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Parents Speak: Exploring Experiences of 
Meskhetian Turkish Russian Refugee Parents 
Marilyn Fellows Kellogg 

Many people across the globe are experiencing atroci
ties due to civil wars, neighbor uprisings, and systematic at
tempts of genocide and government coups due to conflicts 
of political ideology, social group, nationality, religion and/ 
or race. The United States and other economically wealthy 
countries are opening up their doors to people who as a 
group are much less cohesive and understood than those 
who immigrated before them. (Sivan, Koch, Adiga, 1999) 
In Manchester, a city with a total population of 109,234, 
the number of refugees and immigrants totaled 10,035, as 
of 2003. This spike in numbers "of refugees to Manchester 
last summer so overwhelmed the city's capacity that a three 
month moratorium on most new arrivals to Manchester 
took effect Sept. 28, 2004." (NH Union Leader, December 
23, 2004, p. Al) The city's increased diversity has resulted 
in new residents who speak over 72 different languages 
from countries around the world with as broad a range of 
cultures as Laos, Iran, Liberia, Turkey, Vietnam, Sudan, 
Bosnia, Iraq, Nigeria, Kosovo, Somalia, Afghanistan and 
Rwanda, to name a few. (Multiculturalism and Diversity 
workshop handout, International Institute, May, 2005) 

Discovering these facts I wondered what refugee 
families are encountering as they parent and educate their 
children while they themselves adapt and acculturate to 
a foreign land. Today many stable, secure families experi
ence confusion about both their role as parents and what 
is best for their children as a result of outside influences 
that pull them in different directions. (Chang and Rit-
ter, Spring 2004) Conditions oflanguage barriers, strange 
customs, behaviors, habits and clothing, unusual foods, 
foreign climate and terrain, along with unfamiliar modern 
technologies and living arrangements could make parenting 
seem insurmountable. In what ways could local communi
ties give refugees a helping hand to create a smoother, more 
successful transition and integration into American society 
and at the same time gain in the benefits of a pluralistic 
community? 

Literature Review 

The Refugee Experience 
The worldwide upsurge of refugees is creating inter

national debate and turning the definition of "refugee" into 
a political and economical football. The receiving com
munities, with all the best intentions, cannot anticipate 
the needs of those who have experienced or witnessed 
such unimaginable, horrific acts of violence. Currently, the 
number of reported refugees worldwide is approximately 
23,000,000, half of which are children, with the numbers 
continuing to grow. (del Valle, December 10, 2001) The 
only example similar to this global experience of arriving 
refugees is the Jewish victims of the Holocaust in 1942-
1943. (Boswell, Summer 2000) 

The legal definition of a refugee is "someone 'outside 
the country of his/her nationality' and unable or unwilling 
to return 'owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of 
a particular social group or political opinion'." (Boswell, 
Summer 2000, p. 81) Reasons for fleeing include "threat of 
violence, injury, or death caused by political, economic, so
cial, religious, or natural disasters." (del Valle, December 10, 
2001, p. 599) Their physical and psychological traumas are 
a result of"witnessing war, political and social unrest, tor
ture, disappearance or death of family members or friends, 
forced labor, or environmental disaster" .. . for children, 
"life threats, imprisonment, torture, war ... school closings, 
religious persecution, curfews or confinement to home or 
shelters." (del Valle, December 10, 2001, p. 600-1) 

Youngsters may be unaccompanied who leave without 
their parents, guardians or relatives. The experiences of 
actual escape can include: 

shark-infested, turbulent waters on homemade rafts or 
boats; others are smuggled on cargo boats or run across 
unknown borders during the night. Upon arrival many 
families are placed in refagee or detention camps where 
crowded living conditions usually exacerbate their distress, 
despair, and hopelessness. When long-term detention occurs, 
depression and suicidal ideation are common. . .. assault 
and torture in refagee camps . .. produced traumatized chil
dren who had symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) such as psychic numbing, anxiety, and recurring 
nightmares. (def Valle, December 10, 2001,p. 601) 

The children arriving at their new schools' doorsteps 
have left behind all that is known and familiar to them: 
food, clothing, books, toys, friends, pets and family mem
bers. Many have inadequate academic background and 
language difficulties. The children must cope with new 
schools and communities, medical needs, housing, food and 
a foreign language necessitating interpreters. (del Valle, De
cember 10, 2001, p. 602) Often there is separation from fa
thers and dispersal of communities with reluctance to draw 
attention to themselves because of their past experiences of 
terror. (Daycare Trust, November 1995) They are confused, 
frightened and overwhelmed, often with PTSD, depres
sion and/or anxiety with some exhibiting suicidal behavior, 

The children arriving at their new schools' 
doorsteps have left behind all that is known 
and familiar to them: food, clothing, books, 
toys, friends, pets and family members. 

sleeping difficulties, somatic complaints, learning problems 
and/or antisocial conduct. Professionals in schools and 
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social and health agencies have poor understanding of the 
dramatically different life experiences of refugees versus 
immigrants so they do not take into account their physical 
and psychological traumas. (del Valle, December 10, 2001) 

Refugees have a fear of the new country's government 
and social agencies because government officials were often 
the tormentors in refugees' homelands. (Daycare Trust, No
vember 1995) The parents who are coping with their own 
physical and psychological traumas struggle with the lack 
of knowledge and preparation in coping with their chil
dren's traumas. School is the only institution that requires 
mandatory participation and potentially could provide the 
opportunity for parents and educators to join in the com
mon, shared concern for children's well-being. 

Family: The Parent-Child Relationship 
A parent's job is to shape a child through nurturing 

and cultivation. Whether it is done positively or nega
tively has far-reaching and long-range ramifications in the 
cultivation of a society. (Mickel, Boyd-White & Muldrow, 
Spring 2005) There are several theories considered best 
parenting strategies to raise children to become happy, 
healthy, well-adjusted adults. The family unit is defined as 
"the social organization responsible for the transmission of 
culture .... accomplished through the parenting process. It is 
the most important social unit to transmit culture and the 
other ideas of one's society." Family is defined by its "cul
tural, historical, biological and spiritual connectiveness" and 
it is "the family (that) exemplifies love and belonging." The 
functions of parenting children include "providing resourc
es, protecting children (physically and psychologically), 
being an advocate, connecting with the community" ... and 
"spiritual fulfillment." (Mickel, Boyd-White & Muldrow, 
Spring 2005, p. 27-28) 

The basis of Bowlby and Ainsworth's attachment 
theory is the sensitivity, responsiveness and consistency of 
the parent that then becomes the foundation for develop
ing the child's self-confidence, sociability and capacity to 
cope with challenges and stress. The relationship with the 
parent is the blueprint that is then used for all future rela
tionships. Studies show that "the quality of a child's attach
ment is based on the quality of care that the child receives." 
(Willenger et. al., Summer 2005, p. 67) Bronfenbrenner's 
ecological theory states that human development occurs 
from individuals' interactions with the lived, changing 
environment and families are not a separate entity from the 
communities in which they live. (Jacobson & Engelbrecht, 
2000) Parenting knowledge is based in its cultural context 
and cultural parenting beliefs and norms have been found 
to be the most resistant idea to change in a culture. (Born
stein & Cote, November 2004) 

The personal social networks theory takes into consid
eration the influence of pre-existing personal social net
works within a community, rather than individual parenting. 
This design creates social supports within a program with 

the emphasis oflearning through each member's sharing of 
personal experiences instead of curriculum as the vehicle to 
learn. (Walker & Riley, 2001) It theorizes that group discus
sion with positive relationships and interactions provides a 
framework for expression of motivations and examination 
of different alternatives with greater possibility oflearning 
and behavior changes. (Walker & Riley, 2001) 

School is the only institution that requires 
mandatory participation and potentially could 
provide the opportunity for parents and educators 
to join in the common, shared concern for 
children's well-being. 

The Adlerian approach has parents learn effective 
strategies for understanding and dealing with their chil
dren's behaviors by emphasizing the child's psychological 
and behavioral goals, with logical and natural consequences, 
mutual respect and encouragement techniques. Chang and 
Ritter state that Adlerian parenting education might be 
the best approach in cultural issues because of its empha
sis on worldviews, family, socio-cultural systems, equality, 
cooperation, social interest and prominence of culture. It 
encourages that counselors take steps necessary to become 
culturally competent, however I think that should not be 
unique to the Adlerian approach. The weakness of Adlerian 
parenting education is exposed in its concern of parent-
ing values that conflict with any of the Adlerian concepts 
and how these cultural differences could cause a parent to 
complete the program unsuccessfully. (Chang & Ritter, 
Spring 2004) Parenting takes many forms, and variations 
need to be accommodated that are unlikely to reflect sig
nificant risks to children's development. (Thompson et. al., 
2002) Thompson et. al. showed evidence that acceptance of 
diversity in parenting approaches, even those that conflict 
with most sanctioned American practices, must be consid
ered. (2000) 

A "deficit model" for parenting is one that turns past 
environmental risks into personal deficits with attempts to 
overcome these deficits by compensating basic skills with 
dissection and labels of needs and deficiencies. A "strengths 
model" or "assets model" concentrates on parents' strengths 
and develops strategies for support that build on exist-
ing personal skills. Choice theory, developed by William 
Glasser, states that the only hope of societal success is by 
taking the stand that violence in all forms is unacceptable. 
A limited vision to reduce violence, not end violence, only 
produces limited outcomes. Choice theory is considered a 
culturally competent model because of its "strengths per
spective" and orientation in wellness and holism. (Mickel, 
Boyd-White &Muldrow, Spring 2005) Coming from 
an environment of war and violence this approach might 
help refugee parents re-teach their children how to live in 
a peaceful society. Could a parenting program with peace 
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as its core value, diversity and lived realities accommo
dated, and parents' social networks included, facilitated by 
culturally competent counselors, be an approach to achieve 
parents' goals of happy, healthy, well-adjusted children? 

Findings 
The data revealed several themes that wove consis

tently through all aspects of the results of the research. 
A cross-case pattern emerged of the subjects' "feelings," 
"goals," or "values" as I labeled it, and "acts" of all three 
of the families interviewed. The context of the refugee 
experiences includes the persecution they were subjected to 
in Russia, Meskhetian Turkish Russians' migration to the 
United States and their challenges in New Hampshire to 
create a home, learn English and American customs, attend 
school, practice Meskhetian Turkish Russian religion and 
obtain jobs. 

The interviews, home observations, additional ex
periences and dialog with the refugee families and my 
interpreter, also a Russian refugee, uncovered a blend of 
constants of generosity, family togetherness, friendliness, 
appreciation, hopefulness, determination, somberness and 
sadness. They can best be summarized as warmth, solidarity 
and love. In answering my question to describe her family, 
the mother in the first interview added in her response, "I 
think every mother feels that way but I strongly feel like 
I am a very happy woman, I have a wonderful family and 
my family is very friendly, very supportive, very caring for 
each other .... very happy with my family." In the third 
interview, with the same question the mother offered, "It's 
a normal family, my kids all go to school, they study very 
well, we don't fight ... (laughter) ... I mean between me and 
my husband, we're pretty united, we have good relations" 
(Appendix D). 

Whether the family was in Russia or now here in 
America, the mother in my first interview said, "my inter
ests are to my family and my love to spend time with my 
family is the same" (Appendix D). "Togetherness" both 
physically and in activities as a family, was said repeatedly 
in all three interviews. In fact "family togetherness" as a 
coded item was mentioned 30 times. 

In my observations of the first family's home I described 
the atmosphere as projecting, "serenity, warmth and a very 
loving atmosphere. Voices were soft, even with all four 
children in the living room" (Appendix E). In my field notes 
after the first interviews, regarding the first home I wrote, 

The home was so warm and loving. Everyone was very 
calm and serene and soft-spoken. The children were very 
quiet and cuddly towards each other and when I smiled 
at them they would give me warm smiles back. There was 
such a blend of warmth and somberness, but peacefulness, 
too, which seemed to be a result of being in America. They 
feel very safe and relieved to be in America. What struck 
me was the incredible caring, tenderness and lovingness of 
the family. (Appendix H) 

The second family was celebrating the head of the 
household's birthday so the atmosphere was much more 
festive, however in the observations of the home I de
scribed the second home in the following way, "The home 
was exceptionally clean and exuded a warm, friendly, re
laxed and loving feeling. The family was extremely welcom
ing, friendly and warm to everyone. There was intellectual 
conversation and laughter and I was impressed at how I 

The interviews, home observations, additional 
experiences and dialog with the refugee families 
and my interpreter, also a Russian refugee, 
uncovered a blend of constants of generosity, 
family togetherness, friendliness, appreciation, 
hopefulness, determination, somberness and 
sadness. 

was smoothly included in the conversation and treated as if 
I was a familiar acquaintance, yet at the same time people 
would interject information for me when appropriate to 
keep me included in the conversation" (Appendix E). 

The third family lived in what is considered the most 
dangerous part of the city, and although the mother seemed 
more guarded with me I wrote of my home observation, 
"the mother was very gracious and open and her directness 
showed high intelligence but she was more reserved and 
guarded than the other women in the other two families" 
(Appendix E). She also told the saddest stories of her fa
ther no longer living, and when I asked if she had anything 
else that I had not asked that she would like to say, she said 
how she had no other relatives here, "Not even in anywhere 
in the United States. I haven't seen my mom, my mom, for 
eight years, and I came to the United States without seeing 
my mom because we didn't have residency" (Appendix D). 

Somberness and sadness were emotions blended with 
all the others, existing underneath but close to the surface. 
When I asked to describe her home and living arrange
ments in her home country in Russia, the mother in the 
first interview said, 

This (part of the} interview is not the topic that I want 
to think about. I was never happy when I was over there. 
I had to listen from other people how much they don't 
want us to live among them, how much they don't like our 
nationality and our families and I never felt I was loved 
or welcomed and it is something I don't really want to 
remember and sometimes even here when I go to bed and 
I lie down and I start thinking about it I start crying how 
much stuff we had to bear and many things we had to hear 
or listen to (Appendix D). 

What I did discover in my home observations and on 
my request to see examples of toys or learning objects for 
parenting purposes were things missing in the Meskhetian 

New Hampshire Journal of Education 



Meskhetian Turkish Russian Refugee Parents 

On the Surface 

Underlying Emotions & Values 

On the Surface 

• RESPECT (obedience) EDUCATION 

• TEACHING through Role Modeling 
(listen, talk, activities done together) 

* HOPE (positive outlook to the future) 

* FAITH (religion, worship, strong belief system) 

• SADNESS (persecution, pain, suffering) 

• PRIDE (of family, home, values) 

• LOVE OF FAMILY (family togetherness, 
sharing, caring) 

* LOVE OF COMMUNITY (warmth, generosity 
to all - absence of bitterness, hate or revenge) 

• HAPPINESS (freedom, safeness) 

Underlying Emotions & Values 

(This list in this form does not indicate greater or lesser value of any items listed; only what the subjects labeled 
directly and what came out more indirectly) 

Turkish Russian refugees' homes. The only items that I was 
shown were stuffed animals. The second family had teenag
ers and children in their twenties so the father was quite 
perplexed at the request to see examples of toys. I came to 
realize that none of the families I met had books, toys other 
than the stuffed animals, rattles or pacifiers. The mother 
with the one-month-old baby had no paraphernalia for a 
baby that would be found in a typical American home. The 
stuffed animals represented the sole toys that were brought 
with them from Russia, and clearly were treasured items. 
The middle daughter (ten years old) of the third family 
had a stuffed animal given by her best friend on her last 
birthday in Russia and the mother said that "her daugh-
ter often has dreams that her friend is holding the teddy 
bear and crying" (Appendix F). All the stuffed animals in 
both families were retrieved from the bedroom. In the first 
family's home there was a built-in bookcase high up on the 
wall with three shelves that were packed with little stuffed 
animals but they were not pointed out to me when I asked 
for examples of toys. It is possible they thought I was only 
looking for examples of toys that they had brought with 
them from Russia. Since they cannot yet read English I 
can understand the absence of books, however I found it 
interesting that none, other than a Koran, were brought 
with them from Russia. 

When comparing parenting in the experiences of 
refugees to my research, Mickel, Boyd-White and Muld
row's statement that the purpose of parenting is to provide 
resources and protect their children physically and psycho
logically, advocate and connect them with their community, 
along with provide spiritual fulfillment, makes one realize 
the formidable task for refugee parents. (Spring 2005) 

Bowlby and Ainsworth's attachment theory appears to 
closely match Meskhetian Turkish Russians' approach. In 
all my encounters with the Meskhetian Turkish Russians 
I observed a tremendous amount of sensitivity, responsive
ness and consistency in their interactions. Bowlby and 
Ainsworth state that this is the foundation necessary to 
develop a child's self-confidence, sociability, and capac-
ity to cope with challenges and stress. This may be why 
the children seem to be coping so well with the trauma in 
Meskhetian Turkish Russians' lives at such young ages, and 
display such a sense of well-being. (Willenger et. al., Sum
mer 2005) 

The personal social networks theory of group discus
sion for motivations and examination of different alterna
tives for learning and behavior changes does not apply to 
the Meskhetian Turkish Russian refugees. (Walker & Riley, 
2001) There are no pre-existing, personal, social networks 
in this community and the only social supports are among 
the family members who live in close proximity. (Walker & 
Riley, 2001) In fact, when I presented the design of a focus 
group for interviewing the families to the interpreter, she 
said that the parents would be very uncomfortable shar
ing their personal stories with those outside the family, 
and I had to return to my original design of interviewing 
each of the families separately. Meskhetian Turkish Rus
sians are very traditional in their approach, with obedience 
and respect as key values, and are not interested in mak
ing behavior changes in their parenting style. This attitude 
could cause some acculturation conflicts in Meskhetian 
Turkish Russian children considering the American value 
of questioning and encouragement of independent think
ing. However the family togetherness and caring that I 
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found characteristic of the families I interviewed seem to 
be the glue that keeps Meskhetian Turkish Russian families 
cohesive and intact and are the root to the families' general 
healthiness. Meskhetian Turkish Russians' ability to have 
adapted and survived their past experiences of persecution 
leads me to think that as the demands of acculturation to 
American society are pressed upon them, Meskhetian Turk
ish Russians will be able to grow and adapt accordingly. 

The specificity of the refugee experience brings into 
question Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory of human de
velopment. (Jacobson & Engelbrecht, 2000) These families 
have been uprooted from Meskhetian Turkish Russian 
culture but have retained their parenting knowledge, based 
in its cultural context, and brought Meskhetian Turkish 
Russian cultural parenting beliefs and norms with them, 
supporting Bronfenbrenner's theory that parenting beliefs 
and norms are the most resistant to change in a culture. 
(Bornstein & Cote, November 2004) All the refugees 
interviewed have been in the United States for a short time 
and no personal social networks have yet been formed. 
Once the families integrate more fully into American cul
ture I think ecological influences will occur that will affect 
the parents' cultural beliefs and norms, as has been the case 
in families who have immigrated to the United States in 
the past. The fact that these refugees come from an envi
ronment of war and violence yet display such levels of love, 
peace and caring appears to make choice theory and Adler's 
theory of parenting moot for Meskhetian Turkish Russians. 

The major challenges Meskhetian Turkish Russians 
are facing are the language barrier and unfamiliarity of 
American culture, and how those impair them getting 
jobs and navigating through the governmental and social 
systems. Another major issue that causes hindrance in 
achieving success is child care. When I asked the mother 
in the first interview if she could design a program to help 
them parent their children what it would look like she said, 
"When we arrived we are offered ESL classes and we all 
want to attend to learn English, however they don't provide 
any source of or assistance for children, therefore, me as a 
mother, you know, in an unfamiliar country, I don't want 
to leave my kids with somebody. I don't feel comfortable 
doing that and finding somebody is always challenging 
because people have to work already. And because of that 
many women so much like me, they stay home and do 
not attend ESL classes and then in a few months they are 
expected to start working and know English and know all 
the job skills in this country, and this, it becomes a really 
big issue. I would say that the biggest thing that is wrong. 
... while we would take ESL classes there would be child 
care organized or some sort of activities organized for our 
children so they could come in the same building and in 
another room to play or do something." 

When I asked the mother in the third interview the 
same question she said, "I think it's important for us to get 

help, practical help, with like mailing, or with documents 
so if somebody comes and helps us to figure that out. That's 
something we don't understand that we don't know at this 
point." I needed clarification on her reference to documents 
and she was referring to green cards and forms that show 
permanent proof of residency. 

During the reading and signing of the consent letters, 
every participant asked who would be reading my research 
paper. All of the participants indicated that they hoped it 
would reach those who could make change to help refugees 
better adapt to American culture and learn more about 
their experiences as refugees. They took the research project 
very seriously and felt a responsibility to "get the story out," 
and wanted their interpreters' publicly acknowledged for 
their dedication and hard work helping them learn and 
survive in American culture. When I asked what services 
were available to the Meskhetian Turkish Russians in 
their community, the mother in the first interview could 
not say enough positive things about the interpreters who 
have helped her. In reference to one she said, "Ifl was to 
talk about her I would just write an article. I think it is 
not possible to summarize in a few sentences what she has 
done for us and how much support she offers."Then, at the 
possibility that my research might get published, she added, 
"I was very happy (to hear) their names will be published 
somewhere." 

The father in the second interview wanted "us," mean
ing Americans, to know that the Meskhetian Turkish 
Russians were hard working people and that he would obey 
all our laws and do whatever is necessary to become a good 
worker and citizen in the United States. He spoke with 
conviction and determination and became emotional in his 
intensity and insistence that I fully understand what he was 
saying. It became apparent that they were viewing me as 
a news reporter, and this research on the same level as an 
investigative news story. In a more comprehensive research 
project of a specific culture of refugees, it would be impor
tant to get balance on the areas discussed. 

Conclusion 
While my intent was to discover any parenting chal

lenges the subjects were experiencing as refugees in a new, 
unfamiliar country, I ended up learning more about the 
Meskhetian Turkish Russian culture in particular, and how 
the refugee experience has affected Meskhetian Turkish 
Russians as a people. I was able to learn of ways to help 
refugees better achieve what they need and want to ac
complish to be successful in America. I found Meskhetian 
Turkish Russian parenting skills to be superb. If anything, 
the United States' cultural structure creates obstacles in ref
ugees achieving their parental goals. Support arrangements 
such as child care at various agencies and locations where 
refugees must attend English classes and develop the skills 
necessary to be successful in a new environment would help 
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refugees achieve their goals more easily. Meskhetian Turk
ish Russians are not interested in making behavior changes 
in their parenting style, and after my observations I think 
that many Americans could possibly learn parenting skills 
from the Meskhetian Turkish Russian refugees. Ameri
can culture tends to not provide support to accommodate 
Meskhetian Turkish Russians' parental needs and desires 
to be with their children, undermining family togetherness 
and role-modeling, two vital forms the Meskhetian Turkish 
Russian refugees use to educate and parent their children. 

There is quite a bit of recent research being conducted 
on the refugees' plight and it was difficult to keep the 
selection of research articles to a minimum. However, most 
of the research is either on the general topic of refugees 
or with the objective to study a specific population such 
as mine. Future research could go in several different 
directions: further investigation of a specific social issue 
affecting refugees, such as parenting, a more exhaustive 
study of a particular culture, a closely examined study of 
the influence of refugees to a particular city or country 
or a more comprehensive study combining the results of 
many, various refugees' cultures to determine whether or 
not there are any patterns or themes that emerge across 
cultural backgrounds. I discovered the expansiveness of this 
topic and how difficult it is to examine what on the surface 
is intended to be a narrow issue. I wanted to learn what 
parenting challenges refugees might be having in a foreign 
country with past traumas from the refugee experience. 
Instead I learned that what the refugees have experienced is 
only the tip of the iceberg. I was also humbled and gratified 
through this research process to be fortunate enough to ex
perience first-hand the remarkable resiliency, fortitude and 
goodness of the human spirit by meeting many refugees of 
various, different cultures. 
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