Education and
English as a Second Language

Literature Review

The academic literature suggests that rural
resettlement education programs face distinct
funding-related resource barriers for refugee
adult education and English as a Second
Language (ESL). This results in the limited
ability to provide critical educational support
for refugees like trauma-informed instruction
and trained English teachers. The absence or
lack of these services pose difficulties for
communication  between  families and
educators. Rural cultural homogeneity may
lead to a greater misunderstanding and
marginalization of refugee populations, even
further complicating communication.

These structural barriers can be mitigated
through rural communities' unique resilience
that makes them well-suited for problem-
solving with individualized, community-based
solutions.

A majority of the refugees in Brattleboro and
Bennington were satisfied with child
education, yet adult education/ESL was rated
as a top challenge. Local
staff/volunteers/partners tended to agree
with this assessment about the strengths of
the local school systems but the challenges of
adult education/ESL. Refugees’ satisfaction
with adult education/ESL was also linked to
their ability to enjoy public transport and
leisure/fun opportunities. Whereas refugees
satisfied with the local adult education/ESL
opportunities or children’s education did not
necessarily report higher satisfaction with
their social, cultural or economic life.
Education thus emerged as a unique challenge
for rural refugees.
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Quantitative Analysis

Satisfaction with educational opportunities was similar in both Bennington and Brattleboro. Nor
was satisfaction different based on refugees’ education or English levels, which suggests more
general challenges to build up an ESL/adult education infrastructure. Working/parent-age
refugees, especially those with volunteer support, were generally more satisfied with the school
system for their children. Indeed, families were more likely to settle long-term than out-migrate.
However, working/parent-age refugees were less satisfied with the educational opportunities for
themselves. More generally, Southern Vermont's refugee population demonstrated a high need for
adult education. One-third of adult arrivals had not completed high school abroad, while 50%
arrived with little-to-no English. Nevertheless, a sizable minority of adults have expressed interest
in higher education through enrollment in ECDC’s BRAVE Program.

Refugee Interviews

Brattleboro and Bennington refugees were generally satisfied with the teachers in the school and
adult education system, but also frustrated with their lack of progress, which creates barriers to
employment and participation in other areas of life. This progress is also slowed by access barriers,
where childcare and work schedules pose barriers for attendance. Refugee learners expressed
interest in multilingual teachers and tools that incorporate their mother tongue, in order to
facilitate inter-personal communication and inclusion in activities.

“So if you don't have English skills, you cannot attain a specific
class. If you're not able to attend a specific class, then you are not

able to find your dream job. So the first barrier is the language."
— Congolese female
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