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Today, more 
than one in 
three students 
in the American 
K12 education 
system are either 
immigrants or 
children of 
immigrants.

But immigrant 
background kids 
living on the 
coasts get talked 
about more in 
discussions of 
immigration than 
those living in 
more remote parts 
of America all 
together.

Sometimes, a 
family will 
move somewhere 
with few other 
immigrants... or 
people of other 
backgrounds at 
all. This can 
impact every facet 
of life, including 
education.



Six year old Imran is a child of two immigrant 
parents, and lives in South Dakota. Immigrant 
students are few and far between, unlike 
many other parts of the nation.

When she goes 
to school, she 
recognizes that,

“No 
one looks 
like me!”



Other kids have noticed too, and 
sometimes she comes home hurt.

When her mom aila noticed, the first 
thing she did was go to imran’s school.



Aila says the teacher had no idea imran was 
getting hurt during recess. “the teacher 
didn’t even think my kid spoke english, let 
alone realize she was being bullied.”

The teacher also didn’t think Imran 
could count, or read, because she sat
alone in class sometimes.



Feelings of loneliness for students 
from immigrant backgrounds have direct 
connections to lowered self esteem, 
according to experts who research 

educational isolation. In general, isolation 
and loneliness, especially for kids from 

kindergarten through elementary school, 
can have severe effects on how much 

they learn in class as well as on their 
mental wellbeing with consequences for 

social development.



Aila decided to homeschool Imran, where she 
had space to learn... a lot!



She wishes there were trainings and 
resources for teachers to understand 
and learn about immigrant students of 
color better, especially when they’re 
the only one in the classroom. “I wish 
they would treat her like a person.”

Aila says,

“We’re 
privileged 
enough that I 
can do this. But 
not everyone 
can.”



Renee found that treating herself “like a 
person” first led to others doing the same. She 
lives in a town of about 2,000 people, and is 
Vietnamese. In middle school, she struggled.

“I’m the only 
Asian girl here, 

and I have to 
survive on my 

own.”

Renee’s 
town:

97 percent 
white



She felt like people talked 
about her a lot...

It makes her heart feel 
tight.



It made it hard to do work.



at least in 
my culture, 
they’re up 
front with 

you!”

you can’t fight fire with fire, 
renee. you can’t be immature.

you shouldn’t 
buy your 

jeans already 
ripped, 
renee!

people are going to 
dislike you for no 
reason, no matter 
what you do. don’t 
waste your time!

renee... i don’t think that’s 
the shirt for you.



Renee says it’s all about respect. She’s in High 
school now, and She has friends who not only 
respect her, but also learn from her. SHE 
shares parts of her culture, and likes it.

her friends back her up, even when she 
doesn’t feel strong.

“HE DOESN’T 
LIKE ME BECAUSE 

I’M ASIAN!”

hong yuan 
guava candy

lunar new 
year red 
evelopes



experts say that School can be 
difficult for students who don’t 

“see” any part of themselves 
anywhere, whether it’s in friends 

who look like them and have 
common backgrounds, or in their 
educational materials. studies find 

that representation can be a 
massive part of education!



renee’s proud of the progress she’s made. 
Even still, she thinks it would help if 
there were other people to look out for 
her, because that tight feeling in her 
chest...

“is still there when 
I walk down the 
hallway.”



Support in school can 
come from anywhere, 
according to Andre.

Their parents were 
always quick to point 
out that,

“andre, We 
are the 

only ones 
here.”

 “One main road goes 
down the entire 
town.”

They’re about 
to graduate 
college, but 
grew up in 
Maine.

population: 3,000
97 percent white



They’re Venezuelan. 
After coming to 
college, they 
realized how 
different education 
can be when their 
background is 
a part of their 
learning.

This new academic space 
has also shown Andre a 
lot about what school 
was like back in Maine. 
in high school,Their 
friends would sweep their 
background under the 
rug.

“I didn’t realize how often people minimized 
my identity, even though I always thought 
that part of me was cool...”



One of the only times Andre thought 
people did bring their family’s immigration 
and background into conversation was... 
during the 2016 elections.

“My identity was very politicized 
by kids who weren’t used to talking 
about politics.”

“you need 
to use kind 
words! Now... 
let’s sing 
this land is 
your land.”

“BUILD THE 
WALL!”



Though moving to college helped, 
it didn’t fix everything. The Latin 
American community at school was 
tense when they arrived in 2018, 
because of questions around what 
“Latinx” really meant. 

“Going to school isolated 
from your own culture 
makes you something 
different than a third 
culture immigrant kid. 

it’s not like growing up 
in a big city. It’s like a 
fourth culture, one of

                     its own.”	
 

Andre says,

“It wasn’t really stuff I’d been 
asked or forced to think about.”



Things aren’t perfect. For 
Andre, Renee, or Imran. But 

more than the problems 
they face in education, 

their resilience in times of 
difficulty shine through. All 

students can teach each other.



But it shouldn’t just be on the student 
to make themselves feel comfortable. 
Teachers, administrators, and other 
support in schools can help. Guidance 
counselor Helen Williams says, 

“Every child 
deserves to have 
support in a school. 
So they know 
they’re liked. So 
they know someone 
has their back if 
they need it.”

In brief: “What 
you deem as weird 
is someone else’s 
normal, and someone 
else’s normal may 
be your weird.” 
So things really 
aren’t weird! simply 
different.” 

jere chang, a teacher who shares videos 
on inclusive education across social media, 
shares what she tells her students.



both mz. williams and mz. chang 
say that other school officials 

can also be a part of the 
change. 

administrators, parents, and even other 
students can help make solo students 

from immigrant backgrounds more 
comfortable.

education can come from:

teacher workshops

classroom lesson plans on different 
cultural celebrations and traditions

exploring social media to glimpse the 
practices of other educators, parents 

or other adults!

ms. chang: “my school’s administration 
made a tip sheet this year to help 

support students who are fasting for 
ramadan!”



School can be hard, for 
everyone. Feelings of 

acceptance and celebration 
are essential to a positive 
learning experience. Even 
when we’re worlds apart, 
we can learn together.



references

resources

US Department of Education. “Educational 
Resources for Immigrants, Refugees, Asylees 
and other New Americans” 2022.

Ladd, Gary W., Becky J. Kochenderfer, and 
Cynthia C. Coleman. “Friendship quality as a 
predictor of young children’s early school 
adjustment.” Child development 67, no. 3 1996: 
1103 1118.

Kirova, Anna. “Loneliness in Immigrant 
Children.” Childhood Education 77, no. 5 2001: 
260. Gale OneFile: Contemporary Women’s Issues.

Gillanders, Cristina, and Dina C. Castro. 
“Storybook Reading for Young Dual Language 
Learners.” YC Young Children 66, no. 1 2011

mschanggifted on instagram

Collins, Patricia Hill. Black feminist 
thought: Knowledge, consciousness, and the 
politics of empowerment. Routledge 2002.

Zhou, Min. “Growing Up American: The 
Challenge Confronting Immigrant Children 
and Children of Immigrants.” Annual Review 
of Sociology 23 1997: 63 95.








