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Abstract 

  

This study is an exploration of the multifaceted challenges that second-generation returning 

migrants from the United States encounter in the Palestinian schools during the school year 

(2022/2023). It delves into the experiences of 25 different school students, who lived in the 

United States, returned with their parents to Palestine and enrolled in the Modern English 

School (MES) in Ramallah city. The study investigates the returnees’ transition to new 

educational and cultural environments at school. For this qualitative case study, a 

triangulation of research methods was applied. The tool kit included observations of the 

participating students, semi-structured interviews with the students, their teachers and 

parents, beside two focus groups. Results reveal several key difficulties, including cultural 

adjustment, language barriers and identity formation in the context of Palestinian schools. 

Contextualizing the strategies that students employ to overcome these challenges within the 

broader framework of acculturation theory illuminates the use of integration and assimilation 

techniques. Returning migrant students appear to assimilate into the Palestinian school 

system rules in terms of discipline, attendance and examination criterion. Whereas they 

preserve American cultural features, they integrate with the surrounding Palestinian one. 

Living in Palestine and attending school expands their knowledge about its culture, which is 

the main goal for parents to return to their homeland.  However, they need their parents’, 

teachers’ and the local community’s support to make their transition process a successful one.  

Keywords: Return-migrants, Palestine, acculturation, school system, culture. 
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Chapter One 

 Introduction  

 
In today’s interconnected globe, migration has emerged as a social, cultural and 

economic feature. The phenomenon of migration entails the movement of individuals or 

families from their country of origin to other countries, either voluntarily or by force (Dingle 

& Drake, 2007). Beyond the simple act of movement outside one's homeland, migration has 

an impact on the lives of migrants, their families in addition to the sending and receiving 

communities by creating multilingual, multi-religious, multi-ethnic and multi-racial states  

(Taran, 2001). In relation to Palestine, migration is a cornerstone in the establishment of 

Palestinian history. The Palestinian political, literary and social narratives are infused by the 

migration theme (Hilal, 2007). Several challenges have confronted the Palestinian people 

such as, occupation, political conflict, unemployment, Israeli confiscation of agricultural 

lands and the division of their society.  All of these factors have led to a fragmented diasporas 

spread in various parts of the world, as the enormous waves of migration after the 

Palestinian-Israeli wars in 19481  and 19672 when people had to flee their homes and escape 

to more safe countries (Khawaja & Tiltnes, 2010).  

 

Despite the extreme fragmentation of Palestinians in distinct parts of the globe, they all feel 

connected to one another and to their original homeland. Many of them decide to return to 

Palestine after a period of time, which is referred to as return migration. International 

Organization for Migration (2019) defines return migration as people moving back to their 

original countries after their residence in a different country. Return migration process can 

 
1 Nakbah: النكبة is an Arabic word that means “catastrophe”. It is used to refer to the “Israeli” 

ethnic cleansing  of Palestine in 1948 and  the mass exodus of about 750,000 Palestinian by 

making them into refugees.  
2  Naksah: النكسة is an Arabic term that means “defeat”. It is used to refer to the year when 

Israel controlled the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and Gaza Strip in 1967. 

https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml_34_glossary.pdf
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open up new opportunities for professional and personal development, intercultural 

communication and knowledge transferring. However, it also brings difficulties with regard 

to integration, adaptation and maintaining cultural identity and heritage. Depending on 

factors like legal status, socioeconomic background and the cultural differences, the 

relationships between the host societies and the new migrants will vary subsequently.    

 

Given that migration is frequently temporary, it is uncommon to find an emigrant who can 

completely cut ties with the people, culture and society of his or her native country. Once 

emigrants settle down in the hosting country, the migrating parents and their kids start to 

blend in with their surroundings. These young children will be more integrated with the 

hosting society, and their actual “return is more symbolic than real” (Hammer, 2005, p.115). 

With a great number of migrants staying in the hosting countries, many of them decide to 

return to their original homeland. In general, return migration might be fueled by the need to 

reconnect with one’s roots, to support the growth of the home country or to gratify the sense 

of identity and belonging.  Alamaliki & Shalabi (2000), Palestinian argued that parents are 

keen to implement the Palestinian heritage, culture, traditions and habits in their children. 

They are against the acculturation of their kids to the American norms, Serhan (2009). Hence, 

another crucial motive that drives parents to go back to their original country is to directly 

connect their children with their parents’ culture, religion, tradition and social norms.  This is 

explained by King & Christou (2010) as the movement of second-generation children of first-

generation immigrants by returning to their parents’ country of origin. 

 

 The process of moving back to the original homeland is often accompanied by many 

difficulties for the parents –first generation- and their second-generation returnees.  It is a 

process in which returnees start to rebuild their lives after return (Ruben, et. al., 2009). Return 
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migration is a very personal and emotional journey. On one hand, It gives individuals the 

chance to use the information, abilities and experiences to benefit their countries. On the 

other hand, it normally accompanies many difficulties for the returning individuals. 

Reintegrating into their native community can be challenging especially for those who may 

have trouble confronting new cultural norms. This is mostly experienced by the second-

generation returning migrants, who were raised in a different culture from their original one, 

like Palestinian children who were raised in the United States. Previous literature (Mokadi & 

Yousef, 2020; Christison, 1989; Leonard, 2003) contends that the second generation of 

Palestinian migrants is strongly attached to their original homeland and many of them return 

with parents to live in Palestine ;nevertheless, this movement is not an easy process especially 

for young individuals.  

 

In this study, a qualitative approach was utilized to investigate the experience of second-

generation returned migrants from the United States (US) to Palestine. The study focused on 

the challenges that encountered these returnees in the Palestinian school system. Moving 

between countries that are distinct in language, culture and education systems may cause 

returning migrants to encounter difficulties in their integration with the surroundings of their 

homeland, ( Al-Ali and Koser, 2002).This may ultimately lead to disconnection and isolation 

from the education system in the receiving country if not properly treated. So, there is a need 

to understand these difficulties and to work towards finding solutions in order to enhance the 

returning students’ journey of integration with new school educational systems. The Modern 

English School (herein “MES”), located in Ramallah city, was  taken as an explanatory case study, 

that intended to investigate and understand the experiences of 25 returning students from the 

US who studied at this school during the school year (2022/2023). The collection of data relied 

on three different tools including observations, semi-structured interviews and focus groups.   



 
 

 

 

Returning migrants, in particular, face a range of challenges when it comes to accessing 

education in Palestine. Language barrier is a common challenge for second-generation 

returning migrants. As stated by a report of the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 

(PCBS), "Many return migrants struggle with Arabic language proficiency, which can affect 

their ability to learn and communicate effectively in the classroom" (PCBS, 2019, p. 24). The 

report noted that this is particularly true for children who grew up in diasporas communities 

where Arabic was not the primary language of instruction. Moreover, the children of the 

returning migrants may find it difficult to adapt to a new school system and different 

curricula (Mixed Migration Centre, 2019). A report by the United Nations Children's Fund 

(UNICEF) asserted that education in “Palestine has been negatively affected by the “Israeli” 

occupation and political instability” (UNICEF, 2021, p. 1). The report illustrated that such 

factors have caused limited access to education and lack of school resources. 

 

 In the Palestinian context, the returnees from the United States are usually referred to as 

“Americans”, so the term will be frequently used throughout this study. According to 

Hammer (2005), almost thirty thousand Palestinian Americans live in the West Bank and 

Gaza Strip. Although there are no detailed statistics, it is estimated that most of these 

returning migrants center in the area of Ramallah city. 

The Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS, 2010) analyzed migration in Palestine between 

(2000-2010) and revealed that 6.7% of Palestinian households have one member as an 

emigrant at least. Out of all emigrants, the youth (5-29 years- old) represent 33%. The report 

also added that the US was a major destination for migrants reaching 21.6%. While 9.5 % 

migrants returned from the United States, 21.7% of them came back for education purposes,  

4 
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which is the highlight of this study. The Palestinian and American schooling systems, culture, 

language and social norms are massively distinct. Generally, as soon as the returnees from 

America settle down in Palestine, the young returnees might be surprised by the cultural and 

social variations between the two countries. However, this experience of being a bicultural 

human carries many good advantages. In fact, when immigrants travel to live in new 

countries, they are exposed to various cultural habits, social norms, as well as different 

ideologies, and this knowledge is transferred when they return to the country of origin, which 

might benefit it (Tuccio & Wahba, 2020). That is to say, the children of international 

migrants are expected to witness various traditions across countries, so they become global 

citizens. They become more aware, embracing and accepting individuals of others’ 

differences. Nevertheless, these returned migrants “Americans” face many challenges when it 

comes to education, including language barriers and cultural differences. 

  

John Berry, a Canadian psychologist, first proposed the concept of acculturation as a 

framework for explaining how people and groups from various cultural origins interact and 

adapt to one another in ways such as dress, food preferences and social interactions (Berry, 

2005). At its core, acculturation theory investigates the methods and procedures of cultural 

transformation that take place when individuals from various cultures interact. According to 

the theory, people and groups can choose from a number of acculturation strategies, such as 

assimilation, which refers to the process when individuals adopt the dominant culture they 

live in with its all attributes.  In integration, they preserve elements of both the original and 

dominant cultures. Moreover, the preservation of the original culture while avoiding the 

dominant one or disengaging from both cultures were called by Berry as separation and 

marginalization strategies respectively. The theory acknowledges that these strategies are 

affected by personal choices and societal influence (Berry, 1992). Understanding the 
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dynamics of migration and multicultural societies are possible by this theory. In the context 

of this thesis, the theory is pertinent as it gives more insights into the experiences of second-

generation returned migrants “American students” and how they adjust to the Palestinian 

schools’ system after spending time in a different cultural context in the US. 

  

1.   Scholarly Contribution 

 

This study contributes to the pool of literature with its exploration of returned 

migrants’ experiences at Palestinian schools. The initial impetus for undertaking this research 

is the phenomenon of second-generation returned migrants from the United States to 

Palestine and more specifically in Palestinian schools. In this study, the researcher 

investigates second-generation returned migrants’ narratives and their experience of 

integration in Palestinian schools (2022/2023). This is done as an attempt to provide a unique 

chance to look at the discursive contexts and what the returning migrants employ to make 

sense of the new reality they are experiencing. Due to the fact that school is the place where 

kids spend most of their time, socialize with others and exchange ideas, it was necessary to 

highlight these experiences.  

 

Return migration has been studied vigorously and rigorously over the years. Studies 

have traced this phenomenon since its initial existence (Bovenkerk,2012). More specifically, 

the beginning of the 1990s had witnessed a considerable growth in the interest of return 

migration studies (Klinthäll, 2006) ;however, not all fields have been covered. On one hand, 

several academic aspects of return migration, including economics, anthropology, sociology, 

geography and psychology have caught the attention of many scholars (Cassarino, 2004). On 

the other hand, there are still several research fields that need to be unveiled. To narrow this 
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down, Palestine is one the most common countries that are sending and receiving migrants. 

However, research is not giving enough attention to the issues related to return migration and 

circular migration, such as economics, labor and education , Lubbad (2008). 

In this study, the researcher focuses on the return migration from the United States 

and more specifically the experience of second-generation returnees at the Palestinian school 

system. The aim is to explore the experiences and challenges that these students face during 

the school year (2022/2023) in one of the privately owned schools in Ramallah city, the 

Modern English School (MES).  

Pisarevskaya et. al. (2019) traced the development of migration studies for three 

decades and found that there is a gap in previous research. The writers confirmed the volume 

growth of migration studies ;nevertheless, there are still topics that need to be further 

investigated like cultural diversity and education.  Therefore, the current study is a response 

to the lack of knowledge in the previous literature about the lived experience of returned 

migrants to Palestine. To be more specific, there is not enough information about the 

educational experience of second-generation returnees at Palestinian schools.  The authors 

also concluded that the themes of families and gender have thrived in the 21st century. The 

current research goes under the same category and expands the knowledge about the new 

realities for returning families to Palestine. 

The need to comprehend the difficulties second-generation returned migrants to 

Palestine face in Palestinian schools serves as the foundation for this study. The transmission 

of important skills and knowledge as well as the development of social ties and relationships 

within communities are just a few of the numerous advantages that return migration may 

provide for both individuals and communities. Still, return migration can also present a 
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number of difficulties, particularly for second-generation returnees who might experience 

particular social, cultural, and language integration impediments.  

By conducting this research, I aim at raising awareness about the experiences of 

returning migrants from the United States to Palestinian schools, and highlight the complex 

interplay between return migration, identity formation and education. Additionally, the study 

contributes to the broader literature about education and return migration from the United 

States to Palestine and how students navigate and deal with the challenges they encounter.  

The study’s contribution also relies on its capacity to inform policy and practice in the 

education system in Palestine that takes into consideration the needs of all students with 

different backgrounds.  

To complement the literature, the current study adds to and builds upon the studies 

concerned with returning migrants, specifically the issue of education at schools and 

educational achievement. As none of the previous scholars contributed at building the 

knowledge about the current topic, this thesis will be placed in a position to fill the lacuna in 

the previous studies and become possible literature for future research in the field of returning 

migrants’ education in Palestine.  I further contribute to this literature by identifying potential 

areas of policy and programmatic interventions that can help address the challenges.  

 

2.  Research objectives 

This body of writing seeks to enrich the general knowledge by gaining understanding 

about the difficulties that second-generation returnees from the US experience in the context 

of Palestinian schools. This can be achieved by conducting case studies. A case study is 

usually about theory generating based on the understanding of a phenomenon, and it is less 

concerned with theory testing (Perry, 1998). The first objective of the current case study is to 
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find out if the second-generation returning students from the US face any difficulties 

in accessing and integrating into Palestinian schools, especially in the MES school during the 

year (2022/2023). This will entail exploring the numerous cultural, social and linguistic 

barriers that return migrants face, along with how their experience at the Palestinian schools 

is affected by the broader social and educational contexts. The second objective is to 

investigate how these challenges affect second-generation return migrants’ educational 

experience and outcomes in Palestinian schools. In order to do this, it will be necessary to 

look at the attendance rates, the academic performance and involvement at school. Promoting 

successful integration of second-generation return migrants into Palestinian schools is the 

third and last objective of the study. That will be accomplished after exploring available 

programmatic and policy initiatives.  As part of this, existing policy frameworks will be 

examined, as well as considerations of new interventions that might be successful will also be 

taken into consideration. 

3.     Research questions 

In this thesis, I investigate the experience of second-generation returning migrants 

from the US in Palestinian schools for the school year (2022/2023). When Palestinian 

children are raised in America for a certain period of time and come back to live in Palestine, 

the differences between the two countries become crystal clear for them. With this in mind, 

the differences could range from the culture itself, traditions, habits, social norms and most 

notably by the students is the school system. Both countries’ schooling systems are majorly 

distinct in relation to the relationship between the teachers and students, the curriculum, the 

learning styles and the school’s regulations. Most literature has failed to examine the 

experience of returning migrants of school students to Palestine from the US (see chapter two 

for more details). As a result, the current thesis is dedicated for this specific purpose. This 

section illustrates the study’s main questions. Addressing these questions will add to the 
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broader literature about return migration and education. Hence, in my study I unearth the 

potential challenges that school students returning migrants from the United States encounter 

in the Palestinian school system.  Furthermore, I question the methods that this group of 

students adapt in the process of their assimilation and integration within the Palestinian 

schools’ environment, more specifically in the MES school. The last question investigates the 

terminology of the school teachers to facilitate the integration of returning migrant students 

with the Arab students and the school system.  

 

4.  Limitations 

The study considers a number of limitations. First, the human limitation, in which the sample 

of the study was limited to returned-migrant school students from America, between the fifth 

to the ninth grades. Second, the locative limitation since the sample was chosen from the 

(MES) Middle English School private school in Ramallah city. Third, the temporal limitation 

that extended over the school year of (2022/2023). The topical limitation was the last 

limitation, by focusing on the challenges that second-generation returned migrants face in the 

Palestinian school system, more specifically in the MES school in Ramallah city. 

 

5. Obstacles of The Study 

Conducting this study was encountered by various obstacles. Firstly, the limited free time 

during the school day to conduct interviews with the participating students. Secondly, the 

difficulty of arranging free time between the researcher and other teachers in the school to 

conduct the interviews. Thirdly, the lack of cooperation of most students’ parents to be 

interviewed.  
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6.    Summary 

 

This chapter highlighted the main elements of the research. It presented an 

introduction about the study, the statement of the problem, the scholarly contribution of the 

study, the objectives of the study, in addition to the research questions and limitations.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review  

Return migration as a phenomenon has become an increasingly interesting topic of 

research in the field of migration studies. In Palestine, more specifically, the number of 

returned migrants coming back from other countries has significantly increased throughout 

the years. Return migration is not an easy process, as it is accompanied with a range of new 

experiences and challenges, especially with regards to education. This literature review will 

look at the body of knowledge already available on return migration and education in 

Palestine. 

1. The Development of Return Migration Studies  

 

In recent years, migration studies have rapidly increased (Massey, et. al. , 1998) and there has 

been a growth in the amount of research in the migration field (Brettell & Hollifield, 2014). 

Definitely, second-generation return migration is an important phenomenon (Brocket, 2020), 

;nevertheless, there is a lack of knowledge on the current size of return migration and of who 

returns and who does not, especially in Palestine (Wahba, J, 2021).  

In 2019, Pisarevskaya et. al., mapped out the development of general research studies in the 

migration field in terms of research volume and focus topics for a period of 30 years and 

came out with interesting conclusions. In the light of internationalism and the rapid growth of 

migration studies, it was expected that the topics of research would be more fragmented and 

diverse. However, the authors found the past literature was found to be stable and centered  

around the same topics. This included topics like cultural diversity, identity and community 

development. Little attention was given to education issues and not deeply studied. After 
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reviewing the previous literature, Pisarevskaya et. al. revealed that several important shifts in 

relation to the dominance of topics in migration studies. In other words, the field had 

witnessed a change from focusing on demographics, governance and statistics to a growing 

focus on motilities, health and gender. To be further illustrated, the writers argued that the 

publication from the 1980s- 1990s showed interest in culture, education and language 

training, identity narratives, intercultural communication and cultural diversity. Also, since 

the 2000s, transnationalism shifted the attention from geographies and nation-states and gave 

way to identity narratives, migrants and their children’s dual identities, and the themes of 

gender and family. Another interesting conclusion the writers discovered was that the top five 

dominant topics during the last century were “black studies”, “intra-EU studies”, “ICT, media 

and migration”, “motilities”, and “migration in/from Israel and Palestine”, which continued to 

be one of the dominant topics in the twenty first century. 

2. Migration and The Palestinian Identity  

A good amount of literature looked over the second-generation migrants in the United States 

(Brocket,2020). According to Hanafi (2006), when individuals move to live in other 

countries, they preserve special bonds with their original place. This harmonizes with the 

thoughts illustrated in a book by Portes & Rumbaut (2001). In their book,  the authors have 

stated that immigrants always have a reference left from their homelands, which they can go 

back to. On the contrary, the US-born children, who are born and raised as Americans, do not 

have the same reference to their original country as their parents.  As such, a gap between the 

parents and their kids in terms of the interaction with the cultural, educational and religious 

backgrounds is established. This book viewed a study conducted in 1997 which estimated in 

that year about 10.8 million US-born children under 18 years of age living with foreign-born 

parents, in addition to 3 million foreign-born children under 18 who immigrated with their 
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parents to the US. Growing up in the United States entails that a large number of people have 

to adapt to an environment that might be foreign for their parents and themselves. Portes & 

Rumbaut (2001), believed that the outcomes of this adaptation process mainly depended on 

the language knowledge and use, school performance, the degree of parent-child generational 

gap and the level of interaction with peers across the ethnic circle boundaries. 

The available literature on migrant transnationalism and integration proved that it is possible 

for individuals to belong to more than one place, Erdal (2014). In 1989, Christison published 

a study entitled as (The American Experience: Palestinians in the United States), in which the 

writer recalled that the second-generation of Palestinians in the United States are strongly 

attached to Palestine, at the same time, they have a sense that the US is the main home as 

they have lived there. Similarly, Mokadi & Yousef (2020) wrote that immigrants born in the 

US usually get acquainted with the idea that they are full Americans and reject their parents’ 

origin, but this does not apply to Palestinians. They balance the two identities by keeping the 

Palestinian consciousness, as both authors believed. The Palestinian parental generation may 

resist the naturalization and acculturation of their children in America, but these children 

share citizenship and socialize in the context of a shared school environment   with their 

American counterparts (Serhan, 2009). 

The Palestinian master-narrative is the vehicle through which the Palestinians articulate their 

identities outside the geographical space of Palestine Almarhabi (2020). The notion of 

Palestine stayed the focal point for Palestinians in different states in America (Leonard, 

2003). Despite the emotional and material bonds with their homelands, migrant groups will 

be shaped by the norms of the new country (Kivisto, 2001). In the same study of Christison 

(1989), the author wrote that there is no connection between being a patriotic Palestinian and 
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his/her integration within American culture. In other words, more integration does not 

necessarily mean less nationalism to the country of origin. 

Seward & Khan (2016) investigated the experience of Muslim American school students at 

the American high schools. The authors found that this group of students face challenges at 

school solely for being Muslims, and usually deal with ``the other” and not belonging to the 

place. School counselors should understand the religious beliefs and work with these students 

to elevate their self-honor (Sink & Devlin 2011). This is because the way Palestinian-

American students view themselves and how they are portrayed in American high schools are 

usually accompanied by tension and injustice  (Abu El-Haj, 2007; Erkat, 2020). This tension 

caused a sense of “in-betweenness” among second-generation migrants. The mix of 

American and Palestinian aspects entailed the emergence of “hybrid” children, and witnessed 

multiple exclusions from both countries. Yet, they learnt how to respond to these experiences 

in “positioned belonging” (Brocket, 2020).  As a result, the Palestinian Americans have had 

fluid identities and created dynamic relationships with both the hostland and homeland 

(Mason, 2007). 

3.    Return Migration to Palestine  

In 2010, the Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) conducted the first migration survey that 

shed light on migration in Palestine between (2000-2010) titled “Migration’s Survey in the 

Palestinian Territory”. The survey was conducted to fulfill the urgent need for migration statistics 

in light of the severe shortage of data on international migration statistics in Palestine. It 

provided detailed statistics about the size of migration, factors that affect the decision of 

emigration, characteristics of returnees and reasons behind their return.  The survey found 

that one out of 6.7% Palestinian households have at least one immigrant member.  In addition 

to their Palestinian citizenship, 5.9% of the total Palestinians have another citizenship, 9.2% 
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in the West Bank and 0.1% in Gaza Strip. With regard to the year of emigration, 51.2% left 

Palestine before 2000, while 28.4% left after 2005. The report stated that 5-7 thousand 

migrants returned to the country between (2005-2010), with the highest percentage of 9.5% 

coming back from the United States.  Out of all returnees, 33.2% came back for family 

reunions, 21.7% for studying and education purposes and about 15.0% were seeking 

improving life conditions. The same survey found that governmental schools constituted 

74.4% of schools in 2010/2011, while 13.0% were privately owned, and 12.6% were 

UNRWA-run schools. It also showed an increasing development on educational technologies 

and school facilities in Palestine. For instance, the number of rooms designed for laboratory 

science increased from 39.6% in 1994/1995 to 61.8% in 2010/2011. Regarding the 

crowdedness of classrooms, in 2010/2011 the classroom density in the basic schooling stage 

was 36.0 in UNRWA schools, 30.8 at governmental schools and   23.7 at private schools 

(PCBS, 2010).  

The (PCBS) published the “Child Statistics Series” in (2012) that tackled the status of 

Palestinian children’s rights. It discussed the realities of Palestinian children from various 

areas, such as, health, labor and demographic reality. The environment of schools is a key 

factor influencing the successfulness of academic achievement, so schools’ policies should 

take into account the students’ varying backgrounds and personalities, according to the 

“Palestinian Children –Issues and Statistics” (2012) report in the same series.  

Hammer (2005) published a book that dealt with topics related to migration, return migration 

and identity formation. Mainly, the book argued that protecting children from the “American 

life” was a main force for returning to Palestine. Hammer found that both Muslim and 

Christian children, who were born in America, were raised upon religious values and had a 

traditional uprising. In her study, the author focused on the Friends Boys School (FBS) on 
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Al-Bireh in Ramallah, where returned students from the US were almost 30% of all students. 

The private school has a program for English-speaking students of parents who went back 

after migrating to the US, and another separate program for Arabic speakers. The different 

cultural backgrounds, the different tastes in fashion and music, the returned migrants’ weak 

knowledge about the political conditions and the two groups’ different pasts all created an 

atmosphere of tension inside the school. According to Hammer, the number of enrolling 

students at the FBS grew over the years, even though many English instruction schools were 

established in the same area, such as Al-Urduniyya, Al-Jenan School and Bridge Academy. 

The author also found that language was the major distinction between students at the FBS 

school. The “American” students, who returned from the U.S, form groups during the break 

and between classes. Also, in classroom discussions they would mention “us” and “them” as 

if “them not accepting us” (Hammer, 2005. p.155). The writer added, the school was a place 

to meet and connect. It was a place where “Americans” or “returnees” shared daily struggles 

and stories, which helped at forming a group identity for returned migrants from the US to 

Palestine, as Hammer Believed. 

Brocket (2020) Palestinian second-generation returning migrants are highly influenced by the 

American norms, while their visits to Palestine show the extent to which these children have 

been affected by their raising in the US.  Brocket asserted that attending school in Palestinian 

villages is not as luxurious as taking a turkey and cheese sandwich, rather zeit wa za’atar3 

sandwich. Another difference found by Weizman (2007) illustrated that having a long shower 

empties the water tank of the family, they do not have experience about the daily life 

struggles under occupation. 

 
3 zeit wa za’atar:   زيت و زعترArabic words referring to a sandwich of olive oil, thyme and 

bread.  
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Through reviewing previous literature, it is found that there is a dearth of studies that deeply 

tackled the phenomenon of returning second-generation migrants to Palestine. There is a 

deficiency of knowledge about the experiences, adaptation and assimilation of Palestinian 

second-generation returning migrants from the US in the Palestinian schools.  Based on this, 

the current study attempted to fill this gap by understanding the experiences of 25 different 

students coming back from America and studying at the MES school in Ramallah city. By 

exploring this group of students’ experiences, this study aimed at highlighting the potential 

challenges they encounter at this school during the school year (2022/2023). 
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 Chapter Three 

Methodology and Procedures  

1.   Study Design  

The main purpose of this study is to explore the challenges that face returned school 

students from the US to Palestine, hence, a qualitative case study is applied.  Through 

qualitative research, the voice of the participants is heard (Gibson, et. al., 2004), which 

ensured more reliability to the narratives of returned school students and their reflection upon 

settling down in Palestine and getting education at Palestinian schools. To properly study the 

subjects, the method of case study was used because “it is known as the most efficient 

qualitative research method as  it focuses on the practical knowledge of the real-life situations 

and careful attention to the influence of social, political and other factors on the situation” 

(Baklashova & Kazakov, 2016, p. 1823). A case study captures “how do?” problems to 

describe phenomena of the real world rather than generating normative models (Perry, 1998).   

The case in hand is concerned with the returning “American” students, who study at the 

Modern English School (MES) in Ramallah city, in the school year (2022/2023). This 

specific school was purposefully chosen for a number of reasons. First, it has the Tawjihi4 

and the Advanced Placement (AP) 5 programs. Usually, the returning parents from the United 

States look for schools that have both programs, where education is in the English language, 

besides the Arabic language improvement classes. Students are more likely to get education 

in their native English language, and socialize with other Arab students to know more about 

 
4 Tawjihi: توجيهي :  The General Secondary Education Certification Examination in Palestine. 

It determines which subjects students are allowed to study at the Palestinian universities 

depending on their percentage out of 100. 
5 AP: An abbreviation  of Advanced Placement. It is a program of education in the USA and 

Canada, offering college-level courses for students while still at school. 
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the Arabic language and culture. However, this interaction among students coming from 

diverse cultural backgrounds may cause challenges that need to be investigated. Second, the 

MES school is one of the biggest schools in Ramallah city. Its estimated number of students 

in the school year (2022/2023) was around 1150 students, according to the school’s statistics.  

The same statistics also revealed that the returned migrant students from America constituted 

about 6% of the total number of students at school. Moreover, next year this number is 

expected to increase as new AP classes will be opened because school’s good reputation for 

its qualified staff and modern technological learning tools, encourage students to come from 

villages outside Ramallah city to attend school every day. Third, in order to collect the most 

authentic and reliable data in ethnographic research, the ethics of trust and honesty should be 

established between the researcher and the participants. For the past two years, I have taught 

most of the selected participants in the study, which strengthened the bond between the two 

parties and encouraged students to participate and share their personal stories.  

The type of case study used in this study was “explanatory” to adequately answer the 

question of “how” were the experiences of returned school students (Chopard & Przybylski, 

2021 ; Rowley, 2002) in addition to illustrating the potential challenges that encounter them. 

The specific methods used for primary data collection were semi-structured interviews 

(Available in appendix A) with the 25 participating students, five parents and five teachers 

working in the school, in addition to two focus groups comprising 5 male and 5 female 

students. Besides, – as a teacher at the school - I adopted the observation of the students’ 

social interactions in their natural settings.  To sum up, the triangulation of the multiple use of 

investigation methods – as shown in figure 1- aimed to enrich the research as it offered 

different datasets and aspects for the phenomenon of interest, as indicated by Noble & Heale 

(2019). The methodological triangulation was also a great effort to explain complex human 

behavior to provide more truthful results (Bashir, et.al., 2008). Due to the large amount of 
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data gathered by the three tools, the results of each method were put in a separate section in 

chapter four.   

   

Figure 1: The tool kit of data collection 

2. Participants 

The current research shed light on the Modern English School (MES) in Ramallah city 

as a case study during the school year (2022/2023). The MES school is a newly-established 

private school that opened its doors in 2016. The school has the Palestinian Tawjihi system of 

education from the first to the twelfth grades. It also has the AP program – Twjihi equivalent 

– from the seventh to the ninth grades. One of the reasons for choosing this particular school  

was because I work there as a teacher,  so I noticed that this group of students had different 

experiences that needed to be explored. So, in general when the researcher has a direct 

previous relation with the participants, it makes the individuals more engaging and 

enthusiastic to share information. Being a teacher of some of the participating students had 

built trust-based relations and ultimately made them more comfortable at sharing their 

personal experiences and feelings. Building a bond of trust between the researcher and the 
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interviewee is very important (Meyer, 2001). In addition, the school was a place of 

embracement for many returned students from the US, who are originally from the city of 

Ramallah or from the countryside. The total number of the participants was 25, with 5 

students from each grade from the fifth to the ninth grades. The selection of cases in case 

study methodology is usually purposeful by selecting information-rich participants who are 

worthy of in-depth study (Patton,1990 ; Perry,1998). They spanned in age from 11 to 15 

years old. It is worth mentioning here that the fifth and sixth grade participants were in the 

ordinary Twjihi school system, using the Palestinian school textbooks in Arabic Language in 

addition to other textbooks in English, including, Science, Math and the English language. 

The school had not yet opened an AP section for these grades. The other remaining 

participants from the seventh to the ninth grades were enrolled in the AP section. The main 

language of teaching the second group of students was the English language with only the 

Arabic language textbook and Islamic Studies class using the Arabic language. The students 

were selected based on the following criteria. (1) They have lived and got school education in 

the US. (2) They have moved and settled in Palestine and had been a student at the MES 

school for one year, at least. The duration of the student enrolment in the school influences 

the adaptation and integration processes. (3) The participants had to be between the fifth and 

ninth grades. In addition to the students themselves, five of their parents approved to be 

interviewed on a phone call. Moreover, it was necessary to talk to one teacher for each one of 

the five grades. Therefore, five teachers were interviewed in the school’s library to 

understand their insights about the experiences of the returned-migrant students at the school. 

3. Data Collection  

The current study collected data based on a triangulation of research methods, 

including participants’ observation, semi-structured interviews with the students, their parents 
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and teachers, in addition to two focus groups based on gender. The triangulation of methods 

aims to “strengthen research credibility” (Jiang, 2008, p.71). The triangulation in qualitative 

research enhances the completeness and confirmation of the collected data (Thurmond, 

(2001). Hence, the use of a variety of methods fosters the exploration and explanation of 

complex human behavior and gives a balanced view about it (Heale & Noble, 2019). First of 

all, observation of the returned students and social engagement with their peers at school was 

a crucial step towards understanding if they had problems in integration with the new school 

system. This tool was an enriching data collecting tool for the researcher and provided a multifaceted 

understanding of the phenomenon (Erasmus+, 2019). A case study that entails observation enables the 

researcher to examine many aspects, draw the relation between them and with the total environment 

(Gummesson, 1988). The second data collection tool was semi-structured interviews that 

allowed for getting more detailed information about the experiences of returned migrant 

students depending on their responses. Indeed, semi-structured interview is considered as a 

reciprocal engagement, where the researcher has the structure and the interviewee provides 

experience. That way, the discussion between the researcher and the respondent will lead to 

understanding the experiences and not shaping them (Husband, 2020). As a result, I 

interviewed the teachers and parents of the students, which gave a clearer image from 

different angles about the experience of coming back to Palestine and enrolling in Palestinian 

schools. Overall, semi-structured interviews allow the interviewee to modify the pace, the 

style and ordering of questions, which evokes the fullest answers from them (Qu & Dumay, 

2011). I also interviewed five teachers, who work at the school. They had direct contact with 

the students and were well-informed about the students’ experiences. Talking to the teachers 

was important to understand their point of views about the challenges that the students 

encounter and their strategies at facilitating student's integration. The parents’ point of views 

about this experience is also important, so five parents were interviewed via phone calls. 
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I have also used the focus groups technique for data accumulation. Usually, focus 

groups “add richness and depth to a project” (Wilkinson, 1998, p.185), so it was necessary to 

apply this technique. Hence, after finishing up with the semi-structured interviews I have 

formed two focus groups based on gender from the same 25 participants, in order to 

investigate the variation of experiences among female and male returnees.  

 

Table 1: Sources of data 

Method  Data Accumulation 

Instrument  

Description of Participants  Number  

 

 

  

 

 

Qualitative  

Observation  Returned migrant students at 

the MES school. 

 

25 

Semi-structured 

Interviews  

Participants: 

1. Returned migrant 

students. 

2. School teachers. 

3. Students’ parents.  

 

 

35 

Focus-group 1. Five male students. 

2. Five female students.  

10 

 

       

3.1. Observation 

 It is common in research to use interviews accompanied by other methods like 

observation (Cowie, 2009).This tool for data collection is usually used in case study research 

to get a deeper understanding about a phenomenon, such as when teachers want to observe 

their own students’ behavior. Therefore, as a Science and Conversation teacher at the MES 

school since 2021, I have observed the performance of the “American” students at the school. 

During the last year, I did not have direct contact with all “American” students, but I have 

witnessed how they socialized with other students inside and outside the classroom. 

Therefore, for the school year (2022/2023) I have decided to give attention to this group of 
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students in my thesis to deeply understand their experience of integration within the 

Palestinian school system, particularly in the MES school. As soon as I received the initial 

confirmation for this topic, greater attention was given to these students’ behavior whether in 

their classrooms, the hallways, the cafeteria or during the lunch break. I have witnessed their 

gatherings between the classes in the school’s hallways, in addition to how they act and 

interact with others during the lunch break. Out of all participating individuals in this study, I 

taught the fifth and seventh graders, so I had the opportunity  to closely observe their social 

interaction with their Arab and “American” classmates. As for the sixth, eighth and ninth 

grades I observed them outside the classroom in the natural settings of school.  

3.2.  Semi-structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were used with the students, their parents and teachers 

throughout the month of May 2023. Due to the short period of free time at school for the 25 

participating students, they were interviewed in five groups based on their grade level. All 

students were enthusiastic to participate and talk about their experience of coming back to 

Palestine from America.  

Students were not able to be met outside school, so all interviews with them were 

conducted at the school’s library. This provided a more relaxed and quiet atmosphere that 

made students more cooperative at answering the questions. However, it was possible to meet 

them only at the school’s lunch break and sometimes the following class. So, each interview 

was completed in two stages due to the shortness of this period that equals about an hour and 

a half. The two interviews with each group took a total of around three hours.  I was keen to 

do this, keeping in mind that each of the five participants had to fully express him/herself. 

The English language was the first language of participants; therefore, it was the 

language used during all interviews. The semi-structured interview questions (Available in 
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Appendix A) were direct and mainly related to the experience of going back to Palestine, and 

more particularly the experience at the MES Palestinian school system of education. Prior to 

each interview, I offered the students some snacks, then started with an introduction about the 

content of the research and showed them pictures of the Arab American University. After 

that, all interviewed participants signed a letter of consent (Available in Appendix B) that 

was already signed by the school’s principal, which gave detailed background about the 

research and asked for the subject’s permission to record the interviews.  I also clarified to 

the participants their rights before the initiation of each interview, including their right to 

withdraw at any time of the interview and to refuse answering any research question.  

The selected teachers for interviewing preferred meeting inside the school, which also 

took place at the school’s library. Their selection process was based on the grades they teach. 

One teacher for each of the five classes was interviewed, in order to get more authentic 

information about the students’ behavior inside the classroom. It was also important to collect 

data about the strategies that teachers used to embrace “American” students, whether in AP 

or Tawjihi sections. Gathering the teachers in one group was purposeful. Firstly, the 

interaction between them would result in more detailed data about the experiences of the 

returned-migrant students. Moreover, the teachers benefited from each other’s’ strategies on 

how to embrace and help “American” students, whether in the Tawjihi or AP sections. It was 

not easy for the five teachers to share one free time, so it was decided to make it during the 

final exams period. Usually during final exams the students finish their tests and leave school 

at 10 a.m. On May 23rd, 2023 the participating teachers met inside the library for the 

interview. I distributed the informed consent (Available in Appendix B) for their participation 

and started the interviews that lasted for about 90 minutes.   
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 As for the parents of students, they were not easy to access as fathers stay in the US 

for work and not all mothers were cooperative enough to participate. Therefore, interviews 

were conducted with five parents. After the mothers’ initial agreement to participate, I sent a 

soft copy of the informed consent (Available in Appendix B), explained it to them and they 

gave their approval verbally. In most cases, it is enough to get a verbal agreement from the 

participants, as it does not always have to be written (Zahle, 2017).   Then, I interviewed 

them via WhatsApp and Messenger phone calls that lasted for 10-25 minutes during the 

months of May and June 2023. It was pivotal to talk to the students’ parents to get insights 

into the main reasons behind moving to America and coming back to Palestine. Their points 

of view about the kids’ experiences in Palestine also needed to be unraveled.  

3.3.  Focus Group 

The focus-group was a valuable component of this research tool kit, which is known 

as an informal discussion among groups’ members and directed by a moderator (Morgan et. 

al., 1998). In general, members of each focus group should share similar characteristics like 

age-range and gender (Krueger, 1994). In order to ensure a comfortable atmosphere of the 

discussion, the group members should feel relaxed with each other and encouraged to 

exchange thoughts, ideas and feelings (Rabiee, 2004). In this study, the two focus groups 

were formed based on gender, the first group had male participants while the other (group) 

had female participants. To accurately fulfill the purpose of the smooth interaction and 

discussion between participants, I have selected five members for each group. Consequently, 

this number of students in each group was large enough to produce diverse opinions and 

small enough for everyone to speak (Freeman, 2006). Each group consisted of members from 

the eighth and ninth grades because they were in the same age-range and they were the most 

thoughtful and talkative students. The discussion between the two groups took place at the 
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school’s library and lasted for one hour, including the lunch break time and fifteen minutes 

from the following class. At first, students sat as two groups. Then, they were provided with  

some snacks, I introduced the process of discussion and informed the two groups that the 

interview will be tape-recorded. After that, I raised questions and the students discussed, 

argued and answered them.  

4.  Ethical considerations  

It is rigorous to take into account many ethical considerations when conducting any research. 

Adhering to ethical norms in the research field is important because they help in gaining 

public support and people usually tend to trust research with integrity and quality. Moreover, 

in research that needs collaboration among different people, values like mutual respect, trust 

and fairness should be considered to achieve a successful collaborative work (Gajjar, 2013). 

The ethical norms are more important in qualitative research, especially when the researcher 

works with vulnerable participants (Ketefian, 2015). Therefore, the researcher should inform 

the participants about their rights.  

The first of ethical considerations was informed consent (Available in Appendix B of this 

thesis).  A researcher should never force anyone to participate in research. It is the 

individuals’ right to be fully informed about the study before deciding whether to participate 

or not. Therefore, before conducting each interview, the subjects were given a letter of 

informed consent, which clarified the purpose of the study and gave them the freedom to 

participate or withdraw at any time. It assured that the observation and interview data is 

safeguarded and the participants are not deceived or manipulated (Zahle, 2017). 

Second, confidentiality was a crucial issue while conducting this research. Privacy and 

confidentiality are not the same. Privacy is about people, while confidentiality is more 

concerned with the data itself (Ethicist, 2015). From the beginning of the study, I clarified to 
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all participants including the students, their parents and the teachers that the school’s 

administration is not responsible for the study. Prior to each interview, they were informed 

that the collected data will be kept solely for the purpose of the study and it will not be 

published elsewhere. Additionally, the informants were asked whether they prefer their actual 

names to be written or not. The adult participants including teachers and parents expressed 

their consent to the writing of their names in this thesis. However, young students are 

vulnerable individuals, so pseudonyms are used instead of their real names.  

Thirdly, I was acquainted with the idea that building a rapport with the interviewees is 

essential in this type of qualitative research. That was done by keeping a respectful and non-

judgmental attitude with participants (McGarr, 2010). This task was not hard to achieve as I 

was teaching some of the students and had a close relationship with them. I also found that 

humor and providing snacks were good facilitators of this process of bonding. 

Finally, the participants were repeatedly reminded that they can withdraw from the interview 

at any time. They were also conscious that they were not obliged to answer every single 

question. 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 



30 
 

 

Chapter Four 

Results  

 

1. Introduction  

The results of this qualitative case study are presented in this chapter. The form of 

case studies in research is usually used either to test an already established theory or to 

explore a phenomenon, answer its questions and generalize a theory, (Yin, 2013). Hence,  the 

current study was mostly inductive to find answers for questions revolving around the 

experience of returning migrants from the US to Palestine. 

During the analysis process, great attention was given to the data collected by the 

unitized qualitative research tools. The data collected from observation, semi-structured 

interviews and focus groups were written on a Microsoft Word document to make the 

analysis processes easier. After that, codes were generated by focusing on the recurring 

themes and patterns in the participants’ answers in each data collection tool. On the word 

document, sentences that talked about the same theme were highlighted with the same color. 

This technique facilitated drawing conclusions across the three separate data collection 

methods. It also fostered the deep analysis of the research results (Davies, 2016). 

Table 2: Key participants of students  

Groups 

number  

Grade Members  Males Females 

1 Fifth 5 2 3 

2 Sixth 5 4 1 

3 Seventh 5 2 3 
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4 Eighth 5 3 2 

5 Ninth 5 3 2 

Table 3: Background of the students 

 

Pseudonym 

 

Previous school 

 

State 

Years of 

enrollment 

at the MES 

school 

 

Current 

grade 

Laith Kenansville Middle 

School 

North Carolina 1 Ninth  

Sima Lusher Charter School Louisiana 1 Ninth 

Tala North Middle School Missouri 1 Ninth 

Omar Ag COX Middle school North Carolina 1 Ninth 

Ali Crestview Middle School Missouri 2 Ninth 

Taleen  North Middle School Missouri 1 Eighth 

Fadel Washington Middle 

School 

Missouri 1 Eighth 

Rayan The Islamic Education 

School 

Florida 1 Eighth 

Ghena  Worth Elementary School Illinois  6 Eighth 

Yasmeen Brame Middle School Louisiana 1 Eighth 

Adam Kher’s Mill Elementry  Missouri 2 Seventh 

Yasal A.G Cox Middle School North Carolina 1 Seventh 

Mirna  Brame Middle School Louisiana 1 Seventh 

Hasan Washington Middle 

School 

Missouri 1 Seventh 

Mahdi Nohl Conyon School California  2 Seventh 

Awni Ernest Gallet Elementary 

School 

Louisiana  2 Sixth 

Amr Ace Athens Elementary 

School 

Kentucky  1 Sixth 

Sileen Millenia Gardens Florida  1 Sixth 
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Elementary School 

Nasir  Cherokee Elementary 

School 

Louisiana  1 Sixth 

Leen Lua Elementary School Kentucky  1 Sixth 

Nisreen  Worth Elementary School Illinois 1 Fifth 

Bisan Worth Elementary School Illinois 1 Fifth 

Waseem Prien Lake Elementary 

School 

Louisiana  3 Fifth 

Lamar  Lua Elementary School Kentucky  1 Fifth 

Ayham Millenia School Florida  1 Fifth 

 

The tool kit of the study consisted of three different tools. The results of each data 

collection tool have been presented separately. 

2. Results of observation of the participating students 

  Observation is a research tool can be applied in multiple contexts including the classroom, 

playgrounds, playing fields, corridors and cafeteria of the school. Observing the participants 

in their natural settings supports and enriches the database gathered via the other instruments 

applied in this study (Simpson & Tuson 2003).  

I have worked at the MES school for the past two years. It was the first time working at a 

school combining the Tawjihi and AP sections. During the school year (2021/2022), which 

was the first year at the school, I have witnessed the different social gatherings and peer 

interactions among the students themselves and their teachers. I had the opportunity to 

observe the kind of relationships that connect the students with each other and how they 

interact whether inside the classroom, in the schools’ hallways, in the cafeteria or in the 

playground. Throughout the same year, there was always something that caught my attention. 
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The students who spoke native English talked only to each other and had little interaction 

with the other Arabic native students. Inside the classroom, they had interacted with their 

teacher, and with other good English-speaking students. Outside the classroom they usually 

formed social circles where they shared conversations with other native English students. I 

noticed that these students isolated themselves from other students. This group of students 

were mostly returned migrants from the US. For this specific reason, in (2022/2023) when I 

had the chance to conduct the current thesis I grasped the opportunity to spot the light on the 

experiences of returning migrants from the United States and the possible challenges they 

face at the Palestinian schools.  During the school year (2022/2023), more attention was 

given to these students.  In this year, I have been a teacher for ten participants in the fifth and 

seventh grades involved in the study.  

According to my observations, their communication during the class with their peers has 

varied degrees of integration depending on their personalities and the time they spent in the 

MES school. Those who have been in the school for more than one year had shown stronger 

social connections with their classmates than the newly-registered ones. Most “American” 

students understand Arabic very well but cannot communicate using this language. So, 

language was the only barrier between them and other Arab students in the classroom and 

they communicated with students who were able to express themselves in English. However, 

during the lunch break, all “American” students sat, talked and played with each other most 

of the time while creating a group identity. As for their academic achievement, it also 

improved throughout the year. The students who were new to the Palestinian curriculum and 

teaching system, had bad results at the start of the year. However, with their teachers’ 

assistance and with more practice they started to do well in their tests and assimilated with 

the school rules.    
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The observations of the other sixth, eighth and ninth graders were basically carried out 

between their classes in the school’s hallways and during the lunch break in the playground. 

This group of “American” English-speaking students mostly limited their social interaction 

with each other. They talk, play, joke, study, have lunch and sit together, separating 

themselves from Arab students. In the corridors, they stand in small circles talking to each 

other or with their teachers between the classes. In the playground, they are always playing 

basketball together, where you can rarely see an Arab student playing with them. At the same 

token, they never play football with the Arab students. Another thing I have observed was 

that during the lunch break, the females tend to sit in marginalized areas in the playground 

where they eat lunch, study for tests and talk to each other. By the end of the school year, 

“American” students started to show more social engagement and integration with their Arab 

peers by talking to them and joking with them more frequently. 

Overall, this qualitative study belongs to the ethnographic and naturalistic approach of 

research. Using this type of research entailed the observation of the investigated individuals 

in their naturalistic social settings (Simpson & Tuson 2003). This unstructured observation 

entailed entering the field without predetermined notions in respect to the participants’ 

behavior (Mulhall,2003). Gold (1958) illustrated that a researcher can take the complete 

observer role subordinated with other roles and in conjunction with tools of data collection. 

In this study, I have played the role of the complete observer of students’ behaviors outside 

the classroom. This allowed more understanding of how individuals behave in certain 

contexts and how they interact with others. However, as their teacher, I have been a 

participant-as-observer or active participant as Gold (1958) and Spradly (1980) called 

respectively. All of this have helped at getting a closer view of the kind of social challenges 

that “American” students face at the school.  
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3. Results of semi-structured interviews with students  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with three groups of participants: the returned-

migrant students in the MES school, their teachers and parents. Several distinct themes that 

emerged throughout the course of the interviews with these students are listed below. 

  3.1. The Language Barrier 

For all 25 “American” students, language barriers play an important part in their integration 

process within the MES school. Before delving deeper into the emerging themes from 

interviews, it must be noted that the school does not have an AP section for the fifth and sixth 

grades. This means that fifth and sixth graders returning-migrants from America have to 

enroll in the Tawjihi section, with only Science, Math and English language textbooks using 

the English language. The AP section starts from the seventh to the ninth grade. The seventh, 

eighth and ninth American graders enroll in the AP section, where classes are mostly in 

English. Thus, the language barrier has always been there, with varying degrees across the 

different grades. The “American” students in the Tawjihi section encounter language barriers 

both in the curriculum and in the interaction with other Arab peers. A fifth-grade student 

whose name is Lamar expresses her inability to write in Arabic and how her communication 

skills in Arabic have improved:  

      “it’s harder here because everything is Arabi and sometimes I forget Arabic                                

words so I have to write them down on a paper but teachers think that I’m cheating 

.. so language is the only barrier..  I know how to speak Arabic now ..” (Lamar). 

 

However, American AP students are learning using the American English curriculum. Most 

of their classmates are also returned-migrant students from America or Palestinian students 

with excellent English- speaking skills. All interviewed students express their ability to 
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understand Arabic, but they cannot speak the language fluently. Another eighth -grade 

student  whose name is Fadel links between Arabic speaking ability and accents: 

“The main problems are speaking and writing Arabic. Also, when I speak Arabi my 

accent is different so I need to change it” (Fadel). 

Generally, “American” students find it difficult to interact with other Palestinian Arabic 

speaking students. Nasir from the sixth- grade points out to the idea that no one gave them 

help to improve their communication skills: 

                “The language barrier here is not good. Arabs do not help. My Arabic is so  

                 kind and helpful” (Nasir). 

Out of all interviewees, one student believes that language is not a barrier between 

“American” and Arab students. Also, he says that the fact of being able to speak English does 

not make him any less Palestinian. His mother is American and his father is Palestinian, so he 

has Palestinian roots. The student is desperate about how he is perceived by Palestinians as 

fully American, while neglecting his Palestinian national roots:  

 Language is definitely not a barrier.  It is national mode. I’m American but I have 

Palestinian roots. But they perceive us as fully Americans. As an American, they 

think I’m directly going to hell. But I have a Palestinian birth certificate and other 

Palestinian certificates; I am not fully American. I’m from here. They do not seem to 

understand that. They act as it is something not existing” (Awni). 

3.2. The School System  

All of the students involved in the study emphasized the enormous differences between the 

American and Palestinian school systems, particularly at the MES private school in 

Ramallah. These differences are put into many categories. 

3.2.1. Route to School  

 Of all interviewees, 23 talk about the difficulty of arriving at school on time in the morning, 

because most of these students live in villages outside Ramallah city.  A twin sister from the 
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fifth grade mentioned that in America the school usually starts at 9 a.m. They used to leave 

their home half an hour before that time. Nevertheless, when they came back to Palestine, it 

took them one hour every day to go to school, since they live in a village near Ramallah: 

“In America classes start at 9 and we have to go out at 8:30. My house was close, 

but here we live very far from the school in Alqbebah and it takes us one hour to be 

here on time. We have to wake up at 6 to get ready, so we come to school tired” 

(Bisan & Nisreen).  

The school system in America is characterized by more flexibility and freedom, compared to 

its counterparts in Palestine.  Students over there had more freedom in terms of movement 

between classes and the duration of the class itself as Omar adds: 

                “ In America we have more freedom. Here, we have only one lunch break for 45   

              minutes, and no break between other classes, but in America we walk between  

              classes” (Omar). 

 

3.2.2. Pedagogy and Learning Styles  

The 25 interviewed students agree that the teaching and learning styles are different across 

the two countries. All of them talked about the teaching styles at the school. Tala believes 

that school education in America was more fun and interactive than the MES school: 

“Classes in America are more fun, at school here it is just work and work and 

work, when you go home you study and study and study. When you come back the 

next day there will be more tests. But in America, the teachers give you stuff to do 

inside the class, so learning is more over there” (Tala). 

Mirna comments on how biology classes should be taken by inferring that students have to go 

to the school's laboratory and do experiments over there. The same interviewee also adds that 

usually in the MES, the students listen to what the teachers deliver during the class and she 

compares that with the teaching styles in America. Instead of highlighting and studying the 

whole texbook, they  study from simplified versions of their books and she states: 
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“ Here the classes are boring, but there (In USA) we have more activities. For 

example, in biology we have to go to the lab, we have been there only once this year. 

We just listen to what the teacher says. In America, they simplify the textbook by 

turning it into a booklet, but here we study the whole book itself. In the school in 

America we are more free. In America, everyone has his own laptop because we 

read a lot, we do more reading over there” (Mirna). 

Laith, who is another ninth grader, comments that some teachers teach, by explaining the 

main concepts and highlighting them in students' textbooks. After experiencing both school 

systems, this student finds that education was better in America using more activities in the 

teaching and learning processes: 

                     “In my opinion, in America they know how to teach better, they do more  

            activities, which fosters learning. Here, it is mostly self-study and we barely  

            highlight.  (Laith). 

The 25 students expressed the tension they live with, due to the lack of time they have to 

finish all tasks for the next day at school. Each of the Tawjihi and AP sections have their 

own reasons for that. First, the 10 “American '' students in the fifth and sixth grades, who 

are in the Tawjihi section, need to put in more effort at home than their Arab classmates. 

Leen is one of the students who works hard at home to keep up with her classmates and do 

well in her tests. She says that her parents do a great effort to help her in this process of 

translation and understanding: 

“.. I do everything at home with (the help of) my parents” (Leen ). 

Second, the lack of time accompanied by the great amount of material to study is a big issue 

for all the 15 AP students. Especially that these students come from villages outside 

Ramallah city and need no less than 45 half an hour to be at school on time. Ali recalls his 

experience in his old American school when he had to study for two hours maximum and 

excel in a hard exam. However, Ali adds that this year he has to study not less than three 

hours daily to pass the tests. He has to manage his time because he lives in Tormosaya and 

his home is 45 minutes away from school: 
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“I used to take honor classes which were considered hard, and used to cry 

sometimes. But here we are crying blood! In America I would study for one or 2 

hours and get an A. If you pay attention to the teacher during the class, you do 

not even need to study. Here, I need to study all day long and I have no time, 

especially since I live in Tormosaya , which is 45 minutes away from school” 

(Ali). 

Two interviewees talked about their free time plans, other than studying. The seventh grader 

Hasan maintains that they have so many tests in a week and  he stresses that as children they 

have to have more free time to relax and think about other things in life like making Palestine 

free: 

      “The tests are so hard. Every week we have three tests. We are children, we 

       need free time. I wanna make Falasteen free. How would I do that with just  

       mukh6?” (Hasan). 

Laith also wants to achieve other goals in life, such as going to the gym and going out with 

friends: 

“From the first to the sixth grade I did not open one book to study, and my mum 

would yell at me; however,  I got lower than 85%. In the seventh grade it 

dropped because it was online. I don’t want to study all day. I have got a life to 

live. I go home, I go to the gym, I go out sometimes. Especially that I live in Al-

Mazara’a  Alsharqieh, which is 45 minutes away from school.” (Laith). 

Out of all the interviewed participants, two students talked about meeting teachers’ 

expectations. Tala and Omar are the best committed students in their class. Tala is engined by 

her teachers’ high expectation of her and her dad’s obsession with full marks. Ali does not 

want to disappoint his teachers and his parents, who pay a lot of money to make him at the 

MES school. Tala and Omar further say: 

“The problem is that the teachers always expect more from us. They want us to 

spend all day studying.  My dad is crazy about my grades” (Tala). 

“My teachers know that I am a good student and they alway (always) encourage 

me.. my parents paid 13,000 shekel 7for me to be here so I have to work hard to 

make them proud” (Omar). 

 
6 Mukh مخ: The Arabic term for the English word “mind”. 
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3.2.3. School size 

All “American” interviewees confess that the school is bigger than their previous schools in 

America. This is one of the problems they encounter in their adaptation process to the new 

Palestinian school system. New students will not find it easy to reach his/her own class, 

especially at the beginning of the year. That is because the school’s architectural design 

combines both the basic and secondary levels in one building, with each section on one side 

of this building. Besides, the school consists of three floors. New students may ask about 

the directions to reach their classes; however, it is more challenging for young “American” 

new students due to the language barrier, according to Bisan: 

“The school is so big! I got lost at first and I had to follow every student I know 

to the classroom” ( Bisan ). 

The large space of the school and the big number of students cause a problem for the 25 

participants. Rayan is not satisfied with the size of the school that has grades from the fifth 

grade to Tawjihi. Despite that, he looks at the bright side of the experience and recalls: 

“The school here is harder because I used to go to a small private school over 

there, so I’m not used to big schools  [pause] but, it is a nice challenge” (Rayan ). 

On the other hand, Adam correlates the big school involving all grades with the issue of 

bullying. This student states that there are higher chances of getting bullied by older students 

in big schools. Meanwhile, in America the situation is different where each level has its own 

independent school building: 

“In America, there are elementary schools, middle school and high school. Here 

all grades are at one school, and I do not think this is a good idea, because you 

could get bullied by any grade up to the twelfth grade. In America, when they 

divide the school into different levels, they make the lives of everyone easier” 

(Adam). 

 
7Shekel الشيكل: the currency of “Israel” and Palestine.   
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The MES school was established 6 years ago. For 5 years, all grades had one lunch break 

after the third class at 10:15 a.m. However, with the rising number of students registered at 

the school this year (2022/2023) there are two lunch breaks. The first one at 10:15 for the 

fifth, sixth and seventh grades. The second lunch break is for the rest of the grades to Tawjihi, 

at 11 a.m. The big number of students at the school in the school year (2022/2023) allows 

each grade to have one PE class in a week, instead of two.  Ghena is an “American” student 

who enrolled at the school 6 years ago. This year she is in the eighth grade. She has witnessed 

how school got bigger over the years and its consequences on the school system. Ghena 

expresses her thoughts with an angry tone: 

“ The challenges I face in school have changed over the years,  because we have 

to share lunch and classes. This year we only have one PE class a week, last year 

we had two. Also, last year we used to go out for lunch after the third class, but 

this year it’s after the fourth class” (Ghena). 

3.2.4. Subjects Taught in Schools  

The interviewed individuals in the Tawjihi section, including five students from each of the 

fifth and sixth grades, confirmed that school subjects are harder in the MES than in America. 

In view of the fact that the school does not have AP levels for these grades, “American” 

students have to enroll in the Tawjihi section. Therefore, the main challenge for this group of 

students is the language itself. The reason behind this is that all classes are usually in Arabic, 

not including English, science and Math classes. Waseem from the fifth grade says that 

language is a problem he encounters. He believes that teachers should make it easier with 

“American” students, because of the language difference: 

“The main challenge is reading Arabi ..  I think the school should be easier for us 

because everything is in Arabi” (Waseem ). 

The students expect teachers to help them with the language. For example, Amr from the 

sixth- grade asserts that he has expected that the situation at school will be better: 
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    “I thought the school would be easier and the teachers would help me more” (Amr). 

On the contrary, the AP students have had difficulties with the language. The ten students 

from the eighth and ninth grades agree that since all classes are in the English language, it is a 

good advantage for them. Adam has been a student for two years in this school. In 

(2021/2022) he was in the Tawjihi section in the sixth grade, but at the start of the school 

year (2022/2023) he was able to join the AP section in the seventh grade. Adam recalls:  

 “Last year I was in the ordinary Tawjihi section, where most classes were in 

Arabic, but now I’m in the SAT section and it’s all English” (Adam). 

 

In relation to the number of subjects that AP students take, they have nine mandatory classes. 

The subjects include Social Science, Physics, Math, Chemistry, Biology, English Language, 

Islamic Studies, Arabic Language and Computer. The ten AP students are not satisfied with 

this big number of mandatory classes. Especially that in America they could have taken only 

four subjects each semester that they choose. Yasal is surprised by this fact of taking all these 

mandatory subjects in one year. She expected the system to be the same as in America. 

Meaning that starting from the ninth grade students will have a number of mandatory subjects 

to select like Chemistry and Biology, in addition  to other elective subjects like PE, art and 

computer: 

“Last summer when I came to Palestine, I was very excited, I wanted to come 

back to America, but people told me the school is good and fun here. But when I 

came to the school it was harder than what I expected, because we took 

chemistry, biology and physics. In America we have electives, we can choose only 

one of these classes in addition to other classes like PE, computer and art” 

(Yasal). 

Laith was another excited teenager to come back to Palestine with his Palestinian parents. 

Adapting to the new school system is his only problem here, and he likes everything about 

living in Palestine. Laith also compares between the countries’ school systems in terms of 

number of subjects to study in high school and says: 
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“I came here in 2021, before that I was crying to come back  to Palestine, I 

thought it would be so nice. I still like it here, but school is the only problem here. 

First of all, in America in high school we take 4 subjects, and we get to choose 

what we want to take, but here we have 9 classes” (Laith ). 

Ali was a brilliant student in his class in America. He talks about the difficulty of the material 

they study in the MES school. For instance, the textbook material is two levels above their 

grade: 

“.. I’ve been in hard classes in America; however, here it was much harder. It is 

not our age level. We are in the ninth grade and we are taking things for the 

eleventh or even college level material. My cousin studies biology at college and 

my textbooks’ material is the same as hers” (Ali ). 

3.2.5. Enrollment at The MES School 

Four interviewees stated that they joined the MES school mainly because they did not find  

vacancies in other schools. Sima is one of these students who registered very late, so she had 

to register at this school: 

 “This was the only school with spots left, because we signed up very late” (Sima ). 

 

One student did not care much about the school she registers in, as she argues:: 

“ I had no choice and I didn’t really care..” (Yasmeen). 

 

The remaining 20 students were recommended by family and friends to join the MES school. 

For many reasons, first the school has the AP program, which is fully taught in English. 

Second, it provides Arabic lessons, where students learn how to read and write in Arabic. 

Third, the teaching methods and the school’s infrastructure are better than other schools.  

“I was forced to come here by my parents, because I was born and raised in 

America. We decided to join a school with English subjects (AP)” (Sileen). 

 “My parents made me join the school to learn Arabic and how to read Arabic” 

(Mahdi). 
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“It was my parents' decision because it’s all English. Also, because it’s a private 

school and they teach better according to my parents” (Ayham). 

3.3.  Cultural Differences  

Three interviewees talked about the Palestinian perception towards returning migrants. They 

mention the idea of how Palestinians make fun of people who are different from them. 

According to Adam, returned migrant “Americans” are not treated respectfully in Palestine. 

On one hand, if he/she makes an Arabic linguistic mistake while communicating with others, 

Arabs will make fun of that. On the other hand, if an Arab makes a mistake in the English 

language, Americans or returned-migrants will not make fun of them. Overall, in any spoken 

language, everyone’s’ accent of speaking is different from others: 

“ You are American, you are a joke. If I spell a word incorrectly they make fun of 

it. But everyone has his own accent when speaking in English or Arabic so it’s 

normal .. when Arabs who don’t speak English make a mistake in the language, 

It’s okay, aadi. But if an American made a mistake in Arabic, they would make 

fun of it” (Adam). 

Adam uses the Arabic term “aadi”, which means normal to ensure the idea that he would 

never mock anyone’s way of speaking. Moreover, Lamar confesses that at the beginning of 

the school this year, which was her first year at the MES school, she was too shy to speak in 

Arabic. That was because other people would make fun of her: 

       At first it was weird because I didn’t know how to speak Arabic .. I’m too 

      shy to speak it .. and I understand a little. But , people started making fun of  

      me” ( Lamar). 

From Rayan’s point of view, some teachers make fun of Americans and the way they speak. 

He also believes that some Arab students mock the “Americans” because they are jealous: 

“Some teachers would make fun of us because we are Americans .. I think  

  some students think they are better, and others are jealous” (Rayan). 
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All participants mentioned the idea that Palestinians consider returning migrants from 

America as full American citizens forgetting that they have Palestinian roots, as Nisreen 

asserts: 

“they think because I lived in America that I’m fully American, although I’ve  

  been in Palestine many times” (Nisreen). 

 

Her twin sister also feels the same and says: 

“ .. it feels weird, I am not American. America is not my formal country, Palestine 

is my formal country . I just speak a different language of a different country” 

(Bisan). 

 

Four interviewees brought up a shared experience by all returned-migrants, which is when 

Arabs recognize this group of people just by looking at them or hearing them speaking with a 

native English accent. This usually happens in villages where all people know each other. All 

of the returned-migrants in the study are from villages near Ramallah city, so they share this 

experience. For example, when Nasir walks in the streets of Beirnabla - a village near 

Ramallah city - other kids recognize him and identify him as “American”. He continues to 

say that usually the kids take the negative side of coming from America and knowing how to 

speak fluent English. They ask him about the meanings of curse words in English. Notably, 

Nasir’s tone of voice, his facial expressions and words express that he has never liked being 

treated that way. The same student further talks about another incident when he was praying 

Taraweeh 8 in Ramadan with his father, he did not get close to other kids as he was not 

familiar with what they might do: 

 “ I live in Beirnabala, when I walk in the street, kids come and ask shaklak amreki? 

and I feel annoyed. They start talking to me in English, and asking me about curse 

words in English. they see amreki as a bad thing .. In Ramadan, I went to pray 

 
8 Taraweeh:التراويح A special prayer in Ramadan’s nights that Muslims perform in the mosque after breaking 

their fast. 
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“taraweeh” with my dad. There were lots of kids but I did not stand or talk to them 

because I did not know them and did not know what they might do. So they asked me 

“shaklak Ameriki? I answered Yes”. (Nasir ). 

On the contrary, one girl participant describes confidently and proudly how lucky she feels to 

experience living in two countries and knowing two languages: 

   “I see myself as a different, smart, bilingual individual” (Taleen). 

Five participants discussed how Arabs act differently with returning migrants from America. 

When Arabs recognize someone returning back from America, they start correlating him/her 

with the American culture, hairstyle and clothing. When Amr once went to the barber’s shop, 

the barber heard him speaking English so he presupposed that Amr wanted to have an 

American haircut; however, he wanted a usual simple haircut: 

 “In the barber’s shop, when he heard me speaking English, he kept asking if I 

   wanted to do one of the stupid American haircuts” (Amr ). 

 

Also, Leen mentions that Arabs think that people coming back from America are extremely 

wealthy: 

“One time, my mum and my little brother went out to buy some shoes and my brother 

kept talking in English. So, when the guy there found out he is an American, he asked 

him if he wanted to pay with a visa card. People here think that Americans pay with 

visas” (Leen ). 

“The nature of being an Arab is something else”, according to Awni. He believes that school 

students at his school are totally different from his American classmates in America. He 

argues that they do certain “crazy” acts that he does not understand. Similarly, Nasir argues 

that “everyone in the class is a fighter. They always push each other. That way, they think 

they are men, but they are actually childish”. At the same token, Mirna compares the 

behavior of her classmates in America and in the MES school “In America, if the teacher 

goes out of class to bring something, the whole class would stay seated, but here is the 

complete opposite, they get so loud and noisy”. The twin sisters, Bisan and Nisreen were 
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mentally prepared for these differences before they came here, they said” we were scared 

when we decided to come to Palestine and my mum said people are mean over there, in 

America this is not allowed so you have to defend yourself”. Hasan and Ali’s parents 

encouraged them to come back to Palestine by describing it as heaven “.. before we came 

here, our parents told us good things about the life in Palestine, like the life there is nice, the 

school is a little bit hard but you’ll get used to it. It is just a nice place to live in, they made it 

like heaven. When we came here, it was not completely the opposite, but we wish it was 

better”. Laith likes living in Palestine, his only problem is the school itself. “I came here in 

2021, before that I was crying to come to Palestine, I thought it would be so nice. I still like it 

here, but school is the only problem here”.  

3.4.  Improvements for The Future  

In the semi-structured interviews with the “American” students in the MES school, they 

shared certain themes for the challenges they encounter and the changes they wish to apply at 

school. First, out of the 25 interviewees from the MES school, the 10 “American” students 

enrolled in the Tawjihi section wish there is more help for them as they do not fully master 

reading and speaking Arabic. Those kids understand everything said in Arabic, but they want 

more help in writing and reading. Lamar says“  I think the school should be easier for us 

because everything is in arabi”. Leen also mentions that “When I was in pre-school in 

America, the teachers used to take me and other students speaking other languages to help 

understand more”. However, the 5 sixth graders agree that the Arabic language teacher 

always supports them. She prepares different tests for the “American” students containing 

simpler terms and questions to suit their levels.  
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Second, the 15 students in the AP section want education to be more fun and interactive. 

They do not prefer highlighting textbooks and self-study methods.  In their chemistry class, 

they ask to go more often to the school’s laboratory, for instance.  

Third, all participating students compare the freedom they have in the MES school with the 

freedom in their American previous schools. Omar states “In America, we walk between 

classes”, but they cannot do this here. And, “In America, you go to the teacher’s class”, 

according to Tala, in Palestine the teacher goes to the students in their own class.  

Fourth, some students are used to wearing the uniform in their previous American schools, 

but the majority of them went to schools without the restriction of wearing uniforms. So, 19 

students hope that the system in Palestine and in the MES school does not entail wearing a 

uniform. Bisan , for instance, does not like wearing the same outfit everyday “ In summer we 

cannot wash them every day so we wash them once a week, and I don’t like going to school 

with dirty clothes, it feels weird. The teachers are lucky they get to wear whatever they 

want”. 

The last change “American” students want to apply in the school is related to food. The 

cafeteria in the MES school - like all other schools - usually offers different kinds of snacks 

on a daily basis, in addition to freshly baked pastries every day. Instead of waiting for the 

extra amounts of baked pastries, “American” students suggest that the school ask students 

what kinds of food they want to be provided. That way everyone will get what they want 

without wasting any extra food.  

3.5. The Decision to Leave School 
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Four interviewees indicate that they will not attend this school next year for three different 

reasons. One of them is decided to leave by the school’s principal because of his uncontrolled 

behavior inside the classroom. As this student clams: 

“Next year I  will not be here, because the principal Mr. Hasan does not want me 

here” (Laith ). 

 

The second student will leave the MES school to join an online school in California next 

year: 

             “I like my experience here, and my parents will not go back to America soon, so I   

               will be joining an online school in California. It is all online” ( Omar ). 

 

Ali and Adam’s parents will probably move back to the U.S. this summer. So, their two kids 

will automatically withdraw from the MES: 

             “My dad has to go to America for his work. So we won’t be here next year”  

              (Ali ). 

 

4. Results of interviews with the teachers in the MES school 

I carried out five semi-structured interviews with five teachers. Each one of them teaches at 

least one grade out of the five selected grades from the fifth to the ninth. Some details about 

the interviewed teachers are listed in table 4 below: 

Table 4: Key participants of the MES teachers  

Name Subjects Years of working 

in the MES school 

Grades  

Haneen Hussain  Math & Physics  4  AP section &  

Tawjihi section(7-

9) 
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Noor Qasem Biology, Chemistry   2 AP section (7-9) 

Amani Ismael  English Language  5 AP section (7) & 

Tawjihi section(7-

8) 

Haya  English Language 1 Tawjihi section (6) 

Amira Ismael  English Language  4 Tawjihi section (5) 

 

4.1. Adaptation to The New School System 

All interviewees agree that (the) newly - returned “American” students find it difficult to 

integrate with the Palestinian educational system that is new for them. The teachers also 

confirm that the American and Palestinian school systems are distinct from each other in 

many aspects. The freedom that students have at the American school does not exist in their 

Palestinian counterparts. Not only in the MES school, but (the ) roles of Palestinian schools 

enforce that students cannot go out of class with no permission. One teacher comments: 

“ .. the main challenge is the different school system and rules from the American  

school system. When they first came here, they thought that anyone could go out 

during the class time with no permission” (Mrs. Haneen). 

The other four teachers argue that one of the main challenges facing returning migrants from 

the US is the surrounding environment.   When individuals go out of a certain country to live 

in another, they are confronted with a new environment and lifestyle, while missing their old 

friends, relatives and school teachers. Ms. Ameera believes that “These students find it 

difficult to adapt to the new situation because they miss their old relatives, friends, 

environment and school teachers…the lack of appropriate learning environment is one of the 

main problems that may arise in the new school” . She links the environment with people and 

the learning system. Meanwhile, Ms. Noor connects the issue of the new environment with 

the “American” students’ ways of thinking. As these students come from another country and 
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culture, they try to show that using their words and actions, according to Ms. Noor. They 

moved from an open-minded culture to an Islamic strict society and school rules, as Ms. Noor 

says “I see that these students face many challenges like the different culture and 

environment. They came from an open-minded environment to a strict school with Islamic 

vibes. So this is their biggest challenge here”. This group of students had difficulty 

navigating the new environment around them and had problems communicating with others. 

But throughout time they became fully aware of this environment and acculturated 

themselves to its norms: 

    “They deal with the environment around them. At the beginning they faced  

                difficulty communicating with their classmates” (Mrs. Amani).  

“.. being fully aware of the class environment around them, and the methods of  

  teaching in English class” (Ms. Haya). 

 

4.2. Curriculum and Teaching Strategies   

For all teachers, the subjects that “American” students take at the school in Palestine are 

different from what they are used to in America for many reasons. Firstly, teachers of the AP 

grades illustrate that the material they take is higher than their level. In other words, the 

material that AP students take, need more effort at explaining and digesting to grasp it fully. 

However, it will be useful for them when they get back to America, as Ms Noor talks about 

this she mentions the story of an “American’ girl who withdrew from the MES school in the 

second semester in (2022/2023) to go back to America. Ms. Noor says “ The books they take 

have higher material than what they would be taking in America. This has an advantage for 

(them) when they go back to America, they will use it. One of my American students went 

back there in the middle of this year, she sent me messages to thank me for the courses she 

took here, they are now much easier for her when she takes them in America”. The second 

difference is the teaching system. According to Mrs. Amani, students in America are used to 
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practical learning “Here in Palestine education is totally different from the states. There, they 

depend on practical studying more than here”. In America,” it is more about expressing 

personalities by doing presentations, research papers and projects. But here, we provide a 

certain section from the book with a worksheet, they have to memorize it and have a test on 

it”, said Ms. Noor. Four teachers agree that these two reasons caused the students’ grades to 

drop. One teacher believes that their averages depend on how much effort they put in, no 

matter what the system is. Mrs. Haneen argues that “In fact, it varies across them. Good 

students didn’t feel any change in the quality of teaching they are getting in our school and 

their grades are average”. 

The fact that the school does not have an AP section for the fifth and sixth grades might make 

their experiences more challenging. Ms. Ameera illustrates that the adaptation process is 

more difficult for the younger students. She states: 

“ It can be a traumatic experience that affects children, their sense of well-being, 

reduces self-confidence and can be compounded further by instances of racism and 

bullying” ( Ms. Ameera). 

 Academically, Ms. Haya - as an English language teacher - thinks that the returning-migrant 

students in the Tawjihi section usually do not get the maximum advantage of education. This 

is because the kids are already familiar with the content of the books. Also,  the textbooks in 

the American schools were different and included more literature and critical thinking 

content: 

 “ .. now they are taking language as a second language, which differs from taking  

            literature and critical thinking lessons” (Ms. Haya). 

 

 

4.3. Social Interaction and Relationship with Peers 
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One teacher notes that the returning-migrant students are aware of the cultural environment 

around them that is different from the American one. They realize the fact that they have to 

act in a different way in Palestine generally and inside the school particularly.  This group of 

students “ .. are engaging well in the school, from students to teachers. But I am not pretty 

sure that sometimes they detach themselves from the surroundings just to take a breath and 

remember that they are now in Palestine and they need to act in a certain way”,said Ms. 

Haya. As a teacher for the sixth grade, Ms. Haya continues to say that her students do not 

seem to experience a cultural shock as they are socially active by making friendships with 

teachers and other Arab students, besides their improving Arabic speaking skills:  

 “They have many friends, they share thoughts, ideas and even feelings. They speak 

better Arabic now. So, I guess their comprehension of things around them is 

improving. I hope they keep up like that and to have that awkward culture shock 

when they are older, I do love them” (Ms. Haya). 

This meets Mrs. Amani’s thoughts about the students’ increasing confidence and social 

relations that developed during their first year at school: 

     “Now since we’re at the end of the year, the students got used to everything.  

     They even know how to communicate in Arabic. They have more confidence   

      now” (Mrs. Amani). 

On the contrary, Ms. Ameera argues that the younger generation in the fifth grade find it hard 

to adapt to a new culture and system.  “The efforts of these children to express themselves 

with words that can be extremely limited while trying to communicate also cause a limitation 

of expression and meaning” according to Ms. Ameera. She further believes that the difficulty 

of adaptation to the new system is due to the complex nature of culture that contains many 

elements, such as the language, traditions and habits that someone is accustomed to.  

Speaking about this issue she says, “Culture by its nature  contains a wide variety of elements 

and colors. People tend to maintain the folkway, customs and traditions they have acquired 

in advance. According to this, it is extremely difficult for immigrant students to easily adapt 
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to an environment where a different language is spoken and where there are different 

traditions and habits”. 

The other two teachers of the upper grades revealed that the students in the seventh, eighth 

and ninth grades found it difficult at first to merge and interact with Arab students. However, 

within the first month of the school year, they became friends with all students in their 

classes. As Ms. Noor confirms, “ ..at first, this group of students had problems in interacting 

with other Arab students, but within one month they became more social. They are friends 

now with their Arab classmates”. The same teacher connects the “America” students’ 

interaction and their Arab peers with bullying. The fact that Arab students sometimes bully 

people who are different from them makes “American” students hesitate talking to students 

who are not in their class. According to Ms. Haneen, “ .. outside the classroom they still 

stand in small circles separating themselves from others. I think this is because Arabs are 

bullies so Americans try to avoid that”. 

4.4. Teachers’ Strategies for Students’ Involvement  

The main challenges that encounter returning-migrant students are mostly academic and 

cultural. The school teachers have an integral part in reducing these obstacles and minimizing 

them to make it a successful experience. One teacher did not share her experience of 

engaging students, while the four interviewees of teachers working in the MES appear to 

share the same techniques to facilitate “American” students’ engagement within the school’s 

environment. Ensuring an inclusive atmosphere of all students in the classroom, ultimately 

leads to academic success.  As a result, both issues are considered and treated wisely in many 

ways. First, treating students as friends and only as learners. All teachers confirmed that they 

form friendship bonds with their students. For instance, Ms. Noor narrates that her students 

are close to her that they ask for her advice about problems they encounter: 
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“ They now come to my office, they trust me, they talk to me about problems they 

encounter and ask for advice” (Ms. Noor). 

Second, the creation of a friendly environment inside the classroom fosters the students’ 

adaptation to the new system and strengthens their relations with other students. To do this, 

Ms. Haya engages this group of students in the activities during her English language class by 

forming groups and making them the leaders. That way, it will be easier for them to connect 

with their peers, as she believes: 

“ I engage them in the classroom, for example to put students in groups and make 

them be the leaders of the groups to make it easier for them to make friends with all 

other students” (Haya). 

Third, applying the previously mentioned techniques leads to the building of trustful 

relationships. It is important for the teachers to motivate students to narrate their stories about 

migration and movement from America to Palestine. Ms. Ameera says, “I invite students to 

share their stories of movement and migration with each other to create a shared 

understanding and to listen to them. We have to be aware of the specific needs of every child 

in our class”. When the teacher spots the light on a student, that boosts his/her confidence. 

Mrs. Haneen tends to ask returning-migrant students about their life in America to make their 

voices more heard by everyone in the class: 

“Giving them attention. For me I talk with them about America, school and about 

life in general”. (Mrs. Haneen). 

Fourth, encouraging students to cooperate and work with their classmates to get the 

maximum benefit of the class. By doing this, “American” and Arab students know more 

about each other's learning styles and eventually it creates a harmonized atmosphere among 

students. Ms. Ameera says:“We can encourage students to collaborate and cooperate with 

their classmates. As our students start experiencing the benefits of being part of a classroom 

community, they are more likely to participate and will become more involved in learning the 

course content”. 
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5. Results of interviews with the parents of participating students  

Collecting data from the students’ parents is an enriching source of information. They give 

information about the main reasons for migrating to the States and coming back, in addition 

to their point of views about their kids’ experiences of returning to Palestine. However, 

talking to the parents was not an easy task to complete. While most students returned to 

Palestine with their mothers, their fathers still live and work in the US. As a result, not all 

parents were not cooperative enough to participate either due to their busy schedules or their 

lack of interest. Consequently, five mothers were interviewed via WhatsApp and Messenger 

phone calls. 

 Results of the interviews are presented in Table 5 below: 

Table 5: Key participants of the students’ parents  

Parent Name Number of 

kids in the 

MES school 

Year of 

returning 

from the US 

Years of 

enrollment in 

the MES 

Mother  Mariam  5 2022 1 year 

Mother  Samaher  2 2022 1 year 

Mother Rana 3 2022 1 year 

Mother Amal  2 2021 2 years 

Mother  Samar 1 2021 2 years 

 

The five interviewees share similar answers that emerge into general themes. The major 

motive that led many Palestinian families to migrate to the US were financial purposes, such 

as building a business and having a job over there.  According to Samaher, “The main reason 

that encouraged me and my husband to immigrate to America was the economic condition. 

We tried to build a business in Palestine, but it was not successful. So, we decided to move to 
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the US to start our business there”. This harmonizes with all other answers like when Rana 

says “we went to the US when the kids were still young because my husband works there”.  

Nevertheless, as the kids grew older, they started to acknowledge their surroundings and get 

influenced by them, which was not approved by the parents. Mariam claimed that “Their dad 

and I started noticing that our kids are being Americanized and we did not want that. Our 

girls started questioning why we should cover our hair and why we cannot go out whenever 

we want, for example. They have even registered in an Islamic school. But, the American 

cultural surroundings were stronger than all of this. That was when their dad and I decided 

that it was the time to come back here”. As part of the culture, the American school 

curriculum has recently normalized issues that are considered taboos in other cultures. “The 

American curriculum in public schools gives freedom to lesbian, queer, transgender, gay and 

bisexual students. They even have school celebrations for these groups” (Amal). In order to 

avoid this effect, the parents decide that their children need to live within the Palestinian 

culture. “When the kids were older, we wanted to come back to Palestine. We wanted to 

educate them about religion, traditions and habits. The American lifestyle is different from 

the Palestinian one. So, we moved back here to make them live with Palestinians and interact 

with them and learn about the culture” (Rana). 

One of their main goals for returning to Palestine is to make the kids more fluent speakers of 

the Arabic language, as they did not know reading and speaking Arabic although their parents 

have always talked to them in Arabic.  As a result, choosing a good school was an important 

issue. Samar expresses that they wanted a school that has both the Tawjihi and AP sections. 

Therefore, they have chosen the MES school to be the school where their kids will get 

education. “When we came back here, we wanted to register the kids in a school that teaches 
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in Arabic and English. So, we registered in the MES school” (Samar). All other mothers have 

positive feedback on their kids’ experience at the school: 

 “Returning to Palestine and joining the MES school were good experiences. The           

girls found it hard to study the Palestinian curriculum, but they integrated really fast 

with the system and made many friends” (Samaher). 

              “I think my kid’s Arabic speaking skills are improving” (Mariam).  

“The school was amazing. My kids all enjoyed going to this school. Their Arabic 

speaking and writing skills have improved during the year they spent there. I like the 

school and the teachers are very nice and cooperative” (Rana). 

  “During the past two years Mahdi’s Arabic speaking skills and integrating with   

other Arabs have developed significantly” (Samar). 

 

The parents have different techniques to support and facilitate their kids’ adjustment to the 

Palestinian cultural and educational environment. Two interviewees talk about educating the 

kids about the different lifestyle they will live in Palestine. Amal and Samaher have plainly 

explained to their kids prior to returning that they will experience things differently here and 

how they should behave in certain contexts. Samar and Rana assert that transferring between 

two countries is not an easy process. However, they say that it was important for them to 

raise the kids as bicultural individuals who balance two identities and are proud of both of 

them. So, “they come back and they can experience it all by themselves” as Mariam states.  

6. Results of the focus groups’ discussion 

From the 25 participating students in the study, I have formed two focus groups. The first 

group was made of five male students while the second one consisted of another five female 

students from different grades. Three major themes emerged from the groups’ discussion and 

answers to the interview questions ( Available in Appendix B of this thesis).. 

6.1. Older Students Need Longer Time to Adapt 
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   The ten boys and girls agree that although they share the same experience of returning to 

Palestine from America, the time they spend there, affects their adaptation and integration 

within the new school system. The more years studied in American schools, makes it harder 

to get used to the other different systems. In general, transferring between different school 

systems is challenging for students due to the distinct learning styles, curriculum, uniform 

roles and cultural symbols. For example, Tala says that relying on self-study in Palestine is a 

hard task that she is trying to adapt: 

“ .. because we stayed in America until middle school. Fitting in here took me a lot 

of time, especially that we depend on self-study” (Tala). 

6.2. Princess Treatment of Girls 

   The two groups of boys and girls agree that the integration process in the school is 

different, because teachers are more strict with boys. They both believe that teachers are 

easier with the girls in terms of freedom of movement, punishments and coming late for 

class.  For example, Ali says: 

“Teachers are sexiest and I feel bad about it. In PE classes, the teacher always lets 

the boys play, while the girls are chatting with the teacher or watching us playing .. 

the school treats the girls here better than America. They would not get this princess 

treatment in America” (Ali ). 

 

 While talking about how the boys are treated, Laith gives another example: 

“If one of the boys is late to class, he will be kicked out of class. but if it is a girl the 

teacher would simply say it’s ok habibty” (Laith ). 

 

6.3. Girls Through the Lens of Palestinian Culture 

    The interviewed girls agree that certain behaviors that are normal in the American culture 

may not confront the Palestinian one. Their movement between the two cultures makes 
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individuals more aware of the cultural differences and norms. They get the chance to 

experience and know what is right and wrong in each and every culture they live in.  

Throughout the discussion, the girls recall how the Palestinian and Arab culture require girls 

to behave in certain manners to meet societal expectations. According to the girls,  

“ In America, you can walk down the street and do whatever you want and you can 

speak normally. But here, you have to whisper in each other’s’ ear”. 

 

They also bring up the issue of gossiping in the Palestinian community.  

 

“Here, you have to be careful about everything you say or do, because it is going to 

be reported back to your parents and it is annoying” 
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Chapter Five 

 

Discussion, Conclusion 

 and Recommendations 

 

1. Introduction  

        This chapter presents detailed discussion of the results of this qualitative study. In 

particular, the chapter seeks to answer the questions of the study as well as providing an 

informative conclusion that leads to offering some relevant recommendations.  

2. Discussion  

      The research results bring out into open that the young generations are mindful of the 

experiences of international migration and return migration movements. They are aware that 

each of the two processes has its own opportunities and challenges. The main indicator of the 

results of the study is that the participants in the research are second-generation returning 

migrants from the United States to Palestine, who lived the experience by themselves. In 

addition to the fact that all participating students in the study, who are between 11 and 15 

years old, are mature enough and capable of reflecting on their experiences of transferring 

between the two countries which answering the interview questions and their social behavior. 

Moreover, most of the participants have been in Palestinian schools since almost a year, 

which helps at evaluating their experiences. Consequently, the study’s results prove that 

returning migrants face many difficulties during their acculturation process in the Palestinian 

schools. These difficulties mostly relate to the differences in language, cultural symbols and 

the massively distinct school systems in America and Palestine. This study meets the 

previous literature in the sense that the migrant Palestinian parental generation resists their 

kids’ adaptation to the American norms. Therefore, when kids are at a certain age and 
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become aware of the surrounding cultural norms, parents decide to go back to their homeland 

in Palestine. Notably, the Palestinian parents are keen to raise their children according to the 

Islamic religion, Arab culture and Palestinian traditions. Moreover, the results of this study 

add to the pool of research the idea that returning migrant school students from America do 

not consider themselves as different from their Arab peers. They consider themselves similar 

because they are raised as Palestinians, even though they lived in a foreign country. 

According to the acculturation theory, they may integrate, assimilate, separate or marginalize 

themselves from the dominant surrounding culture. The results reveal that they tend to 

integrate with the Palestinian culture by keeping elements from American culture, such as 

their English language proficiency and dress style. They also assimilate with the Palestinian 

school system by following its rules that are different from their previous American one.  

  The Palestinian uprising stands on the attachment to the land, embracing culture, abiding to 

religion and keeping family connections. So, when parents decide to move to Palestine, they 

ensure that all these values are deeply rooted in their children’s minds. This creates bicultural 

and bilingual individuals who embrace values from their ancestral and hosting countries, 

because the participating students in the study lived most of their lives in the American 

culture. However, hearing about the Palestinian culture and coming for short visits to 

Palestine are insufficient to educate them about the common cultural norms, signs and 

symbols. As a result, they are expected to encounter a number of challenges while 

transferring between the two countries and attending schools with totally different systems 

that they have to follow. The clash between the two Palestinian and American cultures would 

cause confusion for them. Therefore, those individuals need to be taken care of to minimize 

the potential problems they may encounter.  
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2.1. The Challenges That Returning Migrants from The United States Encounter in 

Palestinian Schools 

According to the results of the study, there are many challenges that encounter returning 

migrant students from America in the Palestinian schools. 

 Firstly, when the “American” participating students in the study were asked about the 

challenges they encounter in the school, they always started with the language barriers. For 

those kids, language constituted a major obstacle in their integration process with the other 

Arabic-speaking students. It is worth mentioning here that one of the main reasons for the 

enrollment of these students in the MES school was because their parents have planned to 

improve their Arabic speaking skills by interacting with other Arab students. This was neither 

easy to do in America nor in other Palestinian private schools that provided only the AP 

section, where English is the main instruction language. “American” students appeared to 

understand everything said in Arabic ;however, they seemed to lack the confidence to express 

themselves and communicate using the Arabic language. This was caused by two main 

reasons, the first was the limited vocabulary storage they had. The second reason -as they 

expressed- was due to the other Palestinians who would make fun and mock their Arabic 

accents. Therefore, language was considered the first challenge for them. Nevertheless, I 

believe that with more time spent at the school, and with more interaction with Arabic 

speakers, the language barriers will be erased, allowing more intercultural communication 

and interaction to occur. This was proved by many students who were able to improve their 

abilities of speaking Arabic by the end of the school year, after spending time with Arabic 

speakers and reading Arabic books. The Arabic speaking skills improved for the younger 

students in the Tawjihi section because their classmates are native Arabic speakers and 

Arabic is the language of instruction in most classes. Meanwhile, the students in the AP 
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section were all English speakers, which did not allow much progress in their learning of 

Arabic. In fact, learning a new language requires social contexts, in which interaction with 

other partners fosters the learning process, as indicated by Verga & Kotz (2013).  

Secondly, the distinct learning styles in the Palestinian and American schools constituted 

another problem for newly-returned migrants. In America, education at schools is more 

practical than Palestine. According to the students, it involves a more interactive and fun 

atmosphere like more frequent visits to the laboratory, class discussions, presentations and 

projects. However, the Palestinian system of schooling depends on more memorizing, more 

annual tests, reading and highlighting the material. It is teacher-centered instead of being 

student-centered. The interviewed teachers agreed that the Palestinian and American 

schooling systems are different and how challenging that could be for transferring students 

between them. But, I believe that the recent years have witnessed more flexibility in the 

Palestinian education at schools, involving presentations, projects and more interactive 

strategies of learning. I assume that adaptation of this group of students to the new system 

might be challenging at first, but with more time spent in the school, hard work and 

consistency, students get used to it and achieve better results. Also, as a working teacher for 

four years, I believe that the schooling system in Palestine is improving technologically and it 

is paving its way to create more student-centered classes. For example, the Modern English 

School (MES) is equipped with the latest technologies needed for better quality of learning, 

including smart boards, science labs, a computer lab,  projectors and sound systems in each 

class of the school. All these resources create a sense of continuity for students who return 

from America and are familiar with technology-rich educational environments.  

Thirdly, the size of school and number of students registered at the school were found to be 

another challenge for returned migrants from America. Over there, they have elementary 
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schools, middle schools and high schools, separating each level at a different institution. In 

Palestine, we have the elementary school and high school, but sometimes all levels are 

gathered in one big school like the MES school. The elementary one is separated from the 

middle and high levels. It has a different administration, different entrance and exit and a 

separate playground. Students in the middle and high school share the same building, 

playground, computer lab, science lab and the cafeteria. This caused problems for both Arab 

and “American” students, such as bullying and over crowdedness in the cafeteria during the 

lunch break. According to the school’s principal, the total number of students during the 

school year (2022/2023) was around 1150, including the elementary, middle and high levels. 

Next year, this number is expected to increase as more students will register and a new class 

will be opened in the AP section.  The principal added that each class had a maximum 

number of 25 students in the Tawjihi section classes, and 20 students in AP classes. Students 

in the middle and high schools shared the same playground and cafeteria, but they had two 

separate lunch breaks. The crowdedness would occur in the morning before the start of 

classes and when the students leave at the end of school day.  

Fourthly, the next challenge was related to time, school subjects and freedom of movement. 

The newly returned migrant students were surprised by the fact that all school classes in 

Palestine are mandatory. For instance, the ninth graders in the AP section in Palestine take 

nine mandatory subjects. Nevertheless, in America and after the ninth grade, they take four 

subjects each semester. So, attending nine mandatory subjects and seven classes in the same 

classroom each day at school was a great shift for the returned migrants. These students are 

used to walking between classes and going to the teachers’ class instead of the teacher 

coming to the class, as in Palestine.  Here, students go out of class either to go to the 

bathroom or for lunch break. So, they did not have the same freedom of movement inside the 

school as it was in their American schools. In the MES school, the seven classes start at 8 
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a.m. and finish at 2:50 p.m. Given that all participating students in the study came from 

villages outside Ramallah city, arriving at school on time was not easy. Some students took 

45 minutes each day to arrive at school and go home. On one hand, going to school from 

nearby villages everyday needs time and effort. Students need every hour either to relax or to 

prepare for next day’s homework and tests. On the other hand, getting a good quality 

education always requires working hard to achieve it. The remarkable staff of teachers 

working in the MES and the quality of education are worthy of all the efforts they do. The 

transition between two totally different systems is not a simple process, and adapting to the 

new system might be hard at first, but with time it becomes easier. 

The fifth challenge is subordinated to the cultural variations between the returned migrants 

from America and Palestinians inside school and outside. The American and Palestinian 

cultures are distinct in many ways, each has its own symbols, signs and meanings. This may 

cause misunderstanding and miscommunication if not properly interpreted. For kids who 

were raised in America and not familiar with the Arab culture, interpreting it might be 

challenging as they are not familiar with the cultural codes. First, returning migrants love 

everything about the Palestinian lifestyle, narratives, culture, traditions, food and historical 

places. The Palestinian parental generation has always been keen to implement the love of the 

land in their kids’ mentality and raise them according to the Palestinian culture. Nevertheless, 

learning about a specific culture without living in it is inadequate. Therefore, the parents take 

the decision of returning to their native country in order to give their kids the chance to live 

within the Palestinian culture to experience its habits, costumes and traditions. Furthermore, 

to practice speaking the Arabic language, that way, their acculturation process to the 

Palestinian culture will be smooth and successful.  Surprisingly, “American” kids neither like 

being identified as “Americans” nor being correlated with the American culture, clothing 

style or music. For them, speaking the American English accent does not make them 
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American people.  Still, they refer to themselves as full Palestinians who lived in a different 

country and their movement between the two cultures and the contact that occurs between 

them. As long as there are intercultural interactions between people from different cultural 

backgrounds, the acculturation process will continue (Berry, 2005). This mostly entails 

learning each other’s food preferences, language and social interactions. Therefore, 

“American” migrants are bicultural individuals, who carry characteristics from their hostland 

and homeland that cannot be neglected.  

In Palestine, returned migrants are positioned as “Americans”, which involves many cultural 

differences such as language and style. While Palestinians compare life in the United States 

and its privileges like wealth and peace with life in Palestine under occupation, they are not 

aware that this does not make them less patriotic to their homeland. The participating 

students in the study desire to get involved into the Palestinian community and not as “the 

other”. This leads to the second cultural issue that is respect for individual differences.  The 

returning migrants believe that they should be treated with more respect from their Arab 

peers, as they sometimes mock how they speak or dress. Third, some cultural aspects and 

terms are completely vague for these kids, such as “al jaish”9, that became part of the 

Palestinian national  narrative and culture. As an occupied land, newcomers from outside of 

Palestine assume the Israeli military spread in the streets are Palestinian police not knowing 

that they are a threatening danger for them.  The short annual visits to Palestine during 

summer vacations are insufficient to fully equip them with all cultural terms, one needs to 

live for a certain period of time in culture to know everything about it.   

The discussion between boys and girls to assess whether there are gender differences in their 

integration and assimilation processes in Palestine came out with an interesting result. 

 
9 “Al Jaish” الجيش: An Arabic word referring to the Israeli military forces that usually exist in the streets 
of Palestine, threatening Palestinian citizens.   
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Spending a longer time in America makes it harder to adapt and integrate with a new system 

and culture. So, the younger generation finds it easier to integrate with the new surroundings 

more than the older generation, regardless of their gender. This means that the younger 

generation’s assimilation process by giving up some of the previous cultural habits and their 

adaptation to the new one takes less time and effort. I argue that is because the longer time 

returning school students spend in any host country, makes their adaptation to its culture and 

school system deep and strong. Students who came back from America and lived there for an 

extended period of time, have become familiar with the school system there. So, when they 

come back to their country of origin in Palestine, they need an adjustment period. In addition 

to assimilating to the Palestinian educational system, language proficiency plays a significant 

role in their transition experience. Many returning migrants have high levels of English 

proficiency, therefore, those who enroll in the Tawjihi section in Palestinian schools, might 

have communication difficulties since Arabic is the primary language of instruction. For that 

reason, most parents take the decision to come back to Palestine, in order to improve their 

children’s Arabic language communication skills.    

Nonetheless, the participating students in the study believe that the societal judgments and the 

cultural guidelines are strict on girls. That includes rules about modesty, dress code, gender 

roles and authority, in addition to emphasis on education, because the Palestinian culture 

values academic achievement for males and females. At the same time, the students argued 

that inside school, teachers are more tolerant with girls and do punish them for not abiding by 

the rules.  For them, even though the school rules do not discriminate between the two 

genders, they believe that teachers treat girls in a more tolerable manner than boys. It is 

important to note, regardless of gender, Palestinian schools have unique roles and regulations 

that govern students’ behavior, attendance, disciplinary actions and academic achievement. 

All students are expected to adhere to these guidelines to create a welcoming and inclusive 
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environment for everyone. As a teacher, I disagree with the students’ views about the 

discriminatory treatment between males and females at school. The rules and punishments 

are the same for  everyone regardless of their gender. However, boys usually get more 

negative attention than girls as they are “inclined to break rules” ( Cullingford,1988, p.8). 

2.2. Returning Migrants and Palestinian Schools Meeting Together  

The results of this study on 25 different students who returned back to Palestine from 

the United States and enrolled in the Palestinian schools showed that they face many 

challenges. These challenges are generally due to living in different countries, systems and 

cultures. While it is necessary for this group of students to assimilate with the local 

educational system, it is equally important to understand their unique needs as returnees and 

to acknowledge any changes that could promote their transition. So, the school administration 

and the agency of students have to collaborate to achieve their effective integration and 

adaptation.  

Systems are made of rules that are created to be followed. Each country’s schooling 

system has its own unique rules and restrictions that all students have to abide by them. When 

students with Palestinian origins come from other countries, there are various  factors that 

affect the degree of their commitment to the system. The study shows that this would include 

their previous educational experience, the time they spend outside Palestine, and their Arabic 

language proficiency. In this study, younger students are found to be faster in their Arabic 

language learning process and more flexible in assimilating to the new system. On the other 

hand, older students ,who had spent a greater portion of their education in American schools, 

find it harder to catch up with the system and need extra support, regardless of their gender. 

Efforts should be made by the students themselves and the school administration to ensure 

their smooth integration and assimilation. Recently returned migrants appear to follow the 
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standard rules that are related to the school’s punctuality, classes and examination. In the lens 

of the acculturation theory, they assimilate with the new system by giving up what they are 

used to in their previous American schools. The participants in the study gradually abandon 

the old rules they are used to, and get more acquainted with the new rules in Palestinian 

schools. This may include rules about uniform, movement between classes, school subject 

choices and discipline. Palestinian schools are more restricted in these rules compared to its 

American counterparts.  

Meanwhile, this group of students challenge common cultural terms, concepts and 

habits. They put some effort into understanding the common cultural norms inside school and 

outside to integrate with it and avoid any misinterpretations or misunderstandings. For 

example, , the students need to earn the nature of relationship between teachers, students and 

the kind of food the Arab students bring to school and rules about using their phones during 

school time.  

At the same time, schools ought to provide a balanced approach that ensures a 

harmonized mixture between the existing Palestinian schools’ system and the returning 

migrants' needs. After looking into schools’ admission documents for students from other 

foreign educational systems published by the Palestinian Ministry of Education (Available in 

Appendix D), it was found that they only illustrated the procedures of accepting returning 

students. The documents did not address the returnees’ psychological or educational needs. 

The Ministry of Education in any country ought to develop initiatives and policies that ensure 

the assimilation and integration of returning students from varying educational systems.  

The participants in the study proposed a few changes to be applied in the Palestinian schools. 

First, providing language support classes. The MES school provides special Arabic language 

lessons for native English speakers. Some students have difficulty in reading Arabic words, 
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while others little know how to properly form sentences.  So, these lessons, which are taught 

by Arabic language teachers in the school, are about the Alphabets, grammar, reading and 

writing. Teachers teach each skill depending on the students’ language proficiency. Second, 

the returned migrant students ask for less tests in a semester and a more interactive and fun 

environment of learning. Generally, the Palestinian education is shifting from a teacher-

centered into student-centered approach, in which students are given the lead of the class, in 

addition to preparing presentations, interactive educational games and projects. At the same 

token, the grading system is mostly based on traditional or formal evaluation. In the 

Palestinian schools, the total average of each student depends mainly on tests. All subjects in 

Palestinian schools should have a daily, midterm, final test and pop quizzes, which tends to 

be exhausting for the teacher and the student.    

Third, returned migrants of school students from America to Palestine are nostalgic for the 

freedom they had there. The American school system varies across the Palestinian one in 

many ways, like the movement between classes. Here, students take the first three or four 

classes -each lasts for 45 minutes - with no breaks between them. For students who are not 

used to this system, sitting on the same chair in the same class might be exhausting.  

Fourth, wearing the same uniform everyday was another problem for some students, so they 

wished they could wear anything to school. Returned students from the States felt that the 

system here is so strict in many things, such as the uniform, movement, tests and freedom of 

using their mobile phones. The fact that they ask for these rules to be changed, is something 

that all kids wish to be available. The school system for each country reflects its degree of 

openness. Arab cultures are more conservative, so that school rules are more restrictive to 

students. Adapting these students to the system might be challenging at first, so I believe that 

schools should offer orientation sessions at the beginning of the year to familiarize the new 
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students with the rules.  Fifth, in order to keep food in the school’s cafeteria from spoiling or 

being wasted, the students suggest that they should be asked about what they want to eat the 

next day. Some students were used to this in their old schools in America and wanted to 

apply it here.   

Overall, the students have followed the Palestinian school rules, while asking for some 

changes and improvements to be made. These changes that “American” students ask for 

function as an attempt to merge the Palestinian and American systems together. When it 

comes to the Palestinian culture, they generally seem to like it with all its attributes and try to 

understand it to avoid misinterpretations. Integrating with a culture requires someone to live 

with its community, to experience its foods and drinks, rituals, celebrations, traditions and 

costumes. The Palestinian culture has a long history that is rich in priceless meanings for 

Palestinians. Therefore, the parental generation of Palestinian migrants in all parts of the 

world never give up their original roots and educate their kids about them. This study meets 

the previous literature in this sense Meaning that the main reason for families returning to 

Palestine is to protect their children from the American norms by giving them the opportunity 

to live and experience the Palestinian culture by themselves. Communicating and socializing 

with kids at school and relatives facilitates their integration with the culture. When the 

returning migrants experience this, they begin to navigate their identities and well–being 

between the hostland and homeland.  

2.3.  The Terminology of The MES school teachers to Facilitate Returning Migrants’ 

Integration 

Teachers play an important role in providing a welcoming, supportive and inclusive 

atmosphere for returned migrant students from other countries. Students need to feel that they 

are valued and empowered to achieve their educational goals. Teachers create a friendly 
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environment inside the classroom and outside to strengthen the relationships between all 

students. Keeping close relationships with the teacher is also a good thing, since students can 

talk freely about how they feel and ask for advice to overcome any challenges they may face. 

Friendly environment is not enough to make “American” students feel as part of the whole 

group. So, teachers also tend to spot light on this group of students and introduce the whole 

class to concepts like “cultural exchange” and “cross-cultural diversity”. Doing so, they will 

have the chance to narrate their experience of transferring between two different countries 

and experiencing two various cultures.  Applying this inside the classroom makes them more 

confident and empowered, because confidence is the key to success.  Indeed, teachers provide 

transition support for returned migrants through giving them the help and assistance they 

need to smoothly assimilate and integrate with the system. It has to be illustrated here that 

these efforts done by teachers are personal initiatives since the Ministry of Education does 

not have official procedures to deal with this particular group of students. From my 

experience, having returned migrants in the class is an advantage for the student 

himself/herself and for his/her peers. In English classes, these students’ are more heard and 

they can read terms that other Arab students cannot. They can help the teacher review new 

concepts that may not be familiar to their classmates. Therefore, the best strategy a teacher 

can do is to make these students as part of the whole group to validate their confidence and 

reduce any potential challenges. 

3. Conclusion  

In conclusion, this study has provided insights into the multifaceted challenges that second-

generation returning migrants from the US encounter as they navigate the Palestinian school 

landscape. The study has illuminated the complex dynamics of transferring between two 

different countries in terms of assimilation to school systems, integration with cultural norms, 
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identity development and language proficiency. It is evident that these students face a number 

of hurdles, such as, acculturation dilemmas, language barriers, cultural differences and 

different teaching styles. Therefore, there is a need for specialized assistance in filling the 

gaps between their previous American experience and the Palestinian school educational 

system.  

It is important to acknowledge that the returnees have a variety of adaptation tactics to these 

difficulties. In general, they tend to assimilate into the school system in discipline, attendance 

and examination criteria by separating what they are used to in American schools and 

adjusting to the new Palestinian ones.  Culturally, they integrate with the surrounding 

dominant culture by keeping a balance between their American and Palestinian identities. 

This comes as a result of the mixture between the American cultural attributes, such as 

English language proficiency and dress style with the Palestinian culture and lifestyle.  These 

acculturation techniques of adaptation take some time to be fully achieved, Berry (2005). 

Therefore, the students showed more interaction and involvement with their cultural and 

educational environments at the end of the school year, supported by their parents and 

teachers.  

From a policy perspective, the results of the study underscore the value of tailored support 

and assistance mechanisms in Palestinian schools.  Cultural awareness and sensitivity 

programs, Arabic language supporting training and mentorship initiatives can play a pivotal 

role in easing newly returning migrants’ integration process. There is an urge that all 

stakeholders from the students’ families to the Ministry of Education including teachers and 

Arabic speaking students work together to make the returnees’ experience a successful one.  

The challenges that second-generation returning migrants face in Palestinian schools are not 

insurmountable. These students can be equipped to overcome them and contribute 
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significantly to the Palestinian society. The educational system’s inclusion of people from 

diverse cultural backgrounds strengthens the tapestry of the Palestinian society and adheres to 

its values of equity and inclusivity. As we go forward, let us continue to work toward a 

learning environment that embraces and nurtures all students regardless of their backgrounds.   

4. Recommendations  

The following recommendations are not listed in order to stop the challenges that face 

returning migrants from any part of the world to Palestine. It is likely that the returning 

school students and adults will always encounter some difficulties while transferring between 

countries and trying to fit in new cultures, systems and lifestyles.  These suggestions focus on 

recommending more future research, as there is an urge to fill the gap of knowledge about the 

experience of returning migrants to Palestine.  

There are several areas in the Palestinian return migration field of research that require more 

exploration and investigation. First, it would be valuable to learn more about the experiences 

and perspectives of the second generation by conducting ethnographic research or in-depth 

qualitative research with larger samples of students and schools. Second, it is crucial to look 

into how different stakeholders such as parents, teachers and policy makers can support the 

integration of returning migrants from other countries to Palestine. Understanding their 

practices and perceptions helps at ensuring the successful cultural transition and enhancing 

the educational achievement of these students. Third, beyond the immediate school 

experiences of returning migrants, longitudinal studies that track the educational attainment, 

career paths and these individuals’ contributions to the society, assess the long-term influence 

of return migration on individuals and the broader Palestinian community. Lastly, 

investigating the possible role of technology, online platforms and digital resources is an area 

that merits further attention. Exploring the ways technology can bridge educational gaps, 



76 
 

promote cross-cultural interaction and support language learning may lead to creative 

solutions that improve these kids’ educational experiences.  
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Interviews’ Questions  
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Students’ Interview Questions  

 

1. Can you tell me about your experience returning to Palestine to attend school? 

2.      What challenges have you faced as a return migrant “American” in this school system? 

3.      Can you describe any specific incidents or interactions that have made your experience  

         in   the MES school different compared to other students? 

4.      How do you deal with the problems you encounter? 

5.      How do you perceive the attitudes and treatment of the schools’ administrators,   

          teachers, and other students towards you? 

6.      In your opinion, what improvements could be made to better support the academic and  

         social success of returning migrants? 

7.      Can you share any positive experiences you have had in Palestinian schools as a return 

          migrant? 

8.      How have your parents or family members supported your educational experience in 

          Palestine? 

9.      Do you have any recommendations or advice for other second-generation return  

         migrants who are navigating the Palestinian school system? 
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Teachers’ Interview Questions 

 

 

1.      What are the most significant challenges that second-generation return migrants  

         face in Palestinian schools? 

2.      How do these challenges affect the students' academic and social experiences in the  

         classroom? 

3.      How can teachers help to foster a more inclusive and welcoming classroom  

         environment for second-generation return migrants? 
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Parents’ Interview Questions 

  

1.      What were the reasons behind migrating to the US? 

2.      Why did you decide to go back to Palestine? 

3.      In what ways do you think the MES school has supported your child’s academic and 

social development? 

4.        How do you support the kids as they return to Palestine? 
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Letters of Informed Consent  
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 Students’ Letter of Informed Consent   

  

As a master student at the Arab American University (AAUP), I’m currently involved in the 

thesis segment of my program. I am investigating the challenges that face second-generation 

returning migrants from the US to Palestine, who are enrolled in the MES School 2022/2023. 

The means for collecting data will be observation and semi-structured interviews with the 

selected students. The study will take place at the MES school. 

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw 

your participation at any point. The interviews will be recorded via tape and transcripted. All 

information gathered by the interviews and observation will be only used in the writing of 

this research.  

The benefit of this study will be to examine the challenges that face the second-generation 

return migrants, how they cope with it and its effects on social interaction and academic 

achievement. 

  

  

This form does hereby declare that (______________) on the date of ___________ agrees  to 

the interview  by (Dima Jarrar). 

  

In advance, I thank you for your cooperation with my research and support. 

  

  

  

Sincerely, 

  

Dima Jarrar 
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 Teachers’ Letter of Informed Consent   

 

As a master student at the Arab American University (AAUP), I’m currently involved in the 

thesis segment of my program. I am investigating the challenges that face second-generation 

returning migrants from the US to Palestine, who are enrolled in the MES School 2022/2023. 

It is required to conduct interviews with the teachers and parents of the selected participating 

students.  

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw 

your participation at any point. The interviews will be recorded via tape and transcripted. All 

information gathered by the interviews will be only used in the writing of this research.  

 

The benefit of this study will be to examine the challenges that face the second-generation 

return migrants, how they cope with it and its effects on social interaction and academic 

achievement. 

  

  

This form does hereby declare that (______________) on the date of ___________ agrees  to 

the interview  by (Dima Jarrar). 

  

In advance, I thank you for your cooperation with my research and support. 

  

  

  

Sincerely, 

  

Dima Jarrar 
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 Parents’ Letter of Informed Consent   

 

As a master student at the Arab American University (AAUP), I’m currently involved in the 

thesis segment of my program. I am investigating the challenges that face second-generation 

returning migrants from the US to Palestine, who are enrolled in the MES School 2022/2023. 

It is required to conduct interviews with the teachers and parents of the selected participating 

students.  

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw 

your participation at any point. All information gathered by the interviews will be only used 

in the writing of this research.  

 

The benefit of this study will be to examine the challenges that face the second-generation 

return migrants, how they cope with it and its effects on social interaction and academic 

achievement. 

  

  

This form does hereby declare that (______________) on the date of ___________ agrees  to 

the interview  by (Dima Jarrar). 

  

In advance, I thank you for your cooperation with my research and support. 

  

  

  

Sincerely, 

  

Dima Jarrar 
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Focus Group Questions  
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Focus Group Questions  

 

 

1.      In your opinion, what are some of the challenges that female and male returnees face in  

       terms of reintegration into the Palestinian society? 

 

2.      How do you think female returnees' experiences differ from male returnees' experiences 

       at the school? What are the biggest challenges? 

 

3.      What are some of the cultural or societal expectations placed on female and male  

        returnees and how do you navigate those expectations? 
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Appendix D 

Documents of Admission in Palestinian Schools from Foreign Educational 

Systems 
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 الملخص 

 

 

الولايات المتحدة والتحاقهم بالمدارس  تكشف هذه الدراسة عن التحديات التي تواجه الطلبة العائدين من  
 ).2023/ 2022) الفلسطينية خلال العام الدراسي 

طالبًا مختلفًا، عاشوا فترةً من حياتهم في الولايات المتحدة ثم عادوا مع    25تركز الدراسة على تجربةِ  
  .ي المدارس الإنجليزية الحديثة في مدينة رام اللهعائلاتهم إلى فلسطين ، والتحقوا بمقاعد الدراسة ف

العائدين إلى بيئات تعليمية وثقافية جديدة في المدرسة ،تم  جل البحث في الجوانب العملية لانتقال  أومن  
من   العديد  عن  النتائج  كشفت  حيث  النوعية.   الدراسة  هذه  في  البحثية  الأساليب  من  تلاتة  استخدام 

اللغة،    حاجز  و  الثقافي،  التكيف  ذلك  في  بما  الطلاب  من  الفئة  هذه  تواجه  التي  الرئيسية  الصعوبات 
تك  قضية  الى  يميل  بالاضافة  التحديات  هذه  على  للتغلب  الفلسطينية.  المدارس  سياق  في  الهوية  وين 

الثقافي. كما تظهر   التكيف  تندرج تحت اطار نظرية  التي  تقنيات الاندماج والاستيعاب  لتطبيق  الطلاب 
الدراسة أن الطلاب العائدين يستيعبون قواعد نظام المدرسة الفلسطيني فيما يتعلق بالانضباط والحضور  

عايير الامتحان. في حين يحتفظون بسمات الثقافة الأمريكية، يتفاعلون مع الثقافة الفلسطينية المحيطة  وم
وهو   بثقافتها،  معرفتهم  و  الفلسطينية  بالمدارس  والالتحاق  فلسطين  في  العيش  يعزز  الذي  الأمر  بهم, 

ائهم ومعلميهم والمجتمع  الهدف الرئيسي للآباء في العودة إلى وطنهم. ومع ذلك، هم بحاجة إلى دعم آب 
 .المحلي لتحقيق نجاح عملية انتقالهم بين البيئات الثقافية المختلفة

 


