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”When I die, I hope I am reborn 
as an English speaker”
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Goals of 
Research

English as a communicative tool

Common mistakes in English usage

Methods to overcome language barrier

Code switching

Refugee views towards English



Background

“A refugee is someone who has been forced to 
flee his or her country because of persecution, 
war, or violence. A refugee has a well-founded 

fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, political opinion or membership in a 

particular social group”
-UNHCR (United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees)

Credit to UNHCR 



Methods
•Volunteering in the Athens/Atlanta area

•ESL teaching

•Meeting refugee families



Refugee 
Countries
Myanmar (formerly Burma)

◦ Karen
◦ Karenni
◦ Chin

Thailand

Dem. Rep. Congo

Syria

Iraq

Afghanistan

Guatemala

Columbia



Navigating a Language Barrier
•Translators
• Professional or informal

•Gestures
•Circumlocution



Common Mistakes in Refugee English
•Verb tenses
• Present tense

•Verb conjugations

•Possessive markers

•Modal verbs

•Article usage (see map)

•Grammar Credit to WALS 



Other Difficulties
•Fossilization of L2 grammar

•Phonetic pronunciations of English words
• Especially if their native language lacks the phoneme(s)

•Negative view towards their own English



English in Personal Life
•When English vs. L1 was used

•Levels of fluency vary greatly within family
• Children are usually more fluent

•Familial dynamics and fluency



What English Means
•Sense of independence
• Do errands independently
• Visit doctors
• Talk to strangers
• Get jobs

•Prestige of English



Pamphlet on English Towards 
Refugees
•Teach people with no/minimal prior experience with refugees 
how to respectfully communicate with them

•Educate on:
• Definitions
• Statistics
• Misconceptions
• Cultural differences



Summary

“English language acquisition 
is vital in the process of 

integration.”
Credit to Amanda C de C 
Williams and Tania Salvo



Cited Sources
•http://wals.info/feature/37A#2/25.5/148.4

•https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/about-refugees.html

•http://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/

•https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/us-record-shows-refugees-are-not-threat

•https://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/261956.htm

•C de C Williams, Amanda & Salvo, Tania, “If I speak English, what am I? I am a full man, me”: 
Emotional impact and barriers for refugees and asylum seekers learning English. Transcultural 
psychiatry 2017, vol 54(5-6) 733-755

•Duran, Chatwara Suwannamai. Language and Literacy in Refugee Families. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017.

•Refugee Facts via Friends of Refugees

http://wals.info/feature/37A
https://www.cdc.gov/immigrantrefugeehealth/about-refugees.html
http://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/us-record-shows-refugees-are-not-threat
https://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/261956.htm

