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Webinar Topic:  Communicating about School Culture 
 
Supporting adaptive classroom behaviour in students who 
are new refugees 
 

                                
 
Speaker’s bio:  Alison McInnes is an Assistant Professor in the Special Education 
program area in the Department of Educational Psychology at the Faculty of 
Education. She teaches courses on the complex needs of students with 
communication, literacy, and behavioural challenges in an inclusive education 
context for pre-service teachers, graduate students, and practising 
teachers.  Her research interests focus on the language and cognitive skills of 
children who struggle with attention, social communication, and academic 
success in the classroom, and how teachers can adapt and differentiate 
instruction to support improved behaviour and learning.  
 
Some principles that can guide how teachers approach 
behavioural concerns regarding students who are new refugees: 
 

• Kids want to do well and will if they can               
(adapted from:  Greene, R. 2014) 
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   - many maladaptive behaviours can be traced to skill deficits 
 

• Maladaptive behaviour is “more than meets the eye”  
 
  For refugee children with a history of trauma and loss, who  
  are adjusting to a new life, language, and culture, there are 
   many potential underlying factors that can influence  
   behaviour across situations at school 
 
            Some potential underpinnings of behavioural difficulties 
  (i.e., what is under the “tip of the iceberg” of observed behaviours)  
   
 -  misunderstanding of behavioural expectations and consequences 
 
 -  limited language proficiency 
 
  - basic language skills – vocabulary, grammar, syntax needed to 
             comprehend others and express oneself 
      
  - social language skills – language used to get along with others, 
            including understanding of “body  
      language” in our culture 
 
 - limited classroom skills due to lack of school experience, or very  
    different school cultures (e.g., student may not know how to work in   
               groups on open-ended tasks such as projects) 
 
 - anxiety and fear about not fitting in socially or doing poorly  
    academically 
 
  Anxiety is an internal sense of distress and worry which is often 
  not directly observable, and can fluctuate across situations;  
  anxiety restricts one’s ability to think clearly and rationally in  
  challenging situations, and may lead to behaviours such as  
  impulsivity, non-compliance, social withdrawal, academic   
  disengagement (e.g., not taking anything in or not retaining  
  information from day to day), or more serious outbursts or  
  “meltdowns”.   
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• How teachers interpret what is underlying behaviours of 
concern will determine how they deal with it 

  
Questions to ask about the behaviour – start with #1 and work through until 
#3 – some factors require dealing with the child individually (e.g., teaching 
skills) and others require dealing with groups of children (e.g., eliminating 
bullying). As in all school settings, behaviour that threatens the safety of self 
of others will require staff to follow school procedures and protocols for 
serious incidents.  
 
1.   Can the behaviour be explained by difficulties coping with the demands 
of the situation? 
 - skill deficits – e.g., not understanding social cues or what was said 
 - emotional reactions – e.g., difficulty controlling anxiety and distress;  
  are there also stressors at home that are involved? 
 
2.  Is the student reacting to the behaviour of others or a specific situation? 
 - e.g., being bullied or teased, or not knowing  how to get  out of an  
  uncomfortable situation (e.g., not enjoying games involving  
  being chased by other children at recess; not knowing how to  
  respond in a group; misperceiving the intentions of others)    
 
3.  Is the student’s behaviour intentional? 
 - e.g., student is provoking others, or retaliating with verbal or physical  
  aggression toward others, behaviours which may have built up  
  over time 
 
   

• Students who are newcomers will need explicit teaching 
about how to be successful in the classroom, and how to 
understand the “hidden curriculum” 

 
- understanding what to do in classroom tasks and routines, and learning 
 to understand expectations that other students know implicitly  
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 *  this knowledge is often difficult to post on visual schedules and must    
     be modeled or taught explicitly 
  

          e.g., knowing that when the teacher says or does X, it means Y 
 
 e.g., understanding what certain types of feedback actually mean, 
 especially indirect instructions:  “I like the way Jason is sitting” 
   
 e.g., understanding task expectations - if the student does not 
 understand what the final product of a class activity should look like, he 
 or she may not finish the task or may not understand the teacher’s 
 feedback; it will be helpful to use exemplars frequently until the 
 student is more familiar with what is expected - use explicit instructions 
 with visual supports when feasible about what you want the student to 
 do 
 
  

• Using approaches from current best practices in teaching in 
classrooms with diverse learners, teachers can prevent 
occurrences of maladaptive behaviour and promote 
development of pro-social skills for children who are 
newcomers as well as other children in the classroom 

 
  - Inclusive education practices   
 - use culturally sensitive classroom management approaches 
  e.g., be aware that common strategies such as “proximity” and  
   “stern looks” may be very threatening for a student who is 
   a refugee 
 - focus on fostering students’ awareness of and support for mutual  
  respect and responsibility to uphold values and expectations of  
  the school and classroom 
 - provide differentiated instruction to match activities to learners’  
  skills and interests 
 - provide choice in learning activities and participation 
 - promote collaborative learning and reduce competition among  
  students   
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- Positive Behaviour Supports 
 - provide as much structure and predictability in the classroom setting  
  as possible 
 - provide frequent praise and positive feedback (e.g., concrete   
  rewards, social praise, parent communication (i.e., “your   
  child had a good day today !”)  
 - monitor students’ stress, energy & arousal, and quality of peer   
  interactions 
 
 e.g., students may be exhausted from the mental effort in processing  
  English all day (academically and socially) – they may benefit  
  from planned “down time” in a  special area of the classroom  
  where they can select a quiet activity, and should be able to  
  request their own “down time” when needed; teachers could  
  also schedule less demanding activities in the afternoon when  
  the student  is likely to be more tired 
 
 -  determine the settings and circumstances surrounding    
  maladaptive behaviour, and what might be reinforcing or   
  maintaining it, and proactively intervene to change these factors 
 
 - look for miscommunications and skills not yet acquired before  
  imposing consequences – use minor incidents as opportunities to 
  teach skills 
 
The above points and suggestions are intended to be a starting point for 
school staff to develop pro-active strategies to prevent maladaptive 
behaviour in children who are recent refugees. These points are not intended 
as a panacea, but may be helpful while teachers are getting to know their 
new students and developing trusting relationships with them. It is expected 
that there will be many “bumps along the road”, behaviourally speaking, for 
these children, their families, and teachers.  In some cases, it may be 
necessary to involve school support services (e.g., social workers, behaviour 
support staff), however, it is important that students who are new refugees 
are not labeled or referred to special classrooms until potential factors 
regarding their challenging behaviour and solutions have been explored.   
 
Contact	  information:	  	  mcinnes2@ualberta.ca 
 


