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LEARN
        The Learn component of the Learn, Share, Change project comprised a virtual exhibit
facilitated by WeaveTales and the Forward Together Survey. In the exhibit, we shared the stories
of Basma Alawee from Iraq, Liya from Eritrea, and Dar Salam from Darfur. Created with 
 University of North Florida and University of Florida interns, multiple media outlets promoted the
event, including News4Jax. The survey portion was designed to gather information from
Floridians about the perceptions toward the present and future of immigrant advocacy and
protection, with an end goal of helping Florida strategize to become more inclusive and
immigrant-friendly in the next ten to twenty years. Over four hundred people participated in the
survey, professionally translated into Spanish, Russian, Arabic, Portuguese, Haitian Creole, and
Kiswahili. The data collected is being analyzed by a professor from the University of California in
Irvine and is presented in a blueprint at the end of this booklet. Overall, the Learn component of
the project consisted of thirty events and videos, engaged approximately 3,287 people, and
involved twenty-six other organizations and entities, including the University of North Florida,
the University of Florida, Jax Thrive, Southside Karen Baptist Church in Jacksonville, FSCJ, UUCJ,
Welcoming America, WAAA, FLIC, AACC, Syrian community in Jax, Beyond 90, House of Leaf and
bean, Refugee Advocacy lab, Refugee Congress, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), Emgage, Reyes Legal, PLLC, Mubarak Law,
Welcoming Gainesville & Alachua County, Islamic Relief USA, the Southern Poverty Law Center,
UF’s Samuel Proctor Oral History Program, Women's March Jacksonville, and the Human Rights
Coalition of Alachua County.
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Virtual Exhibits
WeaveTales’s Virtual Exhibit was developed to share and preserve the stories of refugees and
immigrants on a multimedia platform. We shared three stories from around the world, including
that of our own Executive Director and Co-Founder of WeaveTales, Basma Alawee, who
described escaping war-ridden Iraq to find a better life for her and her family. However, upon
reaching the United States, she was faced with continuous bouts of xenophobia and injustices
until finally moving to Jacksonville. Dar Salam shared her story of surviving a deadly genocide in
Western Darfur and struggling to start school in the United States due to lack of
documentation. Readers also learned from Liya who escaped Eritrea, which she described as
“one of the most repressive countries in the world.” Through each story, readers learn through
a more interactive platform with images in chronological order, from living in their native
nations to moving to the United States. In February, WeaveTales was fortunate enough to open
its in-person exhibit at Jacksonville ArtSee & Shop, with approximately 40 people attending.
The Virtual and in-person exhibits were created in partnership with University of North Florida
and University of Florida interns, and multiple media outlets promoted the event, including
News4Jax.
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When I close my eyes and 
think of my country, 

my body shakes with terror. 

4



I was born in Western Darfur in 2003, a country that I love but is sadly home to one of the
world's worst humanitarian crises.

Shortly after I was born, a terrible genocide took place. Since the conflict began on February 23
in 2003, more than two million people have been displaced and up to 400,000 people have
died. 

The western region of Darfur rebelled against the government in Khartoum. The ensuing violence
led to the destruction and damage of hundreds of villages. It has cost about 300,000 lives and a
further three million have been made homeless and have either fled over the border to refugee
camps in Chad or live in the tens of thousands in camps in Darfur. 

My family was also among many that fled to the refugee camps in Chad in hopes of a better life.

Dar Salam in

Jacksonville,

Florida.
Photo Credit:

 Dar Salam Moussa  
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 Dar Salam (bottom right)
with her family in Chad.

As of April 2018, the UNHCR (The UN

Refugee Agency) reported that

some 300,000 refugees from

Darfur were known to be living

in 12 UNHCR and government-run

camps in eastern Chad.

Growing up in Chad wasn’t easy.

My parents thought I wouldn't make it past infancy because I had been so ill. 

There were no hospitals, doctors, clean water, or electricity. When children and the elderly got
extremely sick in my village, they were carried on a donkey or a horse to Geneina. Here, they
would be able to visit the closest doctor. Even though the trip was usually worthwhile, it took a
treacherous 4-hour walk to get there.

My father wasn’t present when I was born, as he had to take a trip to Libya. During this time,
my mother had to take care of me on her own. My father later returned from his trip and soon,
my sister Hamida was born in Chad.

While my parents tried their hardest to provide a better life for my sister and me in the new
country, it became apparent that bigger changes were about to arise. 

Eventually, my parents divorced when I was five years old.

They were both good parents; my father was a mechanic and my mother was a doctor of
childbirth. I loved them both dearly. 

I thought that Chad would be our country forever.

But one day, my mother informed me that it was not our home anymore. 
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It was only in February 2020 that the Sudanese government decided to hold

Al Bashir accountable for the human rights violations and international

crimes that he had been indicted for by the ICC more than a decade ago.

In 1993, Omar Al Bashir was sworn into office as the President of the Republic of Sudan.

As the President, instead of making Sudan a better country, he destroyed and burned it: he
tortured and killed civilians, especially the Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa ethnic groups living in the
Darfur region who were perceived to be against the government.

Decades of mass

 killings and wars have

left deep-seated scars

across the villages of

West Darfur where

civilians now live in

relative safety but

continue to suffer 

from trauma.
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Still, millions of victims are suffering and
justice hasn’t been sought.

Al Bashir ordered criminals to kill poor
people in villages and steal their cows,
sheep, goats, camels, and horses. These
criminals were referred to as “Janjaweed.”
They were military to the president and
worked directly to fulfill his cruel agenda.

Genocide War in Darfur

painted by Dar Salam

Moussa (2020)
Photo Credit: Elizabeth Paul

 

 

I loved staying with my grandparents.

I had aunties who took care of us, especially my sister, Hamida, as she was only three years old.
Even in her few years of life, she had already experienced two wars. She was too young for all
that she had to witness.
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The Beauty of the Nature in Africa

by Hamida Zakaria Moussa (2020)
Photo Credit: Elizabeth Paul

 

 

By the time I was eight years old, I liked to
wake up in the early morning and prepare hot
tea for my grandpa. He loved a cup of hot tea
every morning, even though I never made it
very well.

My favorite part of fixing my grandpa tea in the
morning was hearing him sing songs for me.

“O'Dar Salam the girl who fights for Darfur,” he'd
sing, “Rise once more. Your justice words turn
the world around. I beg you, rise again.”

When my grandpa drank tea, he always talked
about the time in our country when people
knew peace. Lying in his soft, warm lap, I
listened to him as he told stories of the great
leaders who fought for Sudan. The stories
usually ended with him telling me about how
the criminals of the country came to power. 

“But someday, my little girl should fight for my
country,” he'd say. He missed his home terribly.

Dar Salam attending

school in Geneina, Sudan.

Photo Credit: Dar Salam Moussa
 

 As a child, I could only assume that something important was happening around me. In the time
of turbulence, my grandpa’s stories made me feel the weight of my heavy heart, and the desire
to grow up to help my country slowly began to build inside me. 

Four years after living with my grandparents, my mother graduated from the university in
2014. 

Soon, we decided to permanently move to Genenina as a family.
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Dar Salam's mother. 

Photo Credit: Dar Salam Moussa
 

 

During this time, my mother married my
stepfather.

He had more than ten kids with another
wife. He was a very kind man; he'd pay
the bills for all of our schoolings. He
would do anything for us, just to see all
of us happy. He loved my sister and me
just as the kids of his own and we love
him just as much.

Finally, everything in my life seemed to
be going well.

My mother became an incredible doctor
- every morning, I saw her leave the
house in such a lovely uniform. I was in
awe of her. 

However, this time of bliss within my
family was short-lived. A few years later
my biological father called us with big
news. 

“I want you and your sister to live with
me in the United States.”

When we arrived home that day, our mother broke the news from my biological father.

I can still remember the way her gaze focused on me.

“My children, do you remember your father? His name is Zakaria Moussa. Dar Salam, you were
only six years old and Hamida was nine months old when he left.”

After leaving us, my father had traveled to Libya and stayed there for five years. Unfortunately,
the Libyan Conflict that began in 2011 made it impossible for him to live there any longer. 
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Dar Salam's father in Libya.

Photo Credit: Dar Salam Moussa
 

 

I asked in disbelief, “Are you actually sure that we are going to America?”

“Yes,” she replied quickly.

I immediately hugged her and cried, “I don't want to leave. I like our country no matter how
much they shoot us or kill us. I love my friends and cousins. I love you.”

That night, upset and sad, I went to my room and slammed the door. 

I sat on my bed and wondered why this was happening to me. All I could think was that my
mother didn't care about us anymore and that she was ready to send us away. I didn’t even
see her cry as I held her and sobbed. 

But the more I thought about it, the more I understood how broken-hearted she must be. 
She just didn’t want to show me.

She'd just said not to worry. I had lived with my grandparents for over four years without my
mother, but I knew that it would feel completely different this time. 

A few hours later, my mother came knocking on my door. 

“What are you doing here Dar Naim?” 

She called me by my lovely nickname. Normally, I would cheerfully respond to her but this time,
the sadness and concerns about my new life weighed me down so hard that I couldn’t react. 

In 2013, with the help of local organizations
in the refugee camps he stayed at, he was
able to come to America through the
government’s resettlement program. While
living in the new country, he missed the
rest of his family dearly and wanted them
to join him. 

My mother continued,
“You, your sister Hamida, your stepmother,
and her two daughters will all live together
in America.”

“I remember my step-sisters, we used to
live in Chad together,” I stated.

“Your stepmother is an incredible woman
and her kids are nice. I know you are a
polite and respectful girl, but make sure to
respect them too.”
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My mother continued out of silence, “I understand how
 you feel and what you are thinking. You must think
 that life is terrible because you’re leaving. But trust
 me, I feel the same. I'm unhappy too. So don't 
worry too much -- it's going to be alright.”

“You are not unhappy, if you were unhappy you
 would have told our father that your children
 weren’t leaving,” I replied angrily.  

She laughed, “I can't do that. He's your father 
and I'm your mother and we both love you.
 This is what’s best for you."

I looked up to see her coming closer to sit
next to me in the bed.

"If you go there, you will have a much better
future. It will also help your family. In our
country, girls don't have many opportunities
to go to school. Girls who are 15 or 16 years
old are expected to get married and stay
home to raise children. Some girls are very
intelligent; yet, they still don’t get the
opportunity to obtain an education. I don't
want your life to be limited like that. I don't
want you to have to get married at a young
age and lose your chance at your own future.
You are such a hard worker and deserve a
chance to have the future you’ve always
wanted."

Hearing from her, I could now understand
why she was unhappy about the separation
but happy for me.

I smiled at her as I realized that she was right.Dar Salam (far left) and her sister

saying goodbye to their mother

before leaving for the U.S. 

Photo Credit: Dar Salam Moussa
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“Before you leave, I want you to remember your story. You have always wanted to obtain a
full education so that you could become a pilot and fight for your country. That is a strong goal
and I want to let you fly.” 

She gently dried the tears from my warm cheeks and we cuddled. 

 “Mom, I’ll always remember my dreams. You’re the best mother any girl could ask for,” I
whispered. 

On May 6, 2016, we prepared ourselves to leave for Cameroon where we would have to stay
for a few months until we received a permit to enter the U.S.

“God,” I prayed as I went to bed that night,

“I know you are busy with many, many things around the world, but do you see what's
happening here in Geneina? Please always protect people who are in danger and help poor
people.”

Beautiful Start Space by Samira

Zakaria Moussa (2020)
Photo Credit: Elizabeth Paul

 

 By the next day, my sister and I left with my
stepsisters, my stepmother, and my uncle. One
of my uncles was coming with us to Cameroon
because we needed him to guide the way.
There were so many people in our
stepmother's house, hugging one another, too
sad to leave. My friends and I all stood in the
courtyard, hugging each other, refusing to
believe that this could be the last time we see
each other. 
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A few weeks later, we arrived in Cameroon.

Everything was utterly different in Cameroon. We didn't know any people or even the French
language that they spoke! 

My father had told us that some people from Darfur were living in Cameroon. They spoke our
native language and Arabic, as well as French. Eventually, some of his friends that we
recognized came to visit us. Only my older sister knew how to speak a little bit of French. The
people we met helped us in the market when we needed something to eat or walked together
with my stepmother. The new language was not so easy for me to learn.

Our closest friends were our neighbors: Fatima and her two kids. My stepmother knew them
from when they used to live in Chad.

Fatima said that they had to wait for immigration for five months but still no luck. Being in
transit to America, they were non-residents and their children couldn’t attend school and had
no friends.

I missed home terribly.

There was no TV to watch, no friends to play with, and no books to read. I missed my mother. I
missed my school friends. I missed the mountains, the forest, and the beautiful river that passes
through. Every night, I went to bed hoping that I would see them in my dreams.

Soon, my uncle decided to teach us the Holy Qur'an for religious studies. He took us to a
mosque where boys and girls studied the Holy Qur'an together. He taught us in the morning
with my family and Fatima with her kids. 

Even though we couldn't go to school in Cameroon, my sister and I still loved to read.
Sometimes, Cameroon felt like our new home but I kept reminding myself that we were just
waiting for our immigration documents to come through.

Every morning, my uncle taught us. Hanan, my neighbor, and I became friends. I had many
friends in my country but Hanan eventually became the closest to my heart. Hanan and I would
read together and watch TV at her house. She would tell me her secrets and I would tell her
mine on our way back home.
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A few months later, Hanan and her family had their paperwork ready and left for America.
Meanwhile, my uncle left us and went back to Darfur. 

Without them, I was left alone with my annoying little sisters. Sometimes they treated me as if I
was a baby and not the eldest. 

On April 13, 2017, the immigration permit came through and we finally made it to the U.S.
Having waited in Cameroon for almost a year, it felt surreal to finally be in America! My first
impression of the country was that it was full of interesting scenes - I had never seen such tall
buildings and huge bridges. Cars drove everywhere. 

I was in disbelief that I would get to see our father in so many years. I had felt his excitement
to see us on the phone.

Soon, I would get to hear my father's deep voice as he called out my nickname “Dar Naim.”

Dar Salam (pictured in yellow) arriving

in the United States with her family.

Photo Credit: Dar Salam Moussa
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Having arrived in Jacksonville at the end of the school year, we were required to wait until the
summer for the school to open again. We had never learned English before and had to pick up
the basics before school started. 

As we waited, my little sisters and I started summer camp.

The volunteers there taught the letters of the alphabet, animal names, and basic English. At the
end of the summer camp, they gave us heavy backpacks with pencils, notebooks, and a lot of
school supplies that we could use when the semester began. I couldn't wait any longer for
school to start! 

Finally, when the fall semester began, my sisters, Hamida and Samira, were placed in a local
elementary school. However, a discrepancy in my required documents didn’t allow me to be
enrolled anywhere. 

Later, my father and I went to the immigration office to discover that there had been a
miscommunication with my birth certificate.

My records indicated my birthdate as being four years earlier than it actually was! On paper, I
was considered 18 years old when I was actually only 14. They asked my father to provide
proper documentation of my accurate age in order to register me for school. 

Not knowing English, I couldn’t understand everything; yet, I knew in my guts that I was not
starting school anytime soon.

Brokenhearted, I sobbed.

My stepmother cried next to me.

In the end, my father reassured me that he would take care of the situation.

He tried hard not to show it but I could tell that he was worried too. The most important
reason for coming to America was for me to continue my education. Soon, my mind spiraled
out of control.

“What would I do if I couldn’t go to school? Spend the rest of my life indoors, with no books
to read? How would I complete my studies and become a pilot?”

That evening, I thought of the girls at school back in Africa who had gotten married. One of
them was only thirteen. 

I feared that I could end up like her.

I prayed to God to please help me to go to school. 
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My father soon realized that my birth certificate had to be furnished all the way from Sudan. He
immediately made a long-distance call to my mother who agreed to send the certificate over
and gave it to my uncle. There were no post offices in Geneina, but he knew of someone going
to Khartoum, the capital of Sudan. There, he would be able to send the certificate in the post.
My father got the phone number of the man and sent him money so he could ship it out. 

As we anxiously waited for the mail, my father wanted me to continue to improve my English.
He encouraged me to watch a TV program called ''Learn English With TV Series.'' The series
helped me write down new words that I didn't understand the meaning of. 

However, in the end, I learned much more English from watching episodes of the Ellen
Degeneres show than the series! I’ve never laughed harder and it was good for learning English.

Dar Salam's favorite

episode of the Ellen

Show was the one that

featured Ekhlas, a

refugee from Darfur,

Sudan who learned

English by watching the

show just like her.
 

 

A few months had passed and I still hadn’t received my birth certificate.

My father called the man who promised to send it, but he wouldn't answer the phone at all. My
father got angrier as time went on. 

“I don't care about the money, but I do care about the certificate,” he said. 

Sometimes, knowing that he had to fix the problem for me, my father couldn't go to work. He
made so many appointments to go to the immigration office to convince them that it was a
simple mistake.

Still, they asked my father hundreds of questions that went nowhere. 

Eventually, one of the immigration officers asked if he could just show a picture of my birth
certificate. He showed them a picture of it on his phone, and they took his phone to verify the
information.

After waiting for a few hours in the back of the office, they were able to verify my real age and
enroll me in school. 
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That day, my father came home with the
biggest grin stretched across his face. His
excitement was palpable. I had begun to lose
hope of ever getting an education and
attending school. I couldn't believe that I was
finally going to school! 

At night, I couldn't sleep. I was thankful for God.
The next morning, when it was finally time for
me to go to classes, I was so excited I could
hardly contain myself.

Dar Salam getting ready for her first

day of school in Jacksonville, Florida.

 

On January 9, 2018, I finally began school in
Jacksonville.

At my new school, I wore an American school
uniform; a yellow shirt and black pants or tights
and a black skirt. Most of the other girls wore
their skirts short, but my pants were down to
my ankles and I wore a headscarf as well. 

Luckily, there were a handful of Muslim girls in
my class who wore the uniform in the same
way as I did, so I didn't stand out quite so
much.

But the other girls would roll their skirts up
even shorter as soon as they arrived at school
and let them down again before they went
home.

Seeing them, I thought, 
“What an interesting country this is, where
some girls are free to cover their bodies and
others are not!”

Dar Salam (left) with one of her closest

friends at school. 
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In school, we had access to technology such as
projectors, laptops, and Wi-Fi. We also had such
classes in subjects such as music, art, computer
science, and even cooking.

These all came as a bit of a shock coming from
Geneina where school consisted of just a
teacher and a chalkboard. 

I often longed for the simplicity of the
classroom back home; but then, I thought of
how my old friends would have loved all the
fancy technology and special classes.
Sometimes, I felt sad that my old friends didn't
have all the wonderful things the students have
here. And sometimes, I felt sad that they had
what I don't — companionship with old friends. 

I noticed a somewhat cultural gap between me
and my new schoolmates. Sometimes, they
would make a joke and I wouldn’t get it or vice
versa. The manner in which they spoke to one
another was also very different compared with
the way girls are in Geneina.

I wanted to join in and have fun together, but I
didn't quite know how. I couldn't be too
cheeky. 

 

Dar Salam looking for a new book

to read at a library in Jacksonville.

 

At first, I stayed serious all the time to present myself as a “good” student. 

I didn't have many friends when I first started, but the girls at my new school were always
very kind to me. Soon enough, I was getting invited to birthday parties and feeling as though I
had real friends. They were lovely girls, kind and fun, but it wasn't the same as it was back
home.

I wondered how I could ever be friends with those girls. 

Every day, we learned something new from one another. Every day, I felt a little bit more like
plain old Dar Salam, just another girl in the class. 

But when the day was done and everyone got on their buses, it felt like the end of the day at
Jabal Jym—my old school in Sudan. I thought of how we all tumbled out of the building and onto
motorcycles that bumped and bounced along the crazy, crowded streets of Geneina.
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It seemed as if everything in my life was
going well. 

My stepmother was learning to read and I
was on my way to the school I loved. I
told myself not to worry about what was
happening back home and instead focused
on working hard. 
I always whispered a prayer of thanks
before I managed to sneak in the last few
minutes of studying for the exam. I always
prayed the most during exams.

Usually, I did not pray on time which
means praying five times a day, our
religious duty.
But back home in my country, my friends
and I all prayed together on time.

In Sudan, I used to ask for help with my
exams or to come in first in the class. Our
teachers always told us though, “God won't
give you marks if you don't work hard.
God showers us with His blessings, but he
is honest as well.”

So, I always worked hard too.

 

Dar Salam's school project for

her history class.
 

I was never allowed to touch things without permission, even my own family's things like their
phones or their money. In April 2019, my sister Fatime's phone started ringing, but she wasn't
around to answer the phone. So, I answered it. 
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If we don't make a change, little children will grow up and the Janjaweed will continue to
mistreat them.

I wish I could be there to take off my shoes and fight them, but my duty is here. I have to fight
to make Sudan a better place. I'm not afraid of anyone on this earth, but of God. Every person
deserves equal rights no matter what. Whether they are black or white, man or woman, rich or
poor.

Being only a girl, I wonder how I can fight for the country. Sudanese people don't think girls
can do anything to help the country. They believe that girls should stay at home to cook and
clean. No Sudanese women could become soldiers or even police officers, only the men. 

Confused and sad, I would pray to God every night and ask why women were treated so
poorly in Sudan. Even as a girl, I should be able to go into the army and fight for the freedom of
the people.

In the morning, however, I would see no change; I was still a normal girl without any power.
From some point on, I began to realize that it was a silly prayer to ask God.

“Dar Salam, you silly girl,” I said to myself one time. 

“You should be thankful for everything God has given you. You can see, talk, and walk.” 

The self-consolation wouldn’t help and the question still lingered in my mind.
I had moved to many places, but not one of them was like my country. Janjaweed committed
crimes every day, every month, every year. They shot and killed poor people and stole from
them in Sudan but were never held accountable. 

“Hello, O' Dar Salam is that you? I just wanted to tell
you that your stepfather was killed by the Janjaweed.”

Shocked, I dropped the phone. 

I had just heard the worst news in my life. I couldn’t
stop the tears from rolling down my cheeks. One of
the greatest and kindest men I had ever known had
just been killed in the street. 
Death comes for us all and we can do nothing to stop
it. 

But my stepfather didn't deserve to die in the hands of
criminals. 

Every day, the Janjaweed’s crimes are getting more
cruel and devastating. The Sudanese President, Omar Al
Bashir, with 30 years in power, has done nothing but
kill innocent people. I believe that it is time to fight for
our rights in our country. If no one starts fighting for
the country, then nothing can change for the better.

The Illumination of Our

Peace by Hamida Zakaria

Moussa (2020) 
Photo Credit: Elizabeth Paul
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In the winter of 2020, I saw something incredible.

Suddenly, everyone lived in peace with one another as I had finally used my voice. I became a
politician who stood for freedom, peace, and civil and human rights. My speeches had inspired
young girls like me and encouraged the violence to finally subside in my village. My people will
finally be able to return to their country without fear.

Then I woke up. 

Although I was disappointed that my dream wasn’t real, I then realized that it was up to me to
make it come true.

Dar Masalit (meaning “Home of the Masalit

people”) by Dar Salam Moussa (2020) 
Photo Credit: Elizabeth Paul

 

I used to wonder so many things, but I had no idea
what I could do. I didn't even know what a politician
could do. I realized that God had answered my
prayer through the dream.

It was all confusing.

I used to want to become a pilot; however, with
everything I have been through, I began to think that
becoming a political leader might be a better way to
end the sufferings of the people.
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My birthday had felt like a turning point for me.

I was already considered an adult -- that happens when you turn fourteen in our society.
But it was time for me to take stock and think about my future. I knew that I wanted to be a
political leader. I felt the word politics had a bit of a stain on it, but I would be different.

I would do the things politicians only spoke of. I would start with bringing civil rights, freedom,
and peace to especially Sudan Darfur—the place of the Masalit— because millions of people were
displaced from their country and separated and living in refugee camps. Janjaweed criminals
were killing the people of Darfur and destroying the villages. Genocide is still ongoing.

Now, I wonder about the importance of keeping the country safe. I have to fight for my
country and make it a safe place. It is my duty. 

I sometimes find myself looking in the mirror of the bathroom, giving speeches. When I look in
the mirror, though, I don’t see myself. I see myself as the politician from my dream, making a
difference. I see hundreds of people listening to me and hanging onto every last word I say. 

God has given me a responsibility to make my country a peaceful place; a responsibility I carry
with me every moment of every day, and the gift to be able to do so. Peace in every home,
every street, every village of Darfur. This is my dream.

Freedom for every man, every woman, every boy, and every girl in the world of Darfur. To live
in my country with all my friends and go to school is my right. To see each and every human
being with a smile of true happiness is my wish.

I'm Dar Salam and this is my story.

Dar Salam's headshot. 
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Having lived in Israel, Liya speaks four languages and English is her fifth to

learn. As the recipient of a full scholarship for the New American Speakers

Program offered by WeaveTales, she is training to improve her public

speaking skills to share her stories with a broader audience.

My last night in Eritrea was just like any other day.

Isat inside my house and shielded myself from the intense heat of the sun’s rays. As I began to
stare out my window, I couldn’t stop myself from daydreaming. I dreamt of a better life, one
where I didn’t have to hide away from the rest of the world. 

“Liya, would you like to go to Israel?” 

I was taken aback by my sister’s sudden presence in the room. I shook myself out of my
daydream and met her inquiring eyes. Mine were wide with disbelief. 

Out of my seven siblings, my eldest brother had escaped Eritrea and had been living in Israel
ever since. From the discreet conversations between him and my sister on occasional phone
calls, I had already taken the hint that he was helping her out to escape Eritrea. 

“Brother has been saving up for a while, but he only has enough money to pay the broker to
help one other sibling escape. I would go but I am married and it’s better that I stay here. But
you are still young and free of any serious commitments,”

In that moment, I was flooded with two vastly different feelings: the sadness of leaving my
family and the excitement that my wildest dreams were coming true.

“You cannot live like this forever hiding out from the government.” 

As I thought about this, I could see that this would be one of my only chances to escape the
life I was facing in Eritrea. I wouldn’t have to live in fear anymore. I could likely return to school
and continue my studies. 
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I was only given two hours to make this life-altering decision.

The decision to leave my home, family, and friends was surely a difficult one, but I also knew
that I had to fight for my life and my freedom. The way I was living was not sustainable and I
wasn’t even sure that I could continue living in hiding. It was clear what I had to do.

“I want to go.” 

From that moment forward, my life would change forever.

She immediately called my brother in Israel in the middle of the night to make arrangements for
me to leave the next morning. 

Liya was raised in rural eritrea surrounded by her loving family and

friends. Growing up, she loved going to school and studying.
 

Photo Credit: Liya Negasi
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Telling my father about the decision was the
hardest part.

Everything happened so orderly and quickly that I
hadn't even prepared how to tell my father of my
monumental decision. I drew a deep breath and
stopped him as he was heading off to bed. 

“Father, I need to tell you something.” 

He turned around to listen.

In a determined voice, I told him that I would be
leaving early in the morning.

My father had been a city leader, and he didn’t
want any of his children to leave the country. And
yet, with two of my brothers who had already left
the country, he also knew on some level that this
was an inevitable choice. 

“Do not trick me, you’re lying,” he responded
angrily when I told him that I was leaving. 

I tried to talk to him, but he just shrugged me off
and went to bed. His refusal devastated me.

I buried myself in the pillows and cried that whole
night. 

Hours later, as I looked up to see the break of
dawn, I wiped my tears and told myself that this
trip to Israel would be like a harmless vacation. 

I didn’t even have the time to say a proper
goodbye to my father or the rest of my family
before leaving. I finished packing my favorite pair
of pants that my sister had made for me and
zipped up my small bag. I was ready to embark on
my journey. 
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“You need to go to another city to meet up with someone who
 would help you cross the border between Eritrea and Sudan.” 

I nodded as her mouth moved in a whisper to appear calm and ready.
But in truth, the angst of embarking on a solo trip without proper documentation and the
possibility of getting caught by the military gave me a stomach ache. 

In Eritrea, you need official documents that allow you to travel from city to city and I was no
exception. I was required to present the papers to the military at the border for screening but I
had none of the verified papers or documents I needed.

To make this trip successful, there had to be a better plan.

Luckily, my sister knew a bus driver who was willing to help us divert any suspicions from the
military. My mother, who happened to be blind, agreed to accompany me on this ride. 

My mother and I boarded the bus and sat close to the driver. I tried to keep silent throughout
the bumpy drive. I cracked open the car window to feel the refreshing morning breeze against
my cheek.

It would be the last time I ride with my mother in my country. 

As the bus approached closer to the city border, I felt my heart race faster by the minute. My
mother held my sweaty hand tighter. 

Finally, the driver stopped the engine at the stop sign. Soon after, a young soldier climbed up
the bus and demanded papers from every passenger.
My mother and I were the last people to be asked for the papers. I trembled as the
dispassionate soldier’s soft brown hands reached over my mom’s that I was holding on to.
Noticing the palpable tension between the soldier and me, the bus driver chimed in to help.

“They don’t need the papers. She just wants to get her blind mother seen by the doctor.” 

The soldier shot a suspicious look at me. By that time, I was already shedding tears out of fear. 

“Please let us cross the border so my mother could see the doctor.” 
I begged until the soldier found it convincing enough to let us cross the city border.

Hours later, I finally arrived at the designated meeting place and met with my leader for the first
time. The huge amount of money my brother had paid to the broker was covering his
expenses.
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Together, we waited for a few more people to join us until the evening.  

In the darkness, the border almost seemed unoccupied.

Only the sounds of occasional gunshots indicated the presence of humans. The Eritrean
government had put a “shoot-on-sight” policy in place at the border to curb refugees fleeing
the country, and we had to wait for three days before sneaking out of the Eritrea-Sudan
border. 

I knew that there were others around me and that I wasn’t going through this alone.
However, the feeling of loneliness was hard to get rid of completely.

Initially, we were told that it would take around three weeks to reach our final destination.
However, we were constantly met with much violence, insecurity, and uncertainty between
borders. 

We were illegal migrants and the risks were high. If we were caught, the police would either
send us back to Eritrea or even worse, shoot us on the spot. Therefore, most of our walking
took place all night long, on the rough, chalky desert terrain. 

I trekked almost 2,500 miles through multiple regions—Sudan, Egypt, and the Sinai Peninsula—
before reaching Israel. Most of our walking took place all night long, through the unforgiving
desert terrain.

Most nights, we would walk for 12 hours straight.

However, other nights, we could only walk 6 hours before our exhaustion prevented us from
going any further. We would resort to sleeping on the cold, hard forest floor in an attempt to
gain what little energy we had back. 

I remember one time my ankles gave out from
beneath me and I collapsed onto the ground. 

“Liya are you okay, give me your hand,” a childhood
friend of mine, who I hadn't known was on the trip
with us, helped me get back up on my feet,  

“You can’t go backward from here. Get up, you
need to be strong.” 

He gave me a shoulder to lean on when no else did.
He carried me when I was too weak to go on. If it
wasn’t for him, I don’t think I would be where I am
today.

But these rare moments of kindness paled in
comparison to the hardships I faced.
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During the day, our leader would pack us into dark holes in the desert ground. It was sweltering
hot and cramped. I can still remember the feeling of the sweat and dirt that pressed into my
skin as I uncomfortably tried to rest in the dark desert hole. 

For nourishment, we were given three to four biscuit cookies every afternoon and a small cup
of impure water. This was the one time during the day we were allowed to eat. The pain I felt
as my stomach roared from hunger was almost unbearable.

Nevertheless, my mind was stronger. I made myself push through the pain and continue on.

Many others were not as strong. A few members of my group collapsed in the desert and took
the last breath. I refused to let myself become one of them.

When we arrived near the Egypt-Sudan border, we were met by a truck driver who helped us
get to the city of Cairo unnoticed.

Again, we were packed shoulder to shoulder into a small, dark space, like sardines in a can.
But unlike the holes in the desert mountains, the back of this truck had tiny holes in the
covering.

These gleams of light let me peek into the city and appreciate the natural beauty of the country
for the first time during this journey.

After just one night in Cairo, we were back on foot and headed to Sinai. 
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It took us three entire months to reach the border of Israel.

My brother had paid the equivalent of almost $5,000 U.S. dollars to a middleman, who made the
arrangements for me to get to Israel. 

Sadly, I know that a lot of people were extorted for more money along the way if they wanted
help and to continue their journeys. Some had to pay upwards of twenty thousand dollars.

Many were simply left behind in the Sinai desert if they refused to pay more as demanded by
the leader. 

I was fortunate in that the broker didn’t try to squeeze my brother of all his money to fund my
trip. I was even more fortunate to have made it to Israel at all.

Abuses by brokers

and smugglers at the

borders are

commonplace and

continue to cause

pain on many

Eritrean refugees

seeking freedom.
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Crossing the road into Israel was probably one of the most dangerous moments in my life.
The military patrolling that border had no sympathy for migrants like me.

They wouldn’t think twice about sending you back to Eritrea, no matter what you had endured
or how dangerous your journey was. 

I couldn’t fathom the thought of finally finishing my 3-month journey to Israel just to get
caught and be sent back to Eritrea.

I had endured so much, and had so many people I loved risk their lives for me.

Those thoughts, as well as the basic desire for food and water, really propelled me to finish my
journey.

After months of traveling and making it further than I ever thought possible, I made it to Israel.   
I was sure that with my brother's help I could build a better life there; yet, everything wasn’t as
perfect as I dreamed it would be.

My happiness quickly faded away. 

I thought I had known what it felt like to be alone when I had trekked through the desert, but
now I was feeling an entirely different kind of loneliness. 

Eventually, I found my way to a women’s shelter and stayed there for quite some time. I made
friends from Iraq, Ethiopia, and Palestine and finally felt a sense of community in the new
country.  

The Israeli borders are one of

the most militarized and deadly

borders in the world.

A usual urban landscape in

Israel. Liya gained a lot from

her life in Israel but she also

had to endure as much.
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One day, my friends from the shelter
reported my case to a local social worker
who recommended that I reach out to the
UNHCR (UN Refugee Agency).

“Liya, through UNHCR, you might be able
to get to Germany or Canada.” 

The social worker convinced me that I
could qualify for what she called refugee
resettlement. 

I had never thought about the possibility
of starting anew in another country, let
alone the fact that I might be a “refugee.”

With new hope, I worked closely with the
local UNHCR office for the next several
months. At first, I wanted to resettle in
Germany or Canada because I thought it
would be an easier process for the
agency, but the papers and documents
didn’t work out. 

The agency then suggested the possibility
of resettlement in the United States. I had
never thought it was possible that I would
one day have the opportunity to live in
America. I had been unhappy in Israel for
over four years and now, I could find new
happiness in a new country.

While I was hopeful that I could start a
new life in America, I will never forget my
friends and the life I had in Israel. 

My last day in Israel was July 11, 2017.

My new life awaited.

Liya has very few pictures from

Eritrea and her childhood.

Pictured here is Liya and her

sisters. Initially, her brother

had paid a “broker” to help one

of her older sisters escape.

Liya in a traditional Eritrean dress. 

"I left Eritrea in 2011 with a small

group of people, traveling on

foot. If only I knew how arduous

the journey would be, I’m not sure

if I would have left Eritrea in the

first place. I was 18 years old and

had no family with me. I was alone

for the first time in my life."

34



In July 2017, I arrived in Jacksonville, Florida, from
Israel with my four-year-old son. 

Similar to my country of Eritrea, Israel was a small
country with a strong sense of community. However,
when I came to the U.S. I didn’t know where to go or
to whom to turn to.

I had no friends or family to help me, I had to make it
on my own.
I was given some assistance for three months through
World Relief Jacksonville (WRJ), which I greatly
appreciated, but it wasn’t enough.

After three months I was told to go out into the
world on my own and support myself. It was scary
but I knew that I needed to provide for myself and
my son. 

Initially, it wasn’t easy to find a career that was a fit
for me. 

Thankfully, my caseworker was able to find a job that I
truly loved. I learned all about operating hard drives
and computers and felt more knowledgeable in this
field than most of the general population. It was the
first job that I held in which I felt truly welcomed and
accepted. This was due to the environment created by
my manager, as he always treated me with respect.  

Through WRJ, I also met a wonderful young woman
named Jessica. I didn’t speak English well, but I did
speak Hebrew, so we communicated in that language
on paper with the help of a local volunteer.

Jessica introduced me to her family and welcomed me
with open arms.

 

Liya (right) and her friend

(left) met and quickly became

friends when she was staying

at a woman's shelter in Israel.
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It was at that moment, for the first time
in months, that I felt like I could make
the U.S. my new home.

Jessica gradually became more than a
mentor to me -- a family. I would call
her at 9 PM and she would come to
pick me up wherever I was. Jessica has
saved my life in many situations where
I would have simply given up.

Words cannot express how grateful I
am to have her and her family in my life
and for everything they have done for
me.

Being in America has given me so
much; opportunity, happiness, and a
new family that holds a special place in
my heart. While the journey may have
been long and treacherous, the
destination has made it so worthwhile. 

 

Liya is pictured here with her son, and

Jessica (second from lower left) and her

family in Jacksonville, Florida.

Liya posing with the bread she had

prepared for the Hearty Tables

recording (see below link).

Cooking: A Way Back Home

My love of cooking came from my
mother.

To this day, I continue to make beloved
Eritrean dishes for my son and our
friends in America. 

Alicha is a common vegetable dish that
is very valuable during times of the
year when we have to fast, such as the
55 days before Fasika (Easter).
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Alicha is generally paired with

Eritrean flatbread known as Injera.
 

Photo Credit: Gina Nguyen
 

 

It consists of cabbage and other
vegetables like potatoes, green beans,
and carrots. The main spice used in
this dish is turmeric, which gives it a
bright orange-yellow color, and
jalapeños are added to give it a spicy
kick. It is usually eaten with injera
bread. 

I also like to cook our traditional
coffee, which is time-consuming
because the coffee beans are freshly
roasted before they are brewed. 

I still cook for my son, who is now
seven, dishes that remind me of my
home country of Eritrea.

Injera is made out of Teff,

a tiny but very nutritious

grain and the staple food

crop in Eritrean cuisine. 

 

Photo Credit: Gina Nguyen
 

 

Watch Liya cook a

traditional dish,

Alicha, and talk

about her journey

to America 
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Born and raised in a war-ridden Iraq, Basma came to America with her husband and their 1-
year old daughter to escape political persecution and seek refuge. In America, Basma is building
a new life as a refugee advocate and activist with the hope of helping millions of the displaced
find a safe home.

Written by Seyeon Hwang, Spencer Collins, Gisselle Perez

Gina Nguyen, Hayley Ross, and Daniella Kapuschansky

Edited by Susanna Klein

Designed by Seyeon Hwang
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6 years later, I was born. 

I was born in the midst of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988). Although I do not have clear or
direct memories of early childhood experiences that could attest to how the war affected our
lives, I still recall some of the photos we used to have at home in Iraq.

One of the pictures I remember is of our old, ground-floor apartment in Baghdad. 

Power outages were almost a daily occurrence, and whenever we lost electricity, our upstairs
neighbors would come down, bringing candles, food, and the comfort of their company. 
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My brothers, mother (far right), and her friend (left) in
front of our ground-floor apartment.

To accommodate all these visitors, we
had to roll out extra rugs on the floor to
provide them space to eat and sleep.

In one corner of the apartment, I would
play with the other children. Whenever
the city was under siege and we had all
these visitors staying with us for days,
my father became noticeably nicer, more
fun, and accommodating.

But even as a young child, I saw how my
father, usually a non-smoker, smoked
away the extreme fear and anxiety he
carried on behalf of the family until the
siege was over. As a father and
husband, he felt an intense responsibility
to protect his family, but he was also a
man caught in the horror of endless war.

My mother (far left) and my brother (middle)
posing at his birthday party with his friend (far

right) who we lost in a bomb attack after the

war broke out in 2003.
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Growing up under Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship, we were not allowed any access
to the internet, free press, or news from outside Iraq.

All we were given was the news from the national television that touted Hussein and his
regime. So, there was no way for us to know anything about the actual political situations
and the possibility of another war.

One day, my brother came home from Jordan and started warning our family about a big
impending war.

At first, we laughed at him and told him that it couldn’t be true.

From that day, however, I became obsessed with the news and began analyzing every
detail of the choice of words and facial expressions of Hussein on the television.

The news often showed short clips of George W. Bush calling Hussein by colorful names for
being deceitful and oppressive. I began to think that the bitter attacks between the two could
only intensify.

I still vividly remember the day the war was declared. Growing

up in wartime, I did not have the luxury to go through the usual

experiences of being a teenager and the beginning of this war

made my life all the more challenging and uncertain.
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However, later in 2002, I suddenly noticed that Bush was calling out Hussein in a much
softer tone and emphasizing the need for a peaceful resolution in a televised press
conference.

Ironically, that is when I knew in my guts that the war was coming.

Soon after, on March 19, 2003, Bush declared war on Iraq. The severe stomach ache I had
developed as a child from hearing unending sirens and seeing the atrocities of war came
back.

Some people called it a war; others called it an invasion. The contention surrounding the
name continues until today.

But no matter how we label it, I cannot easily erase or overcome the innocent suffering and
scars of violence we endured.

Immediately, our lives became only about survival.

My family cleared out a large room at the basement level and covered all the windows in the
house to protect ourselves. It was more of an instinct than a planned reaction; we installed
extra layers of curtains on the windows, placed big pieces of furniture next to the doors, hid
all the crystal and other valuables, and set up a prayer space in one corner of the room.

And of course, all of the events we had planned for my brother’s wedding, travel, and
celebrations were put on hold indefinitely.

On March 19, 2003, Bush declared

war on Iraq. The severe

stomach ache I had developed

as a child from hearing

unending sirens and seeing the

atrocities of war came back.

 

 The first couple of nights of the war were particularly scary, stressful, and exhausting.

Sirens filled the empty streets of my neighborhood and continued to ring in my ears
throughout the day. The war had started on a Wednesday night and by Friday, an airstrike was
to hit my area.

On the radio, the anchor listed the postal codes of the neighborhoods being heavily targeted
that night and advised the residents to evacuate. Many of my neighbors heeded the warning
and fled before sunset.

But we couldn’t leave.

With my cousins’ families staying with us, we were a large family of 12, and one of my brothers
was called by his employer to be on the worksite to protect the building. There was no way
we could leave him behind.
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When darkness finally arrived and blanketed the entire city of Baghdad, I heard the first round
of sirens.

It was the beginning of the airstrike in my neighborhood.

My entire family crawled up on a sofa together and prayed for our survival and safety. The only
coverless window hung open to balance out the pressure inside the house. The vibrations and
noise coming through that window from the first round of attacks indicated the sheer
magnitude of the bombings. The children screamed and cried.

 

I can still remember the voice of

my mother reciting the Quran in

one corner of the large room

as we all gathered shivering in

fear hoping that the moment

would be over soon.

 

 

My mother raised her voice as she recited the Quran for prayers. My father furiously walked
back and forth across the room and continued to chain smoke with his shaky hands.

Trembling, I howled and yelled at my father, blaming him for not leaving the neighborhood
when we had the chance.

Then, I heard the second round of bombings in much closer proximity. The next rounds of
airstrikes quickly followed and wiped out the buildings next to my home in the blink of an eye.

 

This is the actual footage

of the day that the

airstrike targeted my

neighborhood. I can still

remember everything like

yesterday.

 

 

In that moment, my father knew that he had to do something to save the family.

He grabbed the phone and called my uncle who lived several miles away from where we were.

As soon as my uncle confirmed that it was safer in his neighborhood, we started debating how
we could transport the entire family in one car ride.
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In the end, 9 of the 12 people in the family were able to cram into a small sedan that would
normally seat four adults. I was able to make it on the first ride, but two of my brothers and my
one cousin had to wait outside the building until my father could drive back and pick them up.

As the car slowly began moving, I turned my head to look out the window despite my father’s
warning not to.

I saw cars and buildings on fire and motionless people lying in the streets here and there, all
against the backdrop of plumes of smoke over a red skyline.

When we finally made it to my uncle’s place, I found myself shaking and completely drained.

A few minutes later, my father came back with my brothers and cousin, and upon seeing that
they were safe with us,

I passed out.

I was married in July 2007.

The day of celebration

suddenly became a day of

mourning when my uncle

passed away from gun

shot wounds when the

militia attacked his place

and killed him in daylight

only a few weeks before

my wedding.

 

 

The war continued into my adulthood. There was so much violence and so little understanding
on both sides of the war.

My husband was working with an American company at the time, trying to bring an
understanding of Iraqi culture to them, and shed light on American culture for us. He was trying
to build a bridge, as fragile as it might be, and I supported him fully. We wanted to do
everything we could to show that neither side was the enemy, but we became the enemy in
that process.
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My father always said that he would rather
die in his own country than be a refugee
somewhere else, but he was one of the
first to tell me that I needed to take my
family and leave Iraq.

It was getting too dangerous, and the
uncertainty of our lives was torture. I
needed to know that my family was safe,
so we began the long process of applying
for asylum. Our days were filled with
vetting, registrations, interviews, referrals,
applications, security screenings,
fingerprinting, medical screening, culture
classes, and preparations for our travel.

We were extremely fortunate to get
through the whole process in just over a
year. For most asylum seekers, the process
takes much, much longer.

 
 

My father always said that he would

die rather than become refugees. Just

like him, my husband and I had never

imagined that we would be refuges.

 

 

The day came when we were approved to come to the
United States I should have been happy that we were
approved so quickly and that my family would finally be safe.

But I felt no happiness and could not stop crying.

I did my best to hide my sadness from my husband because I
knew he was struggling with it himself. We had to leave Iraq
because of his work, yet I didn’t want him to feel guilt or
regret because the work he had been doing was so noble and
so needed. I had accepted the fact that we had to leave, but
as soon as our approval came, I was forced to acknowledge
everything that I was leaving behind.

I was leaving my home, my family, my friends, my career. I
was leaving everything I knew. I was leaving part of myself. I
never expected to become a refugee, but here I am. 

The day came when our application was finally

approved and we were about to pack and leave

Iraq. I knew I had to be filled with joy and relief

that we were now safe, but I felt more sadness than

anything else. I loved my family and my country

and now I had to leave them behind for a new life.
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Dana was a 1-year old when she came to America with us.
She was the first female grandchild in our family. It was so
special.

We had an entire celebration at the hospital on the day she
was born because we were so excited to have a girl.
People usually ask for boys, but we really wanted a girl. In
Iraq, my mother and sister helped me take care of my baby.

When Dana was born, I became so dependent on them.
They took care of us for forty days. I didn’t want to leave.

Coming to America really tested my abilities as a mom.

Dana got sick on the journey over to America and I had no
idea how or why. My mother gave me a bag filled with
medicines and antibiotics to have just in case. We met a lot
of other families and kids along the way. For some reason,
we met a lot of kids that were also sick, so naturally, I
shared my medicines with them. By the time Dana got sick,
I didn’t have much left for her.

Dana (far left), my first-

born, was only 1 year old

when I moved to America.

It felt like the biggest test

for me as a mom without

the help of my mother or

sisters in a new country.

In America, I struggled

greatly to juggle work,

childcare, and cultural

adjustment without the

help of my family.

I arrived in Orlando, Florida, on January 15, 2010.  I awoke the next morning, opened my
window and witnessed a theft in progress: a man stealing the purse from a woman walking
down the street.

I started screaming because it reminded me of a scene in Iraq years earlier, when I saw a man
from my window, holding a gun on a taxi driver and stealing his car.

My father told me to stay quiet so we wouldn’t be killed. Now, in Orlando, my husband said,
“How are we going to help? We don’t know anything, and we don’t know anyone.”
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That first month, I refused to leave the house, sitting at
home crying and telling my husband that he could stay in
America, and I would go back to Iraq. 

Eventually, however, I began to venture out but the
struggle continued. Strangers cursed me from far away.
They gave me “bad fingers” and I just had no idea what
was wrong.

Another time, I was on the bus to school. Usually, I
would open a book to read and mind my own business.
A man started cursing loudly on the bus, but I didn’t
realize his anger was directed towards me until after he
left the bus and everyone told me.

I had no idea how to respond to this kind of behavior.

I have never faced discriminatory acts until recently, two
years ago actually.

In the first month of moving to America, a man started cursing loudly

on the bus, but I didn’t realize his anger was directed towards me until

after he left the bus and everyone told me. I had no idea how to respond

to this kind of behavior. Unfortunately, I have heard of so many other

Muslim women being attacked in public and having to go through the

same experience as we go about our daily lives.

After the recent election, the Muslim and immigration ban discussions were in the air. I faced
two incidents, one after another. While I was walking out of an ethnic store, a guy told me that
I “had to be deported”. I just thought to myself, “I’m a U.S. citizen, how am I supposed to be
deported?” 

It’s hard to respond to these types of people, and I try to make up excuses in my mind. You
never know what to say or how they will react.
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The driver was a lady that had helped us run errands. In our culture, when someone does a
good deed for us, we take it and really appreciate it. I was sitting next to her. My husband and
daughter were in the backseats. She ran a light and another car had hit us.

Suddenly, there were sounds of police cars and ambulances.

The first thing I did was turn to my family and see if they were okay. In that one moment, it felt
like weeks.

We thought we were okay, but actually, we were scared and in pain with bruises. At the
accident scene, she turned to me and told me, “just say you guys are okay”. 

We couldn’t move and were bleeding in some places. If this were to happen today, I still would
not have reported her to the police or responded to the numerous insurance company calls that
wanted to talk to us.

Although we were taken advantage of, I want to move forward from this. I want other
immigrant families to learn about their rights and what to do in these types of situations.

Within the first couple of months, we got into a really bad car accident.

In our culture, when someone does a good deed for us, we take it

and really appreciate it. Being that the driver was a lady that had

helped us run errands, I couldn't report the car accident to the

police and we were taken advantage of.

Orlando never felt like it was my home. Maybe it was not the right time, the right place, or the
right people.

Then, my husband and I visited Jacksonville.

For the first time, I sensed a connection, I was somehow drawn to this place. I saw the Atlantic
Ocean, and I felt that it bound me to my family and former home in Iraq.

And so many things reminded me of home: the river, the bridges, the diverse shops that sold
familiar goods, the residents who spoke Arabic!

As soon as we returned to Orlando we began to prepare for our move to Jacksonville, and we
made that move quickly.
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Once we settled in Jacksonville, one of our first goals was to grow roots in the city by finding
jobs and organizations and connecting with agencies and volunteer opportunities. 

I started networking with people by volunteering a lot within the communities I wanted to join.
By volunteering my time to work on community projects, I was able to learn things I never
could have learned from purely social friendships. I could also help others who were different
from me and learn from them.

I realized that my community goes beyond the refugee community to include the interfaith
community. I  think it is important to share thoughts and experiences of Islam from the
woman’s perspective. 

After moving to Jacksonville,

my mother visited me once.

Four years later, we decided to
buy a house in Jacksonville.

For me, this was a statement that
Jacksonville was now my home and
the place where I will live my life. I
was once offered an amazing
position in New York, a great career
opportunity with great benefits, but I
couldn’t leave because I couldn't see
myself anywhere else.

In Jacksonville, I always feel like
there is someone to give me advice
or help me learn and grow -
Jacksonville is where I have planted
my roots.

Nowadays, with the recent

coronavirus pandemic, Basma

spends most of her time in the

study rather than going out

to help refugees in need in the

communities of Jacksonville

but she continues to devote

herself to supporting

 them remotely.

Still, I am fragmented between the old and new me. I am torn between the old and new places.
I cannot turn my back on either, as they are both a piece of me.
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My daughters, Dana and Rodina, are also split between their Iraqi and American identities.

When we fled Iraq, Dana was a one-year-old refugee. Rodina is my younger daughter and an
American-born citizen.

Even their births were so different.

Giving birth to Dana in Iraq, I prayed for her to be the girl in a sea of men. I will never forget
when we emerged from the delivery room, and I was crying. They all thought I was crying
because Dana was born a girl. But it was because I was so overjoyed, and I was surrounded by
my mother and father, my sisters and brothers, my aunts and uncles.

With Rodina, I was alone with my husband, Ali.

I was alone with my husband,

Ali (left), when I gave birth to

Rodina, my second child. It

was one of the only times I

saw him cry. I know he is

strong for me and our

children, but coming here and

alone was so difficult.

 

 

Dana feels the second-hand effects of war the most. At a young age, she bit her nails until
there was nothing left. The doctor would ask if she had anything going on or stress, and then I
realized that she might be feeling mine and my husband Ali’s stress.

It is hard being away from family and friends and alone in a country where you do not know
anything. It is hard trying to plant roots in a place where you have nothing. 

The struggles of refugees and their children do not end when we flee, they continue in the new
homeland. Children, particularly, face struggles in the school system.

Dana stands apart from the crowd at school. She takes refuge in her two Arabic classmates. She
remarks on how the girls at school do not understand her traditions, prayers, and language. She
asks me not to pack her favorite, traditional dishes because people will comment on the smell
and call it disgusting. The kids do not understand my parenting, because I do not let my children
have sleepovers or have social media.

A large part of this is because I never want them to think of all the things that they do not have
or see the situations that they have better.

And yet, I know that my children have a bright future, despite their struggles.
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I am proud of the difficult journey that brought me where I am today, and I never regret
anything that happened. I made mistakes and I’ve had people take advantage of my
inexperience. This made me learn how to speak up, ask for help, and take care of myself.

When I arrived, I was treated differently and I didn’t see many women wearing hijab; they
were not recognized, and they were not civically engaged. I was the same. I was shy and
scared to speak English.

But I eventually gained a community to guide me and show me the way.

I gained the mindset that I will do this myself, but I need you to show me how. This is why I
took it upon myself to be a representative and teacher to other refugees.

I want to open more doors for them and show them how to take action and support
themselves. I also want to teach others about the refugees' journeys and hardships.
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What others do not understand is how hard it is for refugees to be accepted. Even now, I have
been in the United States for almost a decade, and I believe I fit in, but others do not.

I am a United States citizen and an Iraqi citizen, but I

have to prove that I deserve to be here. I am constantly

approached by strangers and asked why I look so

different and why I am in this country.

I have been told that I should be deported, even though I am a United States citizen. Although
the number of people like this is small, these insults have stuck with me and made it harder to
feel like I was home. 

I am also told that I need to choose one home, that I cannot support both.

When I talk about the news in Iraq, people tell me that I shouldn’t talk about it because I am in
America now. But then, when I talk in support of America, others say that I shouldn't support
because I am an Iraqi.

I can be both Iraqi and American, and no one should tell me that I should pick and choose who
I am.

I can love two homes, I can defend two homes, and I

can defend these two groups of communities without

being judged.

Some stories I collect, these refugees have lived in three or four different places and they felt at
home in every single place. They loved these homes - so why do we need to pick and choose?

We should be able to speak about anything from any perspective. I don’t need to be an Iraqi to
defend the innocent victims in Iraq. And I don’t need to be an American to speak up against the
injustice that happens in America.

Globally, we are seeing everything in the media, and we should stand up for what we believe in.
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SHARE
        The Share component of the project consisted of a set of videos sharing immigrant and
refugee stories through cooking classes. Facilitated by WeaveTales as “Hearty Tables”, the
events engaged approximately 4,000 people across YouTube and EventBrite with a net result
of over nine hundred dollars in donations. The videos featured six immigrants/chefs: Wen Raiti
from China, Hanan Rasheed from Palestine, Marisella Veiga from Cuba, Liya Negasi from Eritrea,
Yamira Lee Johnson from Puerto Rico, and Saji George from India. 
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Chicken Biryani:

 Cooking and Storytelling 
           Saji George 

Originally from South India, Saji emigrated to America at 
the age of 13. Growing up in India, she developed a love 
for cooking as she watched her family cook for
others and invited them to share joy over food. 

A graduate of Syracuse University with a B.S.
degree in Clinical Nutrition, she worked as a 
professional dietitian for more than 10 years. 
In 1989, she moved to Jacksonville and has 
been in the city ever since. She worked as a 
pharmaceutical representative for 7 years 
before joining her husband's primary care 
practice to help him with his business.

Saji has always been passionate about cooking 
and has worked as a private chef, catered for
private parties, and conducted cooking
classes. On July 3, she demonstrated a simpler 
way, using modern tools like a power 
pressure cooker, to treat yourself
and your family like Biryani royalty! 

Hearty Tables

with

Food is universal but the culture of preparing is unique to each community. In celebration of
World Refugee Day 2020 and the 40th anniversary of the Refugee Act of 1980, Weavetales
held a 6-week online video series that brought together storytelling and cooking. Starting on
May 30, each week, an immigrant chef shared stories about families, the journey to America,
and how cooking has inspired them as they built a new life in a new country. Hearty Tables is a
great opportunity for the community to learn about the presence and stories of immigrants and
refugees in America. The goal of this program was to embrace diversity by encouraging a
deeper understanding of cultural differences through food and storytelling. 
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There are at least 20 versions of biryani with varying degrees of sweetness, spice, and other
additions such as potatoes. Meat or chicken is normally used, though fish, crabs, and prawns are
also possible ingredients. It can also be made with just vegetables or paneer (unfermented
cheese). Traditionally, biryani is made with marinated chicken and yogurt, and then layered with
rice, spices, herbs, saffron milk, and ghee. Some mix of cashews, crispy onions, and raisins are
used to garnish. 

  In the early 19th century, immigrants from India to the U.S. were 
mainly low-skilled farmworkers. Today, the majority of Indian 

immigrants are young, highly educated, and have good English skills.
 In addition, a lot of them hold jobs in the science, technology, engineering,

 and medicine (STEM) fields. As of 2015, there are about 2.4 million Indian immigrants in the U.S. 

There are many ways that Indians preserve their culture and heritage in the U.S. First off, a lot
of Indian Families that move to the U.S. live under one household until they become financially
stable. They cook traditional dishes, celebrate traditional holidays, create temples and
organizations, and open supermarkets. Additionally, they instill a value system and teach their
native language to younger generations. 

LIFE IN AMERICA

IMMIGRANTS OF INDIA

ABOUT BIRYANI
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Chicken and marinade: 
1 1/2 pounds of Whole Organic Chicken (preferably cut up, bones included),
you can use any part you prefer (thigh, breast, or drumstick)
1/4 tsp salt (or to taste)
1/4 tsp turmeric powder
1 tbsp ginger garlic paste 
1 tbsp biryani masala powder
1/2 lemon (juiced)
1/4 c yogurt 
Diced green chilis (optional)

The dish:
2 c basmati rice 
1 onion
3 tbsp ghee

Optional garnish:
1/4 c raw cashews
1/4 c raisins
1/2 c cilantro 
5-6 mint leaves 
A pinch of saffron (soak in 6 tbsp milk) 
 

Ingredients
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GOlDEN, SAVORY, CRISPY.
 Cooking tostones with Yamira

   
Born and raised in Puerto Rico, Chef Yamira’s Lee Johnson's migration journey includes
Pennsylvania, Mississippi, and now Florida. Currently a Certified Holistic Life Coach (CHLC),
Food Safety Manager, and the Founder of Breaking Bread with Mira, Inc., a very important
part of her mission is to directly impact communities and the world one dish at a time. Her
goal is to make communities better and stronger by using her skills as an experienced chef
and life coach. 
                          Mira’s professional focus on holistic life comes from her own experience
                                        of joint inflammation and chronic pain a few years ago. As part
                                                   of her healing process, she earned a Holistic Life Coach
                                                          Certification and began to share what she learned      
                                                           about dealing with chronic pain, inflammation, and 
                                                             and how nutrition impacted her healing process.  
                                                               Now as a CHLC and wellness Chef, Mira shares             
                                                             the joy of cooking and how adding wholesome

ingredients to traditional recipes can help
                                                           improve overall well-being.

Puerto Rico was originally called Boriken
 by the Native Taino Indians, then it was

modified to Borinquen, before being officially
 named Puerto Rico after colonization. It is the

smallest Island among the Large Antilles and the
largest Island among the Small Antilles. It's rich in

traditions, art, food, and music.

Puerto Rico
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Most early Puerto Ricans settled in New York City and
other cities in the Northeast because of wide-spread job
offers working in industry. That pattern has been shifting
since the 1990s. It is more common to see young,
wealthy, and more highly-educated Puerto Ricans
migrating to the states. Instead of heading to the
Northeast, they are now finding themselves settling in the
south and Midwest in states like Florida and Texas.
Although they are U.S. Citizens, Puerto Ricans have faced
prejudices based on color, culture, and language
differences. 

Following the Spanish-American War, Puerto Rico (PR) has been part of the U.S. since 1898. Its
inhabitants were given U.S. citizenship in 1917 and can legally migrate to any of the 50 states.
Before 1917, immigration to the US from PR was little to nonexistent. This was probably due to
poor economic activity and lack of money. In the period after WWII and in the mid-1960s,
migration to the U.S. from PR increased. This spike in migration could be due to low-wage job
offers in the U.S. and cheap flights. Most Puerto Ricans work in the U.S. and send money back
home to their families. Today, many people travel back and forth.

PR cuisine is influenced by the Taino Indians,
Spaniards, and Africans. Due to globalization and the
movement of people, a lot of different crops and
meats have been introduced to Puerto Ricans and are
now at the core of PR cuisine. Locals call their cuisine
"cocina criolla" which means "Creole cooking".
Common items include cassava, maize, beans, pork,
cumin, and plantains. It is believed that a Portuguese
Franciscan monk introduced the plantain to the
Caribbean islands from West Africa. The demand for
plantains is so high that they are also imported from
countries such as the Dominican Republic. In South
Florida, some Puerto Ricans have plantain trees on
their properties to remind them of home. 

Cuisine

Migration to the US

History
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The Tostonera

Tostones is derived from the Spanish verb tostar,
which means "to toast." It's a quintessential side
dish in Puerto Rico and is often served with Rice
and beans. It gets fried twice and is flattened into a
disk using tostonera between the first and second
fry. The main ingredient in this dish is the unripe
plantain. Unripe plantains are usually green to yellow
in color, hard to peel, starchy, and need to be
cooked before eating. Ripe plantains are usually
black and smell sweet like bananas. For hundreds of
years, green plantains were the main source of
starchy carbohydrates because things such as flour
had to be imported from spain. 

About Tostones

The tostonera is a wood press used to make
tostones. Plantain slices are fried until a bit soft
and then removed and drained from the oil.
Then one by one, the fried pieces get placed
into the tostonera and pressed into a flattened
disk. After that, the pieces get fried again until
golden and crispy. In addition, the tostonera
relleno is used for making stuffed tostones. 

"Mixing flavors, colors, and textures
in the kitchen not only gives me a
great sense of joy, but it also helps
me connect with those who enjoy
my creations. I've also found that

teaching others how to make
delicious and nutritious food in

easy-to-follow steps is a great way
to help the community."

 
- Chef Mira

60

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IXJBWAYPYBE


Turmeric, vegan, and hot.
 Cook Alicha with Liya

Originally from Eritrea, Liya sought refuge and walked for months for about 2,500 miles
through Sudan, Egypt, and the Sinai Peninsula until she reached Israel where she spent the
next 7 years. In 2017, she came to the U.S. as a refugee with her son. 

Liya began cooking at around the age of 10 to help feed her family. She learned to cook
and developed a passion for cooking from her mother. In her home country, she grew
corn and Teff to make Injera (Ethiopian flatbread).

Currently, she is based in Jacksonville, Florida, and works as a culinary professional. She
hopes to open her own catering business someday to bring Eritrean cuisine to local
communities through the use of fresh vegetables, beans, and many hot spices, including red
pepper, cumin, hot paprika, garlic, and cilantro, just as she learned from her mother. Liya is a
home chef, a dedicated mother, and a strong woman. 

Eritrea is considered to have one of the world's most 
repressive governments following a long war. 
Foreign NGOs, freedom of speech, and 
independent journalism are either heavily 
regulated or banned. Many of its citizens 
witness violence, threats, imprisonments, 
and death. As a result, hundreds of thousands
of refugees have fled the country to seek a 
better life. 

About Eritrea
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Eritrean Culture: Eating is
a Family Affair
From gathering ingredients to cooking and eating, meals in
Eritrean culture are produced from a collective 
effort. Most meals are eaten low to the ground, 
on the floor or on a table, and from a shared 
platter. Family members and friends gather 
around a large circular tray filled with 
layers of injera and topped with various 
stews and vegetables. Using the right 
hand, pieces of injera are torn off and 
used as a utensil to pick up a heaping 
portion of food. Sometimes after a meal, 
coffee made from freshly roasted
beans is brewed and served. 

Eritrea became a militarized dictatorship after the Eritrean War of Independence, which lasted
for 30 years. During the mid-2000s, many Eritreans sought refuge in Israel, which was the
closest developed nation. Eritreans enjoyed the well-rounded society and had basic human
rights there. They learned Hebrew and English, and found jobs working in hospitality services.
However, they soon faced restrictions on employment from the Israeli people and government.
Eritrean refugees that manage to arrive in North America are more fortunate in that they
receive social services, but are still faced with the challenges of figuring out the language,
employment, and housing. 

At least 40% of the Eritrean population are Orthodox
Christians and fasting is a part of their life. This includes 
abstaining from animal products. Alicha is a go-to recipe made during fasts, but can be made
anytime of the year for loved ones. It is usually eaten with injera which is like a spongy and
sour pancake. Guests and family members would tear off a piece and use it to pick up the food
from a communal plate. It's a meal made for a family gathering.

Eritrean Refugees 

alicha and fasting
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2 tsp. olive oil 
1/2 onion
2 cloves garlic
2 jalepeños
3 carrots 
3 potatoes, chopped into cubes
1 tomato
1 cup green beans
1/4 cabbage 
2 tsp. turmeric 
salt and pepper to taste 
 

About the dish
Alicha is a common vegetable dish made throughout Eritrea. It consists of cabbage and other
vegetables such as potatoes, green beans, and carrots. The main spice used in this dish is
turmeric, which gives it a bright orange-yellow color. Jalepeños are added to give it a spicy
kick. 

Ingredients
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Learn From Wen How to Cook
Hakka Chicken Bowl

   
Wen, the founder and president of House of Leaf & Bean, organic restaurant and cafe, is a
CPA by trade. Through her restaurant, she is building a community to educate and to offer
a different way of making our food.

Her personal health journey has led her to become passionate about Lifestyle Medicine. She
believes that a good lifestyle is better than "magic pills" and practices the rule of "letting
the medicine be the food; letting the food be the medicine." 

                                           Wen strives to offer simple, fresh, and organic meals that are  
                                                affordable yet delicious and healing. Currently, she works
                                                       with Kailo Nutrition and Synergy Lifestyle Center to  
                                                                  create meals that help patients to reverse or      
                                                                                                   improve their health.

                          

A Hakka Chicken Rice Bowl is a 
traditional balanced meal for the mountain 

Hakka people. Hakka in Chinese means
 "Guest People,"  and refers to those who 
migrated to southern China from northern 

China in the 1200s. They found a home in the
mountain areas and led a self-sufficient life. They

were limited in intaking protein from meats because
it took much longer to raise pigs or chickens and

incorporated a lot of other plant-based ingredients
such as beans. They believed that soybeans 

were the “King of Beans” for their rich 
protein and calcium.

What is a Hakka
chicken Rice Bowl?
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Ingredients
Sautéed organic seasonal veggies (8oz)
Organic Chicken Thigh/Breast (2oz)
1/2 cup organic fresh tofu nibs
1 cup of organic brown or white cooked rice
Sea salt. Organic pepper, and other seasonings / herbs
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Hanan came to the U.S. in 1973 at the age of 14 as a refugee from Palestine. A proud
mother of five and grandmother of nine beautiful grandchildren, Hanan has always lived a
life of service to not only her family as a homemaker but as an an activist in her
communities. She began working as a social justice activist in 1996, organizing peaceful
events bringing awareness to the difficult situation faced by Palestinians living under Israeli
occupation to her local communities in the U.S. 

As a  life  coach and  personal chef,  she is  able to  share the art of  healing with food. "My
                                       Healing Table" was created by Hanan to bring people of conflict  
                                            together at one peaceful table sharing the love of food with
                                                        storytelling; the first event was held spring 2017 at
                                                            NYU, which led to an invitation to speak at TEDx
                                                                     Florida State College Jacksonville. In 2019,  
                                                                           Hanan accomplished one of her many
                                                                             dreams by attending the prestigious
                                                                          Institute of Culinary Education (ICE) in
                                                                            New York City where she graduated 
                                                                                                         in May of 2019. 

                          

Hot, Sweet, steamy, 

and crunchy.
Cook Knafeh Nabulsieh with Hanan
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Due to shared history under Ottoman rule, Palestinian cuisine shares similarities with countries
such as Lebanon, Syria, and Turkey. However, its traditions of communal cooking and
preparation are distinctly theirs. There are three main regions of Palestinian cuisine - Galilee,
West Bank, and Gaza. Depending on geographic location, each region has its own unique
cooking style and flavor. Important ingredients of Palestinian cuisine include beans, olives,
yogurt, meat, and fish. Treats are usually pastries filled with sweetened cheeses, dates, and nuts.  
Many displaced Palestinians are reinventing their dishes and blending it with their surrounding
environments. To Palestinians, food is about celebrating and gathering around the table with
family. 

History of the 

palestinian people 

Following the 1948 Arab-Israeli War and establishment of the state of Israel, hundreds of
thousands of Palestinians were forced to flee their homelands (this exodus is also referred to as
Nakba or "catastrophe" in Arabic). In addition, a second wave of Palestinian refugees arose
from the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. Today, there are upwards of 7 million Palestinian refugees
around the world. Most reside in the surrounding countries, namely: Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria.

 palestinian Cuisine

 what is knafeh nabulsieh?
Knafeh nabulsieh is a sweet and traditional
delicacy found in the Middle East. It
originates from the Palestinian city of
Nabulus and is traditionally made with a
white-brined cheese specific to that
region called Nabulsi cheese. It is believed
that the dish was created by doctors to
satisfy the hunger of caliphs during
Ramadan, but also at any time of the year.
Knafeh has been used as a delicious dessert for all occasions such as engagement parties and
graduations. It's made with a crispy shredded pastry, layered with cheese, splashed with
fragrant syrup, and topped with pistachio nuts. This dessert became popular throughout the
region during the Ottoman Empire. Now, you can find many variations of it everywhere from
Jordan to Greece.

67



Round serving tray 
Food processor 
Saucepan 
Kunafa Pastry Coloring 
Nabulsi Cheese 
Kunafa Osmanli Cream 
Kunafa Osmanli Cream Powder

Ingredients

Special tools

1 (16 ounce) box shredded phyllo dough 
1 (15 ounce) container ricotta cheese (if can't find Nablsi cheese)
1/2 cup shredded mozzarella cheese 
1/4 cup seeded pistachio (grind to fine texture in the food processor. Make
sure the machine is dry and free of moisture) 
2 cups Nabulsi cheese 
3 tablespoons baker's whipping cream 
12 ounces unsalted butter (divided into 10 oz - 1 oz - 1 oz) 
1 tablespoon of kunafa dye
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Born in Havana, Cuba, and raised in the U.S., Marisella is a traditional home cook and a well-
known classic Cuban foods writer based in Florida. She has given cooking demonstrations
for various cities, public libraries, museums, and colleges.

In 2015 and 2018, Marisella was a featured home cook at the state-wide Folk Life
Festival, demonstrating Cuban coffee traditions. In 2016, at Jackson State Community
College in Jackson, Tennessee, she lectured on Cuban Food History and gave a cooking
demonstration.

She is also an acclaimed published author through her two
books, "Cuban Rice Classics" and "We Carry Our 
Homes with Us: a Cuban American Memoir." 
She is currently pursuing another writing project. 

Garlic, Shrimp, Fluffy rice.
Arroz con Comarones with 

Marisella Vega
   

Cuban History
After the 1959 Cuban Revolution, break-
down of U.S. relations, and takeover by 
Castro, four main waves of immigration 
from Cuba resulted over the span of 40
years. Cubans wanted to find a place 
where social and economic conditions
were viable. Over a million Cubans fled
to the U.S., especially to the cities of Miami
and New York, to establish a new life. 
Cubans have contributed to the American 
economy and culture with their great food, 
music, and business acumen. Little Havana, 
located in Miami, Florida, is the central hub of 
Cuban culture in the U.S. It was created by the 
first wave of Cuban immigrants in the 1960s.
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After the Cuban Revolution, the first wave of Cuban immigrants consisted of upperclass,
wealthy landowners and professionals. Between 1965 and 1973, a second wave of
immigrants, mainly blue-collar workers, became a part of what is known as the "Freedom
Flights," which was the largest refugee resettlement initiative in U.S. history. In 1980, a
third wave of immigrants came from Mariel harbor in Cuba to Key West, Florida. This wave
of immigrants caused a rift between "old" and "new" immigrants in Miami, because many
people from this group were young, working-class men, and some had been inmates in
prisons or psychiatric patients. The fourth wave of immigrants occurred between 1990 to
1994. These refugees came to America via makeshift rafts (or "balsas" in Spanish) and
risked their lives due to the dangerous conditions of the ocean. This group consisted of
educated and skilled workers.

Seeking refuge

Heart in Havana
Miami, the city which contains Little
Havana, brings a lot of meaning to Cubans.
Due to its climate, close proximity to Cuba,
and establishment of the Cuban Assistance
Center at the Freedom Tower, many
Cubans easily made Miami their new home. 

Using their skills, they established homes, businesses, churches, and restaurants for friends
and family. Today, the city is home to many other Latin Americans such as Nicaraguans
and Hondurans. The people of Little Havana are a great example of embracing and
contributing to American culture while keeping their own traditions alive.

Cuban Cuisine
Cuban cuisine is greatly influenced by the indigenous people called Taino, as well as the
Spanish, Africans, and Caribbeans. During colonial times, Cuba was an important trade port
for Spaniards, so they would bring in a lot of their unique cooking traditions. Spain remains
a big influence on Cuban cuisine due to Cuba's colonial past. Africans that were brought to
Cuba as slaves and the French have also influence Cuban cuisine. In addition, Cuba is an
island in a tropical climate. Therefore, seafood is a natural component in Cuban cuisine
alongside root vegetables and fruits that are found throughout Cuba.
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1/4 cup olive oil 
2 garlic cloves, minced
1 small onion, chopped
1 green pepper, chopped
1-1/2 lbs shrimp, peeled and chopped
1 cup fresh tomatoes, chopped
1/2 tsp yellow food coloring or 1 tbsp
     annatto seed oil
1/2 tsp salt 
2 cups beer at room temp 
1 bay leaf
1 cup valencia short grain rice, washed
     and rinsed 2x
3 tsp fresh parsley, chopped

about arroz con Camarones
Arroz con camarones or "rice with shrimp" is a fundamental staple dish found throughout
Cuba. The recipe consists of yellow rice and shrimp with a basic sofrito which has onions,
garlic, peppers, and tomatoes. Shrimp can be substituted for other proteins such as chicken
or sausage. The yellow coloring of the rice comes from Cuba's indigenous people called
the Taino and the type of rice used comes from the Spanish. This dish is a building block
for a more complex Spanish dish called "Paella" which consists of various seafood and
meats. Popular side dishes include plantains, a green salad, or an avocado/pineapple salad.

Ingredients
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Basma Alawee came to the U.S. as an Iraqi refugee in 2010. She is currently
the Refugee Organizer with Florida Immigrant Coalition and We Are All
America and the Co-Founder and Executive Director of WeaveTales and an
active advocate for refugee rights and protection in Jacksonville, Florida.  

Preview: Living in a war-stricken Iraq presented tragedies that kept 
me from making plans. Now, COVID-19 is bringing back my experience 
as a refugee.

Growing up, I never trusted the future. Born in a war-stricken Iraq, I 
was raised with the saying “do for this life as if you live forever, do
 for the afterlife as if you die tomorrow.” From some point on, we 
stopped making future plans for vacations, work, weddings, and not 
even birthdays. Every time we planned something, we were hit
by war or our streets by a car bomb, or a community or 
family member died. In 2003, I remember that I was planning
for my high school graduation but everything stopped when 
the war hit Iraq again.

Sharing Stories 
Articles written on WeaveTales’ Medium detailed stories from thirteen refugees and immigrants
from around the world. WeaveTales collected and shared the stories of refugees around the
world to correct misperceived narratives and empower refugees to find a safe home. Seven of
these stories came from current Floridians, and are included in full in this booklet.

How the COVID-19 Quarantine

is Bringing Back My Experience

as a Refugee
A former refugee from Iraq shares her reflections on the
global pandemic.
Published May 5, 2020
By Basma Alawee
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In 2007, as I was joyfully planning for my wedding — the day that every girl dreams of — 
everything was suddenly canceled when a tragedy struck my family. The militia had attacked and
killed my uncle in his house with 16 gunshots. This event caused huge pain and trauma to our
whole family that lasted many years. My mom fell ill and the entire family went grieving for two
full months before my wedding. Despite the sadness, life continued but I didn’t have the guts and
courage to move forward with my wedding. Everything was uncertain and I didn’t want to take a
risk. So I canceled the wedding. I was still able to get married eventually but this time, it wasn’t
planned out — just a small family gathering in the midst of the grievance.

As a human, we tend to forget our disappointments and always want to hope for the best. Now,
after years, the current global pandemic reminds me of the fact that we should not take life for
granted. Just like those times back in Iraq, I had many plans this year. I was planning to meet my
mom in Turkey in two years, go to London for the Athena 40 Forum, hold many community
events, and most important of all, I was about to launch WeaveTales, a Jacksonville-based
nonprofit organization that I co-founded last year to help refugees worldwide through
storytelling.

Only this time, it’s not just my plans; the whole world is on lockdown and quarantined just like me.
Over the years, I have become flexible enough to change plans and adapt. However, using the
quarantine to spend time with my family still seems like a distant and guilt-ridden idea given the
dire situations of refugees worldwide.

Many of the refugees

living in refugee camps

were already placed in

dismal living conditions

over the winter.  

Every day, I take an overwhelming volume of calls from refugee communities not just in the U.S.
but also in Turkey, Iraq, and Africa. COVID-19 has impacted everyone but most severely, over 70
million displaced people globally. Their needs vary; feeling insecure, losing a home, being deported,
losing legal protection, becoming homeless, losing healthcare, losing unemployment, and dealing
with emotional triggers from having an unclear future. I know that I am more privileged than any
other refugee because I get to stay in a safe home with my family continuing my work from
home when there are more than 70 million humans who do not even have the opportunity to
stay home because simply they do not have a home.

  Photo Credit: Rabia Savas
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The crowded living space and

increased needs for basic goods

and equipment are compounding

the difficult situations in refugee

camps nowadays.

  Photo Credit: Rabia Savas

A home for refugees is not anything special. They
are not looking for a fancy house or life-long
stability that nobody in today’s world could easily
afford. For refugees, home is all about feeling safe,
welcomed, and being able to give back to the
communities without prejudice and barriers.

Despite the pandemic bringing up feelings of worry and fear, I’ve had the privilege of observing
several acts of kindness including local families donating home-cooked meals, masks for medical
professionals, and tie to create accessible resources to our community. I’ve witnessed medical
professionals who were once not able to serve their communities in America because of
immigration restrictions, receive a temporary certification to help on the front lines. People have
given countless hours towards translating government orders, medical orders and keeping the
Jacksonville Muslim community knowledgeable and prepared.

The world is fighting against the pandemic together and we cannot win this fight by marginalizing
or stigmatizing refugees. As I document the stories of refugees worldwide in the time of COVID-
19, I am learning more about the instances of racism and attacks targeting refugees as scapegoats.
These events should not be condoned under any circumstances; however, what is even more
important is for us to be reminded of the spirits of compassion and humanity that are missing in
today’s narratives surrounding refugees. Just like everyone else, refugees are also humans who
want to be included and help out those in need.

After all, their home isn’t far away; it is where they are accepted as a full member of the local
community.
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Katie Finn is a Jacksonville, Florida native and recent graduate of the University of Edinburgh,
located in Scotland. She has spent most of her 26-years in the United States (U.S.), but has
lived and worked in four Southern African countries, supporting rural socio-economic
development. While completing her master’s degree in Scotland, she was introduced to the
European Refugee Crisis and has since changed her career focus from development to
humanitarian aid. In 2020, she volunteered with a small Non-Governmental Organization (NGO)
in Bosnia and Herzegovina (most commonly known as Bosnia), providing emergency relief to
migrants and refugees trapped in the country. She plans to return to Bosnia in March and
continue distributing emergency aid. 

Bosnia’s Battle Scars
Katie’s Story of Refugees Passage through the Futile
Bosnian- Croatian Border
By: Katie Finn
Edited by Naz Hussein and Dainelis Rodriguez

I crouched on the ground next to the fire and watched as the young
 man peeled his sock off his swollen foot. It was crusted with dried
 blood and he gasped slightly when I touched the skin around the
 wound. I looked up and saw six faces staring down at us, none
of them older than twenty, but aged well beyond their years. 
The foot in front of me was obviously broken but there was no 
infection. Someone held a flashlight over us while I cleaned, 
treated and wrapped the wound with a bandage. When he 
replaced his shoe and hobbled off, another man sat down on the 
log and offered me his own foot, as bloody and disfigured as the
first. As I worked, we spoke quietly and the story behind their 
injuries unraveled; a horrifying glimpse into the depths of 
human cruelty set against the bleak backdrop of
 desperation.

*All photos were taken by Katie Finn
and are used with subjects’ permission. 
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A group of young men with a

week’s worth of food in the

“jungle” camp where they sleep.

Bosnia and Herzegovina has seen more
than its share of violence and its people
have gracefully shouldered their painful
history with reverence and respect. Now,
more than twenty-five years after the
Bosnian war, the nation has another burden
to bear. In the last three years, more than
70,000 migrants and refugees have
entered the country with their sights set
firmly on neighboring Croatia and the
European Union (EU) beyond. They are
fleeing civil war in Syria, violent terrorism
in Pakistan and Afghanistan, chronic hunger
in North Africa and relentless ethnic or
religious persecution from which they are
desperate to escape.

  Most of the People on the Move in Bosnia are single men, often their family’s only hope for
eventual safety and relief. Under this immense pressure, these men and boys have traveled over
3,000 miles to the doorstep of the EU and have been stopped cold in their tracks. The final border
lies between Bosnia and Croatia and it is a 8 to the strength of Fortress Europe. Although it is not
impenetrable, the border is considered one of the most difficult and dangerous obstacles that men
and families face on their journey to safety. 

 Croatian border police are outfitted with state-of-the-art technology to keep people out.
When the thermal game cameras and heat-sensing drones fail, they deploy vicious attack dogs
and indiscriminate violence on men, women and minors alike. The point is to inflict injuries and
dissuade any more attempts to cross. However, what they don’t fully grasp is that what these
people are running from is much worse than any pain or humiliation that their batons can inflict.
People on the Move will not stop coming because they move out of desperation; to stay is to die,
to move is to hope, and hope is the hardest thing to destroy. 

 A man tends to his

injured wife after a

violent push-back at the

Croatian border. 

77



  This story does not belong to me. Instead, I am humbled to be a voice for those who I met
and served during my time in Bosnia. I was there for two months as a volunteer for a small,
grassroots organization that supports People on the Move in Bosnia, Serbia and Greece. Each
situation has its challenges, but the local government proved to be the most difficult obstacle. I
was stationed in Bihac, a small city just miles from the Croatian border. There, People on the
Move stop to prepare for their crossing attempt and it is there they will return, broken and
discouraged when they fail.

 In 2020, the local government in Bihac outlawed any and all distribution of aid to migrants and
refugees. Unbelievably, we were at constant risk of deportation for giving clothes and food to
freezing, hungry people. Worse, my first-aid treatment was punishable with jail time and so I
did most of my work under cover of night. I improvised by filling a huge backpack with food
and clothes and met groups in the forest camps and abandoned buildings where they lived. I
was always met with a cup of tea or offered a bit of food from their fires and as I treated
wounds and handed out socks. I learned their names and their stories. To shake their hands and
take their thanks afterwards was difficult. Although I never let them see, I was often overcome
with the knowledge that they would sleep huddled together in the cold and face the next day
with that eternal optimism that I have come to admire. 

More than 150 men live in this

abandoned factory where I visited

often to give first aid

I have since returned to the U.S.
and have been welcomed home
with open arms by my family and
community. When I tell people
about the crisis in Bosnia and the
friends who I have left there, I am
often asked the most obvious
question without an answer:
“What will happen to them?” I do
not know, but the question is
always on my mind. When I place
bags of flour and rice into open
hands, when I fit a man for a
jacket  that  is  just  a little too big, 

when they tell me a joke in broken English, my mind is working over this question, trying to find
an answer that I can live with. Like all major problems of our time, the migration and refugee
crisis is terribly complicated. Indeed, it is a wicked problem, the source of which is seemingly
insurmountable. I blame instabilities; the economic, financial, and social instabilities that have
ruptured and poisoned entire nations. The results are failed states, but not failed spirits, and
these spirits are making their way across seas and borders like a procession of candles in the
dark. 
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   The solution to their suffering is in the hands of people and factors far removed from the
lives that depend on it. In contrast, the work of volunteers and aid professionals is to help right
now. Every day, my team worked to feed and clothe as many people as possible with limited
resources. At one time, there were only three of us to buy, pack and distribute food for almost
450 people a week which is still only a drop in the bucket. In Bihac alone, we estimate that
there are 2,500 people living in the forests around the city, or in decrepit houses and
abandoned buildings. They get their water from streams and cook over fires in the woods. If
they don’t have wood, they burn garbage to stay warm and keep their fingers from freezing.
They sleep on concrete or frozen ground and no doubt, dream of life after Bosnia. 
      
 I’m told it is humiliating to exist in a place that doesn’t want you, to move among people
who no longer welcome you, to accept clothes that don’t fit and food you don’t like. I had a
friend tell me that he sees his life as a great sacrifice. At 29, Ahmad left Morocco for
opportunity in Europe. He is very proud of two things: his Master’s degree in Engineering and
his little brother, Abdullah. Ahmad is in his prime, sharp and ready to work. He yearns to
contribute to a society that takes care of its own and pledges loyalty to a country that he can
be proud of. He loves to learn and in 2015 he was accepted to a University in France.
Unfortunately, he could not secure a student visa. Now, he sleeps in a makeshift shelter of tarps
and rope and teaches Abdullah English by firelight. When I spend time with him, I feel a sense of
loss that I can’t quite place. Perhaps it is for the years he has lost to endless, wasted days and
shivering nights. Or for the moments with family that he can never replace like birthdays,
holidays, and joyful meals. I am sorry for all of the people who will never get to meet him and
enjoy his earnest curiosity. I am sorry for the professors who won’t get to see his work and
the engineering firm that won’t have his creative, complex mind on a perplexing job. 
There are many tragedies of the refugee and
migration crisis, but the greatest is the utter waste
of human potential. 

 My work in Bosnia begins and ends in the now.
Although I am not solving the problems of
yesterday, I am sustaining lives that may have a
chance to solve them tomorrow. If Ahmad and
Abdullah make it to France and find jobs, they can
lift their families out of poverty. Later, they can
sponsor their younger cousins to come study and
maybe they will return to Morocco better equipped
to affect change and speak against the corrupt
hegemony that cripples the country today. 

Here I am with Ahmad (left) and

his friend Hussein after receiving

some warm clothes. 

79



   The night that I tended to six pairs of broken feet, I was shocked and revolted by the
human capacity for senseless violence. I sat stunned as those boys recounted their attempt to
cross into Croatia the day before. They reached the border at night, a wide clearing marked by
a dark green line on their Global Positioning System (GPS). They listened for movement beyond
the trees and hearing nothing, they ran hard. While they spoke, I imagined their sprint, fueled by
adrenaline, fear and hope that their lives would truly begin just beyond the tree line. None of
them would make it. 

 First, they heard the dogs in the dark and then their worlds went white, blinded by headlights.
Border police were on them in an instant, throwing them to the ground with rough hands and
knees on their necks. They were made to lay down in a line and wait while an officer took a
baton to their bare feet, beating each until it was satisfactorily broken, one by one. Then, they
were thrown into the back of a police van and driven for hours to a remote spot in the woods,
on the Bosnian side. They were thrown out of the van, stripped of their jackets and shoes and
robbed of their cell phones and cash. The van drove away, leaving them alone to find their way
back to civilization… slowly... painfully. 

    I left them that night, only to return time after time with medicine, clothes and food. I
consider them friends, we keep in touch and I’m happy to say that their wounds have mostly
healed since then and they will try to cross again in the springtime. I have since let their story
and those of others change the course of my life. As happy as I am to be home safely, I am
haunted by my memories and the knowledge of what is happening in the Balkans. The injustice,
the senseless violence, the friendships that persevere through it all…it is for these reasons that I
will return to Bihac in March to continue my work.

A young man looks

over the city of Bihac

from his “room” in an

old building. The

mountain in the

distance marks the

Croatian border.
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Vouchers allow people to shop with dignity while supporting local Bosnian businesses. I
believe that channeling funds in this way will begin to change negative opinions about
migrants and refugees while providing more effective support. 
The vouchers can be distributed electronically through social platforms like Facebook, via
text message and physically to those people returning from the border without cell phones. 

     I have designed a voucher system that will allow groups and families to shop locally
for themselves and buy what they need with dignity. The benefits of such a program are two-
fold; 

1.

2.

As well as humane, the program is a practical response to a dangerous situation. I will no longer
risk my safety or theirs by carrying pounds of supplies in view of police. It is my hope that this
program offers relief and choices to people who have had everything taken from them. I want
people to remember that their decisions are worthy of respect, that their dreams are not
unattainable and that their hope will carry them forward to the life that they deserve. 

If you would like to hear more about the crisis in Bosnia or support Katie’s work in Bihac in any
way, please get in touch with her at kmfinn00@gmail.com. 

In addition, you can donate to her relief fund directly here
https://www.gofundme.com/f/clothes-and-food-to-freezing-refugees 

 

81

mailto:kmfinn00@gmail.com
https://www.gofundme.com/f/clothes-and-food-to-freezing-refugees


Naz Hussein is a rising senior at the University of Florida. Hailing from an Iraqi-Kurdish 
 background, she has a passion for humanitarianism, storytelling, and the written word.  

   I remember my last night in Beirut like it was yesterday. 

I was fourteen at the time and a true daydreamer, with a vast imagination acquired through long
nights of reading. My creativity blossomed into full fruition: I was always writing some stories or
crafting narratives within my head. 

Yet, whenever I thought of the future ahead of me, where I would be standing in two days, my
mind drew a blank. I had no idea what America looked like, let alone south Florida. I didn’t know
what my surroundings would entail, what color my bedroom walls would be, what shape the
bathroom faucet would curve into, what the scenery outside held, or the scent of the sky. 

A Different Kind of Humidity
A College Student Recounts Her Experience as a Refugee
from Beirut to Florida
By: Naz Hussein

Photo Credit

   Corniche, a seaside promenade in Beirut, bustles
with all kinds of people. Families crowd in the center,
teenagers bike or skate, and fishermen extend their
poles towards the water. 

Corniche, beirut

Naz leading an anti-war, peaceful

protest at her university. 
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   But what I knew were my friends’ familiar faces, how we walked around Hamra chatting
the day away, and the local bakery across my home with fresh bread. I loved Beirut and its
winding roads, chaotic traffic, and historic buildings. I liked strolling by the Corniche and
watching my hair stick up from the humidity, a love-hate relationship I had with the
Mediterranean sea.
 
I was born and raised in Kirkuk, Iraq until 2006, when the sectarian violence erupted. The
situation became more precarious by the day: children of doctors disappeared frequently while
the kidnappers demanded ransom. Mama was a well-respected pharmacist, but she was a single
mother, deeming her a possible target. She had already witnessed several car combings near
her pharmacy, and after we survived a bombing that occurred across our house that same year,
we decided to obtain a residency elsewhere. We hopped back and forth between Egypt, Syria,
and Iraq, seeking a new home, until finally landing in Lebanon. Although Lebanon was only an
hour flight away, it felt like a one-eighty degree change. Adjusting to the new dialect, as well as
the other languages spoken there, was a huge challenge. After eight years, I was finally
beginning to fit in, but the moment I found a stable ground, I became uprooted again. Constant
displacement seemed to lurk in my shadow, two-steps ahead. 
 
Fast forward thirty hours at various airports and the longest flight I had ever taken, I arrived in
Miami with a dizzy head and a low spirit. 

The first thing I noticed when I stepped outside was the humidity. Unlike Beirut’s, the Florida air
suffocated me. It shrunk me down and made me tinier than 5”3. Once inside the taxi, I stuck my
head out the window and inhaled the foreign oxygen. 

This place was going to be my new home. I repeated that to myself again and again, but a
cinder block descended onto my chest. My heart constricted, and the weight of my sadness
enveloped my throat. It felt like a cry was stranded there and I couldn’t swallow it away.
 
The taxi made a turn into the compound we were staying in. 

New home. 

It looked like a tiny apartment with one bedroom and a bathroom that somehow leaked
cockroaches. 

We had to sleep on military, foldable beds with inexpensive mattresses that collapsed in the
middle of the night. The living room was composed of a worn-out loveseat and a scratched
circular dinner table. The kitchen was tiny and infested with flying bugs. The next day, my older
sister was admitted into the ER. She had fainted and Mama didn’t know where else to take her.
The bill afterward was a big blow: nobody had told us about emergency prices.
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   The truth is, nobody should live like that. 

But I internalized it for a while, sluggishly accepting the situation, deeming it necessary to move
on. Yet, the person responsible for us, our assigned UNHCR case leader, had stolen our
“welcome money”. He bought old, thrifted furniture and took the rest of the $1,000 that the
United Nations gifts each refugee family. One time he brought his daughter along, who was my
age, and she glared at us with disgust. Another time he raised his voice on Mama and thought
he could get away with it, but Mama fearlessly retaliated. 

“Just because I’m a woman and alone, doesn’t mean you can disrespect me,” she said.
 
Life afterward was a new reality combined with extensive escapism. I heavily indulged in books,
TV series, and films, anything I could get my eyes on. They helped me cope with my jarringly
different world, where the buildings were no more than two stories high. The roads felt never-
ending and relentless, stretched out widely across several miles. Of course, I had to get
accustomed to a new metric system, to new laws, and to a new landscape cloaked by
consumerism. For example, Walmart contained a million aisles and had everything you ever
wanted, restaurants belonged to chain companies, and plazas scattered nearby the streets
carrying a muted, detached energy. It was as if I had entered a vacuum void of emotions and
authenticity. 

John Prince Memorial Park,

Lake Worth, Florida.

Photo Credit: Nik Lytie

   But one place helped me preserve my
sanity: the park. I loved going on walks and
treading the smooth trails; I loved running on
the grass and watching the sunset. It gave
me hope, and back then that’s all I needed.

   Mama, on the other hand, was dealing
with entirely different dilemmas of
paperwork, public offices, and legality issues.
We were unable to function within society
until we received our social security card,
which enabled us to lease a car. Even so, my
family was itching to leave that shabby
apartment. I could tell my brother,
underneath his positive 

demeanor, was growing restless. My sister retreated into her shell, unwilling to leave her old life
behind. We blamed Mama for ripping us away from Lebanon, but we didn’t fathom how the
country trapped us. It wouldn’t grant us Lebanese citizenship, or open up job prospects, or
allow us to work within any sector. We had no future in Lebanon. Even if we graduated from
university, we were doomed. At the end of the day, we were Iraqis with Iraqi passports, and to
international eyes, that was the lowest of statuses. 
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Dima is a Syrian-German informatics engineer, web designer and
 developer, wife, and mother of two living in Jacksonville, Florida. 
As a passionate fine art painter, she has participated in many art 
exhibitions. Dima builds cultural bridges through her art to break 
cultural boundaries and encourage open mindedness and inclusion 
for all. Learn more at www.dimakroma.com
 

   My experience, however, has made me prouder to be an Iraqi woman. I am most thankful
for Mama and her sacrifices. She remained incredibly resilient and strong, risking her safety as a
single mother and moving across the globe with broken English. She understood that we had to
leave and take refuge elsewhere because the Middle East no longer protected us. 

Now, six years later, I have grown to love Florida. 

I have found stability in its fruitful opportunities and comforting sun. Within its lively streets, I
truly understood my identity, creative passions, and the meaning of unconditional love. This has
shaped my vision of what I always want to embody as I pave my own path forward: open-
minded, empathetic, and committed to justice. 

   I am from Syria. Growing up in Syria before the war meant that
 our big family gathered every week at my grandmother’s 
house as she played Oud, a Middle Eastern musical instrument.
 It also meant filling my lungs with the jasmine scent from 
our garden every evening and waking up to the smell of 
coffee with cardamom every morning.

Two Homes

The Story of a Syrian Immigrant Bridging Two Cultures
Through Visual Art

Published August 17, 2020
By: Dima Kroma info@dimakroma.com
Edited by Seyeon Hwang seyeon@weavetales.org
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Echoes of Oud - Oil on Canvas

Photo Credit: Dima Kroma

   I lived in Homs, Syria, until November
2010 when I moved to the United States to
get married to my fiancé who was studying
Pharmacy at Purdue University.

At that time, my plan was to go back to Syria
for a few days every few months to see my
parents and run my business there as I
continued to work remotely. I had been an
Informatics Engineer working in web
development and I had my own business in
Syria.

Part of the front yard of

my parents summer house

where the Jasmine bush next

to the gate filled the air

with its scent.

   However, my plan didn’t fully deliver and
my last visit to Syria was in March 2011.

 I will never forget that last trip.

Unfortunately, the civil war broke out while I
was there.

There were bullets everywhere including the
exterior walls of our house that suddenly turned
into tragedy in the span of only a couple of
days. It was the first time in my life to see a real
bullet. Realizing that it was scary and unsafe, I
returned to the U.S. with a broken heart. All I
could wish for was for my parents and all the
people I loved to be safe. However, I knew that
the war wasn’t going to protect them in any
way. It had already taken the lives of my
beloved cousins. Many of the people I knew
were killed, kidnapped, arrested, or went missing
never to be found again.

   

Even after returning from Syria, I was still reminded of the heartbreaking memories and tragic
imagery of the beautiful home I once had. Every second,I wished that it was a nightmare that I
will wake up from to find that everything was fine.
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   I grew lonely and scared day by day.

My husband worked long hours and I spent entire days alone. My parents, who still lived in
Homs as the city was being bombed, no longer could communicate with me since the war had
shut down the phone and internet. 

Whenever I heard in the news that a place in Syria was under siege, all the longing and
memories came back to me. It was a strange and inexplicable feeling that I had never felt
before — a nostalgia. The feeling naturally led me to grab a paintbrush and start painting the
places I missed. The canvas and paintbrush were my oldest, loyal friends, and at that time, they
were my only refuge.

Homs — Acrylic paint on Canvas. 

Photo Credit: Dima Kroma

   When I wasn’t painting, I spent long hours
at the library reading and trying to heal.

As a child, my father, an orthopedic surgeon
and an avid reader himself, always taught me
that there is an impressive healing power found
between the bookshelves at the library. He
made sure that I knew that reading gave me
wings to soar high through imagination and
inspired me to discover my inner self.

I enjoyed reading about art, poetry, adventures,
cultures, history, science, and human
development. My father and I used to discuss
books  at  his  clinic after he  finished seeing his   
patients. He often had his poet and writer friends over to the clinic for a book club. One of my
joys growing up was to listen in as theydiscussed a variety of topics from the books they had
read. My father also had a big library at home that I loved to sneak into and read peacefully.

My father was my biggest supporter who encouraged me to navigate my emotions and
experiences through reading when I was challenged by the new life in America. Unfortunately,
he passed away in May 2012 after hearing the news of a horrible massacre in Al Houla — a
suburb of Homs. He had known many people from there who had also been his patients.
After seeing the pictures of their slaughtered bodies following a genocidal attack on May 25, he
never recovered from the shock. His compassionate heart couldn’t stand the cruelty of the
regime that had killed the people he had healed for decades, and it stopped beating.
In America, despite the unexpected passing of my father, the fond memories I had of reading in
Syria naturally led me to spend most of my time between the public library and my art studio at
home.
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Al Zaharia Library in Damascus,

Syria, built in 1277

 — Oil on Canvas.

   I met people at the library and got to
chat with them. Oftentimes, I was surprised
that some people knew nothing about
Syrians, or even worse, they had the wrong
information. That was when I decided to do
something to tell my story to Americans
through my passion — painting. I was
determined to use my art to build cultural
bridges and teach people who we are and
where we came from.

I started painting about my culture,
traditions, people, history and more. And I
made sure that each painting had a story to
tell — A story that crossed beyond the
barriers of time and space to take the
viewer on a journey to Syria and the
Middle East.

I wanted the audience to know better the
culture that I dearly treasured.

A Cup Of Nostalgia- 

Oil on Canvas.

   ISince then, I began to tell my stories at
art exhibitions and through my social media. I
see each of my stories as data with a soul; it
travels through the heart in its own way to the
mind of the audience to open up their heart.

People engaged more with the stories through
the paintings, and many showed interests in
learning more about Syria and its culture that
they knew so little about. Some people even
told me that the paintings changed their
perspective on the Middle East and that they
wished they had learned about the stories long
ago.

One of the stories I like to tell is of my painting,
The Marketplace (pictured on the next page).
The story is about business ethics and solidarity
between merchants in the Syrian marketplace.
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The Marketplace,

“Al Souq”

- Oil on Canvas.

   Long ago in Syria,
when the merchants
opened their stores in the
morning, they used to put
a chair next to the door
outside. The chair was
then removed when the
merchant served the first
customer of the day.

   When the next
customer came in, the
merchant would look
around outside to see if
the neighboring stores
still had the chair next to
their doors. Having the
chairs would mean that
they still haven’t served
their first customers yet.
Once the merchant saw a
chair that hadn’t been
removed, the customer
would be told to “ go to
that store; they have
what you want.”

This story tells us about the relationships in the Syrian marketplace built on care and compassion.

Cardamom Rhythms 

- Oil on Canvas. 

   
In 2019, at one of the art exhibitions I participated in,
after telling stories about my paintings, I walked around
the gallery to see the works by other artists. Then, in one
corner of the crowded space, I found a group of people
gathering around a young man who was telling stories. I
wanted to listen in, so I immediately joined the group.

To my surprise, I realized that he was actually retelling my
stories to share how he was inspired and moved by my
artwork. He was being a messenger of my experience
and stories to the people I had not met or known at all.
In that moment, I realized that I had finally built a bridge
between my culture and the world that didn’t know much
about it before. This motivated me and gave me the
power to keep doing what I did.

   During the COVID-19 pandemic, I am still building bridges online through social media. In
addition to posting about my paintings and stories, I even started introducing the Middle
Eastern culture and history to children by making drawing videos for kids on YouTube.
I believe that our lives have a purpose , and my passion for painting has helped me pursue this
purpose.
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Thu Lai Mu is a Pastor at the Southside Karen Baptist Church in Jacksonville, Florida. As a Karen
minority, he left Burma (Myanmar) at the age of 14 and lived in a refugee camp at the Thailand-
Burma border for 15 years until he was resettled in the U.S.

 

Thu speaking about his experience as a refugee 

with Seyeon Hwang for the oral history

 project, Remembering Refugees in Jacksonville,

supported by the Florida Humanities Council

 and UF Samuel Proctor Oral History 

Program in April 2018

 Photo Credit: Seyeon Hwang

Editor’s Note: The name “Burma” is the English name
for the country currently known as Myanmar. The country was
officially called Burma during and after the British colonial rule until
the present-day name, Myanmar, replaced it in 1989. Throughout
this article, the names Burma and Myanmar are interchangeably
used. The Karen are an ethnolinguistic group known to reside
primarily in Kayin State in Myanmar and make up about 7% 
of the Myanmar population.

 

Keeping Faith
Thu’s Journey from the “Jungle” to Florida
Published November 12, 2020
By: Daniella Kapuschansky
Edited by Kayla Byrd & Seyeon Hwang
Illustrated by Gina Nguyen

Thu (far left) with his son

(middle) and wife (far right)
 Photo Credit: Thu Lai Mu
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   In 1995, when I was around
fourteen years old, my family and I fled
from our village, Pyapon, Myanmar
(Burma).

A civil war had broken out and it soon
became a very imminent threat to our
lives. We had to leave. The media
nicknamed it the “World’s Longest Civil
War”.

   We fled from village to village as the
government closed in on us. There were no
cars or buses, so we had to walk and carry
our belongings on our back. Eventually, there
was no place left for us to run to, and we had
no other choice than to cross the Salween
River and get into Thailand.

At that time, it was fairly easy to cross the
Thailand-Burma border. The Thai government
didn’t care about Burmese refugees entering
Thailand and living there unofficially. However,
as more people fled to Thailand, more soldiers
were dispatched to heighten the security at
the border.

Nowadays, it is much more difficult to enter
Thailand as a refugee.

Life in the “Jungle”

When we arrived in Thailand, we were placed
in a refugee camp close to the border. They
called it the “jungle.” For the next 15 years, I
lived there with my family and completed all
the way through higher education.

Thu at his home

 in the refugee camp

Photo Credit: Thu Lai Mu

   Everyday Survival

Living in the refugee camp was not easy. We
were caged within the camp, surrounded by
wire fences. The Thai soldiers guarding the
camp did not always provide the best
protections. There were always dangers from
the Burmese military and Democratic Karen
Buddhist Armies that would come into the
camps or throw guns over the camp walls.

We had to follow the strict, often excessive
laws of the camp. But for us, it was better
than fearing for our lives moving from place
to place running away from the military.
Still, the life in the camp was extremely hard.
We needed a special permission that looked
like a traveling ticket to go outside the camp.
Traveling outside itself posed a great danger;
we would be exposed to the military coming
after us. But without the traveling ticket, we
could be arrested and sent back to Burma
right away. Even with the ticket, sometimes
things didn’t work out, and some people were
arrested and deported.

91

https://www.cnn.com/2015/11/11/asia/myanmar-shan-rebels-civil-war/index.html


   There was a school, a hospital, churches,
and vocational centers within the camp. The
UNHCR (UN Refugee Agency) provided the
basic necessities that could live on. They also
provided us with building materials like
bamboo and wood to build a small tented
house. The roof was made of leaves collected
from the nearby forest.

We were given basic food items such as rice,
salt, oil, and peppers on a regular basis. Some
Thai people were permitted to come in and
sell other items or food to refugees. Using
the grains and spices we were given, we
would cook outside on the wood-fire we
had to start every day.

Some were fortunate enough to work at the
hospital or school in the camp to be paid a
small salary through the UNHCR. Those with a
relative willing to send money from another
country, like the U.S. or Canada, were able to
lead a slightly better life with the help of the
cash they had at hand.

A photo of the Mae

La Oon refugee

camp located in

Thailand where 79%
of its residents are

the Karen

Photo Credit: Burma Link

AThu posing in the

refugee camp

Photo Credit: Thu Lai Mu
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   A few people in the camp tried to run
their own small businesses, like selling bread,
milk, and other luxuries in the camp; however,
most of them had a good connection with
the people outside the camp who could
supply them the goods at a price that met
their profit margin. The remoteness of the
camp made it challenging for people to
pursue entrepreneurship.

Without any of these privileges, others, which
made up most of us, survived off of what was
given.

The camp didn’t have any electricity, either.
When my family first came, it didn’t even
have any running water, so I had to carry
water from the river to our tent.

No Internet. No phone. Nothing.

Our entire lives were limited to the small
boundary of what used to be a vacant,
uninhabitable land set by the UNHCR packed
with thousands of tents that could collapse in
no time.

Getting Education

Even though there were schools that children
went to, the educational experience was
completely different from what you would
expect.

There was no school bus; hence, everybody
had to walk long hours to school rain or shine.

   
The building was usually made out of
bamboo and leaves, so the roof had to be
replaced every year. When I was there, there
were no computers in school. We had to
take our own school supplies to and from
school every day because there were no
lockers. No walls in the building meant that
there were no separate classrooms. You
could easily hear the noise from the rest of
the class at all times even when you were
trying to concentrate on the lesson. On
Sundays, we attended the church set up in
the camp.
   
By the time I finished high school, I did not
think of becoming a minister.

However, I was determined to pursue a
higher education.

Thu graduating from high

school in the camp

Thu graduating from KKBBSC
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   In the camp, the Kawthoolei Karen
Baptist Bible School & College (KKBBSC) Bible
College was the only available institution of
higher education. For the five years that
followed, I attended the institution and
studied there.

During that time, my life changed, and I
developed a strong desire to become a
minister.

A Hope for a Better Life

In 2005, the UNHCR announced the opening
of the third country resettlement program.
Most of the people in the camp applied and
ended up moving to a “third country” that
was neither Myanmar (Burma) nor Thailand.
Many of them went to Australia, Canada, and
the U.S.

The first time I applied, I just wanted to get
out of the camp. Knowing that Canada was a
less sought-after destination, I applied but it
didn’t work out for me because they were
accepting only a small number of refugees.

Soon, I was told that the U.S. government was
looking to resettle refugees who had lived in
the camp for a long enough time on a refugee
status. The criteria exactly matched myself
who had been in the camp for the last 10
years.

So, I applied.

Initially, I was told that the process can take
anywhere from six months to a year. A few
months later, they sent us a register for the
paperwork.

    I had to take extra caution to be
accurate in all of the documents as any
mismatch or gap in our papers could
complicate the process and take much longer
time. The process was tedious and
exhausting but was worth it in the end.

After 5 years of applying, waiting, and
reapplying, in 2010, I finally made it to the
U.S.

At first, it was frightening because I did not
know where exactly I was headed or what
was going to happen to me or my family.
On the last day in the camp, I took the bus
that took us to Bangkok, Thailand. From there,
I took a long flight to Japan, and another one
to New York City. Then, I got on a flight to
Jacksonville, Florida.

On a warm, sunny day of June 2010, I
arrived at the Jacksonville airport.

Upon landing, the other refugees and I held
up an IOM badge that we were told to use
for directions. The badge was to let people
know that we were refugees waiting for the
resettlement staff. Soon, we were greeted
and welcomed by the volunteers and case
managers from the Lutheran Social Services
of Jacksonville.
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   Making it in Jacksonville,
Florida

In Jacksonville, I was fortunate to be joined by
my whole family who had come before I did.
Now, all my family lives in the Southside area,
not too far from each other. I have two
brothers and two sisters who are all married
and have their own families.

At first, my life in Jacksonville was a huge
adjustment. My family and I had no one to
help us with our questions or guide us at
every step of our journey.

Even the smallest part of our lives required
learning.

For instance, I was unfamiliar with electricity
and didn’t know how to set the thermostat. In
a hot, humid summer of Jacksonville, even with
the air conditioner in place, none of my family
had any idea of turning it on! To make
matters worse, the temperature was close to
102 degrees. It took us some time to learn to
use these amenities that we had not known
before.

We also had a lot of difficulty learning to cook
with the electric stove. Back in the camp, we
had to start our own wood-fire to cook
anything. The fact that we could simply turn
on a machine and cook on it was fascinating;
yet, we needed to be taught how to use it
properly.

Public transportation was another challenge.
Having lived most of my life in the camp, it
was my first time navigating a city as large as
Jacksonville. 

   For the first three months, we were to
get support from the two local resettlement
agencies — Lutheran Social Services and
World Relief Jacksonville. However, for
Burmese refugees coming from the “jungle,”
getting acclimated to the life of a large city
posed much more difficulty as we had very
little experience to go off of.

Soon, we began attending the Southside
Baptist Church and they really helped us with
many of the issues our community was
struggling with.

Thu’s family posing with

Pastor Gary Lee Webber

(far right) at their

church in 2019

Photo Credit: Thu Lai Mu
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   Becoming A Pastor
   

“I think when there’s so much negative stigma against immigration, having the
Karen people here as an example of why immigration is not only good and
valuable for us but also for them. It stands in stark contrast to what you’re
hearing from politicians and in the media.

The Karen have broadened our vision for the world. To understand that our
faith should not be limited by borders, language, skin color, or culture; but that
we are a part of a global community and that our faith and the practice of our
faith is something that transcends culture and nationality.

— Pastor Gary, Southside Baptist Church

   One day, I was asked by the Southside
Baptist Church to lead a group. Having
graduated from a Theological Seminary in
Thailand, they saw my potential to serve the
Karen people in the Jacksonville community

In 2012, the church officially brought me on
staff and assigned me to be the Karen Pastor.

Since then, I have been helping my people
with many things that they are unable to do
by themselves. This includes: getting their
green cards, going to the hospital, applying for
citizenship, finding jobs, and commuting to
workplaces, etc. I also pray for them and
serve as an interpreter to help them
overcome the language barrier.

Thu (dressed in a black

gown) graduating from

the Baptist College of

Florida in 2013
Photo Credit: Thu Lai Mu

Thu giving a sermon at

the Southside Karen

Baptist Church (SSKBC)
Photo Credit: Southside Baptist Church
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   In 2018, we moved into our own
church and began holding services dedicated
to the Karen people. Our once small group has
grown into the Southside Karen Baptist
Church.

Father’s Day at the Southside

Karen Baptist Church

Photo Credit: SSKBC YouTube Channel

Christmas congregation at

the church in December 2019

Photo Credit: Thu Lai Mu

   In the past couple years, our Karen
community in Jacksonville has grown to be
about a thousand people. We have a few
hundred adult church members as well as their
children. We also have others in our
community that are not Christians or Baptists;
many of our members are either Buddhists or
represent other denominations.

   Through the church, I am
happy to welcome and serve

anyone I possibly can regardless
of their religious background..

   Looking back, I notice so many
differences I have come to embrace between
my life in Jacksonville and that in the refugee
camp. Seeing from my son and children at the
church who have been raised in the U.S., these
differences are even more apparent.

In Burma and Thailand, schools are not free
and parents have to pay the tuition. The
financial pressure leaves many children unable
to afford education for all their lives. Here, I
see bright and talented children being able to
get public education for free to find their
passion and pursue their dreams.

Thu (second from the lowest)
from participating in a

Christmas event with the

members of the Karen

community in December 2019

Photo Credit: SSKBC
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   Sometimes, these differences clash in
the households of the Karen or Burmese
families that I serve. For example, in Burma,
leaving your children at home alone is
allowed; but in the U.S., this is culturally
unacceptable and illegal. As refugees, we have
brought many of our traditions here, such as
our traditional food, clothing, language and
literature, but preserving and handing them
down to the next generation is quite the
challenge because of these differences.

As a former refugee and a current pastor, I
recognize that one of my roles is to help the
Karen and Burmese communities better
understand and overcome these differences. I
would like them to know that the differences
we see are natural and do not define who we
are as humans.

When Burma becomes safer for me, I would
love to go back and visit, but I don’t intend to
live there anymore. I see myself as an
American and Jacksonvillian.

I will keep helping those in need of warmth
and support in Jacksonville that I now call my
home.

   This article is generously sponsored by Southside Baptist Church in Jacksonville, Florida.
The editors thank Senior Pastor Gary Lee Webber for his contribution to this article.

This article is based on the oral history interview conducted with Thu Lai Mu in Jacksonville,
Florida by Seyeon Hwang in May 2018 for the project titled, “Remembering Refugees in
Jacksonville: Oral Histories of Resettled Refugees, 1999–2017” sponsored by the Florida
Humanities Council and UF Samuel Proctor Oral History Program.
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How It All Began

In April 2020, I was struggling with unexpected changes due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. My study abroad had just been cancelled. All my summer and fall 
classes moved online. The year 2020 did not turn out how I anticipated at all.
I was in a huge time of transition , moving out, and looking for something
 to fill my new found time with.

Then, I heard from Dr. Kaplan, a professor in my honors college 
at the University of North Florida (UNF), at the end of the spring
 semester. “Check out these summer opportunities”

 

Based in Jacksonville, Florida, Hayley is pursuing a degree in Secondary English Education and a
minor in Teaching English as a Second Language at the University of North Florida. Hayley
brings her passion for refugees and teaching English as a second language to the New
American Speaker’s’ Program. She hopes to teach middle or high-school level English and
inspire students just like herself. Her dedication to education has been a huge encouragement
for her students to share their stories of migration.

 

Learning From My Students

How Hayley’s Teaching Experience Provided New
Perspectives
Published November 12, 2020
By: Hayley Ross  hayley@weavetales.org
Edited by Kayla Byrd & Seyeon Hwang

screenshot of Hayley’s

professor’s announcement

Photo Credit: 
Hayley Ross

99

http://weavetales.org/nasp


   Initially, the position I was applying for
within WeaveTales was as a research
assistant. I wanted to use my two-years of
experience as a research assistant for the
library at UNF. However, when I met with
Seyeon, the Co-Founder and COO of
WeaveTales, for my interview, the opportunity
became so much more.

We began discussing all the projects that
WeaveTales had in the works, one of them
being the hopes of developing a training
course that would give newcomers an
opportunity to build their skills in public
speaking to better share their stories of
migration. Naturally, I shared my experiences
during my studies at UNF as a Secondary
English Education major with a minor in
Teaching English as a Second Language. I also
shared my desire to help immigrants become
better communicators.

From Ms. Franklin to Becoming a
Teacher

Growing up, I loved my teachers and
experiences in school. I was so inspired that I
became passionate about becoming a teacher.
I have always loved to write, read, create art,
and wanted to work with and help children, so
the career merged all these aspects together.
As a future teacher, I aspire to be a support
system for my students and to make English
fun and relevant
.

I want to be a teacher like
 Ms. Franklin.

In high school, I was lucky enough to have
Ms. Franklin for sophomore and junior year
English at Eastside high school in Gainesville,
FL. She was the teacher that built my
confidence not only as a person but a writer
as well.
Ms. Franklin incorporated creative projects
and ways of expressing ourselves, such as
through having us perform poetry, create
video projects, and creating book posters.
Hanging on my bedroom wall, I have a letter
from her which reads,

“Dearest Hayley, your poem was
amazing. It was honest, raw, and
lyrical, and emotional. It and you

are beautiful. I hope that you
never stop writing 100%”.

   The things parents and teachers tell us
carry a lot of weight, particularly in our
perception of ourselves and our skills. Luckily,
I have had many amazing English teachers
that have inspired me to want to become an
English teacher and better myself as a writer.

Ms. Franklin wasn’t the only one. I think back
to Mrs. Blakeslee, my 8th grade
English/Language Arts teacher, who used to
give me extensions on my poetry
assignments because my words were “sweet
and slow like molasses”. I think back to Dr.
Ewert, my senior year English teacher, who
wrote “like Mary Poppins, perfectly perfect in
every way” on my essay. Without their
feedback and support I would’ve given up on
writing.
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   I carry all their lessons, feedback, and
words with me always. I hope one day to
share those same words with my own
students and be one of the reasons they think
they are smart and good enough.

They believed in me when I didn’t believe in
myself and before I had developed my voice.
I used to be a very shy student and person,
shaking whenever I had to present in front of
the class.

Yet, here I am now in college studying to
become a teacher where every day I will
stand in front of a group of students and talk
about writing and literature. Here, I am now
creating a public speaking course when it
used to be one of my biggest fears.

Teachers do not know it when they say and
write these things, but these are the things
that people carry with them into adulthood
and into their own professions and
relationships. I do not think Ms. Franklin knew
it then, but high school and growing up was
really rough for me and I think that it was
teachers like her that kept me going. They are
the reason I am here today.

   Ms. Franklin, thank you all for giving me
a voice and believing in me when no one else
did.

I hope to give as much to my
students as my teachers like Ms.

Franklin has given me.
 
 
 
 

Through her, I learned the important roles that
teachers play in a student’s life, beyond just
school — they set you up for success and
skills beyond the classroom.

Hayley (far right) and her

friends volunteering with

Ms. Franklin through Future

Educators of America (FEA) in
 high school

Photo Credit: Hayley Ross
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   Teaching English Language

What interested me in English as a Second Language (ESL) education was my experiences in
the UNF course called “Colloquium” with Dr. Kaplan. The course explored our own family
histories and the stories of recent immigrants to Jacksonville. The lectures consisted of different
professors, in different content areas such as biology, history, or crime, and how migration was
related within those topics. After the lectures, we would break into groups for our service
project. The service-learning project connected students with some local immigrant
communities, and each group researched the background of their chosen immigrant group and
presented it to the rest of the class. My chosen service project was to be a mentor to a local
refugee family.

   

It is incredibly difficult not to be taught in
your first language and to have a language
barrier between teachers.

Many of her teachers were frustrated with
her and were not willing to help explain
further the concepts. She was very frustrated
coming from the Middle East and had to face
the scrutiny from her classmates. People were
calling her a “terrorist”, questioning her
citizenship, and refusing to work with her
because of her language barrier. She had
many challenges that were enhanced by her
racial identity.

It is heartbreaking to have someone you care
about, torn down by stereotypes and
apathetic teachers. Because of these first-
hand experiences, my journey of becoming
inter-culturally competent has been
motivated by my increased empathy for
refugees.

   I was paired to be a mentor to a local
refugee through World Relief Jacksonville
(WRJ). The student I had the pleasure of
mentoring was a high school girl who had just
come to America from Afghanistan.

Every time we met, I saw the struggles she
faced at home: from trying to support her
family, understanding the language and
content at school, dealing with the emotional
stress of adjusting to living here, and the
struggles most teenage girls face.
This hands-on experience each week opened
my eyes and made me feel as though I had
stepped into the shoes of a refugee from
Afghanistan.

As a mentor, I assisted with homework,
helped with communication between WRJ and
teachers, provided emotional support to the
family, and assisted in practical situations
including securing an insurance card,
completing job applications, and acquiring a
phone.

One of the things that really stood out to me
was how her textbook was covered in
translations in Arabic.
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   Now that I realize just how
subconsciously race plays a role in people’s
experiences, I plan to be more conscious of
this and ensure that there is no place for
inequality in my future classroom; let alone, in
the way I treat people in my personal or
professional life. I also hope to be an advocate
for students in my classroom when they face
injustices outside the walls of the class.

During our last visit with our mentee, we
asked whether this experience was beneficial
for her and if she liked us coming to mentor
each week.

She expressed to us how much she enjoyed
us coming and how big of a help we had been
in her life and school work.

Part of being a teacher and a mentor,
especially to ESL students, is that you also
have to be a friend and resource to the
community. You connect them to their new
lives and could be the difference between
them feeling included or 
falling through the cracks.

Hayley (third

from top left)
and her mentor

group with

their student 

Photo Credit: 
Hayley Ross

   Despite an occasional language barrier,
there was immense gratitude. English
Language Learner (ELL) students are the
most motivated and passionate students I
have ever worked with! Every time we
visited, her mother greeted us with dinner and
tea. Just knowing that we were there to help
meant the world to them. Even when we
couldn’t communicate, our actions spoke as
loud as words.

Strong Communicators Through
Public Speaking

During my interview for the position at
WeaveTales, we began discussing the oral
history work and public speaking needs of
refugees and immigrants. Within my education
courses, we had to develop our “personal
practice theories’’ (PPTs) as a teacher, which
are our disposition and rules as a teacher. I
mentioned one of my PPTs to Seyeon,

   

“To have my classroom
create communicators

in the verbal and
written form.” From
there, we discussed
how well it fit with

telling immigrant and
refugee stories."
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Hayley giving an overview 

of NASP and inviting the public 

to the Storytelling Night

 in October 2020 

   Developing an Online Course

Given the pandemic and growing needs for an
online program to reach millions of refugees
worldwide, we created the course 100%
online to run for 15 weeks (3.5 months).

We built the course onto an online platform
called Teachable so that anyone wanting to
take the course could enroll at any time from
anywhere in the world.

Originally, I did not think online learning would
be as effective as in-person, but I have found
that there will always be a connection
between students as long as the teacher
makes a continued effort. This experience,
during the digital age of COVID-19, has led
me to develop my skills in computers, video
editing, social media, and online learning.

Each week our students work on a specific
topic through a pre-recorded lecture, reading
assignment, quiz, and Learn From series, to
create their own video assignment.

   By the end of the interview, she said, “I
think there may be another project I have in
mind for you to work on,” which led to the
creation of our speaking program.

In the few short months between May and
August, I assisted Seyeon in developing the
training course that would be called the New
American Speaker’s Program (NASP).

The NASP is a public speaker’s program
designed to encourage and empower
refugees and immigrants (“newcomers”) to
share their personal stories with the public.
This program includes a training course that
focuses on developing skills in public speaking,
writing, and storytelling in order to help them
master their own stories and narratives.

“Water Not Bullets” by

Deyar (Homework)

The goal of the program is to prepare non-
native English speakers as future public
speakers who could deliver their stories
effectively and contribute to correcting
misconceptions surrounding refugees and
immigrants. Upon successful completion of
the course, students are officially listed in our
public speaker’s directory and enrolled in our
exclusive email list for potential speaking
engagements and referrals to event
organizers.
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Learn From Series
To make our course unique, we reached out
to professional storytellers, politicians, authors,
and influencers across the country to ask for
their input.

Thanks to the generous support from
seasoned speakers such as Mayor Wilmot
Collins, Carrie Sue Ayvar, Debbie Almontaser,
Michael J. Tougias, and many more, we were
able to incorporate their advice and
knowledge into the curriculum as the “Learn
From” series.

Many of these professionals continued to give
their support beyond the learn from videos,
such as by attending our Storytelling Nights
as guest speakers.

Storytelling Nights
Through the curriculum, we also wanted to
give our students an opportunity to practice
public speaking by telling their stories to the
public. We incorporated a series of virtual
workshops and events to provide speaking
engagements for our students.

First, we began with a workshop for students
to practice. At the workshop, our students
went around and told a story that they had
prepared through the program.

Then, we held a Storytelling Night to create a
safe space for students to share their stories
and gain experience speaking in front of a live
audience. 

   They applied the skills they learned in
the course like writing, audience awareness,
organizing ideas, projecting their voice, and
engaging the audience . Especially in the
digital learning environment, it was important
to have a space where the students could all
gather together as a cohort “face to face”.

Student Diversity: 8 Countries and
10+ Languages

 
 

   The NASP is the first class I have ever
had the privilege of leading!

“The Day the Maklobah

Flipped” by Hanan Rasheed

from the first Storytelling

Night in October 2020

 

Our inaugural cohort of NASP

 is comprised of 10 students

representing 8+ countries and

 10+ languages
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   While I have taught in the Duval County
Public School system as an intern, as well as
taught and mentored through Refugee
Alliance Assistance and World Relief
Jacksonville through my coursework, this was
the first time I have had a whole classroom
and curriculum to myself.

In August, we rolled out a call for applications
for the inaugural, fully-funded cohort in the
program. Among more than 30 applications,
the entire WeaveTales team worked to
narrow down the applications and ended up
having a video interview with about half the
applicants. We wanted to pull from a diverse
group of students that properly represented
the many different faces of refugees and
immigrants in America.

Connection in a Time of Social
Distance

We designed the course to keep contact with
the students through the videos, comments,
zoom calls, email, and a Facebook group. At
the beginning of the semester, we sent
welcome packages to students with notes
and materials that may help them.

Hayley putting together welcome

packages for her students

   Initially, I was really afraid to teach this
program.

When speaking with Dr. Kaplan, who is now
my faculty mentor at UNF for this project, she
put into words for me that I was feeling
imposter syndrome.

Here I am, just turned 20 years old, and my
first experience solo teaching is this amazing
opportunity, yet all I could focus on was how
young I am. I felt like I did not have enough
experience, however I was fortunate enough
to have a company and students who
believed in me.

Initially, I was focused on how vastly different
I was from my students, thinking that I was
not good enough. Yet, despite all our
differences in age, religion, and culture, I have
found that we have a lot more in common
than we all could have imagined. This touches
on a greater narrative as a teacher that my
identity, as well as a lot of Americans, involves
so many shared experiences to those who I
may perceive as different from me.

I am a white U.S. citizen teaching diverse
students. I strive to empathize with and
understand each of their stories and
background because I have not been in some
of the situations they have been in. My
students have taught me so much about
acceptance and diversity, issues that have
been of heightened discussion during this
election period.
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   My students also reintroduced me to
hobbies and my inner self I had set aside in

college.

l have had inspiration from Sarmad’s beautiful
art, Dima’s piano playing, and Nareeman’s
poetry. Thanks to Hanan and Liya’s cultural
culinary work combined with their amazing
stories, I have had the desire to cook again.
Seeing the confidence in Faisal and Deyar
made me realize that I can also conquer my
own battles because they have overcome so
much and still encourage those around them
with their positive attitudes. Michael and
Jumoke’s vulnerability is admirable and
inspiring every time. And Mamadou, our
youngest student and newest to America,
taught me that the power of stories
transcends ages.

A screenshot from our

Storytelling Workshop, the

first time we all met

   “I am from there. I am from here. 
I am not there and I am not here.

I have two names, which meet and part,
and I have two languages.

I forget which of them I dream in.”
 

-Mahmoud Darwish (Poem as referenced in
Nareeman’s story, “Belonging”)

   The stories of migrants are very
intertwined with ours today. Our personal
experiences are similar, even though they may
be in different locations.

At my current age, I am perfectly split
between living in Illinois and Florida. The first
ten years of my life I was constantly moving
because of my parents’ jobs. A lot of what I
remember from my childhood in Illinois is
traveling by train every other weekend to
visit my father who lived (and still lives) in
Chicago and walking around the city with him.
I was in a new school almost every year of
grade school. My mother, step-father, and I
moved to Florida when I started middle
school.

Illinois and Florida were completely different.
Migration by states is different from migration
by country, but it has shaped a lot of who I
am now.

Similarly, I had to adjust to new friendships,
new homes, being far away from all of my
family, and cultural differences between the
North and South United States. This constant
search for home and belonging is not a
refugee issue or an American issue, but a
human issue.

“Belonging” by Nareeman Jamal

 from the Storytelling Workshop

 in September 2020
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   My junior year of high school, I had a house fire and lost everything. I never came to
terms with this because I felt so alone and like no one knew what this felt like until I connected
with these students. Many of them have also had many homes they have had to leave behind,
which was devastating for some of them.

   There are many questions that are
repeated in my mind. Are there multiple
forms of the homeland? Is homeland just a
word? Is the real homeland being inside the
human being? What is the meaning of the
word homeland?These questions do not
concern me alone, but rather every
immigrant and refugee. Why does a person
migrate from one place to another? What is
the meaning of the word homeland? The
homeland has many meanings: life, love,
safety, stability, etc. Homeland is a word that
changes its meaning from one person to
another…”
-Sarmad Al Musawi

“A Journey of the Homeland 

to the Unknown”

 by Sarmad Al Musawi (Homework)

   Through high school, I was able to
develop an art theme for IB (international
baccalaureate) art. My theme was “Shelter”
where I explored home, family, poverty, war,
personal stories and the meaning of belonging
and security through art.

   What has
always been
consistent for me
throughout my life
is school and all of
my teachers’
support.

This is the reason I
am studying to be

a teacher now.

My high school

senior art 

exhibit “Shelter” 

One of my  students, Sarmad, grapples this
 as well.

   I want to be a consistent presence for
students when their home life and family
may be very scattered. I want to build their
confidence and tell them how their voice
matters when there are others trying to
bring them down. I learned through my
experiences that home is not always a
structure or location, but it is the people you
meet and the memories we carry with us. I
think writing, art, and storytelling are how we
preserve home and our experiences.

Photo Credit: Hayley Ross
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   More Like a Family Than a
Cohort

 
In the midst of a horrible pandemic and
physical isolation, I feel so connected to my
students scattered all over the country. We
have connected through online discussions
and virtual events where we have shared
some of our most personal experiences and
thoughts. I have been able to find great
comfort and solidarity through all of them.

Even before starting the program, the students
were already very motivated and had
strengths in writing and speaking. I hope that
we give them the feeling of community and
the space to heal and share to develop these
skills even further. I have seen the confidence
and abilities of my students increase from
week one to now.

Just recently, they presented at their first
Storytelling Night, which was a live streamed
event where students got the chance to apply
what they have learned into a real public
speaking engagement.

  By the words of my student Faisal, “we are
not a cohort, we are a family.”

And while none of us have ever met, I have
never felt closer to any of the students I have
ever taught. I think this shows the validity and
impact that online learning can have.

This cohort highlights the importance of ESL
programs and providing a space for refugees
and immigrants to share their stories. This
teaching experience has taught me a lot about
the profession and world around me. I have
become a better teacher and citizen. I cannot
wait to see what these students have in store
and I am honored to have the opportunity to
be a part of this program and family.

Hayley teaches the Fall 2020 cohort in the
New American Speakers Program. To learn
more about the work of her students, visit our
YouTube channel.
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Jeanette Soffiantini is a pharmacist manager in Florida. Born and raised in Durban, South Africa,
she moved to Australia for a few years before eventually emigrating to the United States to be
with her family. She now calls the U.S. her home but she believes that there are disadvantages
and struggles for immigrants continuing their career path in the new country.

Daniella Kapuschansky is a student at the Hicks Honors College at the University of North
Florida, studying History and Anthropology. She is also a Program Assistant intern at
WeaveTales. She would eventually like to work to ethically preserve cultures and history 
that are being lost in time.

 

Climbing up the Ladder Once Again: 

Jeanette’s Journey from

 South Africa, Australia, to

America 

   I grew up as a second generation immigrant.

The experience made me aware of how hard it can be to emigrate
to a new country, even voluntarily. When you make the decision 
to start over again in a new country, there are emotional obstacles 
and legal hardships. Even though I never experienced this directly, 
my childhood involved watching my mom, aunt, and grandparents
struggle through the immigration process; along with the 
cultural and societal differences they faced on a daily basis.

There were always stacked boxes of records and travel 
documents in our study in order to ensure that every 
detail of the multistep process was properly recorded.
My family would triple-check that they were following 
the correct steps to citizenship. It was also a 
financial catastrophe if an application was rejected.
Each submission entailed a huge amount of fees! 
It took my grandparents over a decade to become 
citizens. My aunt is still in the process of
becoming a U.S. citizen.

By: Daniella Kapuschansky
Edited by Seyeon Hwang & Kayla Byrd
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   There were always stacked boxes of records and travel documents in our study in order
to ensure that every detail of the multistep process was properly recorded. My family would
triple-check that they were following the correct steps to citizenship. It was also a financial
catastrophe if an application was rejected. Each submission entailed a huge amount of fees! It
took my grandparents over a decade to become citizens. My aunt is still in the process of
becoming a U.S. citizen.

I remember trying to teach my 70-year old grandparents basic U.S. history that isn’t taught in
most American public schools. My grandmother’s nervousness caused her to get a question
incorrect and fail her test. She had to wait weeks for the retest and pay another test fee.
The process also involved numerous international phone calls as my family had to settle many
of their personal affairs and legal obligations. I can remember my family’s stress as they tried to
settle their foreign bank accounts, or even the more arduous task of having to set up a health
care plan for my grandparents. These seemingly mundane tasks made my family’s life difficult
and created constant uncertainty.

Even though immigration is such a pressing issue in the U.S. today, I do not think enough U.S.-
born citizens truly know about the immigration experience. It is not just packing up and
moving. Immigration is no easy task. It takes years of waiting and planning, and mental strength.
It is closing a chapter of your life while simultaneously writing another. Imagine leaving behind
one home in search for another, and still having no guarantee. The apprehension of checking
emails and letters, seeing denials, or being on waitlists that are years long. Going to interviews
and taking tests that decide whether or not you will stay in the country another day. It is a
hard decision to make, weighing the option of opportunity that the U.S. seems to offer over the
feeling of pride and familiarity that your home country has.

I can’t imagine leaving my family and lifestyle behind on a gamble, even though I’ve seen my
family members do it firsthand. Then again, my family and I are fortunate that we never
suffered the trauma of a civil war, or a genocide. We never starved and always had an
opportunity for social services to help.

   Today, I would like to share the experience that
my aunt had as an immigrant to help more Americans
understand the strenuous process of starting all over

again in a new country.
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   Leaving Australia for America

I had spent many years traveling back and forth between Australia and Florida to visit my sister
and her children. But the toll of being away from my nieces and nephew grew heavier on my
heart as they got older. I had left my extended family when I first moved to Australia in 1998.

It was tough being alone in a country without my family, but I loved the life I had built for
myself. I was an avid traveler, I went dancing with my friends during the weekends, I took
baking classes, and I loved my job as a pharmacist manager.

As well as having a great personal life, I also was very successful in my professional life. I led
training programs for pharmacists, I was a consultant for patients, and I helped doctors develop
patient treatments. After living in Australia for five years, I was granted citizenship.

   I thought that leaving this life
in Australia would be worth living
ten minutes away from my family.
Twelve years later, I can say that it
is, but it was an arduous journey, full
of sacrifice and bureaucracy. People
have many different reasons for
migrating and we all have varying
experiences. However, I believe that
we can all agree that no matter
where someone is from,

   The immigration process into
the U.S. is difficult, time-consuming,
and expensive.

   To be granted passage into the U.S. was a challenge within itself. I had originally applied for
a sibling visa, and I had a 10-year wait ahead of me to get processed and I couldn’t wait for
that long.

Eventually, I came across the E-3 Specialty Occupation Workers Visa. This visa allowed me to
sign a three-year contract with a company in the U.S. during which I would be sponsored by an
international law firm that recruited pharmacists and other healthcare personnel. When I applied
for the E-3 visa, I had to begin preparing for the required tests. In order to prepare to take the
equivalency exams and become recertified, I quit my job as a pharmacist manager and became a
self-employed pharmacy floater. The majority of my time was spent on studying, and I felt as
though I traveled back in time to my college days.

It took five years for me to become an

Australian Citizen. I am now repeating the

process to become a U.S. Citizen.

Photo Credit: Jeanette Soffiantini
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I was always studying,

everywhere and anytime,

even at a laundromat.

   Studying was difficult. I felt as
though I was swimming in an ocean
without a life preserver. I had no
support or guidance. There was no
set curriculum or syllabus. It felt like
a constant gamble of whether or
not I was on the right track.

   I still refuse to believe that the English exam tested my English proficiency. English is my
first language and I had never heard of some of the materials I was tested on. It was the
strangest test I have ever taken. And yet, the score on the test was one of the factors that
would determine my fate to migrate to the country!

Back to Square One

On January 3, 2008, I arrived in Florida. Initially, I stayed at my sister’s house until I could find
my own apartment. It was in that beige guest room that I experienced the first real change in
my life since moving — I was still studying for the never ending courses and exams, but I was
constantly being distracted by my two youngest nieces who were seven and four at the time.
They served as a pleasant reminder that I was finally close to my family in the United States.

In Australia, my home was quiet, but in Florida, all I heard was giggling and the pitter patter of
feet up and down the stairs. And all I could think of was,

They are why I am here. They are why I am doing this.

However, I remember almost quitting everything.

I was intermittently traveling around the country, taking different exams. The exams were
spread out across the country, and one time, it was in New York City. I didn’t know my way
around the city or how the trains worked and I ended up being lost. I was scared of missing the
exam and even more worried that I didn’t know any of the answers. All these small stressors
kept building up in my head. I felt like the whole world was out to get me and I was about to be
crushed under the pressure of it all.

113



In New York City to take exams.

   SIn order to be a practicing pharmacist
in the U.S., one of the last steps was the
North American Pharmacist Licensure
Examination (NAPLEX). This exam is only
available after a one-year internship. After
my internship I ended up staying with the
company for three more years, but it was a
rough start.

When I was first deciding to emigrate, I
didn’t fully grasp how much I would have to
start over. I felt like my entire life had been
reset. My decade of experience within the
pharmacy field felt as though it meant
nothing here. 

   My networking and business associates in Australia were considered meaningless. To
make matters worse, I had to start over as an intern even though I had long passed an entry
position.

I felt overqualified and underpaid.

Starting over damaged my determination. I saw my colleagues in Australia continuing to climb
up the career ladder. Meanwhile, I purposely knocked myself down to the bottom by uprooting.
I questioned my decision to leave Australia. I missed it. My life felt so different from how it used
to be.

I was confused and angry.

Uneasy Life as an Immigrant

I didn’t understand why my experience and expertise were ignored. I felt like I was overlooked
in every aspect. Even essential tasks, such as looking for apartments or buying a car, were
challenging. I felt taken advantage of due to my lack of credit, and I was often forced to pay a
top interest on loans.

The U.S. didn’t feel as welcoming as I had thought it would be. I didn’t have any friends in
Florida, and my sister was a full-time mom of four. I saw my family, but it was not as often as I
was hoping. I was working laboriously, trying to salvage any semblance of my life back in
Australia.
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As an immigrant, I also felt alienated sometimes, which I never thought I would experience.
Patients and coworkers would confront me for my accent. Although they were not always
hostile, it was still unnerving to have a stranger interrogate me.

I also noticed the differences between being a pharmacist in Australia and the U.S. In Australia,
pharmaceutical work is a trusted occupation below doctors. Pharmacists can diagnose and treat
a wider range of illnesses without the input of a doctor in Australia. However, that is not the
same in America. I feel as though the profession isn’t as respected.

A Blessing

In spite of all these hardships, I believe that the decision to migrate has all been worth it now
that I am settled as a permanent resident. Although It takes time to adapt, motivation and a
positive attitude are essential. Changes should be welcomed.

Twelve years later, I have worked my way to my position as a pharmacist manager and I take
pride in the work I do. I now have a house that feels like a home. I have made many friends and
acquaintances. I can see my family in my free time, and I am involved in their life.

My opportunity to come to America has been a blessing. I look forward to many more decades
of joy and happiness surrounded by my family, as a naturalized U.S. citizen.

My journey to America was worth it to be able

to hold my nieces and nephew everyday.
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   Iam a first-generation immigrant to the U.S. I was born in Greece to the children of
Ottoman Greek refugees.

As a child, I was always told stories about our family’s escape to Greece that impacted 
the perception of my identity.

My first recollection was when I was five, asking my maternal grandmother to
tell me about her life in Northeastern Turkey. I have never forgotten her
laconic response, “Leave those things alone my child. They are in the past.” 
Whatever my grandmother did not tell me, my father and I constantly
discussed over dinner and after the nightly news from Greece.

I lived in a home where discussions about religion, politics, and 
history were welcomed. My decision to pursue this project came
after a seminar led by Dr. Konstantinos Fotiades at the University
of Connecticut in 2007 about Cryptochristianity in the 
Ottoman Empire. At the time, I was working as a research
associate in microbiology, a waiter at a local diner, and a
part-time instructor at a community college. Inspired by
my personal background and passion for the subject, he 
encouraged me to return to school part-time and 
study the history of the Ottoman Empire, specifically
the immigration of Ottoman Greeks in the
United States.

George Topalidis is currently a Ph.D. student in the Department of Sociology and Criminology &
Law at the University of Florida (UF), and the founder and project coordinator of the Ottoman
Greeks of the US Project at the UF Samuel Proctor Oral History Program. He holds degrees
from Southern Connecticut State University in History and from the University of Connecticut
in Microbiology. His research interests are framed within the field of Historical Sociology and
include contested racial identities, U.S. immigration law, and social memory.

 

Remembering the Ottoman Greeks

By George Topalidis
Edited by Kayla Byrd & Seyeon Hwang

Connecting Second Generation Immigrants To Their
Roots
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   Fortunately, I was able to continue the research at the University of Florida (UF). 

The Ottoman Greeks of the United States Project (OGUS) at UF is the result of the combined
guidance and support of Dr. Paul Ortiz, Director of the Samuel Proctor Oral History program, and
Dr. Konstantinos Kapparis, Director of the Center for Greek Studies. Dr. Gonda Van Steen, a
former faculty member at UF, and Dr. Alice Freifeld, the former Director of the Center for
European Studies, also encouraged me to lead the project.

Established in 2015, the OGUS Project is a multifaceted interdisciplinary research project
supported by the UF Samuel Proctor Oral History Program (SPOHP). Its main goal is to inspire
scholarly research about the experiences of Ottoman Greek immigrants and refugees in the U.S.
as well as to raise the public’s awareness of the issues they faced.

To achieve this goal, the project is interviewing descendants of immigrants in the U.S. from
regions of the former Ottoman Empire (which constitute contemporary Turkey). Thus far, the
OGUS project has collected 251 interviews, and is planned to include more interviews next year.

Who Are Ottoman Greeks?
 

The Ottoman Greek immigrant cohort consisted of Grecophone and Turkophone Orthodox
Christians. The vast majority of Ottoman Greek immigrants and refugees — like other
Southeastern European immigrants — arrived in America between 1900 and 1923.

During this time, major political events motivated their immigration from the Ottoman Empire,
while legislation ratified by the U.S. Congress restricted their immigration. Some of those events,
specifically the Balkan Wars, World War I, and the Greco-Turkish War, provided the
circumstances under which Ottoman Greeks became the target of ethnic violence. This violence
has been recognized as genocide by genocide scholars. The OGUS project captures oral
histories regarding those events.

Fleeing for Life: Shelia’s Great-Aunt Eugenia
An example of the oral histories collected through the project was documented during an
interview with Shelia. Shelia’s great-aunt Eugenia and her family made plans in April of 1922 for
her wedding in September of that year, the very month that the city of Smyrna (modern Izmir,
Turkey) was burned to the ground by Turkish troops. Sheila recalled the following events
surrounding her great-aunt’s wedding.
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   “My great-uncle, his wife, and his children … they were murdered … I
think they were marched off somewhere. She used the word machine-

gunned to death. And she was supposed to be married actually the weekend
after that happened. They had set for the wedding. But when that happened.
They killed the groom. They burned the house that he had built … and along

with it all of her proika (dowery). And she barely escaped rape, actually. Only
because she ran into the area of town where there were European people,
and a French family took her in off the streets. The soldiers were after her.”

 
 

   “We slept on the streets. There we suffered
starvation, but we had rations. We were given a
pot of chickpeas covered in olive oil two fingers
thick. The children would eat with their hands and

whatever was left we brought back home. We
stayed in Mytilene for two years and then moved

to Athens where I was put in an orphanage.”
 

   Making it to America: Anna’s Family

OGUS also collects information about the journey of Ottoman Greeks to the U.S. Their
experiences include time spent in labor battalions in the Ottoman Empire, refugee camps in
Greece, and general experiences in Greece and other countries. Their experiences of migration
include stories about the journey itself on transport ships, and their arrival to Ellis Island.

Anna, a middle-aged woman from Michigan, recollected the following about her mother’s
(Irene) and grandmother’s (Antonia) time as refugees on the island of Mytilene (Lesbos,
Greece), the same island that contemporary Syrian refugees are located.

MIrene Sklavou (left), Efstratia 

Hatziathanasiou (middle), and Emanuel

Sklavos(right). 
Photo from Chora, Mytilene, 1927

Photo Credit: George Topalidis

118



   The experiences of Ottoman Greek immigrants in the U.S. are the central component of the
OGUS project. These include stories about identity, gender roles, discrimination, family,
community, organizations, the labor market, culinary arts, music, and languages.

Whiteness & Racialization: Story of Gus

A salient finding of the project is the racialization of Ottoman Greeks by both Greeks from
Greece and by American proponents of Whiteness. The former created a racial boundary around
Hellenic identity whose essence was, and continues to be, the Greek state-building narrative.
The latter created a racial boundary against anyone who was not of Anglo-Saxon stock.
An example of racialization by Greeks from Greece is recounted by “Gus,” a middle-aged male
from Ohio.

   “There’s one story [that] they were Turkophona. [Meaning,] they could only
speak Turkish. So, they came here. They go to the [Greek Orthodox] church, but
they’re speaking Turkish. And people [were] saying, ‘What are they doing here?
Shouldn’t they be in a mosque?’ Well, they understood what they were saying.

That offended some people. Then I heard there was a guy called ‘Big Dan. He was
a big man. Whenever there was a problem, people always went to ‘Big Dan’. And
they said ‘Big Dan’ went to everybody and called them out and said, ‘We’re going

on the other side of town and we’re going to start our own congregation.’”
 
 

   Artifacts to Remember the Stories

In addition to the oral histories, the OGUS project is working
closely with the Digital Collections Library at the University of
Florida (UFDC) to curate the over 20,000 images of two and
three-dimensional artifacts donated by descendants of
Ottoman Greek immigrants and refugees. These artifacts are
currently being uploaded onto the OGUS Digital Collection.

Gold coin with Ottoman

script brought from the

island of Marmara to

 Los Angeles 

   Artifacts to Remember the Stories

One of the artifacts from the collection is donated by
Evanthia Gatsinaris, whose ancestors were born on the
island of Marmara. As refugees, from the former Ottoman
Empire, Ottoman Greeks were forced to evacuate their
communities with only items they could carry. A significant
number of descendants of those refugees retain gold coins
that were brought to the US by their ancestors.
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   The OGUS UFDC archive also contains images of documents. These documents include
immigrants’ autobiographies, correspondence between immigrants and their families in the
United States, Greece, and the Ottoman Empire. The documents are written in various languages
including: English, Greek, Turkish, Ottoman, and local dialects in the Ottoman Empire.

A sample of these documents was donated to the OGUS UFDC archive. It depicts a page from a
journal donated by Yvonne Goldman, a descendant of immigrants from northeastern Turkey. It is
written by Yvonne’s relative, Roxanne Thomades, in Greek, and lists words of wisdom to her
child.

   Three-dimensional images of objects
brought from the former Ottoman Empire to
the U.S. constitute another category of the
archive. An example was donated by Flora
Tournidis whose grandparents immigrated
from Northeastern Turkey to Canton, Ohio. It
is a bronze flask they brought them on their
transatlantic journey. Click here to view the
three-dimensional model of the flask.

A page from Journal donated by

Yvonne Goldman

Tracing the Roots

Researchers of the OGUS project are tracing immigration patterns of Ottoman Greek immigrants
to the U.S. by collecting data from the Ellis Island Foundation’s online ship manifest archive. This
data is being used to construct a GIS map that presents the immigrants’ locations of birth, last
residence, ports of departure, ports of call, and final destination.

One of the maps created from the data depicts a heat map of the immigrants’ cities of birth in
the regions of the Ottoman Empire (constituting contemporary Turkey) and cities of final
destination in the United States. Brighter colors on the maps indicate higher populations of
immigrants. These maps use a sample of 100 immigrants, however, our researchers have
collected over 3,000 immigrant entries and intend to collect more as the process continues.
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Heat maps of cities of birth and final destination of

Ottoman Greek immigrants

In addition, interview respondents have
donated maps constructed from the collective
knowledge of their local communities. These
maps identify the original locations of family
homes in urban and rural communities of the
Ottoman Empire and provide the opportunity
for researchers to reconstruct three-
dimensional models of those communities.

Throughout his life Diamond Emery
meticulously collected data about the location
of the original family homes of immigrants in
the towns adjacent to Ganochora. Ganochora
and its surrounding towns are located on the
European side of Turkey near the coast of the
Sea of Marmara. Diamond recently passed
away and bequeathed his collection to the
OGUS project.

A map of Ganochora, Diamond

Emery’s Labor of Love

The OGUS project is ongoing. New interviews are being scheduled every six months and
images of artifacts are welcomed anytime.

If you have any questions, contact us at ogus0424@gmail.com. Please visit our social-media
platform to view our most recent online presentations.

Interested in learning more about the Ottoman Greeks of the US project? Visit our website.
To support the OGUS project visit the Samuel Proctor Oral History Program here.
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CHANGE
        The Change component of the project features both a completed portion and an ongoing
initiative. Six webinars developed by WeaveTales furthered the end-goal of the Forward
Together Survey detailed above. The events attracted approximately 1,400 participants live and
300 more accessed the recordings later on YouTube. The webinars provide a resource for the
general public to learn about issues facing illegal immigrants and refugees and have been used by
organizations such as Welcoming America to start local coalitions and movements. Webinar
speakers included the Immigrant Integration Specialist for the Office of Equity, Mobility, and
Immigrant Integration in Charlotte, NC; the Marketing and Communications Manager for Chula
Vista, CA; and the Director of Immigration Concerns of the Human Rights Coalition of Alachua
County. The ongoing portion of the project consists of a “Blueprint” meant to create a replicable
set of activities to understand and improve attitudes towards immigrants. Facilitated by
WeaveTales with the help of many partner universities, the “Blueprint” compiles background
research, discussion of key issues, data analysis, and a roadmap and conclusion born of this work.
It is this final ongoing portion which you are about to read, as the project has wonderfully grown
beyond its initial conception.
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OVERVIEW 

The Forward Together Florida Coalition is thrilled to present The State of 

Immigrant Inclusion in Florida Report, providing local governments and 

nonprofits with the research and resources for informed policy and 

decision making related to strategic planning around immigrant inclusion. 

This report is the result of a collaboration between statewide coalitions in 

Florida, practitioners and researchers across the country, who came 

together as a part of the Forward Together program1 of Weavetales. 

Forward Together is a statewide project aimed at building an effective 

model for inclusion in Florida. Its goal is to devise goals for a more 

welcoming and diverse Florida in the next 10 to 20 years.  

This report consists of three sections and is organized as follows. 

The first section provides an overview of the history on immigration in 

Florida and the conceptualization of key terms. Section two consists of 

three empirical studies that examines the state of immigrant inclusion in 

Florida. The final section compiles ten recommendations that have policy 

and practice implications on creating more inclusive communities in 

Florida. There are also recommendations given throughout this report.   

Some of the key findings of this report are the following: 
(1) Cities in Florida are, on average, not that inclusive towards

immigrants.2 The estimated level of inclusion is between to .75 and 1.25

for all incorporated cities, which translates to very low to low on the

nine-point Immigrant Inclusion Scale (Appendix A).

(2) The estimated average level of immigrant inclusion for local

governments is very low, ranging between .32 to .68. We are 95%

confident that these estimates are correct.

(3) Local governments in Florida remain considerably exclusive even

when the immigrant population is sizable relative to the median

immigrant population size.

(4) Levels of immigrant inclusion in Florida vary based upon the city

population size, wherein the larger the city population, the more

inclusive the city will be.

(5) Local governments in Florida do many things to support the immigrant

community. Yet, our data suggests that there is an overrepresentation

of initiatives aiming to celebrate immigrant culture over promoting

immigrants’ rights and protecting immigrants from deportation.

1 https://www.weavetales.org/forward-together 
2 See visualization here: 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=16sWbZh2GYPVl8AlYynt90bD0Sfoodmso&ll=28.25361095240119

3%2C-83.6266723&z=7  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

HISTORY OF IMMIGRATION IN FLORIDA 
Marianne Quijano 

 

Since the sixteenth century, Florida has been a refuge for slave fugitives, 

indigenous travelers, pirates, and colonial settlers. Frequently the target of Spanish, 

British, French, and Dutch Atlantic geopolitics, Florida was a site of cross-cultural 

encounters among multiple, colliding European empires (Landers, 2014). Porous 

borders and cultural pluralism defined Florida in the Atlantic World. Nonetheless, 

colonial Florida was the site of violence through exploited labor among indigenous 

and African slaves (Cave, 2017). Spanish Floridians positioned the peninsula as an 

asylum for slaves fleeing harsher slavery in British territories. By offering 

sanctuary to fugitive slaves, early Floridians approached migration as a way of 

articulating their empire’s geopolitics (Landers, 1984). 

Florida’s borders shifted from being Spanish, British, and finally American 

for its duration as a colonial territory, and Florida waned in its reputation as an 

asylum for colonial outsiders. After the U.S. acquired Florida in 1819, one of the 

major migrations that occurred was the forced removal of nearly 5,000 Seminole 

Indians in the following decades to eliminate possible sites for runaway slaves to 

find refuge and for more open land for white planters. The Seminoles struggled 

through warfare against Florida’s slave-owning planters, whose encroachment 

threatened to disrupt the Seminoles’ ancestral ties with the land (Strang, 2014). 

White settlement in Florida under U.S. jurisdiction came at the expense of exiling 

indigenous inhabitants of Florida’s land. After facing forced removals to the west 

of the Mississippi River by the U.S. and state governments, Seminoles and other 

indigenous nations re-created their societies. Decades later, descendants of those 

Seminoles still find their lives shaped by those early forced removals. Some, who 

took part in the U.S.’s more contemporary military actions as servicemen, have 

even noticed how references to the U.S.-Seminole Wars still appeared in U.S. 

military’s speeches and rituals during later Vietnam War and Gulf Wars (Dunbar-

Ortiz, 2014).  
During the end of the nineteenth century, Florida’s industrialization projects 

attracted more laborers, merchants, and farmers of European and Asian origins to 

the state, while thousands of African Americans began leaving the state as part of 

the Great Migration out of racially hostile southern states (Gannon, 2003; Shofner, 

1979). Small informal “colonies” of non-Anglo immigrants—including Danish, 

Swedish, and Japanese immigrants—began forming in South Florida in particular. 

Although not all of these “colonies” lasted long, they offered a burst of productivity, 

manpower, and purchasing power for developing Florida’s economy and land 

(Pozzetta, 1974, p. 53). Chinese migrants also settled and provided labor on 

plantations, railroads, lumber and turpentine camps or took part in founding grocery 

stores. Nonetheless, by the turn of the century, Chinese migrants increasingly 

became the target of anti-immigrant nativism and exclusionary federal and state 
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policies. Among some of the “colonies” that endured despite the rise of nativism 

was the Japanese Yamato colony in South Florida. Japanese immigrants, who 

formed part of Yamato since 1904, ranged in their socioeconomic classes and 

professional skills. Yamato’s founders were college-educated businessmen, but 

others were also farmers and real-estate businessmen (Mohl, 1996, p. 270–71). 

While much of those living in Yamato returned to Japan after World War II, some 

remained in South Florida toward the end of the century. Still, all physical evidence 

of the colony vanished after the 1970s (Pozzetta & Kersey, Jr., 1976).  

During this same period of the late-nineteenth century, Cuban immigrants 

also began to arrive on the peninsula. Cuba’s Ten Years War with Spain for its 

independence and the decline of Cuba’s cigar industry in Florida pushed Cuban 

migrants to settle for work in Tampa and Key West. The latter city offered a 

productive new location for Vicente Martínez Ybor’s Cuban cigar factory. When 

José Martí sought to provoke enthusiasm for Cuban independence among exiles in 

the U.S., Florida-based Cubans were among the most enthusiastic in forming the 

transnational Cuban independence movement (Pérez, Jr., 1978). White and black 

Cubans took part in the international revolutionary effort for independence from 

Spain. At this time, black Cubans who came to South Florida also worked in 

journalism and labor activism. Because black Cubans faced exclusion from some 

of their white compatriots, they formed networks and forging families with African 

Americans in South Florida beyond “Ybor City” ((Greenbaum, 2010, p. 57). 

During this period, Cubans left their mark in Florida with their labor union 

solidarity through protests and strikes. However, because of stubborn racial 

divisions and Florida’s nativism, this labor activism among Cuban migrants 

declined after 1901. The collapse of their union solidarity further intensified the 

extent of racial and ethnic divisions within the Latinx and Caribbean immigrant 

community for the remainder of Tampa’s history in the twentieth century. 
 
Post-World War II Migrants and Wartime Refugees from Asia 
The disparate experiences of different Asian immigrant communities reflect how 

U.S. war and foreign policy shape how directions in migration shift or intensify. 

After World War II, the U.S. passed the New Immigration Act of 1965, which 

reversed the previously exclusionary immigration policies of the 1920s. The U.S.’s 

heightened presence in Cold War-era Asia provided opportunities for some of 

Asia’s men and women to become members of the U.S. military or form families 

with servicemen. For Philippine immigration, the spread of the U.S. overseas 

military presence was a crucial component. U.S. bases in the Philippines became 

places for recruiting Filipinos into military service. Furthermore, the U.S.’s large 

naval bases in Florida served as convenient landing points for Filipinos. By 1970, 

roughly 14,000 Filipinos were employed in the Navy’s ships or ports and had a 

chance of arriving in Florida (Mohl, 1996).  

The violence of Cold War-era geopolitics with China and Southeast Asian 

countries transformed the flow of migration from these countries into a calculated 

foreign policy action by U.S. lawmakers. With China as a new communist 

adversary in its midst, the U.S. began accepting up to 2,000 Chinese refugees per 

year, or more than 32,000 in total, during the 1950s alone (Mohl, 1996). The U.S.’s 
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engagement in the Vietnam War ultimately led to the largest number of wartime 

refugees arriving in Florida for decades to come. Among them were also refugees 

from Cambodia, Laos, and Hmong whom the U.S. had granted special legal 

protections to as wartime refugees from the fallout of its wars. Ultimately, wartime 

refugees from Asia during and after World War II flocked to Florida in numbers 

proportional to how “hot” the U.S. military Cold War policy in their countries of 

origin became (Mohl, 1996, p. 277). Because Florida’s military bases were where 

refugees were processed as they arrived in the U.S., Florida was a logical place to 

rebuild their home life. In subsequent decades and into the twenty-first century, 

refugee and immigrant communities fleeing authoritarianism and military violence 

still recall and share their life stories, especially with younger generations (Omaye, 

2015).  

 
Cuban Immigration & Hattian Maritime Deterrence 
After Cuba’s 1959 Revolution, the influx of Cuban migrants came to the U.S. and 

South Florida in multiple major waves beginning right after the 1959 revolution. 

Some major waves include President Johnson’s Freedom Flight Operation, the 

Mariel boatlift of 1980, and the 1994 Balsero crisis. The first wave consisted of 

wealthier supporters of the former U.S.-backed dictator, Fulgencio Batista, who 

were fleeing Castro’s newly installed socialist regime. However, many in the later 

waves fled economic and political uncertainty and were more ethnically diverse 

(Garcia, 1997). After 1966, the U.S.’s Cuban Adjustment Act offered Cuban 

migrants special avenues to earn U.S. residency statuses. The 1966 Act allowed 

Cuban refugees who entered U.S. waters a chance at residency a year after receiving 

legal asylum. The Clinton Administration, by 1995, revised this act to render only 

refugees who physically set foot on U.S. soil eligible for this special status. 

In contrast, in the late Cold War, Haitian refugees also traveled to Florida 

by seas to flee dictatorial terror and political turmoil but faced harsher physical and 

legal barriers. The U.S. fortified its maritime immigration policing and deterrence 

in response to their migration (Loyd & Mountz, 2018). The U.S. government 

justified its treatment of Cuban and Haitian refugees by claiming the former were 

political refugees and the latter were economic migrants (Cartright, 2006). Under 

Reagan, by 1981, Haitians no longer legally qualified as “refugees,” as international 

law protected refugees from repatriation and thus qualified for deportation. Even 

so, by 1992, the U.S. Supreme Court reversed the former ban on repatriation of 

intercepted “refugees.” During the 2000s and to the present, Haitian refugees still 

risk indefinite detention, racial discrimination, and physical violence in South 

Florida’s four main immigrant prisons, including the Krome Detention Center in 

Miami (Agarwal et al., 2019). 

During this same decade of the 1990s, Cuban refugees also began to face 

more risks of detention and deportation from these changing U.S. maritime policing 

practices. Cuban migrants in the 1990s continued flocking to Florida in small 

homemade rafts, with as many of 75% of the more than 35,000 them dying in the 

process). Although the 1994 Balsero crisis was smaller in its number of Cuban 

refugees, it led to a shift in U.S. policy in directing more intercepted refugees in 

Guantanamo naval base and camps in the now-closed Panama Canal Zone 
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(Ackerman, 1996). Still, the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966 continued to protect 

Cuban migrants in the 1990s, despite the institution of stricter maritime migration 

policies between Cuba and the U.S. in 1994. Compared to other Caribbean 

migrants, Cubans in the late 1990s still had a higher chance of avoiding repatriation. 

They did this by finding more effective ways of physically landing in Floridian soil 

and avoiding interception in U.S. waters so that they could reap the longstanding 

protections of the 1966 Act (Henken, 2005). 

By the 1990s and 2000s, Central American, Brazilian, and Mexican 

immigrants trickled into Florida after experiencing civil wars and neoliberal 

economic policies in their countries of origin. Latin American militaries’ violent 

counterinsurgency campaigns coupled with policies of socioeconomic austerity and 

increased free trade policies left communities susceptible to pronounced danger and 

poverty, prompting several families to flee to survive (Alvarez, 2020). In this 

period, South Florida ceased to be the only option for settlement: many migrants 

settled in Orlando, Jupiter, Naples, and other suburban and rural areas. The first 

waves of Guatemalans, who fled Guatemala’s civil war, filled jobs as international 

industrial workers in the city of Jupiter. In the more rural Immokalee, Guatemalan 

and Mexican migrants worked as agricultural laborers, the city increasingly serving 

as a significant entry point for indigenous communities from Guatemala and 

Southern Mexico (Williams et al., 2009). To this day, migrant farmworkers 

maintain community and international ties in these Floridian towns, often 

cooperating with labor organizing work to call for improved and more humane 

labor rights for themselves.  

In conclusion, the centuries-long history of immigration in Florida consists 

of families and workers—free and unfree— searching for a haven free from 

violence and instability. The same state that welcomed Cuban exiles and Italian 

immigrants also expelled indigenous peoples and imprisoned Haitian refugees 

before deporting them. The violence of new and old empires, the abuses of internal 

military conflicts, and a globalized economy sow instability for vulnerable 

communities, old and new flows of migration to Florida reanimating remains a 

serious possibility. Bearing this history in mind, policymakers and immigrant 

advocates today must continue to consider what steps to take in shaping Florida’s 

future as a site of refuge rather than displacement. 
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DEFINING IMMIGRANT INCLUSION 
Zayda Sorrell-Medina 

 

This section advances a conceptualization of the term immigrant inclusion. This 

conceptualization is applied to the empirical studies in section III and can be useful 

for practice. 

Scholars of immigration studies have used the term immigrant inclusion in 

a number of ways: including minority groups in local politics (Vermeulen, 2005), 

legalizing immigrant groups (Nicholls et al., 2016), differentiated opportunity 

structures and diverse pathways of mobility in the city (Bean et al., 2012, p. 188), 

immigrant legal access to national social welfare benefits (Sainsbury, 2012) laws 

dictating immigrants’ rights and access to benefits (Chauvin & Garcés-Mascareñas, 

2012), and pro-immigrant activity (Okamoto & Ebert, 2016). Based on the 

scholarly works, immigrant inclusion can be broadly understood as the process 

through which an immigrant is included in a particular setting. 

There is also conceptual overlap between the concept immigrant inclusion 

and citizenship. Therefore, it can be fruitful to draw from citizenship frameworks 

in conceptualizing immigrant inclusion. One aspect of citizenship is legal status 

(Bloemraad et al., 2008; Bosniak, 2000). Citizenship, however, extends beyond 

legal status. It also has a cultural dimension which refers to societal ideas on who 

is viewed as a valuable member of society (Bloemraad et al., 2019). It also touches 

upon feelings of belonging and identity in the nation state (Bosniak, 2000). 

Citizenship is also conceptualized as a formal and substantive status (Brubaker, 

1989, p.3). Formal citizenship refers to legal membership as exemplified by the 

acquisition of legal status in the nation state. Substantive citizenship represents a 

combination of civil, political, and social rights. The civil dimension refers to rights 

such as freedom of speech, thought, faith and justice. The political dimension refers 

to freedom to organize and participate in social movements. The social dimension 

refers to rights related to access to education, health care, employment and housing, 

and other welfare.  

Following from the literature, the present study identifies three areas of 

immigrant inclusion: cultural, legal, and rights (civil, political, social). That is not 

to say that there are no other types of inclusion, but rather, these are the dominate 

ones identified in the literature for which this study draws upon. Table 1 provides 

an overview of each concept, its definition, and theoretical and empirical literature 

that provides support for its conceptualization.  

Apart from the multi-dimensional characteristic of immigrant inclusion, the 

concept also manifests at the micro, meso, and macro levels. At the individual level, 

immigrant inclusion can be operationalized as an individual’s degree of citizenship 

or membership in a particular setting. It can be specified with individual level 

indicators such as legal status, rights, and feelings of perceived welcomeness. An 

example of how inclusion manifests at the individual level is reflected in the context 

of reception scale developed by Schwartz et al., (2014, p. 3). The author 

operationalize this concept as an immigrant’s perception of welcomeness, 
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opportunity structure and availability of supports in the receiving community. Here, 

the unit of analysis is the individual’s perception. 

In contrast, immigrant-inclusion at the meso and macro levels occurs across 

meso and macro level units of analysis. Examples of meso unit analysis include 

organizations, cities and counties. Examples of macro level analysis include 

countries and regions. Given this work is focused on immigrant inclusion at the city 

level, the following paragraphs elaborates on how immigrant inclusion manifests 

at the meso level.  

The work of sociologist Robert Park helps to understand how immigrant 

inclusion occurs at the city level. He notes that a city can be conceived as an 

institution that comprise machinery and instrumentalities through which human 

nature operates. It has a moral character and physical organization that produces a 

distinct expression (Park, 1915, pp. 577-578). In other words, he conceives cities 

as entities that comprise multiple institutions. Combined, these entities contribute 

to the city’s overall expression. Applying this theoretical idea suggest that when it 

comes to measuring the degree to which a city is inclusive, it is necessary to 

consider the outputs of the universe of the social actors that are nested in the city. 

This includes, for example, the local government, the school districts, federal 

buildings, county jails, and companies.  

Table 2 provides a visual on how immigrant inclusion manifests across 

multiple dimensions and units of analysis as articulated in the previous paragraphs. 

To illustrate, cultural inclusion at the micro level can be conceived as the degree to 

which an immigrant feels a sense of belonging. However, at the meso and macro 

levels it refers to the degree to which meso and macro level social actors (e.g. 

organizations, institutions, local and state governments) contribute to immigrant 

inclusion sense of belonging.  

In conclusion, this study defines immigrant inclusion as the degree to which 

an immigrant is welcomed or valued in a particular setting. Based upon the 

literature, the study identifies three dimensions of inclusion: cultural, rights, and 

legal. Additionally, inclusion also manifest at the micro (individual), meso 

(organizational, city, county) and macro (regional, country) levels. This research 

draws from this conceptualization to empirically measure the state of immigrant 

inclusion in Florida.  
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Table 1. Empirical and theoretical literature on immigrant inclusion 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Type Description Sample Theoretical and Empirical Literature 

Cultural 

Inclusion 

Activities that aim to preserve 

or promote immigrant culture, 

create a sense of immigrant 

cultural belonging, or create 

positive social images of 

immigrants 

 

Bloemraad et al., 2019; Salami et al., (2017); Ejorh, 

2011; Nichols et al., 2017; Okamoto & Ebert, 2016 

Legal  

Inclusion 

Activities that contribute to 

immigrant legalization or 

deportation defense 

 

Bloemraad et al., 2019; Bosniak, 2000; Kubal, 

2013; Nicholls, 2014; Mayblin & James, 2018;  

Wong & Garcia, 2015; Lustig & Lacopino, 2008 

 

Social 

Rights 

Inclusion 

Activities that contribute to 

immigrant rights as it related to 

access to education, health care, 

employment and housing, and 

other welfare 

 

Marshall, 1950; Brubaker, 1989; Strug & Mason, 

2008; Abamosa, 2020 

Civil Rights 

Inclusion 

Activities that contribute to 

immigrant rights such as 

freedom of speech, thought, 

faith and justice 

 

Marshall, 1950; Brubaker, 1989; Bloemraad, 2006 

Political 

Rights 

Inclusion 

Activities that contribute to 

immigrant freedom to organize 

and participate in social 

movements and political 

processes 

 

Marshall, 1950; Brubaker, 1989; Bloemraad, 2006; 

Cordero et al., 2008; Landolt et al., 2011 
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Table 2. Conceptualization of immigrant inclusion 
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DEFINING IMMIGRANT EXCLUSION 
Zayda Sorrell-Medina 
 

This work defines immigrant exclusion as actions or inactions that do not 

include, welcome or value immigrants in the community. This work 

conceives two ways that immigrants are excluded in society: through active 

and passive forms of exclusion.  

Active immigrant exclusion can be understood as hostile acts. The 

legal violence framework advanced by Menjívar & Abrego (2012) helps to 

understand this type of exclusion. This framework emphasizes the role of 

the law in contributing to the violent or injurious effects of immigrants. 

Such examples include deportation, detention, family separation, verbal and 

physical abuse, and the perpetuation of cultural stereotypes and tropes. 

Yet, acts of hostility are not the only way that immigrants experience 

exclusion. For example, a city can be exclusionary by doing nothing at all 

to promote, include, welcome or value immigrants to their community. This 

refers to passive immigrant exclusion and occurs when entities—such as 

local governments—fail to meet the needs of immigrants. This failure can 

be intentional or unintentional, but more the latter than the former. It can 

occur for many reasons, including the lack of awareness of immigrant needs 

and federal policies that mandate inclusion, limited financial resources, or 

other pressing priorities. Whatever the reason, the outcome is exclusion, 

wherein immigrants experience harm and marginality.  

Government failure theory (Weisbrod, 1975) can help explain 

passive exclusion, as this theory highlights the role of the government in 

fulfilling the needs of some individuals in the populace while concomitantly 

failing to meet the needs of others. Essentially, the government cannot meet 

the needs of everyone in the political community. In this way, it will 

sometimes fail to meet the needs of certain individuals. An example of 

passive exclusion is when a local police department does not provide 

language assistance to individuals who are not proficient in English. 

Individuals who are not proficient in English are excluded and deprived of 

access, which can lead to negative consequences. 

Another aspect to understanding exclusion is assessing its 

relationship to inclusion. Are the two concepts independent or dependent of 

each other? Is it possible for an entity—such as a local government—to be 

neither inclusive nor exclusive, thus employing neutrality? Such theoretical 

considerations have measurement implications. The example of a local 

government is provided to illustrate this point.   

To assume that immigrant inclusion and exclusion are independent 

suggests that a local government can either be inclusive, exclusive, or 

neutral. In contrast, to take the position that the inclusion and exclusion are 

dependent upon one another suggest that a local government with low 

degrees of inclusion by default exhibit high degrees of inclusion. Here, a 
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neutral stance does not exist. The two theoretical positions have 

implications on how inclusion is measured. A value of zero on an inclusion 

scale that applies the former theoretical position can be interpreted as low 

degrees of inclusion. It says nothing about the degree of exclusion. In 

contrast, a scale that takes the latter theoretical position would suggest that 

low degrees of inclusion concomitantly suggest high degrees of exclusion. 

This work asserts that inclusion and exclusion are dependent upon 

one another. Therefore, a neutral position does not exist. In this view, local 

governments and cities are not either inclusive or exclusive. They are 

simultaneously inclusive and exclusive in others. An example is when a 

local government launches a program that has criteria of inclusion. Such 

criteria would naturally include some while concomitantly excluding 

others. This view departs from current literature, which views the two 

concepts as a bifactorial construct with positive and negative dimensions 

that are independent of one another (see Schwartz et al., 2014). 

In sum, this work conceives immigrant exclusion as acts or inactions 

that do not welcome, value, or include immigrants. It occurs in both passive 

and active ways. Further, inclusion and exclusion are dependent upon 

eachother, which implies that low degrees of inclusion in a particular city 

denote high degrees of exclusion and vice versa. This advanced 

conceptualization of immigrant exclusion has implications for city 

planning. Namely, it invites city officials to rethink their approach to 

diversity and inclusion initiatives, as it brings to the forfront that local 

governments are exclusive—even if the exclusion is not intentional. 
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IDENTITY AND IMMIGRANT INCLUSION 
Spencer Collins and Zayda Sorrell-Medina 
 
 
This section explores the intersection between immigrant identity and their 

inclusion in American society. It reveals the role of identity in explaining 

immigrant inclusion and exclusion. It also underscores the need for local 

governments to recognize these realities in order to effectively create more 

inclusive cities.  

To begin, the concept of identity is abstract. It can be understood as 

a conglomeration of both outside factors as well as internal sentiments. It 

can be how one sees oneself, or how the world sees them, or a combination 

of the two. Identity is also multifaceted. 

Schwartz, Montgomery, and Briones (2006) define identity as the 

“synthesis of personal, social, and cultural self-conceptions,” and that 

personal identity differs from this slightly from this and it is defined as “the 

goals, values, and beliefs that an individual adopts and holds,” (Schwartz, 

et al., 2006). For refugees and immigrants, there tend to be more obstacles 

to establishing a strong sense of identity within themselves, due to the 

challenges of leaving one’s home country and attempting to integrate into a 

new society with foreign cultures and traditions (Jabouin-Monnay, 2016). 

Although previous research does not agree on a concise definition of 

identity, Resende draws a distinct line between identity and national identity 

(Resende, 2009). While national identity and self-identity can be merged 

for American born citizens, this is not the case for immigrants and refugees 

as many are perceived as perpetual outsiders. 

Trouble often arises when one’s own sense of identity does not align 

with the identity that they are labeled with. Since identity can be so complex 

and multifaceted for refugees and immigrants, it can be difficult for native 

born Americans to grasp (Misiaszek, 2019). Physical characteristics may 

not align with outside perceptions. Someone who is from Jamaica for 

example, may come to the U.S. and be identified as black, when they self-

identify as Jamaican, and then have to defend their own identity (Misiaszek, 

2019). Even the vernacular that Haitian immigrants use in the U.S. makes 

it clear that they wish to be seen as separate from other black minority 

groups (Etienne, 2020). This sense of identity can also vary significantly 

within families. First, second, and third generation immigrants develop 

significantly different senses of identity. First generation immigrants tend 

to view their country of origin as home, maintaining many of the cultural 

norms and traditions, while their children view the place they were born as 

home, and adopt American culture (Dorancy, 2015). 

Immigrant identity plays an important role when it comes to their 

inclusion and exclusion in American society. Inclusion here refers to the 

extent to which an immigrant is valued, welcomed or included in a 

particular setting, such as a city or a country. Throughout history, immigrant 

142



 

inclusion has been undermined through discriminatory policies that are 

based upon notions of racism (Ngai, 2004) and ethnic selection (FitzGerald 

& Cook-Martin, 2014). This is evident with policies such as the 1790 

Naturalization Act, limiting naturalization to free white persons; the 1882 

Chinese Exclusion Act, barring migration from China for over fifty years; 

and the 1924 Immigration Act, a policy that placed strict quotas on 

immigrants that favored those from western European countries.  

Contemporary immigration policies and practices remain racialized 

(Sweeny, 2014; Ngai, 2004). One example is the 1986 Immigration Reform 

and Control Act section 287 (g), which allows local governments to enter 

federal agreements to enforce immigration policy. This measure provides 

states and local governments “newfound powers to discriminate on the basis 

of alienage or noncitizenship status” (Varsanyi, 2008, p. 877). A 

Department of Justice report 3 found that the sheriff and deputies in 

Alamance county in North Carolina routinely discriminate against Latinos 

in a number of ways, including by explicitly targeting them at traffic stops 

and masking their discriminatory practices.  

The role of identity—and race, ethnicity, and nationality in 

particular—in contributing to the exclusion of immigrants in society is 

further highlighted in scholarship. For instance, it is well noted that Cubans 

have received special legal treatment under the Cuban Adjustment Act of 

1966 granting automatic residency status. However, immigrants facing 

similar economic and political conditions such as Haitians and Central 

Americans do not receive such treatment (FitzGerald & Cook-Martin, 2014; 

Henken, 2005). The United States border patrol has been found to 

discriminate against unaccompanied minors who are Mexican nationals by 

failing to properly identity potential victims of trafficking (Aramayo, 2015). 

Moreover, Mexicans have experienced generations of exclusion, despite 

their legalization and incorporation into American society (Tellez & Ortiz, 

2008). State sanctioned anti-immigrant measures reinforce divisive cultural 

norms that contribute to immigrant exclusion by other social actors. This is 

demonstrated through the exclusion that immigrants face by the police 

(Sweeny, 2014), the housing sector (Varsanyi, 2008), the media (Nichols et 

al., 2017), and nonprofit organizations (Jones-Correa, 2005). 

In sum, historical and empirical evidence thus reveal that the 

exclusion that immigrants experience has long been due identity factors, 

including race, ethnicity, and nationality. This reality underscores the 

deeply rooted racism embedded within the immigration system. Hence, 

when it comes to establishing immigrant inclusion, it is necessary to 

acknowledge these historical and contemporary realities. Local 

governments enacting inclusionary efforts should recognize that 

immigrants are subject to differential treatment due to identity factors such 

as race, ethnicity, and nationality. This underscores the need to recognize 

 
3 Available here: https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-releases-investigative-findings-alamance-

county-nc-sheriff-s-office 
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the disparate treatment that immigrants experience due to identity factors, 

and the need for more equitable immigration policy measures.  

Against this backdrop, a starting place for local governments is to 

recognize the common humanity and shared values among immigrants and 

the native born. That is, it is necessary to see the contribution to immigrants 

in American society. The immigration and citizenship literature refers to 

this as cultural inclusion, or who is viewed as a valuable member in society 

as indicated by societal attitudes and public representations (Bloemraad et 

al., 2019). There are several ways in which local actors, such as nonprofits 

and governments, can contribute to immigrant cultural inclusion. Such 

examples include cultural awareness and exchange activities and efforts that 

disabuse cultural stereotypes. Other examples include trainings among the 

general population and local governments on racism, diversity and 

inclusion. Of course, this is just a starting place on the spectrum of inclusion 

and does not necessarily guarantee other types of inclusion such as rights 

and legalization. Nevertheless, in order to establish more inclusive 

communities, it is necessary to understand and acknowledge that exclusion 

is maintained through racism, ethnic selection, and false hierarchies of 

human value.
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LANGUAGE ACCESS  
Laura Gonzales, Hannah Townley, and Moss Caballero 

 

Language access in Florida 
Language access barriers impact individuals who speak languages other 

than English across the United States. In Florida, 29.1 percent of people 

speak a language other than English at home (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). 

Furthermore, many individuals identified as having “Limited English 

Proficiency” (LEP) are essential agricultural workers who live at least part 

of the year in rural areas of the state (Rural Women’s Health Project, 2021). 

On April 21, 2020, amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, 40 organizations in 

Florida called on Florida Governor Ron DeSantis and other state leaders to 

provide more resources for language access in the state, noting that the lack 

of information available to LEP individuals in Florida is a direct violation 

of Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and its implementing regulations, 

including Executive Order 13166 (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2020). 

Providing language access to individuals who prefer to get 

information in languages other than English is mandatory for any institution 

receiving federal funding. However, in rural areas such as North Central 

Florida, providing adequate language access is a challenge, particularly 

because multilingual communities in this region are not as visible as they 

might be in the rest of the state. For example, Florida is one of the top ten 

hosts of migrant seasonal farm workers, along with Arkansas, California, 

Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Texas, and 

Washington (Acury et al., 2010). Because a majority of migrant seasonal 

farm workers in Florida travel to rural parts of  the state from Latin 

American countries (e.g., Mexico, Guatemala), many U.S. agencies in 

Florida assume that these individuals speak Spanish. However, it has been 

documented that many migrant seasonal farm workers in Florida speak 

Indigenous languages from their home countries, and that the lack of 

language services in Indigenous languages within Florida becomes a 

limitation for Indigenous language speakers seeking to access healthcare 

and other essential services (Arcury et al., 2010).  

The state of Florida is also home to multiple immigrant, refugee, and 

migrant communities who speak a wide variety of languages, including (but 

not limited to) Spanish, Haitian Creole, French, Portuguese, Mandarin 

Chinese, Tagalog, Arabic, and Vietnamese (Statistical Atlas, 2021). While 

official information sources document these among the top languages 

spoken in Florida, it’s also important to recognize that documentation 

measures, such as the US Census, do not always capture the extent of the 

diversity present in a particular context. Thus, agencies and organizations 

need to establish mechanisms for engaging multilingual communities, in 
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order to get a better sense of the actual language needs present in any given 

part of the state.  

It is important that members of our community have the resources 

that they need to navigate through day-to-day activities. Language Access 

services aid in things such as doctors’ appointments and engagement with 

government agencies. Language Access is an essential part of 

communicating with our community members. Resources such as public 

health information, public safety, etc. are items that must be available to all. 

Language access is a right that must be protected. 

 

Translation and Interpretation 
One way in which organizations and agencies can better serve multilingual 

community members in Florida is by extending offerings of language 

assistance. Language access has many components, including but not 

limited to the translation of information from one language to another. 

When discussing translation efforts in any organization or event, it’s 

important to note that there is a difference between translation, or the 

written transformation of information from one language to the other, and 

interpretation, which is the verbal transformation of information from one 

language to the other. Translation and interpretation are two different 

processes that require different types of expertise. Translators have different 

training than interpreters, and within each field, there are experts with 

further specializations.  

The three general areas of specialization for both translators and 

interpreters are 1) legal translation/interpretation; 2) medical 

translation/interpretation; and 3) community translation/interpretation. 

Each area of specialty has its own certification entities. For example, the 

Certification Commission for Healthcare Interpreters 
(https://cchicertification.org/) provides certification programs for medical 

interpreters. On the other hand, the American Translators Association 

(https://www.atanet.org)provides certification programs for translators who 

want to specialize across areas.  

Further, there are also three different kinds of interpretation services 

that can be used to provide language access. The first is simultaneous 

interpreting, where an interpreter listens to a presentation and immediately 

interprets the information for speakers of other languages, usually through 

a headset. This type of interpretation is typically used in large-scale 

conferences. The second type of interpretation is consecutive interpreting, 

in which an interpreter listens to several utterances or sentences from the 

speaker at a time, and then provides their interpretation in the target 

language. This type of interpretation protocol is typically used in smaller 

meetings. Finally, the third type of interpretation is called whispered 

interpreting, where an interpreter sits next to the person they are interpreting 

for in a meeting and whispers their interpretation. All three interpretation 

techniques have different costs, advantages, and drawbacks. The decision 

on which type of interpretation should be used for a particular event should 
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depend on the event size, the number of participants and languages 

represented, as well as the access needs of the individuals who need the 

interpretation services.  

There are often questions of the extent of the need for language 

accessGathering the statistics can be difficult because Florida is a vast area 

with individuals from many different backgrounds. The census data can be 

skewed and it is still possible that not everyone is filling out the census or 

they may not even have access to the census in their language. The U.S. 

does not have an official language; yes many speak English, but that does 

not mean that there is not a need for language access. The popularity of a 

language is not a precursor for whether or not it should be included in 

accessibility discussion- language justice is the ability to access materials 

in the language you are most comfortable in, no matter if that language is 

spoken by one or one million. Language discrimination, the denial of a 

provider to guarantee the accessibility of an individual’s preferred language, 

is protected under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act. When providing 

language assistance, it is imperative to consult with members of the 

impacted communities to ensure selection of the most effective means of 

language assistance. 

 

 Language Access Beyond Words 
While translation and interpretation services cover very important aspects 

of language access, there are other elements of language access that should 

be considered. For example, in order for language access to be successful, 

there needs to be trust from the community relying on these services. Often, 

organizations will comment that not enough people show up to events to 

benefit from the interpretation services, or that there aren’t enough 

multilingual communities to justify the high cost of translation and 

interpretation services. However, as recently as 2016, 21% of Florida's 

population already consisted of foreign-born individuals, and this 

percentage has been steadily increasing over the past few decades 

(Sugarman & Geary, 2018). The low number of people taking advantage of 

language access services is often not due to a lack of multilingual population 

numbers, but rather due to the fact that many multilingual community 

members do not trust agencies and organizations enough to show up at 

events. There is a long-documented history of agencies working against 

multilingual communities, particularly immigrant and refugee communities 

specifically, as well as undocumented community members. For this reason, 

having translation and interpretation services available rarely motivates 

community members to show up to events.  In addition to building trust, 

organizations and government entities must devote resources to outreach 

campaigns that enhance awareness on language assistance resources. 

Language access requires a consistent commitment to supporting 

multilingual members of the community. This takes time and investment on 

the part of agencies and organizations. 
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In “Multilingual Strategies for Community Organizing,” the group 

Communities Creating Healthy Environments (CCHE, nd) explain that 

there is a difference between language access, or the availability of 

information in languages other than English, and language justice, which 

refers to “individuals’ fundamental right to have their voices heard.” 

Language justice requires a commitment to not only accommodating 

multilingual speakers, but to creating intentional multilingual spaces across 

the community—spaces “intentionally created to incorporate two or more 

languages and cultures in all aspects of the group process” (CCHE, n.d, p.2) 

Language is tied to culture, race, ethnicity, and religion (among other 

factors), and as such, developing multilingual spaces requires an attunement 

to all parts of multilingual community members’ identities.  Thus, language 

justice can be defined as a “process of organizing and advocating to win 

proactive policies that will help achieve equity and have meaningful 

impacts across race and language” (CCHE, n.d, p.2). Providing language 

justice means joining the advocacy efforts of multilingual communities 

beyond a single event or translation.  

 

Health Impacts of Language Access 
Agencies that receive federal funding must provide information to 

individuals who speak languages other than English pursuant to federal law. 

Limiting language access can have dire consequences for community 

members in many areas, but these limitations are perhaps most apparent in 

healthcare. If individuals are not provided medical information or care in 

the language in which they are proficient, they will likely experience 

adverse health outcomes, both physically and emotionally. Furthermore, if 

individuals know that healthcare services are not available in their language, 

they are more likely to postpone or even avoid seeking care. This is 

especially the case for certain health related services that communities are 

already hesitant to seek. For example, seeking mental healthcare has been 

identified as a barrier for some members of the Latinx community in 

Florida, particularly due to the stigma that is affiliated with mental 

healthcare in some Latinx cultures. As such, it already takes a lot of effort 

and risk for a Latinx person to make the decision to seek mental healthcare, 

and they will be both discouraged and defeated if they seek this care only 

to find out that services are not available in the language in which they are 

most proficient.  

In hospital settings, it’s important to provide not only interpretation 

services to facilitate communication between healthcare employees and 

patients, but also translation of important documents. This includes intake 

forms, where patients list their symptoms, pre-existing conditions, and 

family history, as well as discharge forms, where healthcare providers share 

critical information regarding follow-up care. Thus, while language lines 

and other interpretation services are becoming more widely available in 

healthcare contexts, it’s important to highlight the value of having written 
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translations that patients can take with them after they leave the healthcare 

facility.  

Several studies have been conducted about the value of interpreters 

in healthcare settings. For example, Lundin et al. (2018) conducted focus 

groups and individual interviews with emergency healthcare professionals, 

finding that the presence of healthcare interpreters can have a positive 

impact on healthcare for multilingual patients. Furthermore, Lundin et al. 

(2018) emphasize that hospitals need to implement clear formal guidelines 

for the use of interpreters in emergency healthcare, and that there need to 

be streamlined processes for securing and bringing interprets into the 

hospital in emergency situations. In their recent study of healthcare 

interpreters’ role in healthcare quality, Aranda et al. (2021) explain that 

healthcare interpreters are perceived by patients as active participants in 

healthcare consultations.  

As such, it’s important for healthcare providers to collaborate with 

interpreters, in order to provide the highest quality care possible. Structures 

of healthcare provider and healthcare interpreter collaboration can vary, but 

in general, it’s important for healthcare providers to speak slowly and allow 

the interpreter time to adequately translate information,  address the patient 

rather than the interpreter when speaking, and be mindful of the patient’s 

psychological and emotional reactions, when communicating highly 

sensitive subjects through an interpreter. Thus, trust must be present and 

sustained among all members of a healthcare team, which includes 

interpreters in multilingual contexts.  

 

Language Access in Education 
Another important area for language access efforts in Florida is in 

education. According to the Florida Bilingual Education Repository, 

“Florida’s students in grades PK-12 speak more than 300 language 

varieties.” As described through this initiative, “Bilingual programs are 

programs in which two (or more) languages are used as mediums of 

instruction to learn academic content such as science, mathematics, and 

social studies. The most common languages in bilingual education 

programs across the US are Spanish and English” (About Bilingual 

Education in Florida, n.d.) However, given the rich linguistic diversity 

present in the state, it is not only important – but required by federal law – 

to provide bilingual education programs in other languages. 

Another important language access education service in the state of 

Florida is the Florida branch of the Migrant Education Program. This 

program is a collaboration between the Florida Migrant Education Program 

(https://www.flrecruiter.org) and the state Department of Education to 

provide guidance and ensure proper training of FMEP personnel.  

While there are several programs and organizations aiming to serve 

bilingual and multilingual students in Florida, as with other language access 

initiatives, emphasis should consistently be placed on trust and 

communication—among administrators, teachers, parents, and students. 
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Not everyone who is bilingual learns at the same pace; and as such, there 

should be flexibility and an openness to listen to the different student 

experiences present in Florida classrooms. Families’ stories and 

experiences with migration and immigration can widely vary, and bilingual 

students come from multiple different socioeconomic, racial, and cultural 

backgrounds. Thus, to consider what language access should look like in 

education settings in Florida, it’s important to recognize the diversity 

embedded within our schools, and to establish a community of trust among 

everyone working to serve our bilingual and multilingual students.  
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EMPIRICAL STUDIES 
 

IMMIGRANT-FRIENDLY PRACTICES IN FLORIDA 
AND OTHER US CITIES 
Zayda Sorrell-Medina 

  
Research Questions 
The section presents the results of a study that investigates the following 

research questions:  

 

1. What are practices that city officials in Florida employ to promote 

immigrant inclusion?  

 

2. What are practices that city government officials employ in other US 

cities?  

 

Empirical Approach 
The study employed qualitative and quantitative content analysis of 

official city web pages in Florida and other US cities to answer the above 

research questions. Qualitative content analysis allowed for unearthing the 

spectrum of strategies employed in both groups. Quantitative content 

analysis allowed for estimating parameter estimates for the Florida sample. 

Explicitly, it allowed for estimating the proportion of cities in Florida 
employing specific inclusive practices.   

To construct the Florida sample, a stratified random representative 

sample of 103 cities were identified. 4 Random sampling approach allowed 

for estimating parameter estimates for the Florida sample. Additional cities 

were added to the sample to maximize variation when it came to unearthing 

the range of inclusive practices that cities employ. In total, 195 cities in 

Florida were investigated, representing 48% of the total population of 

incorporated cities in Florida. For the US sample, 12 immigrant friendly 

cities were identified, which included Los Angeles, Hartford, Boston, New 

York, San Francisco, Chicago, Baltimore, Seattle, Philadelphia, Aurora, 

San Antonio, and Denver. These cities were classified as immigrant 

friendly based on a research study that measured the degree to which US 

are inclusive towards immigrants.5  

The following steps were taken for the qualitative content analysis 

aspect of the study.  Key word searches were conducted on the city web 

page and their budget that indicate inclusion such as “diversity” “inclusion” 

 
4  For details on this sample approach, see study titled “Measuring Immigrant Inclusion.” 
5 See reference Sorrell-Medina (2021) 
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“equity” and “immigrant.” Practices deemed inclusionary were compiled 

for the analysis. This step was applied to both samples.  

For the quantitative content analysis, the following steps were taken. 

Nine indicators of inclusion were identified to assess the degree to which 

cities employ inclusive practices. These indicators include:  (1) The city  

has a policy that protects immigrants from deportation; (2) A translation 

option on the official  city web page; (3) A written statement that formally 
declares that the city values diversity,  equity, or inclusion as a goal, 
objective, value or vision of the city; (4) A board, department,  commission, 

initiative, or program whose goal is to promote diversity, equity, inclusion, 

or  equality; (5) A board, department, commission, initiative, or program 

whose goal is to promote  immigrant affairs; (6) A defense fund in the 

budget that supports immigrant legal defense; (7)  Evidence of celebrating 

an immigrant related holiday such as Hispanic, Immigrant, or Caribbean,  

Haitian American Heritage Months; (8) The city has hosted an activity that 
promote immigrant  culture in the past 18 months; (9) The city offers a 
community card. The city received a value of “1” if it exhibited the presence 
of the aforementioned indicator, and a value of “0” if it did not exhibit the 
indicator in question. This assignment of numbers allowed for estimating 
parameter estimates associated with the ratio of cities in Florida exhibiting 
certain practices.  

 
Results 

 
1. Many cities in Florida are inclined to promote cultural forms 

of inclusion over rights and legal inclusion, as exhibited in 
table 1. To illustrate, roughly 20% of incorporated cities in Florida 

celebrate an immigrant related holiday such as Hispanic, 

Caribbean, Haitian, or immigrant heritage month (margin of error 

± 4%). Yet, there appears to be no indication that any incorporated 

city in Florida has a department, office, commission, or initiative 

that promotes immigrants’ rights or legalization.  

 

2. In contrast, cities outside of Florida promote immigrants’ 
rights and legalization in many ways, as exhibited in table 2. 
Examples of legal inclusion include a legal defense fund to provide 

immigrants resources facing deportation, a citizenship workshop, 

and free legal services to immigrants on an array of legal matters, 

including status. Examples of rights inclusion include an 

Immigrants’ Rights Commission, Department of Civil Rights, and 

Human Rights Commissions.  

 

 

 

 

152



 

3. Cities in Florida are inclusive in fewer ways compared to the 
group of inclusive cities outside of Florida. Explicitly, cities in 

Florida exhibit fewer dimensions of inclusion compared to the 

group of cities outside of Florida. Five types of inclusion were 

identified in the Florida sample, which include cultural, 

educational, language, civil, and general diversity, equity and 

inclusion. In contrast, 10 types of inclusion were identified in the 

former sample, which included cultural, educational, language, 

civic, legal, rights, financial, workforce, general diversity, 

inclusion, equity, and other.  

 

4. Although the Civil Rights Act mandates language access, only 
about 42% of cities in Florida have translation option on the 
city’s official web page6. This raises questions on the degree to 

which cities in Florida are compliant to federal policy and whether 

or not other types of language access are offered.  

 
 

Implications  
The results from this research shed light on what cities inside of Florida 

are doing to promote immigrant inclusion compared to what cities outside 

of Florida are doing. This information can be useful for strategic planning 

on immigrant inclusion. For instance, the analysis suggests that one way 

that cities in Florida can become more inclusive is by incorporating 

different types on inclusion, especially immigrants’ rights and legalization. 

Additionally, there are several inclusionary practices employed outside of 

Florida that cities in Florida can consider for future planning.  

 

Limitations 
One limitation to this study is that as cities are constantly employing new  

practices, the results may vary in the future. For instance, at the time of  

this research, Miami Dade County had implemented a community ID  

program. Hence, the results from this analysis are limited to the point in  

time in which the data was gathered, which was between December 2019  

and May 2022. Additionally, the findings are limited to incorporated  

cities, as only incorporated cities were examined. Despite these  

limitations, the present study provides substantial evidence that shed light  

on new approaches that cities in Florida can take to become more  

inclusive towards the immigrant constituents they serve.  

 

 

 
6 Margin of error ± 5% 
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Table 1. Immigrant-Friendly Practices in Florida 
 
  Inclusion Practice                       City 
Cultural Inclusion 
Hispanic Heritage Committee Tampa 
Hispanic heritage concert Maxima 
Multi-cultural community event series Coral Springs 
Cultural art exhibit Doral 
Heritage celebration Miami 
Office of Multicultural Affairs Orlando 
Heritage month proclamation North Lauderdale 
Proclamation of immigrant heritage month Jacksonville 
Consultant for Racial & Ethnic Equality Task Force West Palm Beach 
Multi-cultural committee North Miami Beach 
Educational Inclusion 
Scholarship that promotes higher education among underrepresented populations in the community St. Petersburg 
Scholarship fund to local University to enhance diversity in a particular field St. Petersburg 
Language Inclusion 
Translation option on city's web page Weston 
Civic Inclusion 
Mexican Consulate ID Card Doral 
Community ID Card for County Miami Dade County 
General Diversity, Inclusion, & Equity 
Diversity and inclusion as a part of city's mission, value, goal or objective statement West Palm Beach 
Community fund to support nonprofit organizations that promote diversity and inclusion Cutler Bay 
City Diversity Award Ocala 
Grant to improve immigrant relations Gainesville 
Office of Equity and Inclusion Gainesville 
Diversity Advisory Board Pembroke Pines 
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Table 2. Immigrant-Friendly Practices in Other US Cities 
 
Cultural Inclusion 
Commission on African and Caribbean Immigrant Affairs Philadelphia 
Racial Equity Plan San Francisco 
Demographic advisory councils (e.g. African American, African, Filipino, Middle Eastern) Seattle 
Educational Inclusion 
DreamSF Fellow Program for Immigrant Youth San Francisco 
Scholarship for high school students to attend college Chicago, Aurora, Philadelphia 
Language Inclusion  
COVID-19 multilingual updates Baltimore 
City agency language feedback link on city web page allowing residents to make a complaint that a 
city agency did not provide translation or interpretation service New York 
ASL and Spanish interpreters for city council meetings San Antonio 
Civic Inclusion 
ID card program providing access to city service Hartford, Chicago, New York, 

Philadelphia 
Parish ID as a form of city identification Baltimore 
Office of Civic Engagement and Immigrant Affairs San Francisco 
Legal Inclusion 
Legal defense fund providing legal resources to immigrants facing deportation Los Angeles, Seattle, San Antonio 
Legal services to residents, including on immigrant related matters New York, San Antonio 
Citizenship initiative workshop to help with citizenship application San Francisco 
Resources for citizenship process on city web page Baltimore 
Rights Inclusion 
Immigrants’ Rights Commission San Francisco 
Department of Civil Rights Seattle 
Human Rights Commission Seattle 
Human Rights & Community Partnership Office San Antonio 
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Financial Inclusion 
Emergency funds for immigrant families Baltimore 
Workforce Inclusion 
Latinx employee resource group supporting inclusion of Latinx population Boston 
General Diversity, Inclusion, Equity  
Immigrant & Refugee Commission Denver 
Mayor’s Diversity & Inclusion Awards Denver 
Office of Diversity/Inclusion/Equity San Antonio, Boston, Aurora, San 

Antonio 
Advisory Council on Equity Chicago 
Office of Immigration / Refugee Affairs Seattle, Philadelphia, Baltimore 
Other 
Migrant Resource Center San Antonio 
Immigration strategic plan San Antonio 
Immigrant integration plan Aurora 
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MEASURING IMMIGRANT INCLUSION IN FLORIDA 
Zayda Sorrell-Medina 

 
Research Questions 
The section presents the results of a study that investigates the following 
research questions:  

 
1. To what degree are cities in Florida inclusive towards immigrants? 

 
2. Do levels of immigrant inclusion vary based upon city population size? 

 
3. Are local governments more inclusive in cities with higher levels of 

foreign born and Hispanic populations? 
 
Empirical Approach 
This study applies the conceptualization of immigrant inclusion from the 
previous section (pages 3-7) to measure immigrant inclusion at the city 
level. A multi-item scale is created. Specifically, the scale consists of three 
items. Each item aims to tap into a different aspect of immigrant inclusion. 
The first item aims to reflect the degree to which the local government is 
inclusive towards immigrants and their descendants (variable government). 
The second and third items reflect the degree to which the residential 
community is inclusive towards immigrants and their descendants 
(variables foreign and hispanic). This decision to account for these 
particular aspects of immigrant inclusion aligns with the conceptual 
framework presented in the previous section, which is also based upon the 
literature. The following paragraphs elaborates on the construction of each 
variable. 
 
Local Government Inclusion (government) 
Variable government is represented as a summative scale that measures the 
degree to which the local city government is inclusive towards immigrants.  
It consists of nine indicators: (1) A policy that protects immigrants from 
deportation; (2) A translation option on the official city web page; (3) A 
written statement that formally declares that the city values diversity, 
equity, or inclusion as a goal, objective, value or vision of the city; (4) A 
board, department, commission, initiative, or program whose goal is to 
promote diversity, equity, inclusion, or equality; (5) A board, department, 
commission, initiative, or program whose goal is to promote immigrant 
affairs; (6) A defense fund in the budget that supports immigrant legal 
defense; (7) Evidence of celebrating an immigrant related holiday such as 
Hispanic, Immigrant, or Caribbean, Haitian American Heritage Months; (8) 
City hosted an activity that celebrating immigrant culture in the past 18 
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months; (9) Availability of a cimmunity card. While these indicators do not 
account for the universe of all possible indicators reflecting immigrant 
inclusion, they tap into multiple aspects of inclusion, such as language 
access, cultural inclusion, and immigrants’ rights. 

To obtain this data to construct this composite variable, official city 
web pages are visited and inspected, including their adopted budgets. Social 
media pages are examined when to cross reference the lack of information 
on the city’s web page. To determine whether the city has a policy that 
protects immigrants from deportation, data was obtained from the American 
Immigration Council 7 . The city receives a value of “1” signaling the 
presence of the said indicator and a value of “0” signally the absence. The 
resulting composite variable is between 0 to 9 with 0 representing lower 
levels of inclusion and 9 representing higher levels of inclusion.  

 
Foreign-Born (Foreign) 
Variable foreign seeks to measure the degree to which the local residents in 
a particular city are welcoming towards immigrants. Specifically, it 
measures the level of welcomeness towards immigrants relative to other 
cities in the state. It is based upon the assumption that a larger population 
of immigrants in the community is indicative of a community that is 
welcoming towards immigrants. The variable is represented as an ordinal 
scale with values ranging from 0 to 9 with 0 denoting below average level 
of inclusion relative to other cities in the state and 9 denoting exceptionally 
above average. The score is based upon the distance between the observed 
percent foreign-born rate in the city and the median percent foreign born for 
the population of cities as measured in standard deviations. The variable is 
constructed using census data on foreign born population estimates between 
2015 to 2019 for cities in Florida.  

To construct the variable, the following steps are taken. First, the 
mean, median, and standard deviation are calculated for the variable in the 
population data. The mean is 14.5, median 9.6, and standard deviation 15.5. 
The differences in mean and median indicate skewness and therefore the 
median is used as a measure of centrality. Next, the standard deviation 
values are grouped into 10 categories representing the total distance from 
the median value in .3 increments (See Appendix C, Column A). Following 
this step, the values for the variable are identified that are associated with 
the standard deviation groupings (See Appendix C, Column B). In the last 
step, an inclusion score is assigned to each category on a scale from 0 to 9, 
with zero denoting lower levels of inclusion and 9 highest levels of 
inclusion (See Appendix C, Column C).  

 
 

Hispanic Inclusion (Hispanic) 
Variable hispanic seeks to measure the degree to which the local residents 
in a particular community are welcoming towards Hispanics. It is 

 
7 https://cis.org/Map-Sanctuary-Cities-Counties-and-States 
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constructed in a similar fashion as variable foreign and follows the same 
scale interpretation.  
 
Scale Evaluation 
The content validity of the scale was examined by a panel of three 
immigrant-serving nonprofit practitioners, who provided qualitative 
feedback on the scale prior to its construction. In addition, the scale was 
evaluated to determine whether a scale range between 1 to 5 or 0 to 9 was 
more suitable. Chronbach’s alpha values for the two options were .64 and 
.69 respectively. The latter scaling option was chosen given it yielded higher 
internal consistency. The scale was also evaluated using confirmatory 
analysis. This statistical method is appropriate when the researcher specifies 
a reflective measurement model, wherein the latent variable causes the 
indicators to form (Bollen, 1989). Results reveal that the model fit the data 
adequately, X2 (0) = 11.24, p <0.01; CFI = 1.0; RMSEA = 0.0. The factor 
loadings for item hispanic inclusion was λ = .62 and λ = .31 for local 
government inclusion.  

 
Target Population 
The target population for this study are incorporated cities in Florida. 
Unincorporated cities were excluded from the analysis for two main 
reasons. First, there is a lack of data on unincorporated cities which do not 
allow for measurement. Given that the study calls for an examination of 
official city web pages, it was necessary that the sample frame of cities have 
web pages. However, many unincorporated cities did not have their own 
official sites. Apart from this, and perhaps more importantly, 
unincorporated cities are different from incorporated cities as they are not 
governed by a municipal corporation but rather a larger administrative 
entity. These differences in governing set-ups could have implications on 
how inclusion manifests in both groups. As such, including unincorporated 
cities in the sample frame would potentially yield significant variation 
which would affect parameter estimates. Therefore, 502 ineligible elements 
were excluded from the analysis. 

 
Sampling Frame 
To construct the sample frame of cities, census data file identifier B01003 
was used to generate a list of cities in Florida. This yielded 922 elements in 
the frame. Of these, 502 cities were excluded as they did not fit the criteria 
of being an incorporated city. The resulting sample frame consisted of 412 
incorporated cities.  
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Sample Size 
Cochran’s sample size formula is used to evaluate appropriate sample size 
to estimate parameter estimates, yielding a required sample size of about 
73. For example, to estimate the proportion of cities that are very inclusive 
(scores of 5 and higher on the inclusion scale), .05 is used as an estimate. 
This is because only 5% of cities in Florida have a population size of above 
100k. Since larger cities tend to be more diverse and inclusive relative to 
smaller and rural communities, it is expected that levels of inclusion will be 
higher in these cities. Additional units were added to increase precision for 
other estimates, yielding a total of 103 cities in the sample frame, which 
represents a sampling fraction of 25%.  

To further evaluate whether a sample size of 103 is sufficient to 
estimate parameter estimates, the observed mean values for select variables 
in the sample are compared against the parameter mean. Results reveal that 
the sample size of 103 sufficiently estimates parameter estimates. For 
instance, the average proportion of foreign-born individuals in incorporated 
cities in Florida is about 14.5%. The observed proportion for the stratified 
sample is 14.4%. The mean population size for the sample is 24,148. The 
mean population size for the population is 25,539. These results provide 
support that the sample size chosen does a sufficient job at estimating 
parameters for other variables, including the immigrant inclusion variable.  

 
Sampling Strategy 
This study employs proportionate stratified random sampling strategy. 
Stratification is appropriate when the researcher expects variation based 
upon an underlying characteristic. By stratifying, the researcher is able to 
estimate parameters for each stratum thus yielding more precise estimates 
over simple random sampling. The cities are stratified based upon 
population size, as it is expected that levels of immigrant inclusion will vary 
based upon this underlying characteristic. Specifically, it is expected that 
smaller cities will be less inclusive than larger cities. To construct the 
stratums, the range of population size in the data is examined. The quartile 
range reveals that Q1 = 1524, Q2 = 6186, Q3 = 23,342, Q4 = 890,467. In brief, 
most cities in Florida are small cities, with 25% having population sizes less 
than 1,524 and 50% ranging between 1,525 to 23,342. Only 5% of cities 
have a population size of 100k and above. To account for this wide 
variation, five stratums were created based upon the following population 
sizes: less than 1,499; between 1,500 to 5,999; 6k to 49,999; 50k to 99,999; 
and above 100k. Table 1. Below illustrates the stratification of sample into 
five strata.  
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Table 1. Estimating Mean Foreign Born in the Population 
 

 
 

Results 
 
To what degree are cities in Florida inclusive towards immigrants? 
 
Results from this study reveal that cities in Florida are, on average, 
exclusive towards immigrants. The estimated level of inclusion is between 
to .75 and 1.25 for all incorporated cities, translating to very low to low on 
the nine-point inclusion scale (Appendix A), or high levels of exclusion. 
The estimated average level of immigrant inclusion for local governments 
is very low, ranging between .32 to .68. The study is 95% confident that 
these estimates are correct. Figure 1 below provides a visualization of the 
degree to which cities in Florida are exclusive, based upon an evaluation of 
195 cities. Gray dots represent scores between 0 to 1.9; Teal green 
represents scores between 2.0 to 3.9; Dark blue represents scores between 
6.0 to 7.9. View map and scores here8. 
 
Figure 1. A Visual Illustration of Exclusion in Florida 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

8 See visualization here: 
https://www.google.com/maps/d/viewer?mid=16sWbZh2GYPVl8AlYynt90bD0Sfoodmso&ll=28.25361095240119
3%2C-83.6266723&z=7  

Stratum City Size
Nh 
Cities in Frame

Wh
Proportion of
Population

Nh 
Stratum 
sample 
size

Fh 
Stratum
Sampling 
Fraction

Yh
Sample 
stratum 
mean

Weighted 
Mean

1 Less than 1,499 102 0.25 0 0.00 10.6 2.62
2 1500 to 5999 102 0.25 0 0.00 9.0 2.22
3 6k to 49,999 149 0.36 0 0.00 17.9 6.46
4 50k to 99,999 37 0.09 0 0.00 23.8 2.14
5 Above 100k 22 0.05 0 0.00 17.9 0.96

412 1.00 103 0.25 14.39
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Do levels of inclusion vary based upon population size? 

 
Yes, levels of immigrant inclusion vary based on population size whereby 
the higher the population size, the more inclusive the Florida city will be. 
The graph below provides the estimated inclusion scores along with their 
standard errors based on city population size.  

Table 2 provides this trend. It shows that cities with a population 
size that is less than 1,499 have an estimated inclusion score of .33 ± .51. 
The estimated inclusion score for cities with a population size between 
1,500 to 5,999 is slightly higher scoring at .67 ± .48. In contrast, the 
inclusion score for cities 6k and 49,999 is much higher at 1.33 ±.47. Cities 
with a population size between 50k and 99,999 have  between an inclusion 
of about 3.0 ± 1.25. Because there are only currently 22 incorporated cities 
in Florida with a population size over 100k, there was no need for 
estimation thus the median inclusion scores were calculated (see Appendix 
B). Results reveal that the median inclusion score for cities over 100k is 
3.2. This score is close to the estimated score and is also  within the 
confidence interval (2.83±1.15). 

 
 

Table 2. Estimated Immigrant Inclusion Score for Incorporated Cities in 
Florida by Population Size 

 

 
In addition, local city governments with sizable populations also tend to be 
more inclusive towards immigrants, as illustrated in table 3. The data 
suggests that the median level of local government inclusion increases with 
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the city population size. As illustrated below, cities with a population size 
that is equal to or below 5,999 have an estimated median inclusion score of 
0. Notably, this represents roughly half of the incorporated cities in Florida.9 
Local governments with a population size of 100k have a median inclusion 
score of 3.5. This value is based upon population data. 

 
Table 3. Median Immigrant Inclusion Score for City Governments Based 
on City Population Size 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Are local governments more inclusive in cities with higher levels of  
foreign born and Hispanic populations? 
 
To answer this question, first the local government inclusion scores are 
examined for cities with   sizable Hispanic and foreign-born populations 
(more than .91 standard deviations above the population median) and cities 
with average to below average Hispanic and foreign-born populations 
(below .3 standard deviations of the median).  

Results reveal that cities with a sizable foreign-born population 
relative to the foreign-born population median have an estimated inclusion 
score of about 1.8. In contrast, cities with a below average foreign-born 
population relative to the population median have an estimated inclusion 
score of about .08. This difference is statistically significant (p=.02). The 
interpretation is that local governments in Florida are more inclusive in 
cities with a higher level of foreign-born population relative to the 
population median. However, the local government is still overall exclusive, 
scoring very low on the inclusion scale.  

 
9 For the standard errors associated with these estimates, see Appendix D. 
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 Additionally, cities with a sizable Hispanic population relative to the 
population median have an estimated average inclusion score of 1.6. 
However, cities with a below average Hispanic population relative to the 
population median have an estimated inclusion score of about .93. The 
difference between the two groups is not statistically significant (p=.16). 
These findings demonstrate that there is no difference in the degree to which 
the local government is inclusive towards immigrants in jurisdictions with 
sizable and below average ratio of Hispanics in the population.  
 Noticeably, the degree to which the local government is inclusive 
remains considerably low irrespective of the size of the immigrant and 
Hispanic population in the city. This finding echoes current empirical works 
which has found that in the aggregate, local governments in the US do not 
represent the needs of the minority residents (Schaffner et al., 2020).  

 
Conclusion 
This study has shown that cities in Florida are on average not that inclusive 
towards immigrants. However, levels of inclusion vary based on population 
size whereby smaller cities are less inclusive and larger cities are more 
inclusive. In addition, levels of inclusion are higher in jurisdictions with a 
sizable foreign-born population relative to the population median compared 
to jurisdictions with below average levels of foreign-born population. 
Nevertheless, local governments in Florida remain considerably exclusive 
irrespective of the ratio of foreign-born individuals in the community. This 
research considers that one possible explanation as to why the average level 
of inclusion remains low even when the immigrant population is sizable is 
because in the aggregate, local governments in the US do not adequately 
represent the interest of minority residents (Schaffner et al., 2020). Based 
on this, findings from this study calls attention to the need for local efforts 
that promote representation of immigrants and their descendants in local 
government apart from standard inclusive efforts as a means through which 
inclusion can optimally be achieved.   
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IMMIGRANT PERSPECTIVES: IS FLORIDA INCLUSIVE? 
Zayda Sorrell-Medina 

 
 
Research Overview 
This section reports the findings of the Forward Together Survey, a survey 
designed and implemented by Weavetales and their partners to study the 
perceptions of individuals of immigrant background in Florida. The survey 
was analyzed by Zayda Sorrell-Medina, PhD candidate from the University 
of California, Irvine.  

 
Research Questions 
(1) To what degree do Floridians from immigrant backgrounds feel 

included in their community? 
(2) How do Floridians from immigrant backgrounds perceive immigrant 

relations currently, and what do they predict for the future? 
(3) What are the most critical challenges that Florida is facing today? 

 
Empirical Approach 
The research method used to answer the above questions was survey design. 
The analysis draws from the Forward Together Survey developed and 
implemented by WeaveTales and their partners. It consisted of 86 questions 
and was offered in seven different languages.  The question types included 
a combination of scale-based questions, ranking questions, and qualitative 
questions. The survey was implemented online via Survey Monkey between 
the months of June 2020 and February 2021.The target population were 
individuals from immigrant backgrounds residing in Florida. “Immigrant 
background” refers to a person who are born in a foreign country 
irrespective of their legal status, or alternatively a person whose parents are 
foreign born. To recruit participants for the survey, purposeful and 
convenience sampling techniques were used. Specifically, individuals were 
invited to complete the survey through organizational list serves, social 
media, and word of mouth. In total, 188 individuals completed the survey 
in full. 

The following steps were taken to analyze the survey data. First, to 
identify how Floridians of immigrant background perceive immigrant 
relations (Research Question 1), ten scales were created from the survey 
data. Each scale reflected a different dimension of immigrant inclusion. 
Each scale was specified with three to six survey items. The question type 
for each survey item was a scale that spanned between 0 to 10. Scores 
between 0 to 4.99 indicate not that inclusive, scores between 5 and 7.99 
indicate somewhat inclusive, and scores above 8 were designated as very 
inclusive. To calculate the score for each scale, the median was calculated 
for each item associated with the respective scale resulting in an item-based 
score. Next, the average was taken for the items resulting in a scale-based 
score. The outcome was a score representing the degree to which 
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respondents felt that they are inclusion as it relates to each respective 
dimension of immigrant inclusion (Table 1).  

To identify how Floridians of immigrant background perceive 
immigrant relations currently and in the future (Research Question 2), 
respondents were asked to choose at least three adjectives that describe how 
they perceive Florida currently and for the years 2030 and 2040. To evaluate 
the responses, first, the words were grouped into two groups representing 
words that denoting inclusion and words that denote exclusion respectively. 
Words that denote inclusion included democratic, open, tolerant 
welcoming, unbiased, impartial, fair, prosperous, compassionate, and 
civilized. Words that denote exclusion included strict, controlled, rigid, 
hostile, indifferent, unfriendly, prejudiced, oppressed, ignorant, and 
resistant. The results yielded a percentage for each adjective representing 
the ratio of individuals who selected the corresponding adjective to those 
who did not. The adjectives were then grouped into the aforementioned 
categories and their corresponding percentages were summed and divided 
by the total percentage of the group. The resulting outcome was two scores 
representing the degree to which the respondents perceive Florida as 
inclusive or exclusive. 

To identify the most critical challenges that Florida is facing today 
(Research Question 3), respondents were provided with a set of response 
options reflecting hypothesized critical challenges and invited to rank which 
ones were the most critical.  

 
Demographic Background on Survey Respondents 

 
Immigration Background 
48% of respondents reported being US born citizens, 22% naturalized US 
citizens, 11% permanent residents, 10% DACA recipients, 4% asylum 
seekers, 3% international students, and 2% refugees. The principal countries 
of origin among the participants were the United States (46%), followed by 
Afghanistan (5%), Bangladesh (4%), and Barbados (4%). The median 
number of years that respondents had been in the US was about 20 years, 
while the median number of years lived in Florida was about 13 years. 
Participants came from over fifteen different cities in Florida. The cities 
with the most participants were Jacksonville (16%), Gainesville (13%), 
Miami (9%), Orlando (5%), and Tampa (5%).  

 
Age and Gender 
74% of participants were below the age of 34 and below. 57% were female 
and 42% male, and 1% gender nonconforming.  
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Employment and Income  
16% of respondents reported being unemployed. The top industries 
represented among the employed included education (12%), nonprofit 
(11%), government (7%), and food & beverage (6%).  25% of the 
respondents had an income below $34,999; 44% had an income between 
$35,000 to $74,999; 25% between $75,000 and $149,999; and 6% above 
$150,000.  
 
Results 

 
To what degree do Floridians of immigrant background feel included in 
their community? 
 
This study found that on average, respondents felt that immigrant inclusion 
relations in Florida are somewhat inclusive, scoring 5.5 on a scale of 1 to 
10 with 1 denoting the lowest level of inclusion and 10 signifying the 
highest level of inclusion. Variation in perceptions across different 
dimensions of inclusion is illustrated in Table 1. For instance, respondents 
felt excluded in areas related to health care, higher education for 
undocumented persons, and political representation. They felt most 
excluded in regard to the protection and promotion of immigrants’ rights. 
In contrast, respondents perceived that public safety and access to social and 
legal services have received considerable amount of attention concerning 
immigrant inclusion initiatives.  

 
How do Floridians of immigrant background feel about immigrant 
inclusion relations currently and in the future? 
 
A slight majority of respondents were optimistic about immigrant inclusion 
relations in Florida. This is suggested with the results of the survey 
questions numbers 80, 81, and 82 wherein participants were asked to 
identify three adjectives that best describe Florida in the years 2020, 2030, 
and 2040. For the year 2020, results reveal that 46% of the adjectives elected 
signified exclusion, such as hostile, unfriendly, controlled, strict, and 
prejudiced. In contrast, 54% of the adjectives elected signified inclusion, 
such as open, fair, and democratic. There was optimism that things will 
improve in the future. To illustrate, for the year 2030, 30% of the adjectives 
elected signify exclusion while 70% of the adjectives elected signify 
inclusion. In 2040, 23% of adjectives elected denoted inclusion and 77% 
inclusion. In sum, respondents in this sample perceived a positive trajectory 
over the next two decades in immigrant inclusion. It is important to point 
out that these results are not generalizable to the entire population of 
individuals of immigrant background in Florida but instead are limited to 
the individuals in this sample.  
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What are the most critical challenges that Florida is facing today? 
 
Table 1 below presents the results to this research question, capturing the 
most salient responses from the survey sample.   

 
Table 1. Critical Challenges Immigrants Face in Florida 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Legal/ Rights Financial  Housing  
 
• Support asylum-seekers and 

other residents with 
humanitarian protection needs 

• Offer immigrants alternatives 
to detention and family 
separation 

• Secure a living wage for 
immigrants to support 
themselves and their 
families 

• Implement financial 
literacy opportunities 

• Promote immigrant 
entrepreneurship  
 

• Ensure access to affordable 
and quality housing and 
reducing barriers to 
homeownership 

Health  Education Civil 
• Provide access to affordable 

and quality healthcare 
• Access to medical care and 

workers compensations for 
low-income immigrant 
workers 

• Support immigrants living in 
unsafe and polluted conditions 

 

• Provide access to 
scholarships for higher 
education to 
undocumented students 

• Provide access to a 
multicultural curriculum 
in K-12 education 

• Improve access to 
affordable childcare for 
immigrant students 
enrolled in higher 
education 

 

• Improve immigrant political 
representation 

• Secure fairness in the justice 
system regardless of one’s 
racial, ethnic, or 
religious/cultural 
background 

• Restore trust between the 
police and certain racial or 
ethnic group 

• Provide access to driver 
license irrespective of legal 
status 

Cultural Social  Language Access 
• Address hate crimes and 

xenophobic movements 
• Ensure city services are 

culturally responsive 
• Provide platforms to celebrate 

and express diverse cultural 
traditions 

• Enact more programs 
that provide mental and 
social services  

• Secure non-English 
language access in public 
settings 
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Limitations 
Like all studies, this study has limitations. The main limitation is that it the 
findings are not generalizable to the population of immigrants in Florida. In 
addition, the sample does not have sufficient representation of individuals 
on temporary status such as DACA or individuals who are illegalized. This 
of course can have implications for understanding perceptions of inclusion 
as illustrated in Table 1. Additional responses from individuals with more 
precarious legal status’ might have yielded different results. Hence, the 
results to do not claim to represent the spectrum of immigrant experiences 
in Florida.  

Further, the results are biased towards the perspectives of 
immigrants in large incorporated cities with a population size above 
100,000, where it is more likely to be more inclusive.10 Hence, the sample 
does not adequately represent the experiences of immigrants in smaller 
cities. This is crucial for understanding immigrant experiences holistically 
in Florida as roughly 75% of all incorporated cities in the state have a 
population size below 23,000. As found in the previous section, levels of 
immigrant inclusion vary based upon city population size. Hence, future 
research is needed to better understand how perceptions potentially vary 
based upon city population size. In particular, further analysis on immigrant 
experiences in smaller cities (less than 23k) can help to complement the 
results of this report.  

 
10 See study titled “Measuring immigrant inclusion in cities in Florida” 
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Table 1. Individual Perceptions of Immigrant Inclusion Relations 

 

 
11 Scores between 0 to 4.99 indicates not that inclusive; between 5 and 7.99 indicates somewhat inclusive; and scores above 8 were designated as very inclusive. 

Type of Inclusion Description Score11 Interpretation 
Career Mobility Support in career advancement opportunities  

 
5 Somewhat inclusive 

 
Access to Service 
 

The degree to which immigrants have access to social services and 
institutional support  
 

5.5 Somewhat inclusive 

Language Access The degree to which immigrants feel that local institutions and services 
provide access in their language 
 

5 Somewhat inclusive 

Rights  Protection and promotion of immigrants’ rights 
 

4 Not that inclusive 
 

Legal Access to legal services and protection from deportation 
 

5.5 Somewhat inclusive 
 

Health Care Equitable and affordable access to quality and affordable health  
 

4.5 Not that inclusive 
 

Cultural Inclusion  The degree to which the local community is accepting and open to your 
culture 
 

5 Somewhat inclusive 

Higher Education The degree to which higher education is promoted and made available for 
undocumented persons in particular 
 

4.5 Not that inclusive 

Political Inclusion Perceptions on whether or not political leaders represent the needs of the 
immigrant community 
 

4.5 Not that inclusive 

Public Safety Feelings of safety in the community, including workplace and 
communicating with public institutions 

6 Somewhat inclusive 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

This report found that cities in Florida are in the aggregate exclusive towards 
immigrants. Larger sized cities tend to be more inclusive, however. The Forward 
Together Survey provides additional insights, showing that cities are more 
inclusive in some areas over others.  Additionally, the two types of inclusion that 
cities in Florida are lagging behind relative to cities outside of Florida are 
immigrant rights and legal inclusion.  

The main take away from this report is that immigrant inclusion is a 

process. In other words, there are several types of inclusion. It may be necessary to 
achieve one type of inclusion in order to achieve other types of inclusion. Policy 
makers, practitioners, and immigrant rights activists should consider this point 
when it comes to strategic planning and developing policy recommendations. 
Essentially, this report cautions against a one size fits all plan for inclusion for the 
state of Florida. Instead, there is a need to take into account that each city is unique. 
It has its own culture, ideologies, challenges, history, and political dynamics. 
Hence, each city is at a different phase of inclusion, with lower or higher degrees 
of inclusion. The degree to which the city is inclusive and the types of inclusion 
they exhibit, should therefore be taken into consideration for policy and practice. 

The following section compiles recommendations for consideration.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
This section compiles recommendations based upon this report and feedback from 
partners and community leaders. This list of recommendations are not exhaustive 
and additional ones can be found throughout this report. 
 

Rights Inclusion  
 
 1 | Protect immigrants’ rights. This research shows that cities in Florida are more 
inclined to celebrate immigrant culture over protecting their rights. Moreover, 
immigrants in the survey sample perceived that local governments performed 
below average when it came to protecting their rights. Policy makers. There are 
many ways to achieve this. One way is to establish anti-discrimination policies that 
prohibit federal immigration enforcement beyond what is required by law, among 
other policies. Another way is to establish a formal department or office of Civil or 
Immigrants’ Rights Commission, as done in San Francisco, San Antonio and 
Seattle.  
 

Legal Inclusion 

 
2 | Protect immigrants from deportation. The results from this report reveals that 
no known city in Florida funds legal services for immigrant residents at risk of 
deportation or has a legal defense fund. Comparatively, several cities outside of 
Florida has such infrastructures in place, including Los Angeles, Seattle, San 
Antonio, New York, and Baltimore. Cities in Florida can promote this type of 
inclusion in several ways, such as providing resources for immigrants subject to 
detainers and potentially facing deportation.  
 

Political Inclusion 
 

3 | Promote the inclusion of first and second generation immigrants in local 
government. This report showed that in the aggregate, local governments 
inadequately represent the needs of the immigrant population. Moreover, 
immigrants in the survey sample perceive that local governments do not represent 
their interests. Including immigrants and their descendants in local government is 
one way to ensure inclusive representation and uphold democratic values. Political 
inclusion can be achieved in many ways. One way to achieve this is by establishing 
a mentoring program that pairs high school students to city officials in an effort to 
expose pupils to career fields in local government; funding a scholarship targeted 
towards youth of immigrant background who are interested in a degree in city 
planning or a related field; and intentionally targeting the immigrant community to 
for elected political positions.  
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4 | Consider immigrants’ needs in city planning. The Forward Together Survey 
reveals several areas that first and second generation immigrants  in Florida are 
concerned about including: equitable and affordable access to quality health care; 
the inclusion of individuals of immigrant background in local government; access 
to higher education among individuals of immigrant background, including 
undocumented persons; promoting immigrants’ rights and legalization; and 
promoting immigrant entrepreneurship.  

 

Language Access 
 

5 | Every city in Florida should have a language access plan. This plan should 
outline the specific language needs of the city and provides guidelines for how 
agencies and organizations can provide language access services.  There should 
be a clear and streamlined process for agencies, businesses, and organizations to 
use language access services, and the cost for language access should be budgeted 
consistently and fairly. 

 
6 | Language Access is a Civil Right, and all members of a community 
receiving services from federally-funded entities are entitled to access 
information in their preferred language. For this reason, community events put 
on by federally-funded organizations should always have interpretation services 
available, and should advertise their events in the languages spoken by the 
community.   Providing language access is a critical factor in establishing and 
maintaining trust with immigrant and refugee populations. To begin, each city in 
Florida should have an option to translate their web pages, as only roughly 42% 
offer this resource. Moreover, cities should be held accountable. One way to 
ensure accountability is to provide an online platform on the city’s web page 
allowing residents to make a complaint that a city agency did not provide 
translation or interpretation services, as done in New York city.  

 

Civic Inclusion 
 
7 | Implement a community ID program. Community ID programs provide 
access to city services, regardless of resident legal status. Cities in Florida can 
consider this model as a way to promote civic inclusion, which can be broadly 
defined as access to local institutions and city services.  
 
8 | Implement efforts that restore trust between the police and racial/ethnic 
minorities. This can be achieved in a number of ways including the implementing 
a diversity and sensitivity training for local law enforcement on all levels and 
community events, among other measures. 
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Social Inclusion  

 
9 | State and federal governments should provide ongoing aid for refugees. 
Immigration to cities in Florida is ongoing, and cities play an important role in 
responding to immigration. State and federal governments can assist local 
governments by providing financial assistance and nonprofits that assist in 
refugee resettlement.  
 
10 | Provide resources to immigrant families that support their social 
inclusion. The Forward Together Survey identified social inclusion as a salient 
theme for consideration in policy making. Social inclusion broadly encapsulates 
financial, work force, housing, health care, education, and mental health. 
Supporting immigrants in these areas is critical to their overall inclusion and well-
being. Each city should have an Immigrant Resource Center, Office for 
Immigrant Affairs, or a designated task force that focus explicitly on these target 
areas of inclusion.  
 

Cultural Inclusion 
 
11 | Each city should have an office or department for diversity, inclusion, 
and/or equity whose primary goal is to focus on ways to enhance diversity, 
inclusion, and equity in the city. This is especially the case for cities with a 
population size less than 49,999, as these cities tend to be less inclusive. This 
advisory board should be made up of individuals who have a background in 
different aspects of inclusion, including language access.  
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Appendix D 
   Local Government Median Inclusion Scores 

 
 
 
Stratum City Size 

Estimated Median 
Inclusion Score 

Standard 
 Error 

Lower 
Bound 

Upper  
Bound 

1 Less than 1,499 0.00 0.07 0.00 0.15 
2 1,500 to 5,999 0.00 0.09 0.00 0.19 
3 6k to 49,999 1.00 0.21 0.58 1.42 
4 50k to 99,999 2.00 0.28 1.34 2.66 
5 Above 100k 3.5012    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
12 This score is not an estimate. It is upon the population of incorporated cities and therefore confidence intervals are 
not indicated. 
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