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Supporting Somali Immigrant Girls in Minnesota Schools 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1991, when the Civil War broke out in Somalia, large numbers of Somali 

people began immigrating to the United States seeking asylum. Minnesota has become a 

popular place for Somali immigrants looking for a fresh start because of the availability 

of jobs, housing, and social services. Currently there are close to 50,000 Somali 

immigrants residing mainly in Minneapolis, St. Paul and the surrounding suburbs 

(Children's Hospitals and Clinics of Minnesota, 2008). According to Farid and 

McMahan (2004) word has spread throughout the Somali population, in the U.S. and 

abroad, that Minnesota has a lot to offer in regards to jobs, good schools, and refugee 

services. From health care and housing to youth groups and Somali community centers, 

Minnesota definitely has a wide array of resources and services to support Somali 

immigrants in starting their new lives. However, one very important type of support that 

is lacking is helping Somali immigrant students achieve success within our public school 

system. 

Somali immigrant students are not only faced with having to start a new life in a 

country that is very different from their homeland, but they are also dealing with multiple 

forms of emotional stress or trauma that very few professionals in the school system 

understand or know how to address. In an effort to cope with this stress, some students 

have become withdrawn or display disruptive and aggressive behaviors in the school 

setting (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2002). Unfortunately when students are disruptive and 

aggressive in school they typically end up getting suspended for their behavior, which not 

only detracts from their education but also results in more stress and frustration for them. 
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The purpose of this research project is to gain a better understanding of the specific 

challenges Somali female students in a Midwestern metropolitan junior high school face, 

determine what sources of support these girls have both in and outside of school, and 

identify ways that schools can better help these students overcome their challenges. 

In order to better understand the challenges Somali students face and the types of 

support they need, it is important to first gain an understanding of their history and 

cultural background, and challenges they face in school, as identified by previous 

literature. It is also important to identify the current approaches that are being used to 

help and support these children in school. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

History 

The 1991 Civil War that broke out in Somalia was a result of the overthrow of 

Dictator Mohammed Siad Barre, which enabled a loosely allied group of warlords to split 

the country amongst themselves. However, when the alliances between the warlords 

began to faii Mogadishu, the capital city of Somalia, became a battleground (Bhat, 

2007). Families were forced to leave everything behind and flee. 

Although Somali people are commonly referred to as "immigrants," the term 

"refugee" may be a more accurate description of this group of people. In order to 

understand the impact of the refugee experience on Somali people, it is important to 

know the differences between refugees and immigrants. Immigrants choose to move to a 

new country and have a chance to plan their move, decide where to live, and have the 

financial means to make the move successful (Rong & Preissle, 1998; Cowart & Cowart, 
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2002). Refugees, unlike immigrants, do not leave their countries or homes by choice; 

but are forced out of their homes and countries by civil wars and often under extreme 

violence and horrific situations such as kidnapping, torture, and murder (McBrien, 2005; 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1999). 

Initially, refugees are often homeless, because of having nowhere safe to live, and 

are therefore forced to live in refugee camps where the living conditions can be 

dangerous and unhealthy. Many Somali refugees flee to one of three refugee camps 

located on the Somalia-Kenya border. Built in 1991, these camps were originally 

designed to accommodate 90,000 people, they are now holding close to 270,000; and 

these numbers continue to climb (Baldauf: 2010). Overcrowding has caused shortages of 

food, water, and adequate medical care. The camps also lack proper waste management 

leading to very unsanitary living conditions, which is causing the spread of diseases like 

cholera (Lucas, 2007). Additionally, as families lie in wait at the camps until they can 

leave the country, the lack of military protection makes women and children vulnerable 

to abuse. 

The trauma caused from refugee migration can have a significant impact on a 

person's mental health. According to Bhui, et al. (2006), it is common for refugees to 

develop Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, anxiety, and/or depression. Refugee migration 

can also cause families to be split apart. While some family members find the means to 

leave for other countries, others frequently must stay behind, which often leads to 

feelings of intense guilt for the family members that are able to flee. Furthermore, many 

Somali children have not only had to deal with the loss of family and their way of life, 
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but often witness murders, been tortured, or been forced into combat (National Child 

Traumatic Stress Network, 2003). 

Cultural Background 

There are numerous strengths within the Somali culture that promote the well

being of children, families, and the community as a whole. The first of these strengths is 

the family. According to Farid and McMahan (2004) although Somali families are 

traditionally headed by the father, ''women and children are highly valued ... [and] a 

woman's status rises as she has more children"(p.7) Because of this value of having 

many children and their traditional farming lifestyle, Somali families tend to be very 

large. Since Islam, which is the primary religion Somali people practice, allows for a 

man to have more than one wife, many families are blended. Within each family, 

everyone is responsible for taking care of and raising the children, which contributes to 

tightly knit extended families. Furthermore, the closeness of families ensures that 

everyone is taken care of with resources (food, water, clothing, shelter) being shared 

equally between all members (A. Yusuf, personal communication, November 16, 2009). 

Somali people also tend to have a deep pride for their culture and their religion. 

Parents instill the cultural values in their children particularly by teaching them to have 

respect for their elders, for Allah (God), and Allah's will (Barnes & Boddy, 1994; Dirie 

& Miller, 1998). Children are also taught early on to take pride in who they are and to 

honor the traditions and beliefs of their culture. When a Somali child is born they are 

given the last name of their fathers, which preserves ancestral ties and indicates which 
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tribe a family has membership in. Tribes also tend to be closely knit; similar to one's 

family, members of the same tribe look out for and take care of one another. News 

travels quickly within tribes, an event that occurs in one state and is quickly learned about 

by tribe members in states across the country. Tribes serve as networks for news and 

obtaining help; however, not all tribes get along, which can lead to conflicts and fighting 

between families and individuals (A. Yusuf, personal communication November 16, 

2009). 

Challenges for Somali Immigrant Students in Minnesota Schools 

Somali students are unique from members of many other minority groups in that 

they are primarily first generation immigrants. These students are not only at a 

disadvantage from the majority of their peers because of their very different and unique 

race, culture, and religion; but they often speak very little (if any) English. They are thus 

trying to learn the norms of the mainstream culture and find their niche within it, while 

being unable to communicate with their mainstream peers and teachers. 

According to Alitolppa-Niitamo (2002), one of the biggest challenges Somali 

students face in school is "adjusting to the existing [school] system, many times without 

really knowing what [is] expected of them" (p. 281). These students are faced with 

having to learn a new language and develop an understanding of the mainstream culture, 

while at the same time being expected to reach the same level of academic achievement 

as their peers within only a few years. The stress that this cognitive overload causes 

often leads to over activity, aggression, disruptiveness in the classroom, withdrawal, 

frustration, concentration problems, and a laisser-faire attitude (Alitolppa-Niitamo ). 
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The stresses that Somali students endure as a result of trying to understand and 

meet expectations at school are only compounded by the racial and religious harassment 

that they face from their peers. Due to the fact that most Somali people are Muslim their 

faith is something that many U.S. citizens equate with terrorism as a result of the 

September 11, 2001 attacks and how the media has subsequently portrayed Muslims. 

Many Muslim students report being the victims of racial and religious harassment: they 

are bullied, called names, physically assaulted, and become victims of hate crimes 

because of their cultural and ethnic background (Wingfield & Karaman, (2001). Somali 

girls, especially, often face harassment and ridicule because of their modest way of 

dressing. Their long unique dresses and hijabs (head coverings) make them easily 

identifiable and, unfortunately, easy targets for harassment. These types of attacks on 

Somali students cause them to be more guarded and add to their loneliness, aggression, 

and low self-esteem. 

In an effort to relate to their American peers, Somali children may associate 

themselves with other groups of marginalized peers and steer away from the culture of 

their parents (Gibson, 2001). The reality for these students is that they are forced to live 

and abide by the rules of two very different cultures and belief systems: in school 

students must adapt to the mainstream culture in order to achieve success, but at home 

they are required to live by traditional Somali culture and beliefs. As a result, a family's 

cohesiveness is often threatened when conflicts arise between parents and children from 

clashes between traditional Somali culture and the mainstream culture. Not only does 

this causes a great deal of stress and frustration for the students, but it also makes parents 
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feel that they have lost control of their children and that their attempts to raise "good 

Muslims" are threatened (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2002). 

Most parents of mainstream students have gone through the American educational 

system and are able to support their children through the process and assist them with 

school; Somali students lack this advantage. Although a significant number of Somali 

immigrant adults are educated, they come from an educational system that is very 

different than Minnesota's. Since Somali parents often do not have a good understanding 

of their child's educational system and typically cannot speak English, they are unable to 

provide the same level of support to their children that mainstream parents are able to 

provide. Making matters more difficult is that children become more proficient in 

English and adapt more quickly to the mainstream culture than their parents. This leads 

to children acting as interpreters for their parents and also acting as representatives for 

their parents to the English-speaking public (Farid & McMahan, 2004). The frustration 

and confusion this causes for children also leads to a feeling of powerlessness for parents 

who want their children to succeed in school and are expected to help them with 

homework, but are unable to do so because they lack proficiency in English. 

The Current Common Approach to Support Somali Children 

Currently in Minnesota the most common way to support Somali immigrant 

students in schools is through English Language Learner (ELL) programs. These 

programs provide direct and indirect services and are designed specifically for students 

whose primary language is not English. Participating students are often referred to 

English as a Second Language (ESL) or Limited English Proficiency (LEP). According 
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to the Minnesota Department of Education's ELL Education Program Guidelines, direct 

services refers to "programming specifically designed to meet [students'] language, 

academic, and social needs" (p. 12), and indirect services refers to ''receiving instruction 

in the mainstream and [students] are perhaps checking in with [ELL] staff from time to 

time" (p.12). For example, a student would attend a general education Social Studies 

class with their peers and then meet with their ELL teacher during their study hall class to 

get help with their Social Studies homework. With indirect service, the ELL teacher's 

role shifts from providing specialized programming to providing homework support. The 

main focus of ELL programs is really to help students learn to speak, read, and write 

English, and to teach them the necessary academic skills they will need to be successful 

in the general education setting and graduate from high school. 

In addition to ELL programs, there are several approaches that are helpful in 

addressing and accommodating cultural differences in the school setting. One important 

factor that seems obvious, but can be overlooked, is having an interpreter available when 

meeting with students and their families. Even if a student is fluent in English, it is best 

to use an interpreter to communicate with parents instead of using the student. The use of 

interpreters ensures that information is not lost in translation and it will empower the 

student and the parents to speak honestly and openly. It is also important to have an 

understanding of Somali cultural norms that are different from the mainstream culture. 

For example, women typically do not shake hands with males and a lack of eye contact is 

a sign of respect for the person they are talking with, especially if they are interacting 

with elders or institutional authority figures (Farid, & McMahan, 2004). 
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Islam has strict rules regarding the interaction of boys and girls, especially in 

unstructured settings such as music class and physical education. For example, girls must 

remain covered by their hijabs and long skirts when boys are present and refrain from 

engaging in activities that allow for physical contact between members of the opposite 

sex. Educators should be made aware of these concerns and allow other forms of 

participation. Islam also forbids eating pork or pork products; therefore it is important 

that cafeterias have alternative lunch options for these students. Lastly, because 

homework may be a new concept to Somali parents and they may not be equipped to help 

their child with it, educators need to explain to parents what their role is in their child's 

education and suggest school resources for help with homework. 

It is not enough for schools to just have academic intervention programs and 

culturally appropriate accommodations, there also needs to be social, emotionai and 

behavioral support systems in place in order for Somali students to have all of their needs 

met and successfully integrate into the mainstream education system. Somali students 

have often had little or no experience in a school system, which can make the transition 

very difficult. To assist these students in getting adjusted, it is helpful to clearly explain 

school rules and expectations and discuss how these regulations may be different than 

what they are used to (Farid, & McMahan, 2004). 

Somali immigrant students have also left everything familiar to them during the 

immigration process, often even family members, and are trying to figure out their place 

in a completely foreign environment. This can result in feelings of distrust and 

insecurity, which can lead to aggressive or withdrawn behaviors (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 

2002). It is therefore important that people working with these students are supportive 
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and provide methods and forums for students to express their feelings and concerns, so 

they can process their experiences in a healthy way. According to Sinclair (2001), 

refugee children need to have an opportunity to voice their feelings, process their 

experiences, and explore their self-identity. 

SIGNIFICANCE TO SOCIAL WORK 

This study is significant to three important areas of social work: social policy, 

cultural competence, and practice. In regards to social policy, this study supports the 

understanding that refugee and immigrant people are in need of additional resources to 

help them become successful members of our society. The findings of this study could 

also be used to support the need for continued or additional funding for policies that 

provide monetary resources to agencies and programs that work with refugee and 

immigrant individuals and families. 

Currently in the St. Cloud School District and many schools around the area, help 

for Somali immigrant students is primarily based on academic achievement. For 

example, many Somali immigrant students are placed in specialized English Language 

Learner classes, provided resource time to get help with homework, and have classroom 

assignments modified to their specific reading ability level. However, there are very few, 

if any, interventions that focus on these students' emotional health and well-being. 

The findings of this study could be used to generate new practice models geared 

toward work with Somali immigrant students in a school setting and could be 

implemented on a district, regional, and even state level. Additionally, as Somali people 

continue to immigrate to Minnesota and other areas of the United States, it will become 
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increasingly important for social workers in all areas of the field and educators to 

understand the challenges, barriers, and experiences these students have faced and 

continue to face, as well as interventions that are effective. Furthermore, on a more 

personal note, the findings of this study will directly impact the work that I currently do 

with the Somali immigrant students at South Junior High in St. Cloud, Minnesota 

SETTING OF STUDY 

This study was done at South Junior High School in St. Cloud, Minnesota. South 

Junior High is one of two public junior high schools in the St. Cloud School District 

#742, which houses about 700 students in grades 7 and 8. It also has a fairly culturally 

diverse student population: of the 700 students that attend South Junior High 20% 

identify as students of color. The racial make up for the students of color includes: 

American Indian (1%), Asian/Pacific Islander (4%), Hispanic (3%), and Black (12%). 

About half of the students who identify as ''Black" are Somali; many of which are first 

generation immigrants whose families speak little, if any, English (District 742, 2009). 

St. Cloud's close proximity to the Twin Cities and its availability of a variety of 

manual labor or factory type jobs has resulted in an influx of Somali immigrants moving 

to the this area. About 10% of the nearly 10,000 students enrolled in District #742 

identify as Somali. The increase in diverse people moving to the St. Cloud area over the 

past years has made District #742 take a close look at the services it provides to students 

and families of color. In order to meet the unique needs of the continually changing 

student population, District #742 has been working to improve cultural competence 

district-wide by revising and improving its core values, policies, student interventions, 
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and supportive programs. One of the core values that reflects the District's efforts to 

improve cultural competency is Multicultural Energy; it states that District #742 will: 

• Embrace and reflect the multicultural energy of our community 

•Prepare students to live and work in a diverse and global community 

• Develop an understanding that students can adhere to their own values and beliefs 

while maintaining respect for the values and beliefs of others 

(District 742, 2009). 

Policies have also been implemented to ensure that all students have equal 

educational opportunities, as well as to protect students and staff from racia4 ethnic, 

cultura4 or religious harassment. Throughout the district there are also a variety of 

programs designed to support students of color in need of additional assistance and 

support in order to achieve academic success. For example, the Access and Opportunity 

Program is a program designed to prepare underrepresented diverse populations for 

college, and the Jumpstart program is a resource for students that are new to the country 

to help them get adjusted to the school system and begin learning English. Additionally, 

many of the volunteers and staff that work in these programs are people of color that live 

within the diverse communities in St. Cloud. 

In addition to the efforts being made at the district level, South Junior High is 

making its own strides towards cultural competence. South Junior High' s mission 

is to provide an educational program where all students achieve academic success 

through a clear focus on standards, expanded opportunities and rigor in 

accordance with each student's ability, and to provide an education program 
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where all students feel safe, wanted, and have a sense of belonging. (South Junior 

High School, 2007) 

The ultimate goal is to educate every student that walks through the school's doors. The 

current programs and activities at South Junior High that promote cultural competence 

include: 

• Cultural Navigator- a multi-cultural staff member who works specifically with 

immigrant students and students of color to provide academic and behavioral support 

to students, as well as bridge the gap between school and home. 

• ELL classroom- this is a classroom that is specifically designed to assist students 

whose first language is not English. 

• Access Opportunity Program- this program targets students of color and 

underrepresented student populations. It provides multicultural tutors to work with 

students and get them on a college bound track. 

•ELL Parent Night- parents of ELL students are invited to come to the school to meet 

with teachers, ask questions, and address concerns. 

• Interpreters- South currently has three interpreters in the building, but additional 

interpreters can be accessed from other buildings or from a list of approved 

community contacts. 

Although South Junior High and District #742 utilize a variety of approaches to 

improve cultural competence, there is still work that needs to be done. A recent article 

titled "Somali population, cultural tension rising in St. Cloud" by Ambar Espinoza (2010) 

for Minnesota Public Radio shed some light on the struggles that Somali students are 
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facing in District #742 high schools and the racial and religious harassment that some 

Somali students have experienced. According to Espinoza, ''the atmosphere at the city's 

high schools is hostile Somali students." One Somali student interviewed for the article 

stated, 

[students] always make fun of us and they say, 'Go back to your countries,' and, 

'You guys stink,' and, 'This is our country, and we don't need black people,' so 

it's every single day .. .it's not several times, it's all the time. (Espinoza, para.9) 

It is imperative that social service providers, as well as educators working with Somali 

people and families, understand the experiences and barriers that Somali students face in 

school and use current information and data to develop interventions to support these 

students. 

Research Questions 

1) What is it like to be a Somali immigrant female student in a Midwestern 

metropolitan junior high school? 

2) What challenges or problems do Somali immigrant girls in a Midwestern 

metropolitanjunior high school face? 

3) What help do these girls receive from their teachers or from other school 

personnel or programs to help them address their school challenges or 

problems? 

4) What help do these girls receive from their families? 

5) What help do these girls get from non-family members of the community to 

help them address their school challenges or problems? 
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6) What more could the school do to help these girls overcome their challenges 

or problems? 

METHODOLOGY 

Sample and Population 

The population of this research study was Somali immigrant females ages 13-15 

who attended South Junior High School in St. Cloud, Minnesota during the 2009-2010 

academic year. Twenty-one girls qualified for the study. The sample consisted of 10 

who were randomly selected from the 21 girls who met the study criteria. The students in 

the sample group were randomly selected by placing the names of all twenty-one Somali 

immigrant girls' names in a hat and drawing out ten names. All IO selected girls were 

available and chose to participate in the study; however, if a girl would have been 

unavailable or would have chosen not to participate in this study I was prepared to draw 

another name to replace her. The purpose of the research study was explained to each 

participant before she agreed to participate in the study. 

All 10 participants were first generation immigrants who had been living in the 

country anywhere from 3-13 years. 

Design 

This research project was exploratory in nature and used qualitative research 

methods. The data was gathered using semi-structured interview schedules containing 

open-ended questions. The interviews were done face-to-face interviews (Grinnel & 

Unrau, 1985) (see Appendix A). The participants were interviewed individually. 
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Operational Definitions 

Somali Immigrant- those girls whose parents identify on the school enrollment form 

that their "country of origin" is Somalia. 

The terms "challenges" and "helpful" were defined by the individual girls during their 

interviews. 

Data Collection 

Information for this study was obtained through semi-structured interviews. 

Since this was a qualitative study, the information provided was based on the experiences 

and opinions of the girls themselves. The qualitative design also created a more natural 

environment and allowed for flexibility, such as probing, during the interview process. 

The conversational format of the interview promoted a more casual, relaxed setting that 

allowed for more spontaneous responses and decreased self-censorship (Grinnell & 

Unrau, 2005). 

During the interviews, names of family members, friends, school staff, or 

community were replaced with an appropriate term, such as friend, teacher, and sibling to 

further protect the girl's confidentiality. The interview questionnaire contained six 

specific topic areas. The first topic area was the girls' personal information. This 

included age, length of time living in the United States, what grade they began attending 

school in the United States, whom they lived with and whether or not their 

parent(s)/guardian(s) spoke English. The second topic area was their experience as a 

Somali girl attending a mainstream junior high. The girls were asked about their school 

experience, the challenges or problems they had encountered and how they felt these 
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affected them at school. The third topic area was support they received from school 

personnel or school activities. This included specific staff members, programs, clubs, 

and sports. The girls were asked to describe what type of support they received from 

each source they identified. The fourth topic area was family support. The girls were 

asked to describe the types of support they received at home from members of their 

family. The fifth topic area focused on community support. The girls were asked to 

identify and describe any support that they received from the greater community. In the 

last part of the interview, the girls were asked to share their suggestions for how the 

school could better help them overcome their challenges. Through probing techniques, 

the girls were encouraged throughout their interview to explain and elaborate on their 

responses. 

With the permission of school administration, I personally conducted the 

interviews. The interviews, were based on a questionnaire guide in order to promote 

reliability (see Appendix A). All of the interviews took place in a comfortable and 

private conference room. It was made clear to each girl that their participation was 

completely voluntary and that there would not be any consequences for choosing not to 

participate. Detailed notes of the girls' responses were taken during each interview and 

later converted into verbatim typed data. The typed data was then examined and 

interpreted, and, as themes began to surface from the data, they were recorded (see Data 

Analysis below for further elaboration of this). 
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Data Analysis 

Detailed notes were taken during each of the 10 interviews and later transcribed 

verbatim using word processing computer software; they were then proofread for 

accuracy. The responses were coded to identify themes and patterns. After the themes 

had been identified, they were reviewed and the researcher noted themes that were 

common between the girls. Significant statements made by individual girls were also 

noted. I then looked at how identified themes related to what I had learned from my 

literature review. 

RESULTS 

Participant Characteristics/Demographics 

The researcher conducted the interview process with ten Somali female students 

who were willing and able to participate in the research project. They ranged in age from 

thirteen to fifteen years old and attended South Jr. High School as either a 7th or 8th 

grader. All of the girls were first generation immigrants that came to the United States 

with members of their immediate family. All of the girls spoke fluent English and 

dressed in long skirts and hijabs. 

General School Experience 

Eight of the girls interviewed indicated that school was going well for them and 

that they enjoyed their teachers, classes, and their friends. For example, one girl stated, 

"It's going good so far. My teachers and my friends are nice, and I like Art class a lot." 

Another student said, 
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I don't have people that say mean things to me and I don't get in trouble, so I 

think it's going well for me. I like my Read 180 class because you can learn to 

read, and in the class I'm in its all Somali kids. I like the [ESL teacher] she can 

teach me to read. I like gym too. 

One girl commented, "I like every teacher, they are fun. And some of the students are 

cool too. It's good to be a Somali student here (South Jr. High)." Two girls had neutral 

feelings about their experiences. One girl said, "It's ok. I like gym sometimes, but not 

running the mile." The other student stated, "It's ok I guess. There aren't as many racist 

kids here as there are at other schools. The teachers are nice too." 

Challenges Faced At School 

Racial Harassment 

Six of the girls made comments about experiencing racial harassment or 

witnessing racial harassment towards other Somali students by their non-Somali peers. 

The girls made statements such as: 

"When I am in the hall sometime I hear people say to a Somali student when they walk 

by 'oh you stink you, need a shower' and stuff like that." 

"One day a white student said 'I hate Somalis' when me and my friends walked by. 

When I told him to shut up he got in my face and said 'you guys are poor, you are 

Somali.' Then he tried to start a fight with me." 

"Sometimes the kids are kind of mean to Somali kids and they say bad things to us 

like 'why are you here in our country, go back to where you came from."' 
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All of the girls that made statements about experiencing or witnessing racial 

harassment indicated that they felt other students were harassing them because of how 

they dressed and because they are Somali. One of these girls stated that, "some students 

think that because we dress different we are not like them, they judge us on our clothes." 

Another said, "I think they tease me because I am Somali and I wear a hijab." 

It appears that for the most part the girls dealt with the harassment by ignoring it. 

As one girl put it, "I just ignore it when kids talk bad about Somali people because I got 

in trouble before." One of the girls indicated that when she has responded to harassment 

by getting into fights or arguments it has resulted in consequences for her 

I want the kids to stop being racist and stop talking bad about us. It makes me 

get into fights when people talk behind my back and then I get suspended. I also 

got written up for yelling at the boys that were saying mean things about Somalis. 

One of the girls also pointed out that some Somali students may also be provoking 

their peers. "It's not just other students that try to start stuff with Somalis, Somali 

students start it too. I have noticed that some Somali girls will purposely talk Somali to 

non-Somali students to make them think they are saying bad things about them to get 

them angry." 

Conflicts with Other Somali Students 

Another challenge these girls face in school is having conflicts with their Somali 

peers. According to one of the girls, "Somali girls are always talking behind each other's 

backs; they will tell people you are a bitch or a whore if you hang out with boys even as 

friends." A number of girls mentioned having been suspended in the past for getting into 

physical altercations with their Somali peers and seemed concerned about it happening 
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again. "When I get into fights with my friends I think that I am going to get suspended 

and kicked out of school, and then I would have to go to ALC (Area Learning Center) 

because I would be a bad girl." 

It seems that some conflicts arises between Somali students due to the language 

that they chose to speak when they are in school, As one girl recalled, "At the beginning 

of the year another Somali girl in my class threw paper at me and yelled at me 'why don't 

you speak Somali!' and I do speak Somali, so we got into an argument in the middle of 

class." 

It also seems that girls who do well academically get put in a difficult position by 

their peers who want to copy their work. One of the girls explained "When I finish my 

work other Somali students want to copy my work and I don't want to show them 

because then the teacher will think I am cheating, so they get mad at me." 

Academic Achievement 

Academic achievement is another significant challenge that many of the girls 

identified. They seemed to struggle the most with understanding and completing 

homework and getting passing grades. For instance, one girl stated that, "I have too 

much homework and I don't understand it sometimes." Another girl commented, "I 

don't get my homework done on time, so it's late. I failed two quarters of English this 

year and now I have to go to summer school." It appears that there may be some 

reluctance on the girls' part to seek out assistance from their teachers. One of the girls 

said, "In one of my classes I don't really know what we are doing, so I just sit there and 

don't do anything." 
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Although academics are a struggle, it seems that the girls recognize the 

importance of education. Seven of the girls also talked about the value that their parents 

have for doing well in school and getting a good education. "My dad does not like me to 

get 'F's. He wants me to do well in school and go to college; every couple of months he 

comes to school and checks my grades to see how I am doing." 

Support Systems 

School 

The girls seem to receive both academic and emotional support from school. 

Many of the girls identified the Access Program or Zeros Aren't Permitted (ZAP) as their 

primary sources for academic support. The ZAP program is a school wide program 

designed to increase homework completion. When a student does not turn in an 

assignment on time, they are given extra time to complete the assignment during lunch or 

after school with support from a teacher. Students are not penalized for submitting their 

work late if they attended ZAP and completed their work. One student said, "Access 

helps me because I can do my homework there. I can work on my homework with help, 

so I can get it done." Similarly another girl said that, "I am in Access and they tutors 

help you get as much homework done as you can." Another girl also stated, "I mostly go 

to the ZAP room to do my homework and I get help there." 

The girls also indicated that get emotional support from school personnel 

including teachers, administrators, counselors, and school social worker. "My 

[homeroom teacher] and [ESL teacher] help me whenever I need something, I just talk to 

them and they do whatever they can to help me." Another girl stated, "The [Principal and 
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Assistant Principal] helped me when other students were getting into an argument with 

me; they figured out the problem and helped me solve it. And [the School Social 

Worker] helped me in 7th grade when I almost got into a fight with some other girls, but it 

got worked out and I didn't get suspended." 

Family 

The girls also receive emotional support and homework help from their families. 

All of the girls mentioned their mothers as their primary source for emotional support and 

advice. For example, one girl stated, "My mom encourages me to do my homework and 

stay out of trouble. She says to be myself and not try to be like other people. She helps 

me in all kinds of ways." Another girl said that, "When I am mad and go into my room 

my mom will come in and talk to me. She doesn't like when I am mad, so she talks to 

me and makes me happy." 

Some of the girls also stated that they get emotional support from their older 

siblings. "My big sister cheers me up and I know I can talk to her." Another girl said, 

"My older brother tells me what's right for me and what's not right for me." The girls 

that received homework help from their families mainly identified their older siblings or 

fathers as their primary sources for support. 

Unfortunately, not all of these girls are able to get help with school work from 

their families. Some of the girls do not have older siblings to help them and some of their 

parents have not attended school, which, when combined with the language barrier, 

prevents them from understanding the school system and knowing how to help their 

children with school. As one girl explained 
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My mom wants me to do good in school, but she can't help me with homework. 

When I have a bad day at school my mom doesn't ask me about it and even when 

I explain it to her she doesn't understand. She will ask me ifl want her to go to 

the school, so she doesn't understand or know how to help me. She knows that 

English and Math are important, but when I tell her I got an 'A' in Science she's 

like 'what's Science, I send you to school to learn Math and English.' 

Community 

One of the strongest support systems that all of the girls have in common is the 

support they receive from their friends. One girl explained, "My friends help me when I 

am sad or angry; they tell me to step it up and the make me feel better." Another stated, 

"When I have a problem I only talk to my friends. They always tell me the right thing to 

do." The girls also indicated that their friends not only help them with conflicts they 

have, but they also help each other with school work. "When I miss school [my friends] 

tell me what I need to do for homework." 

All of 10 of the girls also receive support from community groups and 

organizations, such as the Community Center, Boys and Girls Club, youth group, 

YMCA, the library, and faith groups. The girls explained that these groups help them in 

a variety of ways, such as: 

"The Boys and Girls Club has volunteers and staff that help you with homework. I go 

to the library too. The library has helpers that I can ask for help when I am stuck on a 

homework problem." 

"At youth group we talk about problems if people have them. We also volunteer in 

the community. I go to the Boys and Girls Club too. It's a fun place to be with your 
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friends. You can do your homework and when you are done you can hang out with your 

friends. I also go to the YMCA to have fun and play basketball with my brother and my 

friends." 

"I go to Mahaduro; it's a class that teaches you about the Quran and how to be good in 

school." 

"The La Cruz Community Center is where I go when I need help with my homework." 

Suggestions for How the School can be More Helpful 

Educating all students about different cultures seems to be a solution that six of 

the girls felt would help eliminate racial harassment. "Students talk bad about Somali 

people because they don't know them. If they talked to them and got to know them 

maybe it would be different. I think it is good to talk to students before they get into a 

fight." Another girl said, "Maybe the school could do activities where students can come 

together and learn about other cultures. Maybe one day in the cafeteria there could be 

Somali food or food from other cultures." 

Five of the girls felt that getting more assistance in school with homework would 

help them improve their achievement. For instance, one said 

[The Access Program Coordinator] helped me when I told her I was missing 

homework, so now I go with her every other day during gym to do homework. 

Now I am ahead in most of my classes. Having a homework help group for any 

student that wants help with homework would be good. 
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In order to assist the girls in managing conflicts with their friends and peers, four 

of girls felt that it would be helpful for staff to continue to bring students together to talk 

and help them problem solve their issues. 

Discussion 

The first research question asked of the girls in this study was focused on their 

experience as students at South Jr. High School. The literature review indicates that the 

stress Somali students are under from adjusting to a new culture and trying to understand 

the school system often leads to over activity, aggression, disruptiveness in the 

classroom, withdrawai frustration, concentration problems, and a laisser-faire attitude 

(Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2002). This would make it seem that school would not be a very 

positive experience for Somali students; however, this is not the case for the girls 

interviewed in this study. The attitudes expressed by the ten girls interviewed for this 

study were positive. The girls seemed to like school and they talked about enjoying their 

teachers and classes, and spending time with their friends. 

The second area of questions focused on the challenges the girls faced at school. 

Similar to the literature, one of the challenges the girls experienced or witnessed was 

racial harassment. Wingfield and Karaman (2001) noted that many Muslim students 

report being the victims of racial and religious harassment because of their cultural and 

ethnic background, and this stands true for most of the girls in this study. The girls talked 

about being called names and told ''you stink you, you need a shower" or "go back to 

where you came from." Furthermore, the girls felt that this harassment was directly 
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related to their being Somali and their modest appearance, which is a religious 

requirement for Muslim girls. 

Having conflicts with their Somali peers was another challenge for the girls. 

Although getting into arguments with peers is typical for developing adolescents, it 

seems that there is a deeper issue here. One of the girls mentioned that she had been 

harassed by another Somali girl for speaking English instead of Somali. Another girl 

talked about being called a "bitch" and a "whore" by other Somali girls for having male 

friends, which is a relationship that is typically considered inappropriate for adolescent 

boys and girls in Somali culture. It appears that the conflicts that are occurring between 

the girls and their Somali peers are related to how acculturated each one is to mainstream 

society. The literature affnms that acculturation can cause conflict amongst people of the 

same racial or ethnic group. Tatum (1997) explains how acculturation causes conflict 

amongst Black students: 

Certain styles of speech, dress, and music, for example, may be embraced as 

"authentically Black" and become highly valued, while attitudes and behaviors 

associated with Whites are viewed with distain. The peer groups' evaluation of 

what is Black and what is not can have a powerful impact on adolescent behavior. 

(p. 61) 

This appears to be similar to what a couple of the girls in this study are experiencing. 

Gibson (2001) also explained that students from marginalized populations may steer 

away from their cultural practices and acculturate more quickly in an effort to fit in with 

their mainstream peers. This may be a coping mechanism that some of the students are 

using, which is perpetuating the intra-racial conflicts that these girls are facing. 
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The girls also struggled with understanding classroom expectations and 

curriculum and completing their homework, which is corroborated by the literature 

review. According to Alitolppa-Niitamo (2002), one of the biggest challenges Somali 

students face in school is "adjusting to the existing [school] system, many times without 

really knowing what [is] expected of them" (p. 281). Many of the girls talked about 

receiving homework that they did not understand and failing classes for not turning in 

assignments. One of the girls even commented that she does not understand what is 

going on in one of her classes, so she will "just sit there and not do anything." 

The girls were also asked about the support they receive from the school, their 

families, and the community. The main source of support that these girls have in 

common is the support of their families and friends. Since Somali families tend to be 

very close knit and supportive of one another, it is not surprising that the girls talked 

about relying on family members for advice and emotional support, and help with 

homework. Literature supports the fact that these girls also experience a lot of support 

from their Somali friends. According to Tatum (1997) for students in racially mixed 

settings, "racial grouping is a developmental response to an environmental stressor, 

racism. Joining with one's peers for support in the face of stress is a positive coping 

strategy" (p. 62). School programs and staff seem to be another source of support for 

these girls both academically and emotionally. A number of the girls talked about getting 

homework help from the Access Program or from staff members at ZAP. Some of the 

girls also identified specific staff members that they have been able to rely on for 

emotional support and assistance with problem solving. Lastly, many of the girls have 
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also found emotional support and homework help through community resources like the 

Boys and Girls Club, the Community Center, and the library. 

Finally, the girls were asked about recommendations they had for school staff to 

help them overcome the challenges they face. Eliminating racial harassment through 

educating students about Somali culture, and other cultures in general, was a 

recommendation that most of the girls had for the school. As one of the girls explained, 

''Students talk bad about Somali people because they don't know them. If they talked to 

them and got to know them maybe it would be different." Tatum (1997) confirms that 

talking about differences and speaking up against racism and oppression is the starting 

point to ending racism. 

Another suggestion the girls had for the school was to provide students with more 

homework help. One of the girls talked about how she was able to get help from the 

Access Program Coordinator who set up a schedule with her to get assistance with 

homework during the school day. This student felt that "having a homework help group 

for any student that wants help with homework would be good." The literature indicated 

that homework completion tends to be a challenge for immigrant students, so it makes 

sense that students would need and want more support in this area. 

Lastly, the girls felt that it would be helpful for the school staff to bring students 

together to talk and problem-solve when conflicts between friends or other peers arise. 

As one girl put it, "I think it is good to talk to students before they fight, to work it out." 
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OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

Limitations 

The first limitation of this study is that it is focused solely on Somali immigrant 

females in a Midwestern metropolitan junior high school; therefore the results may not be 

the same for male students, younger students, students attending rural schools, or 

immigrant students from other backgrounds. Also, the focus was narrowed to a small 

sample of girls from one school in central Minnesota. There are many Somali girls who 

share this experience and would be able to contribute a valuable perspective to this study, 

but due to time and resources could not be utilized at this time. 

Somali is the primary language that all of the girls speak and although they were 

all fluent English speakers, this also presents some limitations. These girls have spent a 

majority of their lives thinking and speaking in Somali, and did not learn English until 

they started attending school in the United States. Each of the girls shared their stories 

and school experiences with the researcher in English, but there may be some ideas 

which were limited by the girls' proficiency in English or the lack of an accurate 

translation from Somali to English. 

Lastly, this study is centered on the present school experience of Somali girls, and 

does not take into account the culmination of each girls life experiences and how that 

may impact them at school. Each of the girls has had unique experiences and events 

occur in their lives that are vastly different from one another. For instance, some of the 

girls may have grown up in a refugee camp prior to immigrating to the United States, 

while others were brought over as very young children or babies. These histories and life 
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experiences are an important part of each girl's story, but unfortunately, were not the 

focus of this particular study. 

Summary and Recommendations 

In summary, this study was conducted in an effort to generate more information 

about the unique challenges Somali girls face in a Midwestern school setting, and to 

determine the systems of support they have access to and where more support is needed. 

It was my hope to give these girls a "voice" by using qualitative research methods to 

gather information from each individual's perspective and personal experiences. It 

appears that there is a need for more effort to be put into addressing racial harassment, 

assisting students in problem-solving conflicts, and providing academic support and 

homework help in order to help Somali girls reach their potential and achieve success in 

school. 

Further research for exploring this topic should include a much larger sample 

from a variety of schools in the Midwest. Unfortunately, this study was limited to ten 

girls that all attended the same school. It would be interesting to see if the themes that 

emerged from this study would be the same for students attending schools in other areas 

and what other supportive resources are available to students in different school districts. 

It would also be fascinating to study the school experience of Somali boys and compare 

the similarities and differences they may have with their female counterparts. 

Conflict amongst members of different Somali tribes could be another interesting 

area of study. As the literature review noted, not all tribes get along, which can lead to 

conflicts and fighting between families and individuals (A. Yusuf, personal 
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communication November 16, 2009). Due to time restraints, this study did not explore 

the girls' tribal affiliation however it would be interesting to see if the conflicts that some 

of the girls had with their Somali peers was related to their affiliation with a particular 

tribe. 

A final important area of research regarding Somali immigrants would be 

determining the effects of immigration or the refugee experience on both the individual 

and the individual's family, and what services are available and utilized to address these 

issues. As previously mentioned in the Literature Review, there are many stressors and 

traumas that Somali immigrants may have experienced through the process of leaving 

their homeland and coming to the United States. It would be important for professionals 

working with this community to better understand the effects these experiences have, in 

order to work more effectively with them and be able to provide them with the resources 

and support they may need. 
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(Appendix A) 

Student Interview Questionnaire 
Personal Information: 

Code Number: Grade: ---
1. How long have you lived in the United States? 
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2. What grade did you start going to school in the United States? 
3. Whom do you live with? 
4. Does your parent(s)/guardian or the person/people responsible for you speak 

English? 

What is it Like to be a Somali Student at South Jr. High, and What Challenges or 
Problems Have You Encountered 

1. What is it like for you to be a Somali student at South Jr. High? 
(If student requests an example) 
-For example what things do you enjoy, what is a typical day like for you? 

2. What are the challenges or problems you have faced at South Jr. High? 
(Probe if not spontaneously answered) 
-Do you have any problems in your classes? With teachers? With other 

students? With homework? With understanding English? 

(Probe if student identifies teasing/bullying) 
2A. You mentioned teasing/bullying. Can you tell me more about that? 

(Probe if not spontaneously answered) 
-Do you feel the teasing was related to your being Somali? A girl? How 

you dress? Something else? 

2B. How has it affected you at school? At home? 

Ways Teachers or Other School Personnel, or School Activities Have Helped You 
With the Challenges or Problems You Have Encountered 

1. Did a teacher or anyone else working at South help you with the challenges or 
problems you have encountered at school [and list for them each one they have 
mentioned about and ask separately about it]? 

2. Have any school programs or activities helped you with the challenges or problems 
you have encountered at school? 

(If student requests an example) 
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-For example: sports, band, choir, orchestra, after school homework help 

[If programs/activities/people are identified I will ask for each "How has it been 
helpful?"] 

How Family or Family Background May Have Helped You with The Challenges or 
Problems You Have Encountered at School 

1. Are there people in your family that help you with challenges (use their examples) 

at school? 
If yes: 

a. Who? 

b. What help do they give you? 

2. Are there are other things about your family that help you with school? 
(if student requests an example) 
- For example: your faith, your culture, community groups/activities, or 

the support that you get from your family 

Ways People Other than Your Family, Teachers, or School Staff May Have Helped 
You with Your School Challenges or Problems 

1. Are there other people in your life, not including your family or teachers or school 

staff that help you with school? 
If yes: 

a. Who? 

b. How do they help you with school? 

(Probe if student does not mention friends) 
-Do you have friends at school that help you? 

If Yes: 

a. How do they help you with school? 

Ways South Jr. High Could Better Help You 

1. How could South Jr. High better help you overcome the challenges or problems 
you have encountered at school? 

(probe if not spontaneously answered) 
-What programs or activities could South offer that would be helpful to 
you? 


