for the
individual is where the Somali born and American born students can make
genuine connections- connections that can change fear and bias.
Religion as Racialized. A crucial part of understanding the hegemonic
discourse and barriers to Somali born students is to recognize the Islamophobia
or how Islam as a religion is racialized (Basford, 2010; Bigelow, 2010; McBrien,
2005). Post 9/11 United States continues to link terrorism to Islam as a whole
rather than understanding terrorism- an affliction attributed to extremism rather
than religion and one that can be found among all major religions including
Christianity. The experience of being a Muslim in an Upper Midwest rural area is
the experience of looking different, dressing differently, eating differently,
worshipping differently, and requiring accommodations new to area schools. The
hegemonic structures within schools are required to bend in order to
accommodate, and these structures have revealed themselves as inflexible and
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static. It is still common practice to equate the word Muslim with terrorist (Zaal,
2012). It is crucial to recognize that by withholding permission to engage in
religious practices or to not act when Somali newcomers are being persecuted is
to become part of the religious persecution that this country so abhors.
Accommodating is complex, particularly when there are so many community
voices involved. Becoming advocates for these newcomers, understanding their
experiences in context, educating American born students about difference, and
understanding how newcomers are being challenged and harmed by hegemonic
practices will be crucial in creating a safer school community for all students.
Limitations
As is often the case with qualitative research, there were only eight
participants. I found myself wishing to hear more and more narratives, but time
and other limitations prevented that. The stories were rich, and I gave
participants as much time as needed to share their experiences. I asked very
few questions so as not to direct their narratives.
The other chief limitation was my position as a White female researcher in
her late forties. My participants were not youth that I knew, and so I did not have
the opportunity to create relationships so that they might know that their stories
were safe with me. Because of this, I suspect that the accounts they offered
were selective- chosen, perhaps, to accommodate my whiteness. I believe that a
Somali born researcher or perhaps a researcher that shared an intersection with
them regarding race, refugee status, or religion mightʼve gotten different stories.
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Further Research
I believe that further study of the Somali newcomer experience in schools
particularly from their perspective would be valuable. I think these students deal
with so many intersections of difference with American born students in the
Upper Midwest that they really struggle to find meaningful connections at schools
with teachers or peers. I would also be interested in learning more about best
practices in working with Somali newcomer students from ELL teachers. I think
they would be a rich source of knowledge for the larger school community even if
their classroom is structured differently than a mainstream classroom. I think
ELL teachers understand the importance of relationship and safety for these
students- practices whose importance canʼt be underestimated.
Another area of research that I believe needs more attention is to study
Somali-identifed students through a trauma informed lens that focuses primarily
on the resettlement process. Identified as refugees, the focus on understanding
the trauma these youth are suffering is focused where they started, and how they
came to this country. However, the stories of harassment, persecution, and
terrorism suggest that the resettlement process in small predominantly White
communities and education in schools not prepared to accommodate their
cultural and religious needs has caused serious trauma in itself. Trauma that for
some of the participants rivaled or eclipsed the experiences that occurred before
they came to this country.
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Finally, as a trained youth worker and social worker, I find myself curious
about the largest group of students in the school. These students were barely
touched on in this work, and yet they are the greatest resource available in
creating a safe learning environment. These students are the American born
students who are not harassing or persecuting Somali born students. They are
the majority that stand by and watch because they donʼt know what to do. I have
met a number of these students once they have gone to college. They
remember these instances of persecution with horror and with guilt. They feel as
if they shouldʼve done something, and they wonder why they didnʼt do more to
get to know the Somali newcomers. Yet they werenʼt equipped with an
understanding of racism, difference, and privilege. They didnʼt see themselves
as having the power to be part of creating a safer learning environment. They
merely exist as bystanders. Using critical pedagogy, these students could be
empowered to assist overwhelmed educators by recognizing the persecution and
demanding safety and equity from those youth and adults who harass and
persecute newcomers.
I suggest that a critical science, in the form of action research, be used to
experiment with social justice groups, events, or workshops among American
born, Somali born students, and educators so that the energy that has been
bottled up from repeated abuses can be channeled into creating change.
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