
 

           

 

Seeking a Home Away from Home: Exploring the Plight of 
Refugees from Iraq and Beyond 

 
GRADES: 9-12 
 
TIME ALLOTMENT: Three 45-minute class periods 
 
OVERVIEW: Using segments from the PBS program: Wide Angle: Iraqi Exodus, 
students learn about refugee crises throughout history. In the Introductory Activity, 
students explore terms such as “refugees” and “internally displaced persons” and 
examine which countries currently supply and host the greatest number of refugees. In 
the Learning Activities, students explore the Iraqi refugee crisis and the challenges faced 
by both refugees and host countries. Students also explore UN and US policies towards 
refugees. In the Culminating Activity, students conduct research about a refugee 
population from the past and explore the roles organizations and governments have 
played in refugee crises. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
Students will be able to: 
o Define the terms “refugee,” “internally displaced persons,” “aliens,” “asylum 

seekers,” “economic migrants,” “returnees” and “stateless persons.” 
o List current refugee source and host countries. 
o Describe the refugee crisis in Iraq and challenges that its refugees face. 
o Describe challenges faced by host countries during refugee crises. 
o Discuss UN and US policies toward refugees since 1948. 
o Discuss one refugee group from the past and provide details about the group’s 

refugee crisis. 
 
LEARNING STANDARDS: 
New York State Standards: 
www.nylearns.org/standards/standard_tree.asp?StandardID=6 
 
Standard 2: World History 
Students will use a variety of intellectual skills to demonstrate their understanding of 
major ideas, eras, themes, developments, and turning points in world history and 
examine the broad sweep of history from a variety of perspectives. 

• Key Idea SS2.1: The study of world history requires an understanding of world 
cultures and civilizations, including an analysis of important ideas, social and 
cultural values, beliefs, and traditions. This study also examines the human 
condition and the connections and interactions of people across time and space 
and the ways different people view the same event or issue from a variety of 
perspectives. 



 

           

 

Commencement 
o Performance Indicator SS2.C.1A: Students define culture and civilization, 

explaining how they developed and changed over time. Investigate the various 
components of cultures and civilizations including social customs, norms, 
values, and traditions; political systems; economic systems; religions and 
spiritual beliefs; and socialization or educational practices. 

o Performance Indicator SS2.C.1B: Students understand the development 
and connectedness of Western civilization and other civilizations and cultures 
in many areas of the world and over time. 

o Performance Indicator SS2.C.1E: Students analyze changing and 
competing interpretations of issues, events, and developments throughout 
world history. 

• Key Idea: SS2.4: The skills of historical analysis include the ability to investigate 
differing and competing interpretations of the theories of history, hypothesize 
about why interpretations change over time, explain the importance of historical 
evidence, and understand the concepts of change and continuity over time. 
Commencement: 
o Performance Indicator SS2.C.4A: Students identify historical problems, 

pose analytical questions or hypotheses, research analytical questions or test 
hypotheses, formulate conclusions or generalizations, raise new questions or 
issues for further investigation. 

o Performance Indicator SS2.C.4B: Students interpret and analyze 
documents and artifacts related to significant developments and events in 
world history. 

 
National Standards: 
Standards available online at: http://nchs.ucla.edu/standards/thinking5-12_toc.html 
Historical Thinking Standards for Grades 5-12 

• Standard 3: Historical Analysis and Interpretation: The student engages in 
historical analysis and interpretation. Therefore, the student is able to:  
o Analyze cause-and-effect relationships bearing in mind multiple causation 

including (a) the importance of the individual in history; (b) the influence of 
ideas, human interests, and beliefs; and (c) the role of chance, the accidental and 
the irrational.  

o Draw comparisons across eras and regions in order to define enduring issues as 
well as large-scale or long-term developments that transcend regional and 
temporal boundaries.  

National Standards in World History for Grades 5-12 
http://nchs.ucla.edu/standards/world-standards5-12.html 



 

           

 

• World History/ Era 9 Standard 2C: The student understands how liberal 
democracy, market economies, and human rights movements have reshaped 
political and social life. 
Therefore, the student is able to assess the progress of human and civil rights around 
the world since the 1948 U.N. Declaration of Human Rights. [Formulate a position 
or course of action on an issue.]  

• World History/ Era 9 Standard 2D: The student understands major sources of 
tension and conflict in the contemporary world and efforts that have been made to 
address them.  
Therefore, the student is able to analyze the causes, consequences, and moral 
implications for the world community of mass killings or famines in such places as 
Cambodia, Somalia, Rwanda, and Bosnia-Herzegovina. [Marshal evidence of 
antecedent circumstances]  

• World History/ Era 9/ Standard 3A: The student understands major global 
trends since World War II. Therefore the student is able to: 
o Compare causes, consequences, and major patterns of international migrations in 

the late 20th century with world population movements of the 19th century and 
the first half of the 20th. [Draw comparisons across eras and regions]  

o Assess the degree to which both human rights and democratic ideals and 
practices have been advanced in the world during the 20th century. [Formulate 
historical questions]  

 
Media Resources 
 
Wide Angle: Iraqi Exodus, selected segments 

The Iraqi Refugee Crisis 
Coping with the Crisis 
Going Home? 

  

Websites: 

• The UN Refugee Agency/ Regional Office: Australia, New Zealand, Papua 
New Guinea and the South Pacific 
www.unhcr.org.au/defoblig.shtml 
This website, which could be helpful in both the Introductory and Learning 
Activities, provides definitions for “refugee” and related terms, as well as a 
description of UN actions concerning refugees and the obligations they place on 
refugees and countries. 

 
For the Introductory Activity: 

• The UN Refugee Agency/ Regional Office: Australia, New Zealand, Papua 
New Guinea and the South Pacific 
www.unhcr.org.au/basicdef.shtml#def06 



 

           

 

This page includes definitions for “refugee” and related terms.  

• USA for the UN Refugee Agency/ What is a Refugee? 
www.unrefugees.org/site/c.lfIQKSOwFqG/b.4950731/k.A894/What_is_a_refugee.
htm 
This page on the UN Refugee Agency’s website provides very clear and concise 
definitions for the words “internally displaced person,” “refugee” and other related 
terms.  

• US Department of State/ Bureau of Population, Refugees and Migration 
www.state.gov/g/prm/c26475.htm 
This glossary, on the US Department of State’s website provides official definitions 
for “refugee” and related terms. 

• The UN Refugee Agency/ Statistics  
www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c4d6.html 
This section of the UN Refugee Agency website provides data about refugees, asylum 
seekers, returned refugees, internally displaced and stateless people. This site 
features a variety of reports, including the 2009 Global Trends Report: 
www.unhcr.org/4c11f0be9.html. 

• US Department of Homeland Security/Office of Immigration Statistics 
www.dhs.gov/files/statistics/immigration.shtm 
This site provides current immigration statistics, including information about 
refugees and asylum seekers. The lesson cites US refugee stats from 2007 to 2009, 
located on this site at: 
www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_rfa_fr_2009.pdf 

 
For the Learning Activities: 

• Human Rights First/ Iraqi Refugee Crisis: Timeline 
www.humanrightsfirst.org/asylum/lifeline/pages.asp?country=iq&id=29&misc1=ti
meline This timeline on the Human Rights First website chronicles the US 
government’s response to the Iraqi refugee crisis. 

• The Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml 
This page on the United Nations’ website features the full text of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the UN in 1948. 

• Refugee Protection Act of 2010 
www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=s111-3113 
This page features information about the Refugee Protection Act, proposed in 2010. 
 

Materials 
For the class: 

• Computers with internet access 



 

           

 

• Computer, projection screen and speakers (for class viewing of online/downloaded 
video segments 

• A world map 
 
Before the Lesson 
Prior to teaching this lesson, you will need to: 
 
Preview all of the video segments and websites used in the lesson. 
 
Download the video clips used in the lesson to your classroom computer(s) or prepare to 
watch them using your classroom’s Internet connection. 
Bookmark all websites that you plan to use in the lesson on each computer in your 
classroom. Using a social bookmarking tool such as del.icio.us or diigo (or an online 
bookmarking utility such as portaportal) will allow you to organize all the links in a 
central location. 

If you do not have a map of the world in your classroom, locate one on the internet to 
use during the lesson. One possible map that you can use is: 
http://geology.com/world/world-map.shtml 

The Lesson 
 
Introductory Activity 
 
1. Explain that this lesson is about refugees today and through history. Ask students to 

write down a definition of “refugee.” Ask students to share their definitions with the 
class.  
 

2. Divide students into groups. Provide each group with 15 minutes to find the 
definitions to the following terms: 

� aliens  
� asylum seekers 
� economic migrants 
� internally displaced persons 
� refugees 
� returnees 
� stateless persons 

 
[Note: The UN Refugee Agency, Refugee Council Online and US State Department 
websites provide definitions which could be helpful in this search. See the Media 
Resources/ Websites section for links and details.] 

 



 

           

 

3. After the groups have found the definitions, ask students to share their findings with 
the class. Lead a discussion about each of the terms. Include the following 
information: 

 
Term Definition 

aliens  
 

People in a country where they are not citizens. These include the following:  
� Legal aliens are legally permitted to stay in a foreign country. They include 

resident aliens who have temporary or permanent residence in a foreign country 
and  nonresident aliens, who are visiting a foreign country.  

� Illegal aliens are in a country unlawfully or without proper authorization by that 
country.  

� Enemy aliens are citizens of a country which is in conflict with the land which 
they are occupying.  

asylum 
seekers 

People who have left their country of origin, have applied for recognition as refugees 
in another country in order to receive legal protection and material assistance, and 
are awaiting a decision on their application. They must demonstrate a well-founded 
fear of being persecuted in their home country. 

economic 
migrants 

People who make a conscious choice to leave their country of origin to seek a better 
life and can return home without a problem. 

internally 
displaced 
persons 

People forced to flee their home or place of residence but who have not crossed an 
internationally recognized border 

refugees People who have fled their homeland and sought sanctuary in a second country due 
to persecution, based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership 
in a social group. They, usually, cannot return home or are fearful of doing so. War 
and ethnic, tribal and religious violence are main causes for refugees to flee their 
countries. (Refugees do not include those displaced by natural disaster or 
environmental change or those who choose to leave to seek a better life.) According 
to the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (the 
refugee convention), a refugee is a person who “owing to a well-founded fear of 
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, 
and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection 
of that country or return there because there is a fear of persecution...” 

returnees Refugees who have voluntarily returned to their own countries. 
 

stateless 
persons 

People who do not have a nationality or citizenship. (If a national government 
collapses and is not replaced, the former citizens may become stateless.) Also if 
people are denied citizenship (due to belonging to ethnic, religious or cultural 
minorities), they can become stateless. 

 
4. Discuss the difference between the following terms: 

� Internally displaced persons and refugees. (Refugees are people who have fled to 
a different country, while internally displaced persons are still within their 
home country.) 

� Economic migrants and refugees. (Economic migrants choose to leave their 
homes, while refugees have fled their homes due to persecution.) 

 



 

           

 

5. Review students’ earlier definitions for “refugee” and ask them to revise it based on 
the information they have gathered. 
 

6. Explain that throughout history there have been different countries where refugees 
have come from and different countries that have hosted the refugees. Ask students 
to brainstorm what they think are the five countries where the largest numbers of 
refugees throughout the world come from today. (Note: Encourage students to think 
about refugees that have fled to countries throughout the world, including the US.) 
After they have brainstormed the countries, reveal the current statistics. See 
www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c4d6.html for current statistics. Here are the top five 
source countries from 2009: 
1) Afghanistan (2,887,100) 
2) Iraq (1,785,200) 
3) Somalia (678,300) 
4) Dem. Rep. of Congo (455,900) 
5) The Union of Myanmar (Burma) (406, 700) 
(Top 6-10: 6. Colombia (389,800); 7. Sudan (368,200); 8. Viet Nam (339,300); 9. 
Eritrea (209,200); 10. Serbia (195,600) ) 
 

7. Display a map of the world. (An online world map can be found at: 
http://geology.com/world/world-map.shtml) Note: If possible, use a classroom 
map or atlas or a printout of a map or project an online map onto a smartboard, so 
that you can label countries on the map. 
 

8. On the map, locate the top 5 countries where refugees come from. Note: If possible, 
label the countries with post-it notes, etc. 
(If you don’t have current stats, identify the following countries, based on the 2009 
stats: Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Dem. Rep. of Congo and Myanmar (Burma).)  
 
Based on the location of the source countries, ask students to brainstorm which 
countries they think host the most refugees. See 
www.unhcr.org/pages/49c3646c4d6.html for current statistics. (Note: In 2009, the 
countries that hosted the most refugees were 1. Pakistan (1,740,700 refugees 
hosted); 2. Islamic Rep. of Iran (1,070,500); 3. Syrian Arab Rep. (1,054,500) ; 4. 
Germany (593,800) and 5. Jordan (450,800).) 
[6-10:  6. Kenya (358,900); 7. Chad (338,500; 8. China (301,000); 9. United States 
(275,500) and 10. United Kingdom (269,400).] 

 
9. Point out that in 2009, the US hosted the 9th largest number of refugees (275,500) 

and that the largest numbers of refugees came to the US from 1. Iraq (18,838) 2. 
Burma (18,202) 3.  Bhutan (13,452) 4. Iran (5,381) and Cuba (4,800). For more stats 



 

           

 

about refugee stats in the US between 2007 and 2009, go to: 
www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_rfa_fr_2009.pdf  
For current US stats, go to: www.dhs.gov/files/statistics/immigration.shtm 

 
Learning Activity 1 
 
1. Let students know they will now be exploring the topic of refugees in more detail and 

will learn about the Iraqi refugee crises and the challenges Iraqi refugees face. 
Explain that they will now be viewing a segment from the PBS program: Wide 
Angle: Iraqi Exodus Ask students to watch the segment to find out why the Iraqis 
are fleeing and where they are going. 

 
2. Play The Iraqi Refugee Crisis. After showing the segment, ask students to list reasons 

why Iraqis have fled Iraq. (Possible answer: They are leaving because of the 
violence in Iraq, including suicide bombings and kidnappings.) Ask students where 
the most of the Iraqi refugees went. (Syria and Jordan.) 

 
3. Ask students what they think the refugees’ life was like before they left their 

countries. Explain that in the following segment they will learn about how host 
countries are coping with the Iraqi refugee crisis and will hear an Iraqi refugee talk 
about his life as a refugee and his life before leaving Iraq. Ask students to observe 
how this man’s life has changed since leaving Iraq. 

 
4. Play Coping with the Crisis. After showing the segment, ask students how Yussef’s 

life changed after leaving Iraq. (In Iraq, he worked as a civil engineer for 32 years 
and owned a house and many cars. In Jordan, he is not permitted to work. He has 
spent his savings and is now struggling to get by.) 

 
5. Discuss the comments that Queen Noor of Jordan made at the end of the segment.  

(She views the social exclusion and marginalization of refugees as a serious 
problem with potentially dangerous consequences, and states no country can 
afford to have a large group of people feeling alienated, humiliated, desperate and 
hopeless. She believes if host countries like Syria and Jordan are not able to meet 
refugees’ basic needs and instill a sense of hope for the future, the consequences 
could be dangerous. She mentions that many people feel the US and Great Britain 
have a special responsibility since their policies in Iraq have resulted in the current 
humanitarian consequences. She believes it is in everyone’s interest to make sure 
the Iraqi refugee crisis doesn’t create further instability in the region.) 

 
6. Ask students whether they think countries have an obligation to help refugees. 

Discuss what role they think the host countries should play. Discuss what role, if any, 



 

           

 

they think the US should play in the Iraqi refugee crisis and in other refugee crises 
throughout the world. 

 
7. Optional: Explore and discuss the US government’s response toward the Iraqi 

refugee crisis. For details, view the related timeline on the Human Rights First 
website: 
www.humanrightsfirst.org/asylum/lifeline/pages.asp?country=iq&id=29&misc1=ti
meline 

 
Learning Activity 2 
 
1. Ask students to explore UN and US policies towards refugees since 1948. Divide 

students into groups and assign each group to research one of the following: 
� The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) 
� The 1951 Refugee Convention (1951)  
� Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967) 
� The 1980 Refugee Act (1980) 
� Refugee Protection Act (proposed by Senator Patrick Leahy in 2010) 
Ask each group to create a brief summary of the assigned act/declaration and how it 
impacts refugees. 

 
2. After students have created their summaries, ask each group to present its 

information to the class. Some possible items to include in the discussion:  
� The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)-Adopted by the 

United Nations General Assembly December 10, 1948. It outlines equal rights for 
all individuals and states that everyone is born “free and equal in dignity and 
rights” and that everyone has the right to “life, liberty and security of person.” For 
more details, go to: www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/index.shtml 

� The 1951 Refugee Convention (1951)-Designed to protect refugees from 
World War II. 

� Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (1967) - Extended protection 
to all refugees (not just those from World War II).  

� The 1980 Refugee Act- Codified into law the provisions of the International 
Protocol on the Status of Refugees. The President of the US, in consultation with 
Congress, is authorized to establish an annual ceiling on the number of refugees 
who may enter the United States. The president also is allowed to admit any 
group of refugees in an emergency.  

� Refugee Protection Act (proposed by Senator Patrick Leahy in 2010)-
Provides more protections for refugees and asylum seekers. It eliminates existing 
1-year waiting period for refugees and asylum seekers to apply for a green card 
and clarifies law to prevent innocent asylum seekers and refugees from being 



 

           

 

unfairly denied protection. (For more details, go to: 
www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill=s111-3113) 

 
3. Lead a discussion with the students about the changes in policies toward refugees. 

Ask students to share their thoughts on the different laws and acts. 
 
4. Review the definition of a refugee. Explain that a refugee often intends to return 

home when it is no longer dangerous back home and, in the following segment, Iraqi 
refugees in Syria choose whether or not to go back to Iraq. Ask students to identify 
reasons why the refugees choose to return home and why others choose to stay in the 
host country. 

 
5. Play Going Home? After showing the clip, discuss reasons why some refugees return 

home and why others choose to stay in the host country. (Some choose to go home to 
escape the current poverty and lack of employment opportunities in the host 
country, which has limited resources and can’t handle the influx of refugees. Others 
choose to stay to protect themselves and their families from the violence and from 
the uncertainty of the current situation in their home country.)  

 
Culminating Activity 
 
1. Explain that the issue of individuals being persecuted and fleeing their home 

countries is not new. There have been refugee crises for centuries and, in the 
following activity, the class will explore major refugee crises throughout history.  
 

2. Ask each student or small group to select a group of refugees from the past and find 
out the following: 
� Where were the refugees from? 
� What was the problem? What was happening in their home country? Why were 

they fleeing?  
� During which years did most of the refugees flee? 
� Where did they go? 
� How many refugees fled? 
� What countries and organizations (if any) helped them? How did they help? 
� How was this situation resolved? 

 
Some refugee groups which students could research include: 

• Afghanis 

• Armenians 

• Cambodians 

• Chinese 

• Hindus from Pakistan 



 

           

 

• Huguenots 

• Muslims from India 

• Russians 

• Rwandans 

• Laotians  

• Liberians 

• Sudanese 

• Vietnamese 
 
3. Ask students to present their findings to the class, including details about the 

refugees’ home countries, their reasons for fleeing, where they went, the years of the 
refugee crisis, what countries/organizations helped them and how the situation 
ended. 
 

4. Lead a discussion about refugee crises throughout history. Discuss different ways 
that organizations and countries have helped and/or refused to help refugees. 
(Include a discussion about the roles of United Nations, Doctors without Borders, 
Amnesty International, etc.) Ask students to share their thoughts about the roles that 
the US and other countries have played in past refugee crises and what they think the 
roles should be. 
 

5. Optional: Brainstorm ways your class can help refugees from a specific country or 
region (by promoting awareness of the refugee situation, writing letters to advocate 
for that population, collecting clothing, food or other supplies). Implement one or 
more of the suggested actions. 

 
 


