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Executive Summary: Key Messages
Research has shown the negative impact of pre- and post-migration experiences on 
educational progression (Cerna, 2019) and the elevated risk of educational disadvantage 
amongst refugees when compared to the wider immigrant population (Koehler and Schneider, 
2019). Schools can play a key role in the resettlement of refugees by addressing the learning 
and socioemotional needs of these students (Taylor and Sidhu, 2012; Adams-Ojugbele and 
Mashiya, 2020). The four-year SALaM Ireland study, funded by Qatar Foundation International 
(QFI), was undertaken by a Maynooth University cross-disciplinary team in collaboration with 
Washington University, St Louis.
The overarching aim of the study was to assess and explore the mental health and 
psychosocial wellbeing and experiences of students aged 12-18 years who have resettled to 
Ireland from Arab-majority conflict-affected countries, and to explore supports available to 
them. The study findings, based on total sample of 358 participants, provide important insights 
into the many challenges facing young adolescents from the MENA regions in schools, as well 
as key areas where schools can help to support the psychosocial wellbeing and learning of all 
refugee and migrant groups to increase their chances of personal and academic success.

Key Findings
•	 Students from the MENA region reported significantly worse mental health and 

wellbeing when compared to the general school population; Arabic-speaking 
students were more likely to experience higher rates of depression, anxiety, 
externalising behaviour and lower levels of belonging, hope, resilience, and social 
support.

•	 There is a need for specific teacher training for teachers who work with refugees 
and migrant students in highlighting the impact of pre-migratory issues on student 
learning and integration. Conflict, loss and trauma can clearly cause significant 
difficulties for students’ capacity to learn and retain information and build healthy 
relationships.

•	 Due to displacement and time spent in pre-migration camps, students from the 
MENA region spend considerable periods of time out of formal education which 
means that they often lack basic school readiness skills and struggle with classroom 
rules and group work.

•	 Many students in our study had limited Arabic literacy skills which exacerbated their 
ability to learn English. There are also substantial linguistic differences between 
Arabic and English in terms of orthography and literacy conventions which are crucial 
to understanding the difficulties experienced by these students when learning 
English.

•	 Engagement with the school curriculum was particularly difficult for older students 
(e.g. those who commenced the Leaving Certificate cycle), as they lacked the 
academic language to sufficiently engage with the subject content.

•	 There was some evidence of discrimination which contributed to social isolation and 
poor self-esteem. While not reported in all schools, it persists at both school and 
community level and poor language skills was identified as a key contributory factor.

•	 The homogeneity of teaching staff was an important factor in influencing some 
teachers’ perceptions of students’ capabilities, and was not considered to be 
reflective of the greater diversity in contemporary Irish society.

•	 Effective approaches to supporting these students include: greater provision of 
language and socioemotional supports to accelerate language learning to help build 
peer relationships and a sense of school belonging, cultural awareness programmes 
for both teachers and students, and a trusting and supportive teacher-student bond.
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1. Introduction
This report presents the key findings from the four-year SALAM Ireland (Study of Adolescent 
Lives after Migration to Ireland) study that was undertaken in collaboration with the SALaMA 
team (Study of Adolescent Lives after Migration to America) at Washington University, St 
Louis (USA). The overarching aim of the SALaM Ireland study, funded by Qatar Foundation 
International (QFI), was to assess and explore the mental health and psychosocial wellbeing 
and lived experiences of students aged 12-18 years who have resettled to Ireland from Arab-
majority conflict-affected countries and to explore supports available to them. 

1.1 Background: The national and international context 
Since 2015, the European Union (EU) has experienced 
unprecedented numbers of refugees and migrants fleeing 
conflict and persecution from countries such as Syria, 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya (United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), 2024). The Syrian displacement crisis 
remains one of the largest in the world, with an estimated 12 
million Syrians displaced from their homes and over one million 
seeking asylum in Europe. However, most Syrians have been 
displaced to neighbouring countries such as Turkey, Jordan, and 
Lebanon. Turkey provides temporary protection to the largest 
number of Syrian refugees (UNHCR, 2024). Neither Jordan nor 
Lebanon have signed the Refugee Convention, although both 

countries have signed Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) with the UNHCR which outlines 
points of agreement relating to refugee protection (Clutterbuck et al., 2021). In these countries, 
Syrians are registered as temporary refugees with the UNHCR, but have few legal rights. 
Refugees in Jordan have more rights in relation to education, health, religious practice, and 
freedom of movement, while in Lebanon the UNHCR is given the authority to determine asylum 
claims and issue temporary residence permits. MOUs are typically unenforceable in both 
countries, with the result that Syrians often remain in these countries for many years and where 
up to 70% live in poverty (UNHCR, 2024). 
In Ireland, an estimated 4000 refugees, mainly from Syria, have been resettled under the Irish 
Refugee Protection Programme (IRPP), 40% of whom are under 18 years (International 
Organization for Migration (IOM, 2021)). Refugees resettled under the IRPP are initially 
accommodated in Reception Centres1 before being resettled in the community. These 
‘Programme Refugees’ are also resettled through community sponsorship programmes such 
as Community Sponsorship Ireland (CSI) and the Irish Humanitarian Admission Programme 
(IHAP), which allow refugees the opportunity to apply for members of their immediate family to 
join them in Ireland. Others seek asylum through the International Protection Accommodation 
System (IPAS) and reside in Direct Provision centres2 while awaiting a decision on their 
international protection status. Refugees enjoy rights and responsibilities similar to those of 
Irish citizens in that they can work, obtain social welfare support if needed, and access free 
healthcare. 
Ireland’s demographic profile has changed considerably over the last 
two decades, with latest figures indicating that 12% of the population 
(of just over 5.2 million people) are non-Irish citizens while 14% speak a 
language other than English or Irish at home (Central Statistics Office 
(CSO), 2023). Schools and educational systems both in Ireland and 
across Europe are encountering significant challenges integrating 
refugees into mainstream education (Koehler and Schneider, 2019). More 
recently, there has been a large inflow of migrants (over 100,000) due to the Ukraine-Russian 
war and those seeking International Protection. This increasing diversity presents challenges 
for the delivery of primary and secondary education initially designed to meet the needs of the 
local native Irish population. 

1  Refugees resettled in Ireland reside in Emergency Reception and Orientation Centres for an initial ‘orientation period’ before they are 
resettled to long-term accommodation around the country.

2  Direct Provision is a state accommodation system for those seeking International Protection while they await decisions on their 
applications.
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All newly-arrived migrant students are mainstreamed in school and are supported by English as 
an Additional Language services (EAL) and additional Special Education Teaching (SET) hours.3 
Educational and Training Boards (ETBs) also provide regionally-based language supports 
and personnel to support migrant integration and learning, while extra-curricular activities, 
wellbeing and cultural initiatives are also recommended to facilitate integration within schools 
(Department of Education, 2023). 
According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
(2024), almost one third of schools and approximately one in four students are part of 
DEIS4 programmes, and immigrant-origin students are typically over-represented in these 
schools (Darmody, McGinnity and Russell, 2022). Despite this, students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, as well as minority ethnic groups, continue to be at risk of educational 
disadvantage, and the increasing complexity of students’ needs have placed a further strain on 
support systems (OECD, 2024). This raises questions as to the extent to which these students 
are receiving the necessary supports, particularly as the inadequate provision of English 
language supports and the lack of linguistic diversity and retention of heritage language are 
important elements in facilitating the integration of migrant children (Horgan et al., 2022). 

1.2   The SALaM Ireland Study
The SALaM Ireland study was a mixed method and multi-element project that commenced 
in 2020. The specific objectives of the study were to: (1) assess the mental health and 
psychosocial wellbeing of students aged 12-18 years who have resettled to Ireland from Arab-
majority conflict-affected countries; (2) identify the sources of daily stress in these students’ 
lives, as well as the supports available to them; and (3) to explore and better understand the 
lived experience and main challenges facing newcomer Arabic-speaking adolescents and their 
families who have resettled to Ireland and as they transition to post-primary education. The 
research questions that informed and guided the study are outlined below.

1.3  Key research questions 
•	 What are the mental health and psychosocial wellbeing needs of Arabic-speaking 

students (aged 12-18 years) mainly from the MENA (Middle East and North African) 
regions who are attending post-primary schools in Ireland?

•	 How are these students faring when compared to the general school population?
•	 What kinds of additional supports are available to Arabic-speaking students in 

Ireland to help them improve their psychosocial wellbeing? 
•	 What are the views and experiences of the wide range of stakeholders who provide 

support to this group of adolescent refugees and their families in Ireland?

1.4   What did the study involve? 
The study involved two phases within which quantitative and qualitative methods were 
employed in parallel, to address the research objectives and questions outlined earlier. Each of 
these is listed below and on the following page 

1.4.1 PHASE ONE (Quantitative)
A series of surveys was administered to a total of 269 post-primary students aged 12 to 18 
years including Arabic-speaking students (n=62) and a comparative general population sample 
(n=207). The survey (available in both English and Arabic) assessed student mental health and 
wellbeing, as well as their experiences at school, home, and the wider community. Specifically, 
information was gathered on sociodemographic background, schooling, and health, and 
included a battery of measures commonly used to assess aspects of psychosocial wellbeing 
including, depression, anxiety, externalising behaviour, hope, resilience, school belonging, peer 
relationships, and prosocial behaviour (see Appendix One). (Higher scores generally indicate 
higher levels of the construct under investigation.)

3  Under the SEN Guidance for Schools, schools with 10 or more Ukrainian and/or IPAS students can apply for additional SET resources hours 
per week (on a sliding scale) to a maximum of 25 hours per week. Those with 15 or more students can also apply for an additional 3 SNAs 
(maximum) (Dept. of Education, 2023).

4  The Delivering Equality of Opportunity In Schools (DEIS) programme addresses concentrated educational disadvantage by providing 
targeted resources and support to all schools serving socio-economically disadvantaged communities.
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1.4.2 PHASE TWO: (Qualitative)
The survey findings were supplemented and amplified with 8 focus group discussions 
conducted with Arabic-speaking students (n=61) to obtain a deeper understanding of their 
mental health needs and experiences within the school setting.
A further two focus group discussions were undertaken with 21 parents of Arabic-speaking 
students with a view to further explore issues such as their resettlement experiences and 
challenges of resettling to Ireland, the kinds of supports they receive, physical and emotional 
health issues, and their child’s schooling.
A total of 67 additional service provider or education stakeholders took part in a series of in-
depth one-to-one online interviews to explore how they are supporting these students both 
in schools and in the wider community. These included: educators and school administrative 
staff; language support teachers; mental health professionals; resettlement agency staff; and 
community and voluntary organisation personnel who provide support and services either 
professionally or voluntarily, to young Arabic-speaking adolescents and their families.
Data collection was undertaken from late 2021 to mid-2024 and involved eight post-primary 
schools located in in the north, south, east and west of Ireland, including Cork, Dublin, Louth, 
Mayo, Roscommon, Tipperary, Waterford, and Wexford; five schools had DEIS status. An 
interpreter/cultural advisor was available to support Arabic-speaking students in completing 
the survey and also conducted the focus groups in Arabic. Ethical approval was obtained from 
Maynooth University Social Research Ethics Subcommittee. 

2. Key Findings
The total sample across both phases of the study comprised 351 participants, including 
students, parents, and a wide range of key stakeholders (see Table 1). 
Table 1: Total sample (survey, interviews and focus groups) 

Item Total number of participants

Surveys 269 (62 Arabic-speaking students; 203 
comparison group)

Focus groups with Arabic-speaking students 61*
Focus groups with parents of Arabic-speaking 

students 21

Key Informant (stakeholder) interviews
67 (39 school-affiliated staff, statutory agencies, 
resettlement support; 28 community & voluntary 

orgs)

FINAL SAMPLE SIZE 358
* Includes all but one of the Arabic-speaking students who took part in the survey

2.1 Phase One (Survey)
2.1.1 Participant profile

The survey respondents (n=269) were aged, on average, 15 years, and included 135 females 
(50%) and 113 males (42%); the remaining participants identified as non-binary or unspecified. 
The vast majority of Arabic-speaking students were Programme Refugees, many of whom were 
residing in Reception Centres. Twenty-one nationalities were represented across the sample, 
although the largest proportions were born in Ireland (67%) or the Middle-East (20%) with 5% 
born in countries in Eastern Europe (5%). The country of birth of the remaining participants 
included the UK, Pakistan, South Africa, Egypt, India, Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Brazil, Iran, Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia, and Vietnam. The gender and age distribution by country of birth are illustrated in Figure 
1 below and divided into three main groups as follows: (1) born in the Middle East (all Arabic-
speaking students); (2) born in Ireland; and (3) born in ‘Other’ countries (i.e., Eastern Europe, UK, 
Sub-Saharan Africa, and Asia etc). In terms of socioeconomic status, 70% of students were 
attending DEIS-funded schools.
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Figure 1: Gender and age distribution by country of birth 

Figure 2: Student country of birth

2.1.2 Psychosocial wellbeing 

Our statistical analysis involved a comparison of student psychosocial wellbeing across 
the above three sub-samples. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to capture any 
meaningful differences between the three groups (represented by p-values).5

Figure 3 illustrates the mean values for each measure, or construct, along with their 
corresponding confidence intervals. Statistically significant differences (p<0.05) were 
observed in all cases with Arabic-speaking students faring considerably worse on all 
dimensions. Specifically, this group of students reported higher rates of depression, anxiety, 
and externalising behaviour (e.g. acting out, aggressive behaviour) as well as lower levels of 
resilience, hope, social support, and sense of school membership. Interestingly, reports of 
stressful life events among this group were low, but the large amount of missing data in this 
regard (24%) suggests that these results should be interpreted with caution. Indeed, Arabic-
speaking students showed a notably higher tendency, overall, for incomplete responses when 
compared to both Irish-born and other students. 

5  A p-value is a level of statistical significance which describes how likely it is that your data would have occurred by random chance. A 
p-value less than or equal to the significance level (typically 0.05) is considered to be statistically significant.
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Figure 3: Mean scores for each measure by group
Note: Minimum and maximum scores vary across each measure/dimension

Further analysis was conducted to explore how the Arabic-speaking students compared, 
firstly, to the Irish-born students and secondly, to the other (non-Irish-born) group (Table 2). The 
results showed that the Irish born sub-sample and those born in other countries generally had 
more positive psychological wellbeing and greater feelings of support and belonging when 
compared to their Arabic-speaking counterparts. For example, the Irish-born sample reported 
better scores on every dimension when compared to the Arabic-speaking group, with the 
exception of prosocial behaviour. Likewise, the students from other countries generally fared 
better than the Arabic-speaking group, albeit no significant differences were found with regard 
to prosocial behaviour and perceived availability of social support outside of family and friends. 
Table 2: Comparison of aspects of psychosocial wellbeing in Arabic-speaking students versus 
others 
Dimension Irish students / Arabic-speaking 

students
Other students / Arabic-speaking 
students

Mean Diff (95% CI) p-value Mean Diff (95% CI) p-value
Hope Agency 1.08 [0.63, 1.53] 0.0001 1.06 [0.44, 1.67] 0.0046
Hope Pathways 0.99 [0.51, 1.47] 0.0001 1.01 [0.36, 1.65] 0.0171
Hopkins Anxiety -7.59 [-10.43, -4.75] 0.0001 -7.88 [-11.81, -3.95] 0.0002
Hopkins Externalising Beh. -17.3 [-20.18, -14.41] 0.0001 -18.08 [-22.07, -14.1] 0.0001
Hopkins Depression -11.47 [-15.51, -7.42] 0.0001 -9.17 [-14.76, -3.58] 0.0089
Sense of School Membership 0.79 [0.5, 1.09] 0.0001 0.67 [0.26, 1.08] 0.0101
Resilience 7.44 [5.52, 9.37] 0.0001 5.65 [2.99, 8.31] 0.0001
Prosocial behaviour 0.66 [0.19, 1.13] 0.0654 0.7 [0.05, 1.35] 0.7223
Social Support Family 1.66 [1.11, 2.2] 0.0001 1.41 [0.66, 2.16] 0.0001
Social Support Friends 1.26 [0.73, 1.79] 0.0001 1.16 [0.43, 1.89] 0.015
Social Support Other 1.68 [1.1, 2.26] 0.0001 1.06 [0.26, 1.87] 0.1293

p = < 0.05 is statistically significant
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Some interesting correlations were also observed between the measures/constructs (see 
Appendix 2). For example, high levels of anxiety were strongly associated with higher levels 
of depression, while externalising behaviour showed a strong positive correlation with both 
depression and anxiety. Depression was also linked to lower levels of resilience and social 
support, while a stronger sense of school membership was associated with lower levels of 
depression and anxiety, as well as greater resilience. 
An open-ended question allowed students to indicate in which ways they felt supported (or 
not) by their school and peers. Approximately one-third of Arabic-speaking students failed to 
answer this question indicating some reluctance to share their views. We utilised OpenAI’s 
ChatGPT to help identify and analyse patterns or categories of data across the three groups in 
order to generate a representative sample of responses by group. A number of key categories 
and three overarching themes were identified in relation primarily to ‘supports’ and ‘challenges.’ 
For instance, the responses from the Irish-born students revealed that support from teachers 
and staff played a crucial role in their school experience. Students also highlighted the 
importance of friendships and social interactions such as “I have friends here I can talk to,” or 
“My friends like me the way I am.” This sense of camaraderie was echoed by many, indicating 
that peer support is a cornerstone of their school experience. Respect and inclusion were 
also critical themes among this group, but with mixed feelings about how well these are being 
incorporated into the ethos and practices of schools. Some students indicated that they 
felt respected and included: “I feel I am treated with respect at my school,” while others felt 
disconnected or excluded: “Some teachers are understanding but others don’t care and don’t 
see when someone is upset or struggling.” Opportunities to express opinions were clearly 
valued, with students feeling supported when their voices are heard: “I feel supported when I 
can speak my opinion.” 

With regard to the Arabic-speaking students who responded to this question, there were 
varying perceptions of support from teachers and peers, Students from one school expressed 
far more negative opinions of their experiences than others, while responses from the other 
schools were mostly positive, though some gender differences were apparent, with male 
students reporting more negative experiences. 
Respect and safety were also mentioned, with one student stating: “I am treated with respect 
by my peers” although there were also students who felt misunderstood or unsupported: 
“Nothing is making me feel of any support from the school.” Responses from students in the 
‘Other’ group indicated generally positive perceptions of support from both teachers and 
other students. Similar to the other participant groups, there was a general recognition of the 
importance of supportive teachers and friends: “I feel like I am treated equally like any ordinary 
student” and “my friends are people who I can share small problems with.” 

2.2 Phase Two (Qualitative) 
As outlined earlier, we also conducted focus groups with students and their families as well as 
a large and diverse range of other key informant stakeholders. The findings from the interviews 
with each of these groups is presented on the next page. 

2.2.1 Student focus group findings

As part of the focus group discussions, students described the main barriers/challenges 
of school life including, the lack of English language support, inclusion and discrimination, 
and the impact of COVID-19. They also described facilitative factors including, support from 
teaching staff and the importance of family and peer support. The key findings are summarised 
below and illustrated with selected quotations in Box 1.
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Student Focus Group Findings
•	 Students overwhelmingly agreed that language was the most significant barrier to 

learning in school. Some students who arrived just before the COVID-19 pandemic 
restrictions were enforced (March 2020), were often disproportionally affected by 
school closures, especially with regard to limited language provision and the lack 
of in-person teaching. These students continued to struggle with learning and 
integration in the classroom post-COVID-19. 

•	 All students strongly agreed that additional English classes (preferably on a daily 
basis) were necessary to accelerate their learning and facilitate their engagement 
with subject content. Some students also indicated that more intensive language 
support prior to starting school would have been more beneficial: “so that I wouldn’t 
have to balance both learning the language and doing schoolwork.”

•	 Student responses were mixed in terms of a sense of belonging, and experiences 
of discrimination and also varied considerably across schools. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, students who felt they were treated unfairly by teachers (e.g. being 
ignored/not included in class discussions), reported little sense of belonging and 
integration in the classroom. 

•	 Language differences were also a source of discrimination and exclusion. Some 
students felt that their intellectual capabilities were ignored by teachers. It was 
unclear why this was the case, but may be attributable to teachers’ poor perceptions 
of the students’ level of English language proficiency.

•	 Racism from other students was evident and appeared to be driven, at least in part, 
by the often-uninformed views of Arabic/Islamic culture. Students in smaller or 
more rural schools reported little discrimination and felt strong school connections, 
whereas other students reported “bullying because of the hijab” and being 
“stereotyped a lot with terrorism jokes.” Gender differences also existed, with female 
students reporting less incidences of racism and more teacher support than male 
students. 

•	 Teacher support was important for students. Students in the smaller, rural schools 
had more positive perceptions of their teachers, viewing them as respectful and 
helpful.

•	 Female students, in particular, remarked on the lack of Muslim representation 
among teachers: “I think a teacher who wears a hijab will be great! It seems that they 
don’t allow teachers who wear the hijab to work.”

Box 1: Selected illustrative quotations from participating Arabic-speaking students

“To be honest, I have had no issues in school, and I am following the rules well. Even 
the Irish teachers and students say that I am the best, and the teachers and the 
principal treat me very well.”

“They [the teachers] treat me fairly and really respect the hijab.”

“I tried to interact with this guy, and he literally told me to leave him be because I am 
an Arab and he doesn’t interact with Arabs.”

“We always try to show them that we are not the Arabs that they have in their head. We 
try to show them the good image of us and that we are actually nice people.”

“Each time I try to participate in class like I used to love doing in Lebanon, I never get 
chosen, even if I am the only one with my hand up in the class. It’s reached a point 
where my friends tell me to put my hand down since there is no way that she [the 
teacher] will choose me.

“When we have a math class, everyone in the class would be talking and discussing 
the lesson, and the teacher is on the [black] board writing. She doesn’t ask us any 
questions or try to include us in the class. If we were to speak, she would snap at us.”

“I also have teachers that write on the [black] board really quick, and we can’t copy 
everything right away because we are slower with writing, so I end up trying to keep up 
with his pace and I don’t feel like I understood the lesson completely and this happens 
with many classes.”
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Students were also asked what kind of supports newcomer MENA refugees might need 
in schools. Aside from language supports, students were in broad agreement that buddy 
programmes were/would be invaluable in supporting their transition to secondary school. 
The ‘buddy’ should preferably be another Arabic-speaking student who can translate, and 
emotionally support, students throughout class times as well as during breaks and recreational 
activities. Students also recommended additional non-academic classes that focus on Irish 
culture and conversational skills to help them develop friendships and to communicate with 
others in their community. Some students felt that placing students in classes according to 
their age rather than their ability, was an impediment to their progress. They also expressed a 
need for guidance and support on further education and work opportunities on leaving school. 
A small number of students also alluded to the value of teaching Arabic in school so that they 
can keep up to date with their Arabic knowledge or religious classes, as well as written skills.

2.2.2 Parent focus group findings 

Two focus groups with 21 parents (15 females, 6 males) of students in the study were 
undertaken in Louth and Roscommon. The first focus group (Group 1) in Louth was conducted 
in November 2022 with 7 parents (all mothers) who were resettled in the community for a 
number of years. All 7 women had been resettled together in the same housing estate. The 
second (larger) focus group (Group 2) was conducted Roscommon in July 2024 and comprised 
14 parents (6 male, 8 female) who were, at the time, residing in a Reception Centre for a 
minimum of 12 months awaiting resettlement. 
Parental experiences and concerns were very different across each focus group, although 
there were also some commonalities relating to language barriers, physical health issues 
(predominately amongst adults), and associated lengthy wait times for treatment, parent and 
child mental health issues, isolation and sadness as a result of separation from loved ones, as 
well as difficulties adjusting to Irish society and family reunification delays. 

Box 2: Key themes: selected illustrative quotations from family members

“We are very social but when it comes to the Irish, our only problem is the language.”

“Our minds are with the people that we left back home, your mind is always occupied 
with them.”

“Our happiness will never be complete unless you help us try to bring the rest of our 
family here. Therefore, if there was one thing that they can seriously help us with it, it 
would be bringing the rest of our relatives here.”

Group 1 parent focus group: main themes

•	 Group 1 parents spoke at length about their traumatic experiences prior to arrival 
(two of whom had lost their husbands during the conflict). However, they felt 
welcomed by their local community and expressed gratitude to the Irish government 
for their support in helping them resettle in Ireland:
“When we first arrived and saw how we are treated here in Ireland by the people, the 
help they gave us, and our kids - for example, they know that we are wearing hijab and 
we are Muslims - but they never made us feel any different, they accepted and loved 
us the way we are.” 

“In the end we are very grateful for this country because it’s taking care of us and our 
problems.”
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Group 2 parent focus group: main themes
•	 Group 2 parents were much less satisfied with their situation. Unlike Group 1 families 

who had been resettled within 6 months of arrival, these parents were still residing in 
the Reception Centre 12 months post-arrival. In general, they were pessimistic about 
their future, and held high expectations concerning their life in Ireland, which they 
felt had not been met. This group had numerous physical health difficulties resulting 
from conflict or difficult conditions in refugee camps and expressed frustration with 
the long waiting lists for treatment. 

•	 Many parents also spoke of their own mental health difficulties, which were 
exacerbated by ongoing disagreements and conflict with other parents at the centre:
“People will fight between each other and that breaks you mentally. There are 40 plus 
families here.” 

•	 However, some parents were content and appreciative of the support received 
since arriving. 

•	 Parents also discussed their sadness and depression at leaving their old lives and 
being separated from extended family and friends. 
“Sometimes I am ok, saying it is good here and I am happy, and sometimes I cry 
asking why I came here - there is no one here.” 

•	 Women, in particular, were concerned about their children’s education, and their 
integration into the community. Men were more concerned about financial issues 
and to where they will be resettled. 

•	 Delays in family reunification were also an issue for both groups. One man 
described how he was living in Cork and through the reunification process, his son 
was resettled to Dublin. Both had disabilities and travelling proved to be hugely 
stressful: 
“My son has been given a house in Dublin, and I am in Cork. I need to be next to him or 
the opposite. When I complained they said, ‘we will throw you out!’ ‘Am I a dog to throw 
me out?!’” 

•	 Compared to their home country, some parents were unhappy that their children 
spent more time socialising away from home: “We rarely get together now. I don’t 
see my children a lot”.  Conversely, other parents felt their community was safe 
and were happy for their children to socialise outside the home. All parents noted 
that their children mainly conversed in English with their peers. Nevertheless, 
they stressed the importance of spoken Arabic at home but commented on their 
children’s deterioration in Arabic reading and writing skills. 

•	 There was a notable lack of English and digital literacy amongst this group – these 
parents referred to their inability to communicate with schools through apps or 
emails:
“The schools send us papers. We did not understand what was written and so did not 
reply. The school never followed up.” 

•	 Unlike the previous group of parents, these parents also commented on their 
children being bullied in school (both by students and teachers), which further 
impacted their child’s attendance. While children were seen to be integrating well 
overall, parents expressed concerns about the very different traditions and religious 
values of Arabic and Irish cultures. Contrary to the first group, there was a sense of 
hopelessness and frustration with their present circumstances: “I wish we did not 
come here” or “We were imagining things, but the reality is different maybe because 
I’m staying in the Reception Centre” while another woman who had been resettled 
felt her situation had not changed: “It is the same even when I moved to a house.”
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2.2.3 Key Informant Interviews (KIIs)

As outlined earlier, a total of 67 key informant interviews (KIIs) were also conducted as part of 
Phase Two of the study. These included 37 service provider individuals who worked with, or 
supported, Arabic-speaking families and included school personnel, resettlement support, 
statutory agencies (e.g. Tusla (Child and Family Agency) and the Educational Training Board), 
24 individuals from the community and voluntary sector (CVS) plus 6 others from a range of 
backgrounds. The sample was predominantly female (66%) and almost two-thirds (64%) were 
affiliated with statutory agencies. Table 3 shows a breakdown of the sub-sample according to 
affiliation and role. 
Table 3: KII participant characteristics/affiliation (N=67)
Organisation Status Job role Male Female
Community & 
Voluntary Services 
(CVS) (n=24)

Community / Migrant support Language 
Support Mental health specialist 
Resettlement support Youth Work

7 17

Dept of Education 
/ ETBI*/ Third Level 
(n=21)

Educator / teacher Language support / EAL 
teacher Play / Art therapist

7 14

IRPP* staff (n=11) Language support Mental health 
professional Resettlement support 

5 6

Tusla* (n=5) TESS, SCP, EWS* 0 5
Other (n=6)* Religious institution Individuals 3 3
ETBI: Educational and Training Boards Ireland; IRPP: Irish Refugee Protection Programme; Tusla (Child and Family Agency) 
inc. the Educational Welfare Service, School Completion Programme, and Tusla Education Support Service. 
*’Other’ includes a small number of individuals who, for example, worked in a mosque as well as Irish /Arabic-speaking 
individuals who provided information on cultural and contextual aspects of adapting to Irish culture

Collectively, the findings from these interviews highlight a number of major barriers 
facing young Arabic-speaking adolescents, including poor/limited English acquisition, 
lack of education, mental health issues, parental and student expectations, racism, and 
discrimination. These were captured in three overarching themes: 

Key Informants: Theme 1 - Language and limited formal education
•	 Poor language proficiency was identified as the main barrier facing Arabic-

speaking adolescents. 

•	 Language difficulties were further compounded by the lack of formal education. 
Students often spent considerably long periods of time in refugee camps (mainly in 
Lebanon and Jordan) where access to education was limited, or costly, and some 
students (typically males) may have worked from a young age in order to support 
their family. 

•	 Compared to primary school students, newly arrived students at secondary level 
were considered to face additional pressures in relation to learning ‘academic’ 
English at a sufficient level to access the curriculum and to sit their final 
State exams. For example, educators frequently referred to the gap between 
conversational fluency also known as BICS (Basic Interpersonal Communication 
Skills) and that of Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) and how the 
length of time required for students to develop their CALP skills impeded learning. 

•	 For students with low or limited literacy in Arabic, their learning needs were far 
greater. These students took more time to develop language and literacy skills 
and struggled with the formal learning environment due to poor school readiness. 
Despite these difficulties, teaching staff were extremely sympathetic to the 
students’ circumstances. 

•	 There was a general consensus that some students may be unable to sit State 
Exams, and teachers instead adapted their teaching to support language 
development and written skills in order to minimise drop-out.

•	 Many equally felt that the educational expectations were far too high for these 
group of students given their low levels of linguistic proficiency.
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Box 3: Selected illustrative quotations relating to Theme 1
“They’re [the students] put into school with no English, they’re put into classes, and 
expected to kind of just sit in a class where they don’t understand anything that’s 
going on.”

“It takes five or six years for a student to reach a level of competency in English, which 
means that they can follow the curriculum at the level of their ability.”

“You have to go all the way back teaching them phonics, reading and writing and basic 
math skills … the notion of accessing the curriculum was just not really living in the real 
world.”

“They have a very interrupted educational background and some of them have 
never been schooled at all. Someone might be 10/11/12, and they’ve never learned 
their letter sounds, can’t read, have very limited math skills, and behavioural issues, 
because they’re just not used to the concept of being in a class working with groups, 
doing group work.”

Key Informants: Theme 2 - Mental health and wellbeing
•	 Mental health difficulties were also widely cited by stakeholders as a significant 

barrier to student learning and integration within the classroom. 
•	 The impact of pre-migration experiences was evident in terms of student behaviour 

in the classroom. These difficulties manifested in different ways; for example, some 
students demonstrated internalising behaviours (e.g. withdrawn, quiet, and not 
engaging with the class) whilst others showed typical externalising behaviours such 
as disruptiveness, impulsiveness, and/or aggression. 

•	 Cultural values and beliefs around mental health were also found to act as a barrier 
to seeking professional mental health help and support. Mental health professionals 
remarked on the stigma towards mental illness among Muslim communities 
which they felt was due to poor awareness and recognition of the benefits of good 
psychological wellbeing. 

•	 Stress and anxiety experienced by students during the recent pandemic further 
underlined the importance of positive mental health and similarly highlighted a need 
to recognise, and respond, to what appeared to be symptoms of trauma and poor 
psychological wellbeing overall among young refugees.

•	 Trauma was also seen as a barrier to learning, resulting in low levels of 
attentiveness in class as well as poor memory retention and anxiety with the 
learning process. Some stakeholders felt that these difficulties may be attributable 
to being in ‘survival mode’ and that more time was needed for families to settle 
into communities and feel safe before they can engage in community or school/
educational life. 

•	 The pressure to adapt to learn a new language and succeed in school, to make 
friends, and to integrate within communities also added to the sense of isolation felt 
by many students.



19

Box 4: Selected illustrative quotations relating to Theme 2
“Students may act out, just really quiet, not engaged, not reaching out, very contained. 
They may not understand, but they may not tell you they don’t understand, and I 
believe that’s a culture shock. In the younger kids, you may see a lot of acting out, 
being very distracted, no concentration levels …”

“You might have memory retention, like for grammar and stuff like that would be very 
poor in terms of retaining vocabulary retaining grammar, rules? They’ve suffered 
persecution, torture, you know, where it affects the brain, or there might be, you know, 
a lot of anxiety around learning …”

“And what’s also interesting is … for children who present with quite difficult 
behaviours that might look like ASD, or might look like obsessive compulsive disorder, 
actually if you “peel it all back”, it might be expression of trauma or attachment issues 
…”

“My worry is that, for all sorts of reasons, these children have been isolated. They’ve 
been isolated by the war, they’ve been isolated in Lebanon because of the fact that 
they’re Syrian and now they’re living in communities, and they’re isolated. I mean, 
when they talk about it, it is such a lonely place to be in a classroom and literally not 
understanding a word.”

Key Informants: Theme 3 - Perceived racism and discrimination  
and lack of belonging/identity

•	 Teaching staff also spoke of the effects of discrimination and ostracisation faced 
by students. Discrimination often took the form of social exclusion and/or verbal 
harassment as well as micro-aggressions (e.g. comments on religion and religious 
attire), which were often passed off as ‘jokes’ or ‘harmless fun’ by students. 

•	 Stakeholders described how some students reported a lack of social connectedness 
despite being in the country several years. The feeling of belonging was deeply 
connected to identity and culture, and stigmatisation and discrimination were felt to 
exacerbate pre-migration traumas, increasing students’ sense of isolation. 

•	 Negative portrayals of Arabic-speaking people in the media also fuelled an increase 
in anti-Muslim sentiment, and instances of casual racism were frequently perceived 
as a barrier to inclusion and integration in the classroom. It was also felt that 
perceptions of these refugees did not incorporate any recognition of the adversities 
they have experienced during their migration journey. 

•	 The issue of racism were viewed as institutional and stakeholders believed an 
educational approach (from an early age) to educate both students and teachers, 
would promote a more open discussion and discourse on other cultures, including 
Islamic culture. 

•	 Likewise, stakeholders recommended awareness-raising sessions for teachers 
(and the wider community) on cultural and contextual factors facing Arabic-speaking 
students and their families following resettlement to Ireland. 

•	 Due to the high levels of discrimination, a strong sense of belonging was felt to 
improve the mental health or stress levels of students.

•	 Some notable collaborations between schools and community organisations 
created valuable opportunities for supporting students. For example, sports clubs 
or recreational activities were seen to foster self-esteem and a stronger sense of 
belonging/inclusion in the community. 

•	 As expected, families sought support from those within their own community. The 
mosque played a key role in their lives, where children could attend Arabic school 
and learn the Qur’an. However, for some, there was a conflict between the traditional 
values of Arab culture and more secular Irish values that led to family conflict or 
division. 

•	 There was a broad consensus among stakeholders that Arabic-speaking families 
were very grateful and thankful for the opportunity to live in Ireland.
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Box 5: Selected illustrative quotations relating to Theme 3
“People can meet somebody, and they only hear: ‘Oh, these are refugees and asylum 
seekers’ and they forget their history, and how people in Ireland had to leave years ago 
to go to different countries … people can’t even understand the depth of the struggles 
and the difficulties that these people go through.”

“[The child’s] feeling of loneliness can cause psychological issues for the student and 
if his or her parents didn’t give this child attention, this may seriously result in a lot of 
problems for the child. You may find the child marginalised or in emotional turmoil.”

“The Syrian community are really, really grateful to the Irish. I asked everyone did you 
feel that you were welcomed here? And all of them without fail said ‘yes.’”

“We need more … more understanding, more education, more awareness … 
everybody thinks that these places [refugees’ countries of origin] are poor…They don’t 
realise how well these people are educated, what degrees they have, what homes 
they came from, where they came from. Maybe they had no choices, and they had to 
leave. So, it’s about education.”

3.  Discussion
The principal objectives of this study were to assess the mental health and wellbeing of 
adolescent Arabic-speaking students from the MENA regions when compared to the general 
school population, and to explore the nature and extent of services and supports available 
to them in Ireland. Our study findings, based on both the surveys and group-based/one-to-
one interviews, highlight numerous intersecting factors that pose key barriers/challenges 
facing adolescent Arabic-speaking students in Irish schools today. These students are clearly 
experiencing greater difficulties than their Irish/Irish-born counterparts, including poorer 
mental health and wellbeing, significantly lower levels of hope, resilience and sense of school 
belonging as well as lower levels of social and family support. The key findings are discussed in 
the following section, with reference to the wider literature.

3.1 Key findings in context 
The findings reported here are consistent with research conducted elsewhere. For example, 
mental health difficulties among refugees arising mainly from their traumatic pre-migration 
experiences, have been well documented (Chen et al., 2017; Mahmood et al., 2019; Blackmore 
et al., 2020), and, importantly, such trauma may persist post-resettlement, adversely affecting 
both wellbeing and cognitive functioning/development, as well as the rate of acquisition of 
a new language (Kaplan et al., 2016). The SALaMA study team in the US found that Arabic-
speaking students who experienced stressful life events reported higher levels of suicidal 
ideation, although school belonging and connectedness were found to be an important buffer 
against poor mental health and a key factor in building hope and resilience (Stark et al., 2022).
Our findings are also in line with research conducted in Ireland 
by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) (2021) which 
explored the experiences of resettled Syrian refugees (n=153). 
Mental health was identified as a critical concern for this group 
with participants struggling with trauma, separation from family 
members, and isolation. Notably however, they also indicated a 
strong sense of belonging due to social connections made in their 
communities since resettlement. Conversely, our findings show that 
MENA students reported relatively low perceived social support 
from family, friends, and the wider community, although this may not 
be a like-with-like comparison. 
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Our survey findings are supported and amplified by the focus group results during which, 
for example, students described specific micro-level factors that impacted their learning 
and inclusion. Difficulties with language, integration, and acceptance by their peers were 
considerable sources of concern for these students. Poor language proficiency has long been 
recognised as a significant barrier to learning and integration (Ager & Strang, 2008; Morrice, 
et al., 2021) and more specifically, in this context, language was consistently highlighted as a 
barrier to engaging with the school curriculum and connecting with others. It is also important 
to note that there are substantial linguistic differences between Arabic and English in terms 
of orthography and literacy conventions which are crucial to understanding the difficulties 
experienced by these students when learning English. 
Some students also described experiences of racism and discrimination by both their peers 
and teachers, which negatively impacted their sense of belonging in school, although this 
varied considerably across school settings. Those who spoke favourably of teachers were 
content with their progress in school and happier in school overall. Difficulties in forming 
friendships with peers outside their own ethnic group were widely reported. The importance 
of friendship as a key source of support (or lack thereof) and a weak sense of belonging have 
been highlighted in a small number of other studies on young Syrian refugees living both in 
Ireland (Ní Raghallaigh, Smith & Scholtz, 2019; IOM, 2021) and elsewhere (Salam et al., 2023; 
Nguyen et al., 2024) - issues which are compounded by the limited language proficiency and 
of prejudice and stereotyping (Smith, Ni Raghallaigh, & Scholtz, 2021). The large sample of 
stakeholders who were interviewed as part of this study, shared largely similar viewpoints 
and perspectives to those of the students; the combination of limited language and literacy 
skills, interrupted education, and poor student literacy in their heritage language, were seen to 
significantly disadvantage this group. 
These findings have been echoed in other studies where long periods out of education have 
been detrimental to students who lack the necessary academic skills, language, and school 
readiness to progress well in school (Sirin & Sirin, 2015; Dryden-Petersen, 2016; Hos, 2020). 
This appears to be particularly the case for older students in our study who were placed in 
age-appropriate classes despite their much lower levels of academic ability when compared to 
their general population peers.
These kinds of challenges appear to be exacerbated by the high academic expectations of 
both students and their parents, which have also been identified as problematic in studies 
conducted elsewhere (Ragnarsdóttir, 2020; Gandarilla Ocampo et al., 2021). Importantly, 
competence in English was critical for students to keep pace with the curriculum, and 
educators were in broad agreement that these students were often not equipped for the 
Leaving Certificate curriculum, thereby limiting their educational attainment and attendant 
opportunities for the future. It is important to note here, that students will have the opportunity 
to sit the revised Leaving Certificate Arabic in September 2025, thereby allowing them to gain 
a formal qualification in their heritage language, whilst also improving their plurilingual and 
pluricultural competence (National Council for Curriculum Assessment, 2020). 
Some educators and language support teachers in the current study 
felt that they had little knowledge, or understanding, of the impact 
of pre-migration adversities on learning (e.g. exposure to conflict, 
loss or separation of family members, and displacement). Likewise, 
some teachers reported feeling unprepared for the challenges of 
cultural and linguistic diversity in their classrooms. Consequently, 
this placed even greater pressure on teaching staff to support 
students’ education and many were trying to adapt by employing 
phonetics and basic reading and writing to progressively build on 
students’ language skills. Building partnerships in the community 
(i.e., sports clubs, youth and community organisations) was also 
seen as essential to fostering positive integration among students and there were some good 
examples highlighted in the data. Indeed, research has shown that such collaboration expands 
opportunities for support and learning and brings together services that better target the 
needs of newcomers in a more sustainable manner (Vanek et al., 2020). 
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Racism in school and community settings was also reported by the stakeholders (but notably 
not teachers), and depictions of Muslims in the media were seen to fuel an increase in anti-
Muslim sentiment, also observed by a number of other authors (Walsh et al., 2017; Miller 
et al., 2022). While the recent pro-Palestine position adopted by the Irish government may 
help to promote a more inclusive atmosphere in this regard, targeted initiatives focused on 
education, community engagement, and anti-discrimination policies are needed to help 
foster integration both in (primary and post-primary) schools and in the wider community. For 
example, the findings from our sister SALaMA study indicate that school policies that promote 
peer relationships and a sense of school belonging, in addition to providing students with 
culturally responsive social and emotional learning (SEL), can promote positive newcomer 
adjustment and belonging (Seff et al., 2024; Bennouna et al., 2021). Likewise, our findings 
suggest a need to provide additional funding and targeted training at a post-primary level to 
support teachers and students in this regard and especially in view of evidence to suggest a 
strong association between low levels of school connectedness and depressive and/or anxiety 
symptoms (Raniti, 2022). However, different kinds of age-appropriate supports and at varying 
levels of intensity, may be needed across the primary versus post-primary sectors and in urban 
versus rural-based schools, although much also depends on the school ethos, management, 
and available resources. For example, the students in the two rural participating schools in our 
study reported fewer difficulties than the other schools, most probably due to smaller student 
numbers, first or second generation status, and strong school leadership. Older students also 
appeared to be experiencing more difficulties than their younger counterparts, but the sample 
size is too small to permit any level of generalisability with regard to either of these points. 
Furthermore, it is notable that 7 in 10 of the students in this study attended DEIS schools; the 
significant concentration of these students in DEIS schools and the multiple nationalities 
represented in our sample raise important questions for the wider school system as a whole. 
Anecdotally, there is a general lack of visibility and discourse around migrant youth, which 
further reinforces silencing and lack of agency, compounded by geographical and sectoral 
distribution. This same lack of agency and invisibility also applies to their parents in terms of 
the ease with which they can access and navigate the school system (including understanding 
and completing paperwork which is often necessary for accessing additional supports for their 
children). Importantly however, the DEIS funding is targeted at the most at-risk students, often 
resulting in innovative strategies and initiatives (e.g. the translation of induction materials into 
multiple languages, and strategies to promote inclusion, such as language buddies, and also 
the Yellow Flag Programme6). Despite this, there remains an urgent need for more multicultural 
approaches/initiatives to support the learning, integration and psychosocial wellbeing of all 
students in both DEIS and non-DEIS schools.  

The students who participated in our study highlighted a number of 
initiatives or strategies which they found helpful in their adjustment 
to school. For example, consistent with other research (e.g. Vickers, 
McCarthy & Zammit, 2017), some schools had set up buddy/peer 
mentor programmes (with someone from their own ethnic group) 
which were important in supporting students’ transition to school. 
Similarly, the crucial importance of teacher support, and the need 
to increase awareness among school staff and students of Arab 
culture, were also highlighted (Kaur & Szorenyi, 2020). Students 
expressed a need for an accelerated language programme 
to help them engage better with the curriculum and to more 

effectively integrate into school. Furthermore, the lack of an inclusive school environment 
and the homogeneity of teaching staff (in particular, the notable lack of Muslim teachers) 
were highlighted by mainly female students. Interestingly, In their recent study of culturally 
responsive school environments in Irish primary schools, Foley and Fass (2024) describe 
how efforts to develop, and implement, an inclusive curriculum are often hampered by the 
institutional ethos of schools (especially those in denominational settings), the homogeneity of 
teaching staff and limited training opportunities to develop tools to manage diversity. Hence, 
establishing pathways into the teaching profession for teachers from various socioeconomic, 
ethnic, and cultural backgrounds, is critical to address teacher diversity (Irish National Teachers 
Organisation, 2024). 

6  The Yellow Flag Programme supports schools to promote an inclusive, positive environment, celebrate diversity, and challenge racism and 
discrimination.
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Parents’ experiences of resettlement were also explored in the current study, and as outlined 
earlier, the findings indicate generally more positive views in Group 1 versus Group 2, although 
separation from extended family and delays with the family reunification process were 
sources of stress and strain shared across both. Differing cultural and religious values were 
also of concern to some parents who felt that their children were embracing new beliefs and 
values that may be incompatible with their own, more traditional, cultural values. Indeed, 
this ‘acculturation’ gap can often undermine the role of the parent, leading to increased 
intergenerational conflict and poorer psychosocial adjustment among children (Baghdasaryan, 
Lampa and Osman, 2021; Dennis, Basañez & Farahmand, 2010). The frustration and sense of 
hopelessness reported by the Group 2 parents were clearly influenced, and amplified, by their 
confinement for longer periods at the Reception centre and the attendant resettlement delays. 
Due to previous experiences of conflict and associated trauma, these parents also reported 
poor physical health, and the lack of timely access to treatment was a recurring concern. 
High levels of mental health difficulties were also reported, compounded by the loss of, and 
separation from, extended family and social networks. The deterioration in mental health and 
wellbeing among refugees has previously been linked to a lack of autonomy and control over 
their circumstances, leading to boredom and frustration (Watters et al., 2022). These difficulties 
are often ameliorated by resettlement and gaining a sense of belonging in the community. 
Overall, these findings are important in highlighting the detrimental impact on mental health 
and wellbeing of, amongst other things, prolonged separation from extended/nuclear family 
which, in turn, impedes the process of resettlement and integration (Choummanivong et al., 
2014). These results are also of considerable concern in view of the increasing evidence across 
the world to show that parental mental ill health can significantly increase the likelihood of a 
child/children developing a mental health illness (often repeated across generations), thereby 
indicating the huge importance in a child’s life of early intervention and prevention through, for 
example, family-focused programmes, practices and policies (Furlong et al., 2024). 

3.2  Strengths and limitations of the study
Our study adds to the existing evidence in Ireland on the experiences of refugee children and 
families arriving through the IRPP (IOM, 2021; Ní Raghallaigh, Smith and Scholtz, 2019), but. 
Importantly however, it provides detailed quantitative and qualitative insights into the specific 
needs and experiences of a large sample of Arabic-speaking young people and their families 
who have resettled to a high-income country from conflict-affected regions. Little is known 
about the educational and psychosocial functioning of Arabic-speaking adolescents living in 
European countries, or the mental health and contextual factors associated with their learning 
and integration in schools. This study makes a number of important contributions, therefore, to 
our understanding of the experiences and perspectives of these students and their families, 
particularly within a European context. 
Our collective findings underline the complexity of the process of integrating Arabic-speaking 
students into schools, including specific barriers rooted in poor language and literacy skills, 
limited education and mental health difficulties. While international research in the US, 
Canada and Australia has highlighted similar challenges (Buchanan et al., 2018; Clarke et 
al., 2021; Weng et al., 2021; Seff et al., 2024), there is a notable lack of studies within Europe 
more generally, and particularly in understanding how these barriers can strongly influence 
the ability of resettled refugees to meaningfully engage in education and develop a strong 
sense of belonging in their schools and wider communities. Our findings are important, 
therefore, in filling this gap and in informing the development of potential support initiatives 
and programmes for all newcomer refugees including those from Arabic-speaking countries. 
Our findings, along with those of our partners, the SALaMA study in the US, also contribute to 
the generation of one of the world’s largest data sets on the psychosocial wellbeing of young 
Arabic-speaking immigrants in high income counties and with attendant implications for 
migrant youth from other non-MENA countries. The findings also highlight some ways in which 
schools/communities might better support these students as they adapt to life outside their 
country of origin. 



24

This study was also limited in a number of ways. The COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2022) 
significantly and negatively impacted the recruitment of schools and, therefore, the study 
timeline as there were protracted closures during this three-year period with staff and students 
working remotely. Consequently, a substantial amount of additional time was needed to identify 
and engage with schools as well as parents and key service providers both during and after 
the pandemic. This was compounded by the fact that many schools scattered throughout the 
country only had small numbers of Arabic-speaking students. 
In addition, not all Arabic speaking parents provided consent for their children to participate, 
perhaps due to the negative perceptions of mental health within their culture and despite the 
best efforts of the school principals. In addition, the proportionately large number of missing 
survey responses from Arabic-speaking students may limit the generalisability of some of the 
findings, although this was addressed by the fact that all but one of these students agreed to 
participate in focus groups, the results of which supported (and helped to amplify) the survey 
findings. In addition, few educators participated in this study (notably those from participating 
schools) which precluded the gathering of in-depth information on school approaches and 
supports for migrant students.
It is unclear why educators were reluctant to participate, but the re-opening of schools post-
COVID-19 and the catch-up involved, coupled with the day-to-day demands of teaching, may 
have limited their availability. Lastly, many of the key stakeholders who participated in this 
study were working with Programme Refugees through the IRPP, and all participating students 
and their parents were also resettled as part of this programme. Thus, those Arabic-speaking 
families who seek asylum under IPAS may have very different experiences of living in Ireland. 
Despite this however, we believe that the findings should be broadly generalisable to Arabic-
speaking adolescents in IPAS, as well as other ethnic groups. 

3.3 Key Learnings  
Notably, our findings emphasise the importance of the sociocultural and emotional needs of 
refugee post-primary students, particularly at higher (Leaving Certificate) level, as well as the 
need for supports to facilitate learning and promote inclusion. Existing evidence suggests that 
more targeted approaches which better respond to the socioemotional needs of refugees 
(Reddick and Dryden-Peterson, 2021) can help to inform future changes in practice, and 
bolster refugee wellbeing and integration. Trauma-informed approaches (Maynard et al., 
2019; Overstreet & Chafouleas, 2016), building intercultural competence (Karabinar and Guler, 
2013), and implementing culturally responsive social and emotional learning (SEL) initiatives 
(Bennouna et al., 2021) are just some of the approaches that can be adopted in schools to 
better support newcomer refugees. For example, simple approaches such as peer/buddy 
supports and translation apps and materials can help to facilitate students’ transition to school 
and build their language skills. 
In an Irish context, key policies such as the Migrant Integration 
Strategy (2019) which is currently under revision, and Languages 
Connect – Ireland’s Strategy for Foreign Languages in Education (2017 
– 2026) recognise the central importance of language for integration 
and the development of multilingualism. Languages Connect reflects 
current EU policy in promoting the value of linguistic diversity for 
social cohesion and migrant integration and employability (Katsarova 
and Chahri, 2022). Heritage languages are typically under-valued, and 
supporting the host language as well as promoting linguistic diversity, 
have been shown to be equally important to supporting integration 
and psychosocial wellbeing (Gillespie et al., 2022; Horgan et al., 
2022). 
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The combined findings from both the SALaM Ireland and SALaMA studies, identified language 
support as key to improving language proficiency and learning. As a result, a new dual-
language learning programme was co-developed by QFI in partnership with the Maynooth 
University SALaM Ireland team to support the language and educational needs of adolescent 
Arabic-speaking students in schools in Ireland. This new intensive two-week ‘LEARNS’ 
(Language Enrichment for ARabic-speaking adolesceNts) programme involves a combination 
of heritage language with English language instruction for Arabic-speaking young people. The 
programme was first delivered and piloted in two Irish schools in the summer of 2023 and 
2024. The preliminary findings from the informal evaluation highlight improvements both in 
language proficiency and student socioemotional wellbeing (Leckey et al., 2024). For example, 
conversational language fluency improved as did Arabic reading and writing. The LEARNS 
programme may also provide a useful foundation for students who wish to pursue Arabic as 
a subject at Irish Leaving Certificate level, the syllabus for which has been recently revised to 
reflect the changing profile of Arabic speakers and learners in Ireland. 
Overall, these findings provide promising evidence of a potential model of good practice that 
could be replicated across other schools in Ireland and elsewhere. Indeed, dual language 
programmes and initiatives in the US (e.g. the Dual language Educators Network in Virginia) 
have been shown to have social and emotional benefits whilst also reinforcing social identity 
(https://www.globalhealthpursuit.com/shownotes/62). A larger, more rigorous evaluation of the 
LEARNS programme in Ireland is planned for 2025.

3.4 Conclusion and Key Recommendations 
Schools provide a critical and consistent point of contact for refugee youth in terms of helping 
them to learn a new language and adjust to their lives away from their home countries, whilst 
also potentially signposting them to other services/supports. However, as outlined here 
and elsewhere in the literature, numerous contextual factors combine to affect, positively or 
negatively, the overall mental health and wellbeing of these young people and their integration 
into schools and the wider community. 
The combined survey, focus group, and extensive one-to-one interview data generated as 
part of the SALaM Ireland Study yield rich insights into the experiences and challenges facing 
Arabic-speaking students and their families who have resettled to Ireland from conflict-
affected countries. The collective findings represent an important addition to the literature in 
terms of enhancing our understanding of the resettlement experience and its impact on both 
psychosocial wellbeing and learning/educational attainment. Understanding how different 
groups of migrant-origin children fare in our educational system can assist teachers in 
addressing the educational and socioemotional needs of these students and, more broadly, 
help to inform the development of effective supports and policies. The findings reported here 
highlight some useful points of learning and potential areas of service improvement at both at 
a school and community level. We have outlined below a number of key recommendations to 
help inform policy and practice in this area, not only in Ireland, but in other European countries 
and perhaps farther afield. 

https://www.globalhealthpursuit.com/shownotes/62
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Recommendations
•	 Schools can play a key role in the integration process by focusing on whole school 

approaches and practices that recognise diversity and promote inclusive curricula. 
•	 There is a need to increase awareness among teachers of how pre-migratory 

experiences adversely affect adolescents’ lives to help them better understand the 
cultural and contextual factors that influence learning and integration. Professional 
intercultural courses/training for teachers are recommended. This can incorporate 
training which focuses on understanding the ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity 
of students, as well as implementing a school-wide trauma informed approach that 
recognises the links between trauma, learning, and behaviour in school.

•	 Insufficient EAL supports means that students are struggling to access the 
curriculum and more EAL support is needed to accelerate language learning. 
Additionally, the vocabulary used in secondary school is more complex, and 
refugees lack the ‘academic language’ ability needed to bring them in line with their 
native-born peers.

•	 Important improvements have been made with regard to addressing the educational 
needs of Ukrainian children. However, recognising the differential needs of 
refugees is equally important and building teachers’ capacity to sufficiently address 
complex learning needs and promote sustainability requires awareness-raising and 
appropriate funding which will ultimately benefit all refugee and migrant students.

•	 Teachers may need to readjust their expectations about the academic and 
educational outcomes of Arabic-speaking refugees. Schools should expand their 
awareness of other languages and cultures and continue to remove barriers that 
hinder refugees’ sense belonging and integration in the classroom. 

•	 A trusting teacher-student relationship can help students with learning and support 
their sense of school belonging. Teacher knowledge of refugee-related issues and 
their availability to students are also crucial.

•	 Discrimination can also negatively affect school completion and contribute to 
social isolation. Importantly, racism and discrimination remain important issues to 
be addressed, not only in schools, but also more widely within Irish society (OECD, 
2024). While efforts are ongoing to improve the diversity of school staff in Ireland, the 
profile of teachers still does not reflect the diversity of their students (OECD, 2024). 
Other key recommended actions include expanding the Home School Community 
Liaison (HSCL) scheme to other non-DEIS schools with specific needs, build greater 
parental engagement, and engage in cultural mediation. 

•	 In line with existing European and Irish policy, a multicultural education philosophy is 
encouraged, one that values the traditions of newcomer and refugee students and 
promotes multilingualism. In this respect, heritage language classes are important 
for maintaining students’ skills in their home language as well as connection to their 
culture. 

•	 Intensive dual language programmes, such as the QFI-funded and co-designed               
LEARNS programme, represents a potential model of good practice that can 
support both heritage and English language learning whilst also improving overall 
socioemotional wellbeing. 

•	 Supports/initiatives recommended by students include buddy/peer support 
programmes that typically involve an Arabic-speaking student who helps to support 
a fellow student’s transition in school, and non-academic classes that focus on 
Irish culture and conversational skills to help students develop friendships and 
communicate with others in their community. Teachers and guidance counsellors 
can also support students and parents on further education or work opportunities.

•	 Parents who had limited English referred to the difficulties in travelling to English 
classes. English language supports that focus on conversational skills as well as 
practical information on digital literacy would help them to build social connections 
and also improve communication with their child’s school.
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Appendix One 
Key Measures

•	 Children’s Hope Scale measures hope in individuals and includes questions that 
measure ‘Agency’ (i.e. the ability to initiate and sustain action towards goals) and 
‘Pathways’ (the means to carry out goals). 

•	 Child and Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM-12) assesses individual resilience and the 
resources (individual, relational, communal and cultural) available to individuals that 
may help to bolster their resilience. 

•	 Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL-37A) is used to measure multiple dimensions of 
mental health and comprises three sub-scales to measure depression, anxiety, and 
externalising behaviour.

•	 Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS) measures perceived 
social support and includes three sub-scales, which capture social support from 
three respective sources: Friends, family, and a significant other. 

•	 Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale (PSSM) is used to measure 
students’ sense of school belonging and connection with the educational 
environment.

•	 Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire assesses emotional and behavioural 
difficulties and two sub-scales were included: Peer Problems and Prosocial 
behaviour.

•	 Stressful Life Events Checklist-Revised assesses exposure to traumatic or stressful 
life events as well as asking whether students experienced any drastic changes in 
their family in the last year.
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Appendix Two
Correlational analysis of measures

Blue indicates a positive correlation - an increase in the value of one construct is associated with 
increasing values of the other. Red indicates a negative correlation – an increase in the value of 
one variable is associated with a decrease in the values of the other.



Schools and educational systems in both Ireland and across Europe are grappling with 
significant challenges in integrating refugees into mainstream education. Current research 
highlights the negative impact of pre- and post-migration experiences on educational 
progression, as well as the elevated risk of educational disadvantage among refugees 
compared to the wider immigrant population. Despite this, schools can play a critical role in 
supporting the resettlement of refugees by addressing both their learning and socioemotional 
needs. 
The four-year SALaM Ireland study, funded by Qatar Foundation International (QFI), was 
conducted by a cross-disciplinary team from Maynooth University in collaboration with 
Washington University, St. Louis. This study aimed to assess and explore the mental health, 
psychosocial wellbeing, and experiences of students aged 12-18 who resettled in Ireland from 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. The research team also investigated the 
services and supports available to these young people. 
The study findings make a crucial contribution to understanding the experiences and 
perspectives of Arabic-speaking young people and their families who have resettled to Ireland 
from conflict-affected regions. Collectively, the results highlight the critical importance of 
addressing the sociocultural and emotional needs of refugee students, whilst also providing 
appropriate supports to facilitate their learning and inclusion. 
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