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Abstract	
	
Schools	serve	as	key	institutions	for	absorbing	newcomers	into	American	society,	as	they	
provide	resources,	programming,	and	access	points	into	a	community	for	immigrant	children	
and	their	families.	In	Winooski,	Vermont,	the	public	school	building	serves	as	a	center	for	
support	and	engagement	for	the	refugee	population,	offering	a	variety	of	services	to	children	
and	their	parents.	As	demographics	shift	to	include	more	foreign-born	students,	schools	need	
to	rethink	classroom	strategies	and	ways	of	engaging	with	families	that	best	navigate	cultural	
divides.	My	findings	suggest	that	Winooski	can	be	viewed	as	a	model	city	for	bridging	the	
cultural	divides	inherent	in	refugee	resettlement:	various	community	institutions,	in	
collaboration	with	the	school	system,	provide	services	and	support	for	refugee	families,	and	the	
school	serves	as	a	center	for	support	and	community	engagement.	These	processes	can	be	
examined	through	the	social	network	concept	of	multiplexity.	Put	simply,	community	members	
know	and	trust	each	other	in	several	different	roles,	increasing	the	capacity	of	the	community	
to	support	one	another	and	generate	trust.	At	the	center	of	this	social	network	are	the	
multicultural	liaisons,	who	play	a	critical	role	in	supporting	refugees	in	communities,	and	
enhance	this	network	of	trust.	The	research	presented	here	highlights	the	unique	processes	in	
place	that	make	Winooski	a	successful	site	for	refugee	resettlement,	and	recognizes	the	work	of	
those	in	the	community	that	dedicate	themselves	to	increasing	the	level	of	acceptance	and	
cultural	understanding	throughout	the	district	and	the	community	as	a	whole.	
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Introduction	
	
Relevance	Today	
	 In	today’s	political	climate,	this	research	feels	more	important	than	ever	before.	

According	to	the	U.S.	Committee	for	Refugees	and	Immigrants,	referred	to	as	USCRI,	nearly	60	

million	people	in	the	world	today	have	been	forcibly	displaced	from	their	homes.	Less	than	

0.1%	of	this	group	will	get	the	chance	to	begin	a	new	life	in	the	United	States	(USCRI	2017).	This	

research	focuses	on	the	experiences	of	the	lucky	few	who	were	able	to	find	safety	and	

protection	for	their	families;	there	are	still	so	many	around	the	world	without	this	chance,	and	

this	research	is	dedicated	to	them	in	the	hopes	that	one	day	they	will	find	themselves	in	safety,	

supported	by	communities	who	can	apply	these	research	findings	to	improve	their	ability	to	

offer	support.	As	DB,	the	Somali-Bantu	multicultural	liaison	for	the	Winooski	school	district,	

explained	at	a	school	board	meeting,	“we	did	not	want	to	be	refugees;”	rather,	the	

communities	these	individuals	lived	in	became	so	dangerous	that	they	were	forced	to	leave	

their	beloved	homes	in	search	of	safety	and	opportunity.	Resettlement	was	the	last	resort,	not	

the	first	priority.	

Why	this	Research?	
	 According	to	findings	by	Rong	and	Preissle,	schools	serve	as	“the	most	important	social	

institution	for	absorbing	newcomers”	(2009:5).	Schools	provide	resources,	programming,	and	

networking	opportunities,	allowing	them	to	serve	as	access	points	into	a	community	not	only	

for	immigrant	children,	but	for	their	families	as	well.	Due	to	the	rising	number	of	immigrant	

children	in	American	school	systems,	an	increase	of	literature	surrounding	the	pedagogy	for	

effectively	teaching	these	children	is	emerging;	Rong	and	Preissle,	for	example,	provide	

suggestions	for	outreach	efforts	schools	can	attempt	in	order	to	better	provide	resources	to	the	
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communities	they	serve.	These	suggestions	include	working	with	community	organizations	

(2009:53)	so	that	schools	can	provide	for	their	communities	both	as	advocates	and	as	centers	of	

resources	and	opportunities.		

	 Harvard	Professor	Natasha	Kumar	Warikoo	explains	that	as	demographics	shift	to	

include	more	foreign-born	students,	“schools	will	need	to	rethink	classroom	strategies,	family	

engagement	practices,	and	how	to	best	navigate	cultural	divides”	(Tamer	2014).	Additionally,	

Warikoo	explains	that	“the	more	that	teachers	can	see	their	immigrant	students	as	assets,	the	

better	off	all	students	will	be.	Immigrant	youth	bring	rich,	diverse	cultural	backgrounds	to	the	

classroom	and	expose	their	peers	and	teachers	to	different	ways	of	understanding	the	world”	

(Tamer	2014).	The	research	clearly	emphasizes	ways	in	which	to	successfully	and	appropriately	

incorporate	immigrant	youth	into	a	classroom,	as	well	as	the	benefits	of	doing	so;	my	question	

soon	became,	how	well	are	these	concepts	being	applied	in	the	small	city	of	Winooski,	

Vermont?	

	 Based	on	the	statements	of	many	of	Winooski’s	community	leaders,	Winooski	can	be	

viewed	as	a	model	city	for	refugee	resettlement.	Various	community	institutions,	in	

collaboration	with	the	school	system,	provide	services	and	support	to	the	growing	local	refugee	

community.	This	caught	my	fascination	while	volunteering	at	the	J.F.	Kennedy	elementary	

school	in	Winooski;	unlike	the	elementary	school	I	attended,	which	was	predominantly	white,	

middle-class,	JFK’s	classrooms	are	incredibly	diverse.	And,	yet,	the	students	work	together	with	

seemingly	no	acknowledgement	of	the	differences	between	them	and	their	peers.	What	is	

going	on	in	Winooski?	
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	 First,	I	explored	the	demographics	of	Winooski,	trying	to	determine	who	was	living	in	

this	tiny	city.	Next,	I	studied	the	school	system	to	understand	the	systems	and	supports	in	place	

for	students	while	in	the	building,	as	well	as	for	their	parents	and	families.	Finally,	I	broadened	

my	search	to	include	other	community	organizations	working	in	association	with	the	school	

district.	Ultimately,	I	hope	this	research	explains	the	unique	processes	in	place	that	make	

Winooski	such	a	successful	site	for	refugee	resettlement,	applauding	the	work	of	those	in	the	

community	that	dedicate	themselves	to	acceptance	and	cultural	understanding.	Additionally,	I	

hope	to	highlight	ways	in	which	other	districts	can	model	themselves	after	Winooski	in	order	to	

provide	the	level	of	support	and	care	to	their	refugee	populations	that	Winooski	offers	its	

residents.	

Who	are	Refugees?		
	 As	defined	by	USCRI,	a	refugee	is	“an	individual	who	is	outside	his	or	her	country	of	

origin	due	to	a	well-founded	fear	of	persecution	based	on	race,	religion,	nationality,	social	

group,	or	political	opinion	who	is	unable	to,	or	owing	to	such	a	fear,	unwilling	to	avail	him-	or	

herself	of	the	protection	of	that	country”	(Immigrants	2017).	There	are	nearly	20	million	

refugees	around	the	world,	and	over	10	million	of	these	are	children.	Families	seek	refugee	

status	and	resettlement	as	a	final	resort	after	all	efforts	to	return	home,	or	settle	permanently	

in	a	country	of	asylum,	have	failed.	Gaining	this	status	is	not	an	easy	process,	and	the	United	

Nations	High	Commissioner	for	Refugees	(UNHCR)	only	refers	about	1%	of	all	refugees	for	

resettlement	in	a	third	country	(USCRI	2017).		

Refugee	Resettlement	to	Vermont		
	 When	a	refugee	is	resettled	to	Vermont,	they	come	through	the	Vermont	Refugee	

Resettlement	Program	(VRRP),	one	of	8	USCRI	field	offices.	Resettlement	to	Vermont	began	as	


