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Welcome, Mentor!  

Thank you for volunteering to be mentor with RefugeeOne. By joining the Mentor program, you are 
taking part in a global effort to resettle people who have fled their homes due to war and persecution. 
Throughout your time as a mentor, you will help your mentees adapt to their new life in Chicago. It is 
our sincere hope that you find the relationship you build both inspirational and rewarding. We thank you 
in advance for the commitment you are making and extend the full support of RefugeeOne to both you 
and your mentees.  
 
As a mentor, you will be working with a refugee family who has recently arrived in America. When you 
begin your mentorship it is important to keep in mind that there is no “standard refugee”. Your mentees 
may have been a farmer or a doctor in their native country. They may have never been to school or 
they could hold an advanced degree. Your mentees could have been displaced for decades or only a 
few years. Each person is unique. With this diversity comes a variety of challenges and opportunities. 
During the six months you spend with your mentees, you will have the opportunity to learn their 
strengths and weaknesses, as well as the hopes they have for their new life in Chicago.  
 
Mentors link refugees to the Chicago community. Most often, you will be the only Americans that your 
mentees know aside from RefugeeOne staff. During the first few months after a refugee is resettled, 
nothing is habitual. For new arrivals, even simple tasks like buying groceries or taking the bus can be 
difficult. This is where you come in! As mentors, you will be helping your mentees become self-
sufficient. While there is no one set of tasks mentors are required to do, RefugeeOne suggests working 
on life skills such as English, public transportation, shopping, laundry and computer skills. Your time 
and effort will be deeply appreciated by your mentees and the entire RefugeeOne community.  
 
Throughout your mentorship, please feel free to contact us. The programs and services offered by 
RefugeeOne exist with a single purpose--to resettle refugees into lives of safety, dignity and self-
reliance. If you have questions or concerns about your mentorship, please do not hesitate to contact us! 
You may email me at hsweitzer@refugeeone.org, or for immediate assistance during office hours you 
may reach me at (773) 423-9836. 
 
Thank you for your commitment!   
 
 

Helen 
 

 

Helen Sweitzer 

Director of Resettlement
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Who We Are 

As the largest full-service refugee agency in Illinois, RefugeeOne has welcomed more than 16,000 

refugees fleeing war, terror, and persecution since 1982. RefugeeOne walks alongside refugees from 

the moment they land at O’Hare Airport – providing welcome, English classes, furnished homes, job 

search support, mental health care, after-school programming, and mentors to help refugees integrate 

into American society. Our ultimate goal is to help refugee families become self-reliant in as few as 6-9 

months. What’s remarkable is how quickly they succeed! 

Who We Serve 

As a result of the global refugee crisis and violent conflict in Syria, in 2016 RefugeeOne resettled its 

highest number of refugees in more than 15 years. The vast majority of clients are refugee families with 

children who have been traumatized by loss and war. Recent federal policy changes, however, have 

resulted in some of the lowest numbers of resettlements in decades.  

The majority of refugees currently being resettled by RefugeeOne are: 

 Syrians fleeing an ongoing and violent civil war 

 Iraqis and Afghanis who assisted the U.S. military and those who fled persecution 

 Burmese who fled the violence of the junta of Myanmar 

 Congolese who fled pervasive conflict in their country 
 

How We Are Funded 

RefugeeOne receives $1,125 per capita from the federal government to pay for the refugees’ living 

expenses once they reach the U.S. However, it takes a minimum of $8,000 to provide a family of four 

with rent, food, and furnishings during their first three months as family members acquire basic 

language and job skills through our programs. With additional funds from donors, RefugeeOne can 

ensure that each refugee has a strong foundation for a flourishing life in the U.S. 

Aminata was determined to do whatever possible to give her granddaughter, 

Mamayan, a good future after they fled war in Liberia.  

We helped 11-year-old Mamayan enroll at a high-performing school and 

matched her with a volunteer tutor. Then we helped Aminata find an evening 

job at Steppenwolf Theater so she could take her granddaughter to school 

every day.  

Aminata is proud to be working – but she is even more proud of Mamayan’s 

good grades and eagerness to learn. 
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Refugee Resettlement 
___________________________________________________________________________________________  

1. Flight 

A refugee is a person who is outside his/her country and cannot 

return owing to well-founded fear of persecution because of their 

race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership of a 

particular group. (UNHCR 2005)  

 

Refugees frequently flee in order to protect themselves or their 

loved ones. Often, the choice to leave one’s country must be 

made on short notice, with little time to pack important 

documents, mementos, or supplies.  

 

2. Refugee Status 

Once a refugee has crossed an international border, he/she 

must apply for legal refugee status with the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Only the UNHCR is 

capable of granting official refugee status. The UNHCR may 

also provide protection, travel documents and other forms of 

assistance to refugees.   

 

3. Referral  

Resettlement in a third country is the last option available to 

refugees. No country is legally mandated to accept refugees. 

Therefore, the number of countries with active resettlement 

programs remains small.  

 

Only 1% of the total refugee population is referred for 

resettlement. Of that number, only half will be resettled. 

Resettlement is reserved for persons or groups deemed to be of 

specific humanitarian concern. Similarly, family unification, 

professional abilities and language skills are important factors in 

the decision making process.  

 

Based on these criteria, a refugee may be referred for 

resettlement either by the UNHCR or an embassy. Referral for 

resettlement does not guarantee approval.  

 

 

Sources: 

o State Department Foreign Affairs Manual: 9 FAM Part IV Appendix O  
o OIG Report No. MERO-IQO-08-02, Status of US Refugee 

Resettlement Processing for Iraqi Nationals, July 2008 

The Resettlement 

Process in Brief: 

1. A refugee flees his/her own country 
 
2. A refugee seeks refugee status  
 
3. UNHCR or US embassy refers a 
refugee for resettlement  
 
4. Applications and interviews are 
conducted by the US State 
Department  
 
5. A refugee is placed with a voluntary 
agency 
 
6. A refugee is received in the United 
States by a resettlement agency like 
RefugeeOne 
 
 

“Safety, Dignity, Self-Reliance” 
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4. Application  

Each year, the United States sets an admissions ceiling 

and reviews eligible cases which have been referred to its 

Immigration and Naturalization Service Office. Officers at 

regional embassies collect biographical information about 

the applications, conduct interviews, process background 

checks, and medical evaluations. Once this information 

has been collected and the security clearance and medical 

examination have produced no adverse finding, a refugee 

may be approved for resettlement.  

 

Once a refugee is approved for resettlement, he/she 

receives an orientation to American culture. If a refugee is 

denied approval for resettlement, he/she has 30 days to 

reapply. Reapplications are only accepted if new 

information is submitted.  

 

5. Placement with a Volunteer Agency 

Prior to arrival in the United States, each refugee is 

matched with one of ten national Voluntary Agencies. 

These agencies provide reception and placement services 

to refugees being settled in the United States.  

 

In order to receive refugees, RefugeeOne partners with 

the following national agencies: 

 

o Church World Service 

o Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services  

 

 

6. Reception  

When a refugee is resettled in the United States, 

he or she cannot decide the location. Refugees 

are assigned to a community based largely on the 

availability of an agency to receive them.  

 

RefugeeOne typically receives between two 

weeks and five days’ notice before a group or 

individual arrives. On the day of arrival, the 

refugee will be met at the airport by RefugeeOne 

staff and taken to their new home. Every 

resettlement agency must provide a range of 

services designed to promote early self-

sufficiency. The following is a list of services 

provided by RefugeeOne: 

 
o Case Management 

o Housing Services  

o Wellness Services  

o Family Strengthening Programs 

 Women 

 Youth  

 Seniors  

o English Classes  

o Employment Programs  

o Citizenship Classes  

o Immigration Assistance  
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Being a Mentor 
________________________________________________________________ 

What is a Mentor? 

A mentor is a caring person who is willing to share cultural 

information and to help guide a family through their initial 

adjustment into a new life in the United States.  A mentor 

acts as a friend, teacher, and advocate who meets with the 

newcomers for social interaction, English language 

learning, and cultural sharing.   

  

The refugees you assist are sponsored by the agency.  

While sponsors primarily provide for basic needs and help 

refugees toward self-sufficiency, mentors offer friendship 

and encouragement during the difficult transition to life in a 

new country.  

   

What do Mentors do? 

Mentors do a variety of activities to help a refugee family 

adjust to life in the United States.  Much of what a mentor 

does depends on the interests and talents of the mentor 

and the needs and the interests of the mentees.   

 

  

Examples of Mentor Activities: 

 Take the children out to play 

 Help the family with housework  

 Call a school social worker to intervene in a problem 

 Invite the family over for a picnic  

 Give adults advice for their job hunting and interviews  

 Sign children up for summer recreation programs 

(considering the family’s budget)  

 Teach the family how to make minor household repairs  

 Share cooking lessons and recipes from each other’s 

countries  

 Take them to a thrift store  

 Answer questions about utility bills or mail order scams 

 Show them how to childproof their home and identify 

safety hazards.  

Mentor Responsibilities 

As a mentor,                          
we ask that you: 

 

Be a friend.   

Develop a friendship with the mentees and 

acquaint them with their new community.  

This would involve visiting each other’s 

homes; having a picnic in the park; going to 

a zoo, ball game, or concert; touring a 

library or local museum; going out for pizza; 

or watching a movie together.   

 

Be a teacher.   

Assist with English language learning while 

discussing survival topics.  Your training 

manual provides information on housing, 

employment, transportation, education and 

more.  Your discussions will help your 

mentees improve their English and learn 

about life in America.  You will find that you 

are an expert on many things and will also 

learn about their home country and culture!   

 

Be an advocate.   

Help your mentees with specific problems 

they report to you that might require some 

advocacy or knowledge of “the system.” If 

they are having trouble with an 

unreasonable neighbor or in understanding 

a bill, you might be able to help them solve 

the problem.  Sometimes a quick phone call 

provides the solution.  Larger issues may 

involve referring them to the caseworker or 

other local agencies.     
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Basic Philosophies as a Mentor 

 Most importantly you will need to be creative and flexible to succeed as a mentor.  If your 

mentees do not understand something, you will need to explain it another way.  You will need to 

make everyday things into lessons.  You will also need to stay calm and collected when 

obstacles arise. 

 Take the mentees’ ideas and desires seriously.  Goals need to be realistic and valued by the 

mentees; otherwise they will not succeed.  

 Focus on the present situation.  Ask what should be different, what can be changed.  Do not 

look for someone or something to blame, e.g. bad parents, poverty.   

 Focus primarily on what the mentees do well.  Help them increase their assets.   

 Change takes time and patience.  Do not expect to create instant change.  Devote time to 

developing rapport and building a relationship with your mentees.   

 One way you can help create an atmosphere that is conducive to trust is by being consistent 

and communicative with your mentees.  For example, don’t promise more than you can actually 

give.  If your visit will be brief or if you will be late, let the mentees know.  In short, model 

characteristics of an effective working relationship.   

 Mentorship can only succeed with a serious level of commitment.  Whether you have finals or a 

job, etc. you are expected to be continually committed both in terms of energy and hours.     

 

What to expect at your first meeting 

 You will meet with a RefugeeOne staff member outside the building where your mentee lives. 

 You will be introduced to your mentees, and you will exchange phone numbers. If they do not 

have a phone, we will try and get a neighbor’s/family member’s phone number. 

 We will arrange a time that works best for both of you to meet once a week. 

 We will set some goals with your mentees, identifying issues that most need addressing. 

 This should all take about 20 minutes. You will stay after the RefugeeOne staff member has left, 

getting to know your mentees. 

 It’s helpful to bring some ESL materials (depending on their English level), a game, or 

something to break the ice. 

 

Your Next Meeting  

Mentors and mentees alike are often anxious about their first meetings. With some planning, however, 

you can make the mentees and yourself more comfortable.  

 Make sure you are clear in your purpose. Set expectations and goals at the first meeting.  

 Spend some time getting to know each other.  Get to know the mentees as individuals. Talk a 

little about yourself. Learn about the mentees’ lives, interests and goals. Bring photos of your 

family. 

 Plan at least one instructional activity. Depending on the mentees’ level of English, you can 

bring stories, flash cards or alphabet practice. Having a clear activity on the first day can help to 

break the ice.   
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 Discuss and confirm the time, date and location of your next meeting. This should always be 

decided the week before. Also, make sure your mentees know what materials they should bring 

(notebook, pencil etc).  

 Work together to set an objective for the next meeting.  

 Encourage your mentee to ask any questions that they may have. 

 

What if I have more questions? 

We recognize that no matter how well we train you there will always be questions that will arise after 

you begin mentoring.  We encourage you to contact us with questions, concerns, or suggestions.  To 

help us keep in touch we will be monitoring your activity through a monthly report.  

Keeping the End in Mind 

Your time as a mentor may only last for 6 months, though your relationship may continue on after your 

official time as a mentor is completed.  With this in mind, you will want to focus on transferring skills to 

your mentee. 

The need to be aware of dependency issues with your mentees is especially critical during the last few 

months you spend together.  You will have become quite involved in the life of your mentees.  Unless 

you have transferred skills to the mentees, there will be a void after you leave.   

The following questions may be helpful in assessing whether dependency is a problematic issue in your 

case. 

Are you the first one your mentees turns to when issues/problems arise? 

Do the mentees call you every time something goes wrong? 

Do your mentees rely on you for rides? 

Do your mentees open up to other people?  

Many times the mentees express a desire to continue to see the mentor after their time as a mentor 

ends.  Be realistic in deciding how much time you can and will devote to the mentees.  If you are not 

able to maintain this relationship it is better to be honest. It is very important that you communicate with 

your mentees when your team will conclude mentoring. Please don’t simply stop mentoring.

  

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfiCgLWiiRfgOWppG6ihreG05MipjvVDRWHCrTCr6PRYB5Ulw/viewform?usp=sf_link
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Intercultural Communication 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Culture Shock  

As refugees experience the reality of American life, they will go through a period of culture shock. As 
tourists, we never quite enter true culture shock. It is when we realize that the new environment is going 
to be our life that the shock comes. Uncertainty, identity conflict, and depression set in. Culture shock 
has five distinctive stages:  
 

1. Exhilaration upon encountering a new environment or culture 
2. Bewilderment, confusion and an idealization of one’s own country and culture 
3. Withdrawal from the alien or new culture, including feelings of discouragement and sometimes 

depression  
4. Gradual growing understanding and appreciation of the new culture along with emotional 

recovery  
5. Return to normal feelings  

 
Emotional needs of refugees are as significant as physical and material needs, but are much harder to 
identify and measure. The most difficult emotional adjustments usually come after basic self-sufficiency 
is achieved. The flow of making basic adjustments begins to subside. Refugees have time to think and 
they are confronted with the permanence of their expatriation. For freedom they have traded family, 
friends, language, country, and familiarity. The choice is permanent and they are not going to go home.  
 
Because culture shock is a form of loss, it can be compared to the way in which people cope with 
bereavement. Phases of denial, anger, depression, and finally acceptance can be distinguished. 
Individuals do not, however, move from one phase to another in a sequence but may go back and forth 
between the different phases. This is a normal, necessary, and temporary part of the adjustment 
process. In order to invest emotionally in a new country, the loss of the original country must be 
resolved and the grieving process must take place.  
 
Culture shock can be either subtle or obvious. Impatience with employment; changes in eating and 
sleeping patterns; irritability; lack of motivation; inability to concentrate; declining interest in learning the 
new language; wanting to stay at home alone; overall depression; physical ailments such as digestive 
difficulties and headaches; lack of trust are all examples of different manifestations of  culture shock 
your mentees may experience. 

 
Responses to Diversity 
 
When you work as a mentor, you will come in contact with aspects of another person’s culture that you 
may not understand or approve of. For example, the role of women is not universally defined around 
the globe. Compared to many other countries in the world, women in the US have many rights and 
liberties. When working with women from different or diverse backgrounds, it can be natural to disagree 
with the manner in which such women may dress, act and live.  
 
It is important to be aware of your feelings on these matters. Only when you are aware of these feelings 
and beliefs can you actively work to avoid allowing the differences negatively impact the relationship 
and the work you are trying to accomplish.  
 
It is not a bad thing to disagree with another person’s cultural norms and behaviors. In fact it is normal 
to dislike things about other people. However, it is more important that you are aware of your feelings 
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and that you make sure that these feelings do not come out in the way you work. And remember to 
have fun and learn! This can be an amazing learning experience if you allow it to be.  
 

Confronting Your Comfort Zone as a Volunteer 
 
Although you will not experience the intense emotions of your mentees, don’t be surprised if you also 
suffer some culture shock.  This is because you will be traveling outside your comfort zone.   
 
Your comfort zone is the protective space of familiar activities, environments, and people that surround 
you.  You feel confident and comfortable in that zone because you know and understand how to 
function in that setting.  In fact, you are so comfortable in your comfort zone that you are probably not 
even aware of it until something pushes you outside of it.   

As a new volunteer you will experience some awkward moments.  You may travel to areas of the city 
where you have never been, try new foods that look and smell different, or wait uncomfortably through 
long pauses in the conversation.  On a deeper level, you may feel that your personal space is infringed 
upon, be uncertain how to interpret comments or criticisms from your mentees, or feel out of place in 
your mentees’ home.   

These experiences outside your comfort zone can be frustrating.  They may create feelings of anxiety, 
nervousness, or ambiguity.  The best way to manage these experiences is to develop the key attitudes 
listed below.  With time, as you and your mentees get to know one another better and become more 
familiar with each other’s cultural perspectives, the feelings of discomfort and frustration will lessen.   

 
Six Key Attitudes for Working Inter-Culturally 

Willingness to Suspend Judgment 
Be willing to set aside your ideas about how things ought to be done. When your mentees do or say 
something that seems strange, difficult, or confusing look for the logical reason behind it. Don’t 
immediately jump to conclusions or make judgments. Keep an open mind and seek to learn. 
Remember every culture makes sense to the people living in it. Try to discover how different pieces of 
the culture fit together.  
 
Willingness to Learn 
Ask questions. Find out as much as you can about the history, customs, values, or attitudes of your 
mentees and the country they left behind. Listen carefully to the answers – don’t simply use the answer 
as a spring board to talk about how it is different in the US.  
 

Sense of Humor 
Be willing to laugh off embarrassing moments, confusion, or annoyance you encounter as you and your 
mentees work to understand each other. 
 

Low Goal/Task Orientation 
Americans often focus on accomplishing things. Try not to set unrealistic goals for your time 
volunteering. During your time don’t always focus on the tasks you will accomplish together. Instead, 
concentrate on simply spending time with one another.  
 

Ability to Take a Risk 
If you are afraid to fail, you will not take the risk of reaching outside your own culture. Be willing to 
venture out into unknown territory. Don’t be afraid to try new things, say new words, or reach out in new 
ways.  
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Willingness to Share Yourself 
Don’t be afraid to be yourself. Remember that you have special gifts to offer. Be honest and open in 
your relationship. If you are uncomfortable in a situation, take time to identify your emotions and 
understand what is causing you to feel that way.  

 
Cross-Cultural Comparisons 
 
One way to examine differences between cultures is to look at closure and non-closure cultures. 
American culture is an example of a closure culture, while the cultures of many refugees exemplify non-
closure cultures.  
 
Closure culture:  A culture in which people are most comfortable when things are finished or settled. 
People in closure cultures are quick to draw conclusions about people, issues, or ideas. They do not 
like ambiguity. They value setting goals and tasks and working to achieve them.  
 
Non-Closure culture:  A culture in which people are very comfortable when things are open-ended. 
People do not draw conclusions quickly. They have a high tolerance for ambiguity. Above all, people 
value relationships - deep, warm, harmonious relationships with others. 
 

o It is important to remember that specific groups living within a larger culture may not conform 
to all the general values of that culture. For example, minority communities in the US often 
have their own cultural characteristics.  

 

 
Potential Cultural Clash Scenarios 

 
Scenario 1: 

 
Aaron is very excited about the opportunity to meet with his refugee partner, Hassan. Hassan knows very 
little English and Aaron feels he can really be of help to Hassan if he can teach him to speak better 
English. At the end of their first three months together, however, Hassan’s English skills are still at the 
same basic level. Aaron wonders whether he should continue. He does not feel his time with Hassan was 
very productive or successful because he did not accomplish his goal of helping Hassan learn English. 
However, Hassan thinks Aaron is a very nice man, and is glad he and Aaron could spend time together. 
Hassan is looking forward to continuing to meet with Aaron.  
 

Scenario 2:  

 

American Culture: 
Competition 

Focus is on accomplishing goals. 
Relationships are something that can help 
accomplish goals. Success is an objective 

standard that people strive to achieve. 

Refugee Culture:  
Cooperation 

Focus is on relationships and interactions 
with others. Relationships are an end in 

themselves. Success is a subjective 
standard and is therefore not as important. 

American Culture: 
Time oriented 

Time is a resource, used to accomplish 
goals. It is important to have control of time. 

The focus is on quantity of time. 

Refugee Culture: 
Event Oriented 

Time is used to establish a warm, 
harmonious atmosphere. It is important to 
have close human interaction. The focus is 
on the quality of the time, not the quantity. 
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Sarah has a very tight schedule. She is trying to squeeze in a meeting with her refugee student, Rukiya, 
between work and getting to her daughters softball game. She has exactly two hours available. Sarah is 
therefore very frustrated when she arrives at Rukiya’s apartment and Rukiya is not home. After waiting 
about 20 minutes and worrying about everything she has to do that evening, Sarah is ready to leave. Just 
then, Rukiya walks up. Rukiya had been visiting with her neighbors. She was expecting Sarah that 
evening, but she wasn’t worried about the exact hour. She knew it was sometime after dinner. Unlike 
Sarah, Rukiya has no fixed agenda for their visit. She is simply expecting a relaxed, unhurried 
conversation.  
 

 

Scenario 3: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Katie is trying to help her refugee partner, Fatima. Fatima has been struggling financially. Katie realizes 
that Fatima’s current job does not pay enough to support her family, so Katie makes contacts with an 
employer she knows in the suburbs. The new position pays more, is very stable, and will solve Fatima’s 
financial problems. Fatima even locates an available apartment within walking distance of the new 
employer. Katie is surprised and hurt when Fatima does not take the job. Fatima however, talks to several 
friends and relatives before making her decision. They all express concern about Fatima moving farther 
away from them. Fatima’s extended family is very important to her. She decides not to take the new job 
so she can stay close to her relatives. She is worried about finances, but something will turn up. She 
doesn’t know yet what she will do, but somehow it will work out.  

 
 
Scenario 4:  

 
Pete calls his refugee student, Abraham, from work to finalize plans for their next visit. Because he needs 
to keep his personal calls to a minimum and because he knows he will have more time to talk with 
Abraham when they get together, Pete gets straight to the point. He says “Hello,” confirms the place and 
time when they are going to meet, and says goodbye. Abraham is confused by Pete’s attitude on the 
phone. Pete does not ask about Abraham’s health. He does not ask about Abraham’s family members. 
He does not use any of the traditional greetings Abraham is familiar with. Instead, Pete goes directly to 
business. Abraham wonders if Pete really wants to visit him or if Pete is indirectly telling him by his curt 
manner on the phone that he does not want to get together.   
 

 

  

American Culture: 
Linear Logic 

Values thinking, reasoning, presenting and 
arguing. Emphasis is on problem solving and 
achieving goals. Low tolerance for ambiguity. 

Likes things for clear and settled. 

Refugee Culture: 
Contextual Logic 

Values gaining input from all viewpoints and 
reaching consensus. Emphasis on 

maintaining relationships, not accomplishing 
goals. 

American Culture: 
Directness/Openness/Honesty 

Values straight, clear, and direct 
communication. Approaches conflict directly 
and with an active voice. Guilt culture - the 

worst thing people can do is fail to follow the 
rules or live up to expectations. 

Refugee Culture: 
Indirectness/Ritual/“Face” 

Directness is considered crude, harsh, and 
disrespectful. Approaches conflict indirectly 
and with a passive voice. Shame culture - 

worst thing people can do is to cause 
another person to be shamed, lose face, or 

be dishonored. 
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Six Tips for Communicating Inter-Culturally 

o Listen. Really listen. Hear what they are really saying; not what you expect them to say. 

o Never assume anything. Don’t assume you understood correctly. Summarize your 

understanding of what they said. Don’t assume they understood you correctly. Summarize 

important points using different words – or better yet, try to get them to summarize their 

understanding of the important point. 

o Slow down. This is one of the easiest but most effective ways to help non-native speakers 

understand you. Don’t forget they need time to translate into another language. 

o Skip the jokes. Standard jokes don't communicate well across cultures. What is funny in one 

culture often makes no sense in another. You could easily inadvertently offend someone, make 

them perplexed, or convey an undesired image of yourself. Moreover, it might make the 

interaction more confused rather than more relaxed. 

o Drop the idioms. (e.g. “It’s raining cats and dogs.”) Don’t run the risk of confusion by having 

your idiomatic expressions taken literally. Even among countries that use English as their native 

language, they don’t necessary share the same expressions. In fact, an idiom in one country 

can have quite a different meaning. 

o Simplify your language. 

Checking for Understanding 

A concept check is a statement or question that makes listeners SHOW that they understand. 

o Tell me how you’re going to get to work tomorrow 

o Show me where you wait for the bus 

o Tell me what you’re going to say to your son’s teacher 

 

Ask OPEN-ENDED questions (avoid yes and no questions). 

o What clothes are you going to wear when it’s cold? 

o How are you going to buy stamps?  

o What did you tell the doctor? 

o Where is your medical insurance card? 

 

Use visual aids. 

o Show me what clothes you are going to wear when it’s cold 

o Show me where you put your garbage 

o Show me how much medicine you’re going to take 

 

Give a definition. 

o Bus fare is the money you pay to take the bus 
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Saying “No” 

There may be a time when your mentees approach you with an unfair request or demand, or a request 

that you simply cannot accommodate.  If this happens, it is okay to say “No.”  Here are some helpful 

hints for assertive behavior. 

o First of all, be sure to know where you stand, whether you want to say yes or no.  If you’re not 

sure, say you need time to think it over and let the person know when you will have an answer.   

o Ask for clarification if you don’t fully understand what is requested of you.   

o Be as brief as possible, give a legitimate reason for your refusal, but avoid long elaborate 

explanations and justifications.  The other person may use such excuses to argue you out of 

your “no.” 

o Actually use the word “no” when declining.  “No” has more power and is less ambiguous than 

“Well, I just don’t think so…” 

o Make sure your nonverbal gestures mirror your verbal messages.  Shake your head when 

saying “no.”  People often unknowingly nod their heads and smile when they are attempting to 

decline.   

o You may have to decline several times before the person “hears” you.  It is not necessary to 

come up with a new explanation each time, just repeat your “no” and your original reason for 

declining.   

o If the person persists even after you have repeated your “no” several times, use silence (easier 

on the phone), or change the topic of conversation.  You also have the right to end the 

conversation.   

o You may want to acknowledge any feelings another has about your refusal – “I know this will be 

a disappointment to you, but I won’t be able to…” However, you do not need to apologize in 

most situations of refusal.  Saying “I’m sorry” tends to compromise your basic right to say “no.”   

o Avoid feeling guilty. It is not up to you to solve others’ problems or to make them happy.   

o If you do not want to agree to the person’s original request, but still desire to help her/him out, 

offer a compromise: “I will not be able to babysit the whole afternoon, but I can sit for two 

hours.”    
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Survival Topics  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Survival Topic #1: City Tour 

Questions to Ask: 

Did you live in a city or in a rural area?  

What are some differences between your new 

home and your old home? Some similarities? 

Do you know your way around yet?  

What places are you having trouble finding?  

Where do you go shopping? 

Topics to Share: 

Talk about your own experiences living in a new 

place. Share information about your favorite 

bargain stores. Share information about where 

you like to go and what you like to do in your 

spare time. 

English Language Learner Tips: 

Take a map and point out the places you will be 

visiting together. During the trip see if they can 

use the map to describe how to get to each 

destination. Afterwards look again and find the 

places you visited together on the map. 

Use opportunities from the tour to encourage 

them in their English language skill building. If 

their English level is very low, work on 

identifying simple vocabulary about important 

locations (e.g. library, school, store). 

Help them develop skills in giving and receiving 

directions. You can teach this in action by going 

out on the street and asking, “Where is the 

_____?” You can also practice with a simple 

map of their neighborhood. 

Know that even if they are not yet able to speak 

English, your moral support in taking them to 

places nearby will still help them grow towards 

self-sufficiency and increase their self-

confidence. Work on reading addresses as well 

as simple concepts like “right” and “left” and 

simple nouns like “house.”  

Other Notes: 

Taking your mentees on a tour of the local area 

can be a great activity for all of you. Even if the 

family has lived in the country for a while, they 

still may not know much about the area around 

their home. This is a great opportunity to 

expand their horizons, and yours as well. If the 

family has just arrived, you may want to do 

these tours a few times to ensure that they are 

familiar with the area. Each time you go, 

emphasize a different part of the neighborhood.  

Refugee parents don’t always know where to 

go for inexpensive entertainment for their 

children. They may not know where the nearest 

park or playground is, and you can show them 

where it is and how to get there from their 

home. Libraries are also great places for the 

whole family, since every family member can 

find English reading materials to help them 

learn. Help them each get library cards. 

You could also visit the local post office, police 

station, fire station, and hospital. Second-hand 

stores and other discount stores are also 

helpful places to stop by. Many mentors have 

also gone with families to local farmers markets 

to ensure that the family can enjoy fresh 

produce. 

Ask them what places they have heard about 

but haven’t been able to see or find yet.  

You might want to show them your own home, 

your school, where you work, or your place of 

worship so that they can get to know you better. 

Ask for a tour of places that are familiar to 

them. Ask them to take you to their favorite 

grocery store, restaurant, or place of worship. 

You can learn a lot about their culture when you 

experience it with them.  
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Survival Topic #2: Housing 

Questions to Ask: 

 

What was your home like?  

Did you have a yard or a garden? Or a farm? 

Was your kitchen different? How did you cook? 

What do you miss about your country? 

 

Topics to Share: 

 

Draw a picture of your home. Invite your 

mentees to your home sometime. Tell them 

about experiences you had living in a different 

environment. 

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

For those who don’t know much English, teach 

simple nouns that relate to things in the home. 

One useful technique is to write the name of an 

item on a post-it note and stick it to that item. 

This way, your mentees can practice and 

associate the written word with the object. 

 

Pictures can open up discussion about life here 

and how it differs from their previous 

experiences. See if your library carries any 

pictorial resources, like National Geographic, 

about their country of origin. Some mentees will 

have their own pictures to show you. 

 

A trip to a local store can help clarify the use of 

cleaning products. Talk about how each product 

is meant to be used. The same thing can be 

done with first aid products, like Band-Aids, and 

safety products, like smoke detectors.  

 

 

Other Notes: 

 

Housing in the U.S. can be quite a challenge for 

refugees. Though some may have an idea 

about Western-style housing, others will be 

baffled by their initial experiences here. They 

might not know how to operate appliances or 

how to make the most basic household repairs.  

 

Some refugees end up living in sub-standard 

housing and may need help in dealing with 

landlords who are not treating them fairly. Make 

sure that you talk to us first to clarify the 

situation and find out the agency’s policy about 

housing. 

 

Discuss safety, especially if your mentees live 

in a crime-prone area. Check to see if they 

have proper locks and can securely fasten their 

windows. See if they have smoke alarms in the 

kitchen and near the bedrooms. Be sure they 

know how and when to call 911.
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Survival Topic #3: Home Care 

Questions to Ask:  

What was your home like? 

What kind of tools did you use to clean your 

home? 

Who did most of the cleaning at home? 

What and how did you clean? 

Topics to Share:  

Share with your mentee tips about cleaning and 

general household hygiene practices. 

Remember that your mentee may have spent 

much of their life in a refugee camp or a place 

where the household cleaning is very different 

than it is here. 

Do a cleaning demonstration or actually work 

on cleaning the apartment together. Be sure to 

show which products are used for each task. 

Help the mentee find places such as where to 

dispose of their household waste, where to do 

laundry, etc. Be sure to illustrate the proper way 

to dispose of diapers (i.e. by putting in a closed 

plastic bag as opposed to an open waste bin).  

Remind mentees about proper food storage. 

Show them how to store food to avoid pest 

infestations as well as how to store food to 

avoid spoilage.  

Help your mentee schedule 

daily/weekly/monthly chores to ensure that they 

understand the frequency in which certain tasks 

need to be completed. Create a chore chart to 

post on the refrigerator and help them learn 

how to keep track of their progress. 

Encourage men in your Mentor Team to show 

how they clean and cook to emphasize that in 

the U.S., men are part of household tasks as 

well.  

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

Use cleaning labels with translations and 

pictures to practice the names of household 

fixtures, places, and chores. Be sure to work on 

which products are used for each chore. 

Practice going to a store and purchasing 

cleaning supplies. Make sure they know the 

differences between products such as: 

dishwashing soap, dishwashing detergent, and 

laundry detergent.  

When you make a schedule for the chores, 

practice days of the week and months, as well 

as time of day. You can also practice 

prepositions like “before,” “after,” “on,” “under,” 

or “over.” Similarly, this can also be a great time 

to practice the names of rooms, household 

items, and furniture.  

Other Notes: 

While this may seem like universal knowledge 

at first glance, remember that your mentee may 

have spent most, if not all, of their life in a 

refugee camp. For many, taking care of a home 

in this way is completely new.  
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Survival Topic #4: Clothing 

Questions to Ask:  

 

What kind of clothes did you wear in your 

country? 

Do you still wear some of your traditional 

clothes? 

Where can you buy the type of clothing you 

like? 

What kind of clothing was used for special 

occasions in your country? 

What kind of clothes do you need now? 

Where can you get inexpensive clothing? 

 

Topics to Share:  

 

Share with your mentees where you do your 

bargain shopping. Discuss what kinds of 

clothes are appropriate for different seasons, 

especially for a Chicago winter, and settings. 

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

Find pictures of people from their culture 

dressed up in traditional clothes and ask them 

to say whatever they can about the clothing or 

the events where they would wear such clothing 

in English. For a mentee who is learning to read 

and write, you can practice story telling by 

writing down what they tell you and then 

working with them to correct some of the most 

basic errors. In this way, they can “write” their 

own story. 

 

Teach basic clothing vocabulary using simple 

pictures from catalogues, ads, and magazines. 

You can increase the difficulty of this task by 

teaching them the differences within types of 

clothing. Bring examples with you and have 

them learn by pointing to various articles of 

clothing or by putting them on. The more 

senses involved in the learning process, the 

faster the person can learn.  

 

In front of a closet, help your mentees ask for 

what they need. Use very basic sentence 

patterns, like “I need a _____.” Try to set up a 

basic dialogue with a set of sentences they can 

memorize. 

 

Other Notes:  

 

Mentors can help interpret appropriate dress for 

different functions in American society. Explain 

to your mentees what kind of clothing is best for 

work or a job interview, and how they can keep 

warm if the climate here is colder than what 

they are used to. 

 

There is also ample opportunity for you to learn 

about the traditional clothing worn in your 

mentees’ native country. There is often 

significant meaning behind special cultural 

designs and outfits. If you discover some 

significant needs for clothing, you might also 

help the family find the clothes they need. 

 

People from every culture have their own ideas 

about what clothing is and isn’t appropriate. As 

a mentor, you can sensitively point out some of 

the basic cultural norms in the United States to 

help the newcomers in their adjustment.  

 

You might serve as a cultural “interpreter” for 

children who want to wear what “all the 

American kids are wearing” and for parents who 

do not understand the intense peer pressure 

the children might feel. 

 

Most refugees arrive in the U.S. with little 

clothing, particularly winter wear. Many are not 

used to cold weather. Even those who have 

lived here for a while can dress inappropriately 

for the weather. Children are especially prone 

to running around outside without adequate 

clothing. You can help by showing them what 

they may need for the winter. 
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Survival Topic #5: Education 

Questions to Ask: 

Can you tell me about the education system in 
your home country?  
What was school like for you? 
What languages do you speak, read, or write? 
Did you have any chance for learning more in a 
refugee camp or in a country other than your 
home country? 
Do you know how your children are doing in 
school?  
Do they have any problems in school that you 
want to talk about? 
What do you hope to learn in this country? 
Are you going to English classes now? 
How many hours a week do you study? 
 
Topics to Share: 
 
Talk about how you or your children feel or felt 
about school and what kind of educational 
system you went through. Tell them about 
college or about a vocational program you 
completed. Did you like school? 
 
English Language Learner Tips: 
 
For beginners, concentrate on teaching basic 
nouns related to school. Start with things like: 
school, teacher, book, paper, and pencil. See if 
they can point to the items or produce the 
correct nouns. Use actual objects for 
identification. 
 
Ask if your mentees need help with their 
homework for English class, or their children’s 
schoolwork. Go over the lessons they are 
studying with them.  
 
If applicable, try to make up a dialogue about a 
parent-teacher conference, or have them make 
a mock phone call to ask how their child is 
doing in school. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Other Notes: 
 
Refugees come to this country with a diverse 
educational background. Some are highly 
educated, while others may not have learned 
how to write their own language. Some may 
have an educational background that is not 
readily transferable to this country. People who 
have a lower level of education may take a 
longer time to learn basic English and may feel 
less confident about working. Finding out about 
your mentees’ background will help you to 
understand his or her perspective and the 
challenges ahead. 
 
Some refugees may need help identifying 
options for college or post-secondary schooling. 
You can help them to fill out applications and 
write essays. Help your mentees realize that 
many Americans combine work and school. 
And further, that previous work or internship 
experience is considered very important to 
finding a job—not just education. 
 
Refugees with limited English language ability 
will probably be enrolled in an English class. 
Many mentees count on their mentors for 
additional language support. If you are not 
experienced in tutoring in English, you can 
attend free tutoring workshops at Literacy 
Works by simply telling them you are from 
RefugeeOne when you sign up 
(www.litworks.org).  

 
Mentors can also help refugees to understand 
the importance of their children’s education 
within a U.S. context. They may not know how 
to help them with homework, or expect older 
siblings to help with childcare instead of 
studying. You can explain what is expected of 
children in school and even help the children 
find tutors through their school. You can figure 
out if the children have any special needs and 
assist the parents in advocating for their 
children. 
  
Our system of education is probably very 
different from what they had in their own 
country. They may be confused about how our 
system works. Answer their basic questions 
about educational options in your area.
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Survival Topic #6: Food and Nutrition 

Questions to Ask: 

 

What kinds of foods do you usually like to eat? 

What kinds of foods are your children getting in 

school? 

Can you find the fruits and vegetables you like? 

Where do you shop for food? 

What foods did you used to have that you don’t 

have now? 

What is a dish that is special to you and your 

traditions? 

 

Topics to Share: 

 

Discuss your favorite kinds of food or the kinds 

of food your family makes. What do you 

normally eat? 

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

Cooking lessons are also language lessons! 

You can show them how to make an American 

dish they’d like to try. You can teach your 

mentees about measurements used in cooking 

and teach the vocabulary for the foods in your 

recipe. Help them understand conversions from 

the metric to the imperial measuring system. 

You can ask them to teach you how to cook 

something and expand that idea to have them 

write out the recipe for you. 

 

Flashcards for a wide variety of foods can be 

used to practice and memorize the names of 

foods.  

 

Use coupons and advertisements to do some 

comparison-shopping. Ask them questions and 

have them ask questions. “How much is the 

corn at Jewel? How much is it at Mariano’s?” 

 

Role-play going to the supermarket and asking 

for various foods. They will need to know 

various weights and how to handle money. 

Bring play money to practice and pictures 

clipped from magazines. 

 

Take your mentees to a local supermarket to 

practice!  

 

Other Notes: 

 

Family meals and traditional food are at the 

heart of every culture. Long after other cultural 

traditions are gone, the food remains as an 

important part of ethnic identity. Food is a great 

way to share culture! 

 

Some mentors invite their mentees to eat at 

their home or to meet them at an inexpensive 

restaurant. Often, mentees invite mentors to 

share meals in their homes. 

 

Many refugees come from a tradition of eating 

much healthier foods than many Americans, but 

you can help some families stay on track by 

discussing the importance of nutrition and 

balanced diets. Americans eat a lot of milk 

products, which can be unusual for your 

mentee.  

 

The range of choices in an average American 

grocery store often astounds refugees. Even 

people from westernized cultures are confused 

by the decisions they have to make. Since they 

don’t recognize much of the food, they may 

make ill-informed food choices. What they are 

seeing on TV might inordinately affect their 

choices. Refugees who cannot read well might 

choose to buy the highest price brands because 

of the pictures on the packages. They may not 

know about how to save money through 

coupons or store promotions. 

 

If mentees are interested in gardening, mentors 

can encourage this by helping them to find the 

right equipment and a place to garden if they 

have no yard. Many urban areas have 

community plots for gardening. 
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Survival Topic #7: Health Care 

Questions to Ask: 

 

What is healthcare like in your country? What, if 

any, kind of traditional healers did you have? 

What kind of healthcare did you receive in your 

country?  

How would you treat a headache or a cold? 

 

Topics to Share:  

 

Discuss your own experiences in a hospital or 

with a condition that you needed medical 

attention for (as long as you feel comfortable 

doing so). How do you feel about going to the 

doctor?  

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

Teach vocabulary to express aches and pains. 

This involves teaching names of body parts and 

terms for simple ailments such as headache 

and sore throat. Use simple sentence structures 

to practice this vocabulary. 

 

Recognize that using the U.S. healthcare 

system is difficult for many of people who grew 

up in the United States, let alone a refugee. 

Using a telephone to organize healthcare may 

be challenging for many refugees. You can help 

them role-play making a doctor’s appointment 

on a pretend or a real phone.  

 

Teach them how and when to call and use 911 

(without actually calling, of course). Try to help 

them state their name, address, and an 

emergency clearly. 

 

 

Other Notes: 

 

Many of the refugees have very different beliefs 

about healthcare. Many believe in traditional 

healers and their abilities, and are reluctant to 

follow American health practices. Those who 

are wary of Western practices sometimes 

become less intimidated when they know more 

about our systems and beliefs. Others are 

eager to receive as much medical care as 

possible. 

 

In some areas, doctors are used to working with 

refugees and may have even adopted their 

approach. In other areas, where doctors are 

unfamiliar with cross-cultural situations, a 

mentor can act as a cultural interpreter.  

 

When refugees first arrive in the U.S., they 

need to go for medical screenings, usually at 

public health facilities. Most of the refugees 

have Medicaid for coverage. Unfortunately, 

finding dentists who provide services for people 

on Medicaid is sometimes challenging, so the 

family might need your help in calling various 

dentists to check out their Medicaid policy.  

 

Some refugees, particularly those from Asia, 

have a high incidence of Hepatitis B. They are 

specifically encouraged to have their children 

vaccinated and tested. Immunizations for 

babies are routine here, but are uncommon in 

other countries. Consider helping your mentees 

navigate these needs by attending one or more 

of their doctor’s appointments. 

 

Mental health is an important concern for many 

refugees. Many refugees experience severe 

culture shock and readjustment problems. 

Mentors can help alleviate some of the shock 

and ease in the transition process. Many 

suffered at the hands of oppressive 

governments or in refugee camps. These 

traumatic experiences can lead to emotional 

distress. Some experience Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD). If you notice that a 

member of the family who may benefit from 

mental healthcare, consult us as soon as 

possible. 
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Survival Topic #8: Transportation 

Questions to Ask: 

What kind of transportation did you use in your 

country? Did you drive?  

How do you usually get somewhere? Do you 

take the bus, drive or walk? 

What kinds of transportation have you used to 

travel? 

 

Topics to Share: 

Discuss how you use transportation is your 

daily life. Tell your mentees about how you 

learned to drive. What kinds of transportation 

have you used while traveling? 

English Language Learner Tips: 

Telling time is a critical skill, especially when 

using public transportation. Practice with a 

clock or add moveable arms to a paper plate. 

You can expand this to digital clocks and then 

to reading bus schedules. Be sure to teach 

them, if they do not already know, how to tell 

time with a 12 hour cycle. Be aware of the 

differences in cultural relationships with time. 

Do a role-play about asking for bus information. 

If your local bus company has an information 

line, you can have the refugees call or look 

online for specific information. See if they 

understand what is said to them and if they can 

remember the directions. Help them to ask for 

clarification if they need it. Listening 

comprehension is a critical but difficult skill for 

people who are just starting to learn English. 

You may have to practice a lot. 

A driver’s manual is difficult for most refugees 

to decipher, but many have learned how to 

drive quite well. You can help pick out the key 

points in the driving manual for practice. 

Role-play a driver’s test, either in a real car or in 

an imaginary one.  

 

Other Notes: 

If a family does not have a car (which they 

probably will not) they will need to know how to 

get around using public transportation. Being 

able to get around can develop skills toward 

self-sufficiency. Mentors can help by teaching 

refugees how to use the local systems. For 

example, how do you read a bus schedule? 

When do you give the driver money and how 

much does it cost? 

Biking or walking might be alternatives as well. 

If they chose to use a bike, be sure to teach the 

basic safety rules for biking. If they don’t 

already have a bike, you may help them find an 

inexpensive or used one. A good resource for 

the Chicagoland area is: workingbikes.org. 

They might ask you how they can learn to drive. 

Coaching people through this process can be 

time-consuming, but it can be a valuable skill. In 

Chicago, however, this is usually not as much 

of a priority. Check with us before embarking on 

driving lessons. 

If they have access to a car, emphasize that a 

written test to qualify for a learner’s permit is a 

must. In many states, they also need insurance. 

Be sure they know there must be a licensed 

driver with them and that they should not have 

children with them or extra passengers in the 

back seat.  

Be sure to clearly communicate the commands 

such as right, left, slow down, and stop. (You 

should not be the one teaching them if there is 

a language barrier.) 

Safety is a key issue. If your mentees drive, 

make sure they have car seats for their children 

and know how to use them. Even when 

walking, it is important for your mentees to obey 

safety rules. Make sure children know how to 

look both ways before crossing the street. 

Those who ride bicycles should be encouraged 

to wear helmets.  

 



    

29 

Survival Topic #9: Religion, Holidays, and Customs 

Questions to Ask: 

 

What religion do you practice? 

What other religions do people from your 

country practice? 

What holidays did you have in your country? 

How did you celebrate them? 

What are you customs for birth, marriage, and 

death? 

What is a polite way to greet an older person? 

How are people treated differently depending 

on their age? 

 

Topics to Share: 

 

Discuss your own religious background. 

Compare the way you celebrate your holidays 

to the way your mentees celebrates theirs. 

Describe the special holidays in the United 

States or another country you are familiar with. 

Discuss how your family celebrates births and 

weddings.  

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

Bring a calendar and mark both American 

holidays and your mentees’ holidays together. 

 

Bring pictures to show a range of activities for 

holidays. See if there are appropriate pictures 

or books in the library. Help them write a story 

using pictures and English words about their 

own holidays or traditions. 

 

Customs and traditions surrounding the 

important transitions in life are always 

interesting to discuss. How do you celebrate a 

birth or a new child? What customs do they 

have for marriage and divorce? How do they 

commemorate a death? Each culture has its 

own unique way of celebrating and grieving. 

 

 

Other Notes: 

 

Learning about these kinds of cultural 

differences are often the most exciting part of 

working with refugees! It may be easier to 

approach these topics with those whose 

English skills are fairly proficient, but it may be 

possible to demonstrate some customs for 

speakers with less English. 

 

One of the unique aspects of American 

religious life is the variety of religions practiced. 

Refugees might have trouble understanding the 

differences between the many Protestant 

denominations, or they may belong to or be 

familiar with one such denomination. Many 

refugee resettlement services are affiliated with 

religious groups so they may have a sponsor 

through their church. 

 

It is important to remember that the religious 

beliefs of your mentees should be respected. 

Refugees are sometimes vulnerable to religious 

organizations that aggressively recruit them. 

Remind them that they have the right to say 

“no.” 

 

Refugees may sometimes welcome invitations 

to learn more about or join in on your religious 

activities or holiday celebrations. Be sensitive to 

their needs as newcomers when deciding to 

invite them. 

 

Sharing holiday traditions with refugees can be 

rewarding and fun. As you establish a 

relationship with the family or individual, you 

may want to include them in your family holiday 

events. You can also invite them to participate 

in local celebrations to help them feel welcome 

in the community. 
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Survival Topic #10: Families and Children 

Questions to Ask: 

 

What was your family life like in your country? 

What are the rights and responsibilities of 

children in your country? 

What are some marriage customs? 

What are the positions of men and women in 

your society? 

 

Topics to Share: 

 

Describe your family structure. Are you close to 

your family? What was it like growing up in your 

household? Discuss the challenges faced by 

American parents today and the challenges of 

raising children influenced by American culture. 

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

Practice simple sentence patterns such as “I 

have a sister,” “I have two brothers,” and 

corresponding questions, like “Do you have any 

siblings?” Keep the patterns simple and 

predictable. 

 

Use pictures of your own family and their family 

to practice relationship names. Put the English 

words on cards next to photos so that they can 

review their English later. 

 

Use the vocabulary to build a story. Help your 

mentees say as much as possible about their 

family. 

 

 

Other Notes: 

 

In many cultures, the family is the center of 

activity and the extended family is just as 

important as the nuclear family. Adapting to life 

in a new country places many demands on 

refugees. Sometimes, the family provides 

comfort for one another in times of stress. Other 

times, the many drastic changes can lead to 

familial problems. 

 

Many children learn English more quickly than 

their parents and act as the family 

spokesperson. This upsets the traditional 

balance of power within the family, and some 

families experience a loss of control over their 

children. The struggle to become more 

“American” often causes children to refuse to 

adhere to their own cultural norms. This can 

cause a lot of tension, but simply discussing the 

issue can really help. 

 

While it is against the law to abuse children 

here, harsh physical discipline is the norm in 

many cultures. In many cultures, young girls are 

expected to care for their younger siblings at an 

early age. These cultural differences have led 

to problems with child protective authorities in 

the past. 

 

Both men and women need to know the laws 

regarding domestic abuse in the U.S. Some 

refugee women have chosen to live in shelters 

or get restraining orders against their partners 

because of physical abuse. Refugee men need 

to know they could go to jail for beating their 

wives regardless of their own culture. Women 

need to know their options.  

 

 

Know that just because cultural practices of 

your mentees are different, does not mean they 

are wrong. Knowing what your mentees think of 

families and familial relations will help you to 

understand them and their family situation 

better as they adjust. 
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Survival Topic #11: Employment 

Questions to Ask: 

 

What kind of work did you do in your country? 

What kind of skills do you have? 

What do you do well? 

Did you work in a refugee camp? 

What are your plans for the future?  

What kind of job would you like to have? 

 

Topics to Share:  

 

Discuss your current job and your employment 

history, as well as your future goals. What has 

been difficult for you during job searches or 

employment transitions? Describe how you 

went about finding jobs and how you decided to 

do what you do now. 

 

English Language Learner Tips: 

 

For lower levels of English, practice identifying 

people in various occupations. Use the 

newspaper magazines to find pictures. Look 

through the want ads together. Want ads often 

have abbreviations and jargon. Help your 

mentees to identify key words and read 

common abbreviations. 

 

Practice completing job applications. You may 

be able to use an application form for your work 

place or a local business. Ask them to see their 

“job folder.” They should have a resume 

proofread by a RefugeeOne staffer. 

 

Role-play to call a potential employer and set 

up and interview. Also practice an actual 

interview. Many refugees may come from 

cultures that expect them to be humble so they 

may not answer with confidence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other Notes: 

 

Many refugees receive some kind of assistance 

when they first arrive in the U.S. Although many 

refugees traditionally relied on their own 

families for support, many struggle to become 

self-sufficient here because of large family size, 

lack of education, poor English skills, many 

years of non-productivity in a camp, or trauma 

due to their experiences of being uprooted. 

 

In Chicago, refugees receive assistance called 

Refugee Cash Assistance for eight months. 

They receive cash assistance, food assistance, 

and Medicaid coverage. While this means that 

refugees can focus on improving their English 

for a few months, it is important for them to get 

a job as soon as they are ready. 

 

Supporting a large family on a minimum wage 

job with no benefits is a terrific challenge, 

unless there are multiple wage earners in the 

family. Previously, your mentees were more 

self-sufficient. They have to start all over again, 

and they have to survive in a highly competitive 

world that often measures human worth in 

terms of economic success. 

 

Your mentees might not be sure if they have 

any skills. They may not have ever had to 

describe their capabilities as they will when they 

apply to jobs. As you get to know them, you will 

notice their strengths, talents, and skills. Tell 

them what you notice and help them to use 

their skills to find employment. Confidence in 

their abilities will increase their drive to strive for 

self-sufficiency. 

 

Many refugees will have to start with entry-level 

jobs, regardless of whether they were 

professionals or came from an agrarian 

background in their own country. Some would 

benefit from going to school and working at the 

same time, as is common for many Americans. 

It may be helpful to explain to refugees how 

they might study English or get skill training 

while working.  
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Free Things to do in Chicago 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Here is quite a comprehensive list of Chicago activities: 

www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/dca/supp_info/festival_events_dates.html 

More event calendars: 

www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/EventSearch?feature=Free 

www.choosechicago.com/things-to-do/chicago-events/ 

Attractions and Museums  

North side  

 Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum - Modern technology coexists with nature in this beautifully 
designed Lincoln Park museum. Thursdays are suggested donation days for Illinois residents. 
2430 N Cannon Dr.  

 Chicago History Museum - Chicago’s virtual attic documents Abraham Lincoln’s life and the 
city’s rise from frontier to mega-metropolis. Free for children 12 years or younger. 
www.chicagohistory.org. 1601 N Clark. 

 Museum of Contemporary Art - Documents contemporary visual culture through painting, 
sculpture, photography, video and film, and performance. Tuesdays are free for Illinois 
residents. 220 E Chicago Ave. 

 The Baha’i Temple - The Baha'i House of Worship is listed in the National Register of Historic 
Places. Free. 100 Linden Ave, Wilmette, IL. 

Downtown  

 Art Institute of Chicago - One of the world’s greatest art collections. Free for children 14 years 
of younger; Thursdays free from 5pm to 8pm. 111 S Michigan Ave. 

 Chicago Architecture Foundation - Chicago shows off its architectural history and 
significance through many different tours. Some programs are free. www.architecture.org. 224 S 
Michigan Ave. 

 Chicago Children’s Museum - Playful, age-appropriate exhibits and programs feature sensory 
experiences for the youngest visitors and content focused on science, math, literacy, the arts, 
and diverse cultures for children through age 10. Free for children 15 years or younger first 
Sunday of every month; Thursdays free 5pm to 8pm. Navy Pier. 

 Chicago Cultural Center - Everything from art exhibits to movie screenings to concerts. The 
Tiffany stain glass dome alone is worth the visit! Many art exhibitions free, movies and other 
events vary. 78 E Washington St. 

 Museum of Contemporary Photography - The only museum in the Midwest with a 
commitment to the medium of photography. Free every day. 600 S Michigan Ave. 

  

http://www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/dca/supp_info/festival_events_dates.html
http://www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/EventSearch?feature=Free
http://www.choosechicago.com/things-to-do/chicago-events/
http://www.chicagohistory.org/
http://www.architecture.org/
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Museum Campus Beach and Grounds 

 Adler Planetarium & Astronomy Museum - Ever wonder what it’s like on other planets? What 
the stars are made of? Here is where you can explore the answers. Many free days. 
www.adlerplanetarium.org. 1300 S Lake Shore Dr.  

 The Field Museum - Explore the earth and its people. Largest T-Rex dinosaur in the world and 
more! Many free days. www.fieldmuseum.org. 1400 S Lake Shore Dr.  

 John G. Shedd Aquarium - Whales, sea otters, penguins, sharks, eels and more. Many free 
days. 1200 South Lake Shore Dr.  

South side  

 DuSable Museum of African American History - Visit the nation’s oldest museum dedicated 
to the history and culture of African Americans. Sundays free. 740 E 56th Pl. 

 Museum of Science and Industry - The nation’s favorite hands-on museum. Over 800 exhibits 
and an IMAX theater. Many free days. 5700 S Lake Shore Dr. 

West side 

 Jane Addams Hull House Museum - A monument to the legendary Chicago woman who tried 
to create a better society focused on immigrant and refugee rights. $5 donation suggested. 800 
S Halsted St Cross Streets: Harrison Street. 

 Mexican Fine Arts Center - Some of the finest in Mexican creativity from both sides of the 
border. Free. 1852 W 19th St. Cross Streets: Wolcott Ave. 
 

Parks and Zoos 

 River Esplanade Park - Stroll along the downtown river. Free. 401 E River Dr.  

 Grant Park - Chicago’s “front yard”. Festivals during the summer and Buckingham fountain, one 
of the world’s largest fountains. Free. 337 E. Randolph St. 

 Millennium Park - An award-winning center for art, music, architecture and landscape design. 
The park includes Jay Pritzker Pavilion, “Cloud Gate” or “The Bean”, and Crown Fountain. Free. 
201 E. Randolph Street 

 Garfield Park Conservatory - This beautiful West Side stretch of green has meandering lagoons 
and a historic conservatory. Free. 100 N Central Park Ave Cross Streets: Washington Blvd. 

 Lincoln Park Zoo - Lions, Tigers and Bears! Check out the ZooLights From November- 
December. Free. 2200 N. Cannon Dr.  

 Lincoln Park Conservatory- 300 N Central Park Blvd Chicago, IL. 
 

Festivals and Summer Time Fun 

 Chicago Country Music Festival- All over the park, stages and tents are set up. There will be 
food, music, and of course, 2 stepping. Late October. Free. Millennium Park. 

 Hyde Park Jazz Festival- with 150+ musicians performing at 13 venues during the course of 13 
hours. Performances will be heard in 13 creative and unexpected, indoor and outdoor venues 
throughout the Hyde Park neighborhood. Early October. Free. Hyde Park Neighborhood.  

 The Light Show at Buckingham Fountain- While in operation, every hour on the hour for 20 
minutes the Fountain produces a major water display and the center jet shoots 150 feet into the 
air. Beginning at dusk, every hour on the hour for 20 minutes the Fountain's major water display 
is accompanied by a major light and music display. The final display of the evening begins at 
10:00 p.m. April to mid-October. Free. Grant Park.  

http://www.adlerplanetarium.org/
http://www.fieldmuseum.org/at-the-field/programs/discount-days
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 Osaka Japanese Gardens- Osaka Garden is a Japanese stroll garden nestled on the north 
end of the Wooded Island in historic Jackson Park. Near Museum of Science and Industry. 
Free. 5800 S. Lake Shore Drive. 

 Chicago Summer Dance – Fridays through Sundays throughout the summer. Various live 
bands swing, waltz, salsa, cha-cha, and more accompany dance lessons for locals and visitors. 
Free. Grant Park, Spirit of Music Garden. 601 S. Michigan Ave. 

 Free Music at the Jay Pritzker Pavilion- Shows happen most summer nights. Bring chairs and 
a picnic for a very nice evening. Events continue into the Fall and Winter. Free. Millennium Park. 

 

Important Notes 

 Be aware of the situations in the country your mentees came from. Many refugees are coming 

from areas where they were subject to intense and violent events – bombs, airplanes and 

drones, or guns. In some cases, events such as the Air and Water show or a fireworks display 

could trigger intense and scary flashbacks. Be sure that you either discuss this with your 

mentees beforehand, or avoid these spaces all together until your mentees are ready. 
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Household Tips: Bed Bugs 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

BED BUGS: DOS AND DON’TS 

There are a few things that tenants can do before and after treatment for bed bugs.  Professional 

extermination is a must. Your landlord should contract with a professional extermination service.   

Before extermination:   

DO 
1. Do put all bedding and clothing through the dryer.  Items can be placed dry (no need to 

wash) into the dryer on high heat for 30-40 minutes.  Other items (such as shoes), that cannot 
be laundered, may also be placed in dryer for a few minutes to reduce chance of infestation.  
Clean items can be placed in trash bags to prevent re-infestation.  Sheets should be laundered 
daily.  Roll sheet down instead of pulling it off and place it in a plastic garbage bag to transport it 
to the laundry room. 

2. Do vacuum.  Vacuum carpeting, beds, and upholstered furniture.  Bedbugs are hard to remove 
from beds and furniture, but using the nozzle extension and scraping it along seams and tuft of 
furniture may help to dislodge bedbugs and bedbug eggs.  Once finished, immediately remove 
vacuum bag, seal, and dispose of outside of the home. 

3. Do isolate your bed.  Pull beds away from the walls.  Vacuum bed frames and spray them with 
rubbing alcohol.  Place bowls of soapy water under the legs of the bed and buy mattress/box 
spring covers to trap any bugs that are inside and keep others out (use duct tape over the 
zippers, since bedbugs can still fit through the teeth).  Make sure that bedding does not reach 
the floor and is away from all nightstands, etc. 

4. Do use mattress covers.  Quality mattress covers can be purchased at Target and other 
retailers for less than $30.  Do not buy the cheapest, plastic covers, as they often tear.  Use 
these covers on the box spring of the bed, since they are more easily torn and harder to treat.  
Your mattress does not need a cover unless it is in bad condition and has holes / tears. 

5. Do remove any clutter.  Items that you do not want to save can be sealed in plastic bags and 
thrown out.   

6. Do spray items with rubbing alcohol.  Put isopropyl alcohol in a spray bottle and spray the 
braiding of the mattress, the headboard, and the box springs, if you wish. Test on a small 
section of furniture to see if it stains; wood surfaces finished with lacquer or varnish may be 
damaged by alcohol. Alcohol kills on contact, but it does not remain on the surfaces to continue 
killing bedbugs. It has a dehydrating effect, so it may have some effect on eggs in multiple 
treatments. If someone visits with a suitcase, or you return from travel, spray the suitcase as 
well. After using the alcohol spray, make sure the room is ventilated and everything is dry before 
you sleep there. Remember that the alcohol is a temporary fix, so you will be spraying 
frequently until we get there to treat. 

 

DO NOT 
1. Don’t move to another apartment or stay with friends/relatives.  This is the most common 

mistake.  You can leave with only the clothes on your back and your most personal items, and 
bedbugs will still come along for the ride. It only takes one fertilized female or a few eggs to re-
infest your new home and belongings. Once your home is treated, we recommend that your do 
not move for two months, or you risk taking the problem with you. 

2. Don't move objects and furnishings from room to room.  If you move your pillow, blanket, or 
stuffed toy to another room to sleep, whether in another bed or a couch, you risk spreading the 
problem. If you need to go to a different room, go there with clean pajamas, clean bedding and 
clean pillows. If your child simply has to have that one stuffed toy to sleep, put it in a hot dryer 
for 20 minutes. 
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3. Don’t throw out beds or other furniture.  Extermination companies should be able to treat 
these items, if they are worth saving, and you risk spreading the bugs by moving items through 
the apartment.  If the bed is in such bad shape that it must be thrown away, wrap it in plastic 
first and, if possible, mark it so that others know it is infested and do not take it in to their own 
home. 

4. Don’t try to treat this yourself.  There are products you can buy at the grocery store or 
hardware store that should never be used inside a home, especially not on a bed or in a 
bedroom. Just because you can buy pesticides in a store does not make them safe. You can 
look up chemicals by their brand name to get a Material Safety Data Sheet or go to 
pesticideinfo.org and search by brand name or individual ingredients. On the pesticideinfo.org 
website it will be designated a PAN bad actor if it has known serious health or environmental 
risk. 

After the extermination: 

1. The most important thing is that the tenant notifies the landlord (or RefugeeOne, if they do not 
speak English) in order to schedule a follow-up treatment.  Please emphasize to clients that 
they need to call us right away if they continue to be bitten or if bed bugs reappear.  Bed bugs 
rarely go away with one treatment – it is not unusual to need 4-6 treatments before the problem 
is completely under control.  Treatments should be 10-14 days apart, since this is the time that it  
takes for bed bug eggs to hatch. 

Moving with bed bugs – what you can do: 

1. Throw out all of the furniture and beds, since they are infested.  Clients need to carry items 
out to dumpster and slash/mark them so that other clients do not take them back into the 
building.2. 

2. Take new furniture directly to the new apartment.    
3. Go to a laundry mat and put all clothes, shoes, etc. that can go through the washer, or at 

least the dryer. These items will also go DIRECTLY to the new apartment.  Clients should 
change into clean clothes immediately before leaving old apartment – or change at the 
laundromat and put the old clothes immediately into the wash as well.  

4. Dishes and other kitchen items can be washed and taken directly out of the apartment.  
5. Some items may be able to be placed in the oven at 160 degrees.  This will instantly kill any 

bug (may want to leave items in there for 30 minutes?) 
6. Any electronic items (TV, radio alarm), should also not be take b/c they can harbor bed 

bugs.  Again, nothing should go to the new apartment that cannot be thoroughly cleaned. 
7. Similarly, cardboard boxes should be avoided.  Items can be placed in heavy-duty garbage 

bags and taken directly out of apartment, or carried directly to the car. 

  

http://www.pesticideinfo.org/
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Mentor Pre/Post Test 
Mentor Name:  
Mentee’s Name:  
Date Completed:  

 

The information on the Mentor Pre/Post Test helps to evaluate our success in helping our refugee 

clients to become more self-reliant and adjusted to their new environment.  You will probably not be 

able to answer every question, but please answer as many as possible. 

 

                    Pre-Test           Post-Test  

          

          Y    N   Y    N 

 

1. My mentee understands how to clean her/his apartment                      
 

2. She/he is able to do laundry             
 

3. She/he understands how to dress for the weather             
 

4. She/he knows how to look for healthy food at the market.          
 

5. She/he can schedule an appointment.                        
 

6. She/he knows how to use public transportation                       
 

7. She/he can count American money and make change.                      
 

8. She/he understands how to read prices and labels.          
 

9. She/he knows when to call 911.                        
 

10. She/he can identify signs of pregnancy or illness.          
 

11. She/he understands how hygiene affects health.           
 

12. She/he is comfortable with her/his role in the household.               
 

13. She/he is comfortable talking to new people           
 

14. She/he knows people she could turn to in an emergency                      
 

15. She/he knows her job skills and how to look for a job          
 

16. She/he has completed a resume or job application.          
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Contacts 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

So what happens next? 

After the initial introductory meeting, it is up to the both of you to meet together weekly.  You will identify 

issues that your mentee needs help with, and try to help as much as you can.  If you don’t have the 

answer, please ask us.  

Tutoring? 

If you want some training in teachingEnglish, then we would recommend attending the two tutoring 

workshops given by Literacy Works. They are free for our volunteer tutors, because we are a member 

of this agency.  To sign up, email volunteer@refugeeone.org with your preferred dates. The schedule 

for the trainings can be found at litworks.org. 

Reporting 

Every month, you will be sent a link to a google document. Please take the few minutes to complete 

this as it provides us with valuable information on how our clients are doing from your perspective. 

What if I have more questions? 

We recognize that no matter how well we train you there will always be questions that will arise after 

you begin mentoring.  We encourage you to contact us with questions, concerns, or suggestions. To 

help us keep in touch we ask you to complete the log (described above) at the end of each month.   

 

Contact information 

Director of Resettlement: Helen Sweitzer 

Email: hsweitzer@refugeeone.org 

Phone: (773) 423-9804 

 

Volunteer Coordinator: Jamie Corliss 

Email: volunteer@refugeeone.org 

Phone: (773) 423-9836 

mailto:volunteer@refugeeone.org
litworks.org.
mailto:volunteer@refugeeone.org

