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			Praise for 

			The Newcomers

			“A delicate and heartbreaking mystery story . . . Thorpe’s book is a reminder that in an era of nativism, some Americans are still breaking down walls and nurturing newcomers, the seeds of the great American experiment.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Extraordinary . . . The Newcomers puts a human face on the refugee question. The book is a journalistic triumph. Thorpe . . . pens a masterful book that lets readers see the humanity instead of the facts and figures and politics of the immigration debate.”

			—The Denver Post

			“Thorpe’s fascinating chronicle of a year in an English-acquisition class at a Denver high school provides a timely and much-needed perspective on the global refugee crisis. . . . [She] once again demonstrates her talent for immersive reporting and compassionate narrative as she depicts her youthful subjects doing the hard, and occasionally exhilarating, work of adapting to life in America.”

			—The National Book Review

			“This book is not only an intimate look at lives immigrant teens live, but it is a primer on the art and science of new-language acquisition and a portrait of ongoing and emerging global horrors and the human fallout that arrives on our shores. . . . The teens we meet have endured things none of us can imagine. . . . But we learn a great deal, and that’s never been more crucial than at this moment.”

			—USA Today

			“Thorpe’s fascinating chronicle of a year in an English-acquisition class at a Denver high school provides a timely and much-needed perspective on the global refugee crisis.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Highly recommended for readers hoping to learn more about the refugee experience in the United States. A heartfelt examination of student and family life that speaks to the human experience.”

			—Library Journal

			“Thorpe provides a layered portrait of the students and explains the daunting refugee crisis in America and elsewhere . . . [and] puts an agonizing human face on a vast global problem.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“An extensive, riveting account that presents the manifold challenges of the refugee crisis through the microcosm of one classroom.”

			—Booklist

			“Thorpe writes with great compassion. . . . Her story will entertain and enlighten readers, creating a wider, more sympathetic view of the world and its inhabitants—certainly something we need right now.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Few books could be more vital, in this particular moment or in any moment, than this book. Helen Thorpe writes expansively about one school, one classroom, one teacher, one group of students—students who hail from the most severe places in the world and come together at South High. Confused, troubled, bright, magnificent: they converge, ostensibly to learn English, learning so much more than a language—learning about us and about themselves, all the bad and all the good. You need to meet these young people. Once you do, everything you read or hear or say will be illuminated and changed.”

			—Jeff Hobbs, author of The Short and Tragic Life of Robert Peace

			“Helen Thorpe didn’t miss a detail during the year she spent watching twenty-two young refugees begin to learn how to speak English (difficult) and how to be American (even more difficult). No one with a pulse could fail to be moved by this beautifully reported book.”

			—Anne Fadiman, author of The Wine Lover’s Daughter: A Memoir and The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down

			“In this time of great anxiety, this splendid, humane, beautifully crafted book is a reminder of America’s proud, historic role as a beacon of hope to the world. And it is a terrific story.”

			—Doris Kearns Goodwin, author of No Ordinary Time, Team of Rivals, and The Bully Pulpit

			“I loved this book. It brims with teenage life, with a sense of America being reborn, of new Americans being made. Cultures converge in a high school classroom where teenagers—with all the energy, earnestness, and embarrassment we expect, but also with trauma—learn English with the help of a teacher who appreciates all the ways it’s not easy. The Newcomers teaches us about parts of the world we can barely imagine and also takes us into their new American homes. Helen Thorpe, herself the child of immigrants, is a terrific writer and a steadfast character witness to these people so many of us fear.”

			—Ted Conover, author of Coyotes, Newjack, and Immersion

			“Helen Thorpe has taken policy and turned it into literature.”

			—Malcolm Gladwell

			“Meticulously researched, thoughtful, and timely, The Newcomers provides a vital and joyous window into the lives of teenagers searching for a new home in the U.S., and asks important questions about Americans’ willingness to welcome the stranger.”

			—Shelf Awareness
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To my parents, Marie and Larry, with thanks for showing me the world


From time to time, deep in the thickets of my inner wilderness, I could sense the presence of something that knew how to stay alive even when the rest of me wanted to die. That something was my tough and tenacious soul.

Yet despite its toughness, the soul is also shy. Just like a wild animal, it seeks safety in the dense underbrush, especially when other people are around. If we want to see a wild animal, we know that the last thing we should do is go crashing through the woods yelling for it to come out. But if we will walk quietly into the woods, sit patiently at the base of a tree, breathe with the earth, and fade into our surroundings, the wild creature we seek might put in an appearance. We may see it only briefly and only out of the corner of an eye—but the sight is a gift we will always treasure as an end in itself.

—Parker Palmer, “A Circle of Trust”



The Newcomers and Those Who Welcomed Them

Room 142 Staff

Eddie Williams, teacher

Ed DeRose, teacher’s aide

Pauline Ng, therapist, Jewish Family Service

Ruthann Kallenberg, volunteer, Goodwill Industries

Room 142 Students, in order of arrival

Stephanie (Mexico)

Nadia (Mozambique)

Grace (Mozambique)

Hsar Htoo (Burma, Thailand)

Saúl (El Salvador)

Uyen (Vietnam)

Amaniel (Eritrea)

Solomon (Democratic Republic of Congo)

Methusella (Democratic Republic of Congo)

Jakleen (Iraq, Syria)

Mariam (Iraq, Syria)

Dilli (Eritrea)

Ksanet (Eritrea)

Yonatan (Eritrea)

Lisbeth (El Salvador)

Kaee Reh (Burma, Thailand)

Abigail (Mexico)

Plamedi (Democratic Republic of Congo)

Bachan (Bhutan)

Shani (Tajikistan)

Mohamed (Mauritania)

South High Faculty, elsewhere in the building

Kristin Waters, outgoing principal

Jen Hanson, incoming principal

Karen Duell, family and community liaison

Carolyn Chafe Howard, PTA president

Ben Speicher, math teacher and wrestling coach

Jason Brookes, Student Senate faculty adviser

John Walsh, math teacher and long-distance coach

Steve Bonansinga, math teacher and organizer of Culture Fest

Rachel Aldrich, science teacher

Jenan Hijazi, upper-level ELA teacher

Noelia Hopkin, upper-level ELA teacher



Author’s Note

This is a work of nonfiction. To report this book, I spent a year and a half inside South High School and hired fourteen different translators to interview subjects in their home languages. I changed the names of four individuals, but otherwise, to the best of my knowledge, everything that follows is true.





PART I




Fall



1



Nice to Meet You

On the first day of school—it was going to be a ninety-degree scorcher and you could already feel the air starting to shimmer—Eddie Williams jogged up the four stone steps at the main entrance to South High School half an hour before the first bell rang, eager to meet his new students. THE LIVES OF MEN, THE CUSTOMS OF PEOPLES, AND THE PAGEANTRY OF NATIONS CHART THE COURSE OF TOMORROW proclaimed a large mural by the front door. The teacher was a tall man, six foot four inches in his socks, with an athletic body (when there were no kids in the building, he sometimes used the many staircases in the school for exercise), short black hair, and a clean-shaven, angular face. He was thirty-eight years old, but could have passed for twenty-eight. Earnest, ardent, industrious, kind, and highly sensitive were traits that came to mind when I thought about the parts of himself this teacher brought into his classroom, week in, week out, all year long. He almost always dressed conservatively, in long-sleeved dress shirts and chinos, and his wardrobe often made me think of leafing through an L.L.Bean catalog, but that day he was wearing a short-sleeved purple South High polo shirt. All the teachers had put on purple shirts, that being the school color, so that the students could easily see whom they should turn to if they had a question about how to find a particular classroom, how to read the confusing schedules they carried, or where they could find the school’s elusive cafeteria, way up on the fourth floor. Mr. Williams usually avoided short-sleeved shirts, even in August, because they revealed the dark blue tattoo that circled one of his biceps, and he feared his students might misinterpret the inked designs as macabre, given their backgrounds. He worked diligently to communicate in all sorts of ways that he was a person they could trust.

Mr. Williams had inherited his Anglo father’s rangy height and propensity to freckle, along with his Latina mother’s dark eyes and hair. Fluent in both Spanish and English, he was the sort of teacher who devoted an enormous portion of his warmth, vitality, and intellect to his students. South was a century-old castlelike structure that stood on the edge of a rolling, green, 160-acre park in central Denver, Colorado. The rectangular park boasted meadows, manicured flower gardens, two lakes, a lily pond, meandering carriageways chock-a-block with Lycra-clad joggers, ten much-in-demand public tennis courts, and the busiest recreation center in the city. The grand old homes that ringed the park were selling for upward of $1 million, while modestly sized homes nearby that did not look directly onto the park might sell for half that amount. The neighborhood public high school was a popular choice, even for families who possessed significant wealth. Most of the classrooms were crowded with noisy, chattering teenagers. That morning, however, as he looked around his room, Mr. Williams saw many empty chairs and only seven students. The teenagers assigned to him wore shut-door expressions on their faces. Nobody in the room was talking, not even to one another. The teacher had expected this, for his room always got off to a quiet start.

“Welcome to newcomer class!” he said, in a deliberately warm tone of voice. “My name is Mr. Williams. What is your name? Where are you from?”

The seven teenagers who had reported to Room 142 made no reply. Just the act of showing up by 7:45 in the morning had required enormous fortitude. It was August 24, 2015, and the students had spent on average more than an hour negotiating the local public transit system to get to the school. They lived crammed with other relatives into small houses or one- or two-bedroom apartments located in far-flung neighborhoods nowhere near this upscale zip code, in parts of the city where a dollar could be stretched. Rents had jumped dramatically in central Denver in recent years, and affordable housing could be found only on the city’s periphery, if at all. Getting from the patchwork zones of cheap housing located on the farthest edges of the city to South via the public transit system took dogged commitment, but that was a quality that Mr. Williams’s students typically possessed in abundance. What they did not possess, for the most part, was the ability to understand what he was saying.

“Welcome to newcomer class!” the teacher repeated, taking care to enunciate each word deliberately. “My name is Mr. Williams. What is your name? Where are you from?”

Mr. Williams often said things twice. It gave his lessons a singsong quality. The students continued to stare back at the teacher without speaking. The technical description for what was happening is “preproduction,” which in the academic literature about language acquisition is also known as “the silent period.” The vast majority of second-language learners begin in a quiet receptive phase, able to produce hardly any English themselves, even as their brains furiously absorb everything being said by their teacher.

*   *   *

That year, about sixteen hundred teenagers attended South High School, and roughly one-third had been born in another country. South served as a regular neighborhood school that drew many English-speaking students as well as one of the designated destinations in the Denver Public Schools system for students who spoke foreign languages other than Spanish and whose education had been interrupted. For many years South had handled the bulk of the city’s teenage refugees, for it was primarily children in those families who had significant gaps in their education. War—that was what generally caused children to be unable to attend school for long periods of time.

    About three hundred students at South were presently enrolled in English Language Acquisition classes, and hundreds more had taken those classes in years past. Among them were students who had seen every kind of catastrophe on the planet. The other two-thirds of the student body had always lived in the United States and had been speaking English since birth. Across the United States, students from non-English-speaking backgrounds had become one of the fastest-growing segments of the K–12 population. Such students now made up 42 percent of the students served by Denver Public Schools. What was remarkable about South was how well it had been integrating students displaced by extreme forms of upheaval with their American-born peers. The school cultivated a mind-set, widely shared by faculty and students, that everybody under its roof was an asset. Native-born kids helped new arrivals learn English, even as foreign-born students helped their American peers become more global-minded. But first, the newcomers had to adjust. Of all the students jammed into the vast five-story building, the seven souls in Mr. Williams’s room had been evaluated as knowing the least English. If any teacher in the building wound up working with a child who had just arrived in the United States as a refugee and did not yet know anything about life on this side of the globe—how to ask a bus driver where to get off, what exactly the Broncos were, and whether to eat “spicy chicken” (the cafeteria served that a lot)—it was Mr. Williams.

Some people viewed ELA students as occupying a place on the low end of the scale, socially. Eddie Williams disagreed; he saw the chance to work with these teenagers as an extraordinary, life-changing experience, one that lit up his own days with meaning. What took place inside his room always struck him as being as close to a bona-fide miracle as he was likely to experience. If these students showed up every day, he believed, they would evolve and heal and adapt and flourish. Their progress might be achingly slow at first, but after a while they would accumulate small victories with rapidity—he had seen it happen before. The closed faces of the students before him would unlock.

Not right away. They were still getting acclimated to so many things: the weird sound of American-accented English, the frighteningly large new urban high school, their strange-looking teacher, and the idea of students changing classrooms throughout the day (in many parts of the world, teachers changed rooms). They were still learning the unfamiliar transit routes to and from South and still getting used to homes made of building materials radically different from any structure they had ever lived in before. Even the weather wasn’t like the weather they had known previously. But one by one, the students would get over the enormous shock of it all and start speaking back to him, he knew, and ultimately the whole room would be transformed.

He also knew that these seven students were only the first to materialize. Over the coming year, the strife-ridden parts of the planet would dispatch many more students to Mr. Williams, he was sure. They turned up that way every year—higgledy-piggledy, not when the calendar advised. Some of them would arrive looking alarmingly thin. They could be anywhere from fourteen to nineteen, and a few would not know exactly how old they were. They came from nations convulsed by drought or famine or war, countries that were barely countries anymore. Many came directly from refugee camps. Every so often, he got a student who arrived in the United States alone, having left or lost every other member of his or her family. The students walked into his room dazed at the abruptness of the transition, looking profoundly lost. And then they started over—started to figure out where they were, started to wonder who he was, started to ask whether to call this place home.

Mr. Williams knew the additional students would come because they always had, and because for several months the front pages of newspapers like the Denver Post, the New York Times, and the Wall Street Journal had been filled with photographs of homeless multitudes. Over the summer, the news cycles had been consumed by reports of Middle Eastern asylum seekers arriving by the boatload in Greece and then walking to Germany. Millions of Syrians had been forced from their homes by the civil war gutting that country; in neighboring Iraq, millions more had been uprooted by a decade of fighting; additional millions had fled escalating violence in Afghanistan. The massive movement of people around the Middle East had thrown the whole region into turmoil. Meanwhile, wars of even longer duration in Asia and Africa had inundated camps in those regions with refugees, too. A total of fifty-nine million people around the world had been displaced from their homes as of that year, according to the United Nations—more than at any point since World War II.

Because it provided services that drew such families, South High School’s population mirrored the state of the world. Twenty years earlier, when the school first put its expanded English Language Acquisition program into place, many of the foreign-born students who walked into the front office had been from Bosnia. Generally, they had been well educated, although perhaps they had missed one or two years of schooling, and they typically lacked English; getting them up to speed had been, in hindsight, relatively straightforward. After the school began its second decade of work with students from other parts of the globe, the front office staff had started greeting an increased number of students from the Middle East, especially Iraq and Afghanistan. Throughout the same period, the school had received large numbers of students from Southeast Asia, primarily Burma, home to the longest-running civil war in the world, a conflict that had raged across its river deltas and its mountain passes for more than sixty years. The school had also welcomed many students from the war-torn parts of Africa—at first from Sudan and Somalia, and later from Eritrea, Ethiopia, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. South did not yet have a large number of Syrians, but they were coming. If war erupted halfway around the globe, Mr. Williams knew in a few years he would see children from that place.

So he did not brood about having too few students; more were on their way. Nor was he anxious when the newcomers did not answer, because when they first arrived, they were almost always speechless. Several years might elapse before certain students would come back to tell him in unbroken sentences who they really were. He was consistently staggered by how much his former students had to tell him, once they got hold of enough English. That was his job, to help them find the words. First he had to get them settled, and that was the biggest challenge. Loss of all kinds had robbed these teenagers of certitude, and his main job at the start of the school year was to show them that they were in a room where they would come to no further harm. It was hard, convincing them it was safe to hope.

Mr. Williams taught in a capacious room with a navy blue carpet, white walls, and a high ceiling. A large clock hung directly over the door. The opposite wall featured ten-foot-tall windows with dusty blinds he had closed to keep the room cool, although the sun was peeking through the chinks. Mr. Williams stood with his back to the half-darkened, half-glowing blinds. Because most of the students appeared confused by his greeting, Mr. Williams turned to his aide, Ed DeRose.

“Welcome to newcomer class!” the teacher said again, enunciating each word even more slowly. “My name is Mr. Williams. I am from the United States. I speak English. What is your name? Where are you from? What language do you speak?”

“My name is Mr. DeRose,” his aide replied. “I am from the United States. I speak English.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Mr. Williams.

“Nice to meet you,” responded Mr. DeRose.

The two men shook hands and grinned with genuine amusement, as they had worked together for several years. “Nice to Meet You” happened to be the title of the first chapter in the English Language Acquisition textbook that Mr. Williams employed—the book was titled Inside the U.S.A., and the unit began with the most common greetings used by Americans. Mr. Williams walked over to one of his students, extended his hand, smiled warmly, and repeated his questions.

“What is your name? Where are you from? What language do you speak?”

“I am Stephanie,” the girl responded. “I am from Mexico. I speak Spanish.”

Mr. Williams nodded at her while she spoke, to indicate that she was doing a good job. Stephanie had a heart-shaped face, straight bangs that fell over her forehead, and a shy smile. She had good pronunciation, and she had answered with confidence; clearly, she had some basic English. The teacher gathered that she had just arrived from Mexico but wondered if she had lived in the United States at some previous point.

He walked over to another student and greeted her in the same emphatically friendly manner, smiling widely, giving her all his attention.

“I am Nadia,” she said. “I am from Mozambique. I speak Portuguese.”

“I am Grace,” said the next student. “I am from Mozambique. I speak Portuguese.”

That was odd: Mozambique had endured a lengthy civil war from 1977 to 1992, but it had not been producing large numbers of refugees in recent years. How had two girls from that country arrived in his room at the same time?

“Are you sisters?” asked Mr. Williams, with an even wider smile.

“Yes,” said Grace and Nadia at the same time.

Mr. Williams thought for a beat. According to his roster, the two girls did not have the same last name. Their facial structure was also quite different. Were they biological sisters? Possibly. But a few of his prior students had arrived with makeshift families, after cobbling together sibling-like relationships somewhere along the road. Those were some of the hardest stories he had heard. On the other hand, African naming habits were quite different from American ones, and the whole matter of what constituted a last name varied around the world. Mr. Williams did not ask the girls any more questions. If they declared they were sisters, that was good enough for him. Maybe someday they would tell him the whole story.

He knew from experience that most of his students had lived through harrowing ordeals. Every year, trauma had been represented in his cohort. This year, for the first time, a trained therapist from Jewish Family Service would visit his classroom each week, and she would ask the students if they wanted to talk about what had happened before they made it to South. It was not his job to get his students to tell him about earlier chapters in their lives. Some would say nothing about an agonizing subject all year, then visit him later and supply the whole narrative; others might never disclose certain parts of their stories. Mr. Williams knew that he was surrounded by young people who had witnessed more disturbing events than he had ever been subjected to himself, yet at this moment they could not explain what had happened, not in any language he could understand. This was humbling. It made him listen to his students with extraordinary care. He didn’t want to miss anything.

Mr. Williams moved toward the next student, smiling kindly again, his right hand extended. Each student received the same unswerving gaze and firm handshake and friendly grin, body language that stated, I consider you worthwhile.

“My nay, Hsar Htoo,” the student said haltingly. “Froh Thailand. Spee Karen.”

Mr. Williams was aware that students who spoke the Sino-Tibetan languages often had trouble saying English words. Words in Karen generally do not end with hard consonants, so it was difficult for Hsar Htoo to make the final sound in English terms. As people grow, their bodies as well as their brains become less plastic; by the age of eleven or so, the muscles in the face solidify around the ability to produce commonly used sounds. After that, it is much harder to learn foreign languages that require different muscle formations. Hsar Htoo might always struggle to produce some of the sounds that English speakers make effortlessly. But Mr. Williams also noted that Hsar Htoo seemed alert and focused. And he had offered the teacher a huge, incandescent smile, giving Mr. Williams a glimpse of a sunny disposition. The majority of the Karen people came from the mountains or the river deltas of Burma, but they had been subjected to such extreme forms of persecution by the Burmese military—bombs, land mines, rapes, beheadings, indiscriminate butchering, the burning of entire villages down to the ground—that they had vanished in huge numbers over the mountain peaks and down into neighboring Thailand. That country treated them like illegal immigrants and held them inside enclosures that functioned like prison camps. Many Karen families had lived in the camps for so long that their children or grandchildren had been born in them. Mr. Williams wondered whether that might be true for Hsar Htoo, given the way he had introduced himself as being from Thailand. If so, everything here would be new—running water, appliances, grocery stores, snow, freedom.

As Mr. Williams went around the room, he decided that a student named Saúl seemed to understand the least English of anybody. He was fifteen years old and had just arrived from El Salvador. He wore track pants and a T-shirt, and his hair was mussed as if he had just rolled out of bed. Communicating with Saúl was not difficult, however, because Mr. Williams spoke Spanish. All of the academic literature about second-language acquisition suggests that using a student’s first language to aid in comprehension can be tremendously helpful; Mr. Williams and Mr. DeRose both used Spanish a lot. If they had spoken other languages, they would have used those as well, but Spanish was all they had. When Saúl did not respond to Mr. Williams’s query, he switched to Spanish and explained the greeting, then practiced it in English until Saúl could say, “My name is Saúl. I am from El Salvador. I speak Spanish.”

The final two students, Rahim and Ghasem, were both from Afghanistan. Everybody could see they were close friends. Later that year, Rahim and Ghasem would describe their shared odyssey to their classmates—the two families had followed the same route to Eastern Europe and spent many months together in the same refugee camp before resettling in the United States. For the moment, what registered with Mr. Williams was that their English was surprisingly good. After several days, he would determine that Rahim and Ghasem knew so much English that he could move the two boys upstairs, into language acquisition classes that were more advanced.

After his students practiced writing their introductions, Mr. Williams asked them to stand up and form two lines facing each other. He organized the students into pairs and told them to take turns reading out loud to their partners the sentences they had just written. Stephanie said, “Hello! My name is Stephanie. I am from Mexico.” Grace said, “Hello! My name is Grace. I am from Mozambique.” And so on. By that point, the students had listened to their teacher say those phrases, read the phrases on the Smart Board, written the phrases, and spoken them out loud. Mr. Williams went through these four steps—listening, reading, writing, and speaking—with every big concept that he wanted to convey.

Following the exercise, Mr. Williams pointed out artwork by previous students that hung on the walls. “Saúl, here we have the flag of El Salvador,” he said slowly and carefully. “Right? Is this the flag of El Salvador? Is this the flag of El Salvador?”

Saúl nodded.

“We have had other students from El Salvador in this room,” Mr. Williams told him. “Otros estudiantes de El Salvador en esta clase.”

Then Mr. Williams turned to Stephanie.

“Stephanie, do you recognize this? What is this?”

“The flag of Mexico,” Stephanie replied right away.

Mr. Williams saw that with her he could speak more quickly. He handed out sheets of paper, distributed markers and crayons, and asked the students to draw the flags of their home countries. Stephanie drew two flags—the flag of Colorado and the flag of Mexico. She wrote: “I am from Denver. I am from United States. I am from Mexico.”

“You’re originally from Colorado?” asked Mr. Williams.

Stephanie nodded.

“And you’ve also lived in Mexico?”

She nodded again. There it was, the bare bones of a life journey—a few important plot points disclosed, all the details still hidden. He’d heard a lot of stories about parents moving back and forth between the United States and Mexico, usually due to the availability of jobs.

“Which do you consider home, Colorado or Mexico?” Mr. Williams asked.

“Colorado,” Stephanie responded confidently.

High comprehension, the teacher thought. He suspected she had once known a lot of English and that it would return to her quickly. At the end of that week, when he would assess her reading and writing abilities, Mr. Williams would decide that Stephanie was not yet ready to move upstairs, but he thought she might transfer to a more advanced room before the end of the year.

On his drawing, Hsar Htoo wrote: “My namee Hsar Htoo.” Mr. Williams recognized that for what it was: an accurate phonetic representation of what those unfamiliar English words sounded like to a newly arrived Karen-speaking person. For someone in the preproduction phase of English-language acquisition, who had arrived speaking a Sino-Tibetan language after never having lived outside a refugee camp, it was good work. Some years, Mr. Williams got kids who could not produce the Latin alphabet, or who were illiterate even in their own language. Hsar Htoo drew the flag of Thailand and the flag of the United States, though he had never lived here before. He seemed eager to embrace his new homeland.

Grace also drew two different flags, both of which had been used to represent Mozambique. The second flag she drew, a correct rendition of the flag used by that country today, featured an open book, a hoe, and an AK-47. Her sister Nadia drew two flags as well—one was Mozambique’s and the other Burundi’s. The history of Burundi bears parallels to that of Rwanda, its immediate neighbor to the north, including waves of mass killings between members of the Hutu and Tutsi tribes. Grace and Nadia were not alive during those phases of Burundi’s history, but it was possible that older members of their family might have sought refuge in Mozambique after one of the catastrophic waves of violence in Burundi.

Near his desk, Mr. Williams had displayed an essay written by a former student. It read:

Life was difficult. I was living in the middle of a civil war. 2002 was when the Ethiopians came. They were firing at everyone. . . . All the kids were running. I was holding onto the back of a truck. . . . After that I lost my eye. Then we went to Ethiopia and lived in a refugee camp. We went from Addis Ababa to Amsterdam, then to Chicago, and then to Denver. It took 2-3 days. Our apartment here smelled bad like marijuana. My life here is really good now. Compared to my life in Mogadishu it is much better here.

Mr. Williams did not point out that essay to the new students, because they would not be able to read it. He kept it on the wall for himself—as a reminder of what stark environments his students had left behind, and evidence of how much English he could teach them in a single school year.

Meanwhile, Saúl drew the flag of his country and wrote underneath, “I am from: El Sarvador.” The fact that Saúl had misspelled the name of his own country touched Mr. Williams and suggested that perhaps Saúl had not attended school for quite a while. Only when Mr. Williams brought up parent-teacher conferences a few weeks later would Saúl mention that neither of his parents lived in the United States. He did not explain why he was here, at age fifteen, parentless; he just asked if his older sister could come to the conference. That would be fine, Mr. Williams told him. He was curious to know more, but to quiz Saúl on the whereabouts of his parents would have worked counter to his main priority, which was to build rapport. He couldn’t teach the students English if they did not trust him.

Mr. Williams affixed his students’ crayoned pictures of flags to a bulletin board that hung beside the door to his room. The hand-colored flags appeared simple, but they raised complex questions. The world was riven by ethnic conflict, gang violence, armed rebel groups, terrorist organizations, oppressive regimes, full-blown civil wars, and wars between countries. When families lost their homes, children often struggled to find a foothold in a foreign place. What obligation, if any, did the rest of the world have to make things whole again for those children? The flags spoke to the subject of nationality, and around the world, the global refugee crisis was bringing up intense sectarian political forces, centered on this idea of individual nations, and the matter of what obligation one nation might or might not owe to the citizens of another. As the 2015–2016 school year began, Germans were filling train stations to wave homemade signs of welcome at arriving Syrians and to offer them blankets and hot drinks. The increasing numbers of displaced people coursing through Europe were simultaneously unnerving citizens of other countries, however, and in Hungary officials had started building a fence along the border to keep out the refugees who were seeking to escape the devastation of the Middle East.

In the United States, controversial bills to block the entry of refugees had recently been introduced in the House of Representatives, and opponents of resettlement were using terms like “jihadi pipeline” to describe the flow of Arabic-speaking people streaming out of Syria and Iraq. Meanwhile, Donald Trump had held a press conference at Trump Tower in New York City to announce that he was running for president on the slogan “Make America Great Again!” It seemed likely that the huddled masses walking across Europe would become a centerpiece of the coming presidential election, which would unfold throughout the first year these students spent in the United States. In other words, at the very moment when Mr. Williams was welcoming the latest newcomers into his big, mostly empty classroom, and resettlement agency staff were working closely with their parents to find employers willing to hire people who arrived with little or no ability to speak English, some political leaders around the United States had started asking whether such people ought to be welcomed here at all.

Once, the United States had been the most generous of the world’s wealthy countries in terms of its resettlement policy. Historically, the United States had taken more refugees than any other country. The federal government had pledged to take seventy thousand refugees during fiscal year 2015, and President Obama wanted to admit more the following year, but candidates like Donald Trump were calling for the number to be reduced. Should the United States continue to shelter large numbers of refugees seeking an end to hardship? Should a school-age child who arrived unaccompanied by an adult from a violence-plagued country such as El Salvador be given asylum? How many foreign people with strange customs could one country absorb and still retain its identity? What about immigrants who frequented mosques? Was it possible that the violence taking place in other regions might be imported along with refugees to host countries, making them less secure?

Those were the sorts of questions preoccupying people who were running for political office. They were not the questions that beset Mr. Williams. His concerns were much more basic: Could his students understand his sentences? Had he sufficiently challenged those who had more English yet kept things simple enough for the rest? Did the kids feel safe in his room? Could they open their lockers? Were they going to be able to find their next class? And did they have enough to eat?

Probably not, he suspected. Before the bell rang for their next class, Mr. Williams beckoned to his seven teens and asked them to follow him into a large walk-in closet on the far side of the room. Inside, neatly arranged on wire shelving, the students beheld pasta, rice, lentils, beans, cans of vegetables, boxes of cereal, and individually wrapped protein bars. The food bank had been started one year earlier, by one of South’s English-speaking families. Although their own daughter had graduated the previous spring, Jaclyn Yelich and Greg Thielen had nonetheless spent the past several days stocking these shelves with everything they could imagine a newly arrived family might want for dinner.

“This is the food bank,” Mr. Williams announced. “You can come here on Friday afternoon and take home bags of food.”

The students stared at all the boxes and all the cans and said nothing. Did they understand that the food was there for the taking?

“On Friday, if you want, you can take food,” Mr. Williams repeated, more slowly.

Silence.

“Are you hungry now?” he asked.

Silence. They were probably hungry. Mr. Williams handed out protein bars, two per student.

“Gracias,” said Saúl.

“Thank you!” said Stephanie.

Grace and Nadia whispered their thanks. Hsar Htoo said nothing at all, but gave Mr. Williams another immense smile. At the end of that week, when the last bell rang on Friday, boisterous teenagers of all shapes, sizes, and skin colors—some wearing hijabs and others in Rockies gear or shirts with Nike swooshes—poured out of the vast high school. Several of Mr. Williams’s students returned to his ground-floor classroom from elsewhere in the building. As he prepared to go home himself, the teacher saw his students line up and wait their turn to be given food. They walked out of his room carrying recycled plastic bags bulging with beans, lentils, rice, all the staples. Yes, they had been hungry.
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The Chair Is Short

What does this picture look like?” Mr. Williams asked his class in the middle of September.

Three weeks had elapsed since the beginning of school. The hot days of August had slid into the cooler-in-the-morning-but-still-hot-in-the-afternoon days of early fall. Mr. Williams wore khakis and another dress shirt—light blue today, with the sleeves rolled halfway up his forearms. He projected a picture of a room filled with desks onto a large screen.

“Classroom,” answered Nadia, one of the sisters from Mozambique. She was holding her chin in both of her hands.

“Yes,” confirmed Mr. Williams. He pointed to something in the picture. “And what does this look like?”

“Pencil sharpener,” said Stephanie, the girl who had moved back and forth between Mexico and the United States. Her faded blue jeans were decorated with two sequined peace signs, one on each side of her behind.

Mr. Williams asked the students to name a few more objects—a desk, a chair, a map, and a clock. Then he asked them to copy down partial sentences about the classroom and fill in the missing words. The teacher had moved on to the second unit in the curriculum, called “My School.” The intent was to use the students’ immediate surroundings to expand their vocabulary. The dialogue remained basic, but the lessons were progressing. Various students were acquiring new words at varying rates—even as the class roster kept changing. By this point, Mr. Williams had sent the two young men from Afghanistan upstairs and had welcomed one additional charge to his room: Uyen, a willowy eighteen-year-old girl from Vietnam. Meanwhile, I was gaining a better appreciation of the individual students in the classroom, what their home languages were like, and what factors promoted or inhibited their learning. Mr. Williams read out loud from the textbook, Inside the U.S.A.: “ ‘This is my classroom. There is a large map on the wall.’ Okay, Hsar Htoo? Is it a small map or a large map?”

“Large,” said Hsar Htoo in a tiny voice.

Mr. Williams had called on Hsar Htoo because the boy so rarely spoke; if the teacher didn’t ask him to talk, Hsar Htoo would happily have said nothing all day.

“All right, Uyen, can you say more? What else can we say? Uyen, what else? About our own class?”

“It is big,” said Uyen.

“Our classroom is big,” replied Mr. Williams.

“Um, the whiteboard,” said Uyen.

“Is it big?”

“It is large.”

“The whiteboard is large,” echoed Mr. Williams. “Okay.”

He turned to the other sister from Mozambique.

“Grace, let me hear more about our classroom.”

“The chair is short,” replied Grace.

“Okay,” said Mr. Williams.

A native speaker probably wouldn’t have said the chair was short, but Mr. Williams let that slide. He was cautious about correcting the newcomers—too much criticism and they fell silent, ashamed of how badly they spoke English. Generally, he tried to think of a better phrase, and then, without actually telling the teenagers that they were wrong, offer it as a potential alternative: “Or, you could say, the chair is small.”

Naming tangible objects was one way to make his students feel a little less lost. Mr. Williams walked around the room and pointed out additional things for them to name.

“Table,” the students called out.

Mr. Williams pointed at Mr. DeRose.

“Teacher,” they chorused.

Then Mr. Williams pointed toward a locked cabinet on the far side of the room.

“What other things do we have in our classroom?” he asked. “Guys, what are those back there?”

“Computers,” Nadia said softly.

Mr. Williams clapped at her success. Nadia and Grace had gone to school in the nearby suburb of Aurora for part of the previous school year. They also had the advantage of speaking Portuguese, a Romance language with many parallels to English. Mr. Williams believed they might know more words than anybody else in the room, although it was hard to tell during the preproduction phase, when all of the students were busy doing so much listening.

“Is there another word?” he asked, seeking to challenge his more advanced pupils. “How about if we say laptop computers? Or just laptops?”

Silence. A few of the students wrote down the new word, “laptops.”

“What else?”

“Blinds,” said Nadia.

“Okay, we have blinds,” said Mr. Williams, noting that Nadia’s vocabulary was impressive. “Windows and blinds.” He pointed to the windows, so that the other students could grasp what he was talking about. “And what’s this right here?”

“Fan,” said Stephanie.

“We have a fan,” confirmed Mr. Williams.

The temperature was going to climb to eighty-one degrees later that day and the classroom caught the full brunt of the morning sun. The teacher had the fan running at top speed, making a noisy hum. Mr. Williams asked his students to write sentences using the words they had generated, and then he walked around coaxing them along.

“Good!” he said over and over again. “Good!”

Constant encouragement—that was how he shepherded the foreign speakers toward the second phase of language acquisition, which was called “early production.” He sprinkled praise in the direction he wanted the students to go, as if he were putting down breadcrumbs to mark the path forward. To keep the kids talking, he told them over and over what they were doing right (never what they were doing wrong). After the lesson about classroom objects, Mr. Williams imparted the names of several states located near Colorado, and then worked on giving and following commands, something they had to understand throughout the rest of the school day. When they were not in Room 142, the students took classes in math, science, physical education, and the arts. They took math and science in special sections designated for ELA students, while they took gym and the arts with everybody else in the school. But they spent roughly half of each day with Mr. Williams, staying with him for multiple periods; in total, they spent twelve hours a week in his room. Studying English so intensively was grueling, and Mr. Williams tried to give them some kind of relief each day, such as standing up to speak, or playing games, or drawing—anything that would get them out of their purple plastic chairs and break up the monotony.

*   *   *

English contains roughly a quarter of a million words, and most native speakers of the language deploy about ten thousand of them. During the preproduction phase of language acquisition, which could last for three to six months, ELA students might acquire perhaps five hundred words. The students would be able to understand that many words in English, even though they might not be able to retrieve them and use them in a sentence properly. When they reached the second stage, early production, they might have a working vocabulary of about one thousand words. In both the preproduction and early production phases, second-language learners tend to be better at memorizing and repetition, but they struggle with producing original phrasing.

Mr. Williams had a few students who were already capable of early production, but many kids in his room remained stuck in preproduction. During this time frame, it was often hard for them to show Mr. Williams what they were learning, because they stayed so quiet. He knew to expect this, but to an outsider like me this period was baffling. I found it difficult to get a sense of students’ personalities when we could not talk to each other. It was even hard for me to hold on to the names of some of them because their names sounded radically different from what my ears were used to (for a while, I was writing Hsar Htoo’s name in my notebook as Sartu). What drew me to Room 142 was this very conundrum: I wanted to learn more about where these teenagers had come from and I wanted to puzzle out what their collective presence in this room said about the world. Which parts of the planet were producing the most refugees, and what were those people fleeing? In a deeper sense, being in this classroom allowed me to ponder what it meant to be fellow human beings who shared one globe, some with privileged lives, and some with lives that were much, much harder. Needless to say, Room 142 also turned out to be a fascinating vantage point from which to observe the presidential election.

The room spoke to me for personal reasons. My Irish-born parents immigrated to this country, and being with foreign-born kids and their families reminded me of experiences with my foreign-born cousins, aunts, and uncles. In the end, though, I found Room 142 most meaningful not because of what it reminded me of in my own past but for all it taught me about places I had never been—in some cases, places I had never even heard of before. Because I was learning as much as I could about the different countries represented in Room 142, trying to absorb as much as I could about each of the kids on a personal level when we didn’t share a language, and simultaneously trying to discern what it was the ELA teacher was doing, it took months for me to sort everything out; I might as well have been in preproduction myself at the start of the school year. There was a lot of flux in the room, with kids coming and going, and a few kids turned up who spoke languages I did not even know existed. Ultimately, I had to make a chart of the languages they spoke to keep it all straight. As the weeks and months flew by, however, the kids and I did learn essential things about one another. Imperfectly, for sure, but better than I imagined would be possible during August and September, when the kids were so quiet and Mr. Williams was talking so much but saying only such basic things.

I saw right away that I was lucky to be in the presence of this teacher, who thought about the well-being of his students from the first bell until the last. He wondered, for example, what effect I might have on his students. Sometimes, Mr. Williams and I stepped upstairs to the second-floor copy room, where teachers and paraprofessionals went to make photocopies or to eat their packed lunches, and we talked about my role in his classroom. “I think it helps them, to tell their stories, don’t you?” he mused one day. And I could hear, behind the simple-sounding melody of his assertion, the harmony of a real question in his voice. “Maybe—it depends,” I answered. “Some of them might have lived through traumatic things, and they might not want to tell their stories. That’s fine. I would never push them to say more than they want. They have to feel empowered by the act of telling their stories.”

With this in mind, we came up with some ground rules. I would wait until the students had settled into school before trying to interview them; generally, I gave the kids several months to acclimatize. I also hired interpreters so that I could speak to each student in his or her home language. The interpreters and I met with individual students during their lunch period to explain my interest in their teacher and their classroom. If they expressed the desire to talk further, I asked about their backgrounds in a short interview, conducted in their home language. The students were free to say as much or as little as they desired. If it seemed that they had witnessed armed conflict, I did not ask them for details. Instead, I said I would like to meet their parents. I kept the interviews with students to half an hour at most—unless they invited me home—and I tried to have a light footprint, emotionally. After a while, I got to know three refugee families at a much deeper level. One family was from the Middle East, one was from Africa, and one was from Southeast Asia—the three regions producing the largest numbers of refugees. Understanding these families better enhanced my understanding of everything I saw transpire in the classroom.

Once I had explained my presence to the majority of the kids, Mr. Williams began asking me to help out a little bit, reading with the kids or playing some of the instructional games that he had invented. But I went to great lengths to communicate clearly with every student that I was not a member of the South High faculty, that I was a journalist visiting the classroom so that I could write a book, and that it was their choice whether or not to be included. In the end, twenty-one of the twenty-two students who spent large parts of the school year in Room 142 said they wanted to be part of the project. On the whole, my sense was that they felt a strong desire to tell the world what it was like to arrive in the United States from somewhere else, so that more people would understand how hard it was to negotiate such a transition. And they very much wished for people who lived in developed countries to know what was happening in places that were less fortunate.

*   *   *

Because teenagers are teenagers all the world over, the kids in Mr. Williams’s class were keen to interact with one another (far more so than they were to interact with me or their teacher), although they generally could not communicate by talking. I found it touching to watch their earliest attempts at friendship. In September, Stephanie started spending a lot of her free time with Nadia and Grace, the two sisters from Mozambique; they did not share a common language, but Spanish and Portuguese were similar enough that they could pretty much understand one another.

One day, upstairs in the bright, airy fourth-floor cafeteria—a cathedral-sized room with great banks of windows—Stephanie saw Uyen sitting at a table all by herself and asked the new girl from Vietnam if she would like to join the others. Uyen could not decipher either Spanish or Portuguese, but she and Stephanie figured out how to communicate, using the Google Translate application on their cell phones. Stephanie typed a text message in Spanish, used Google Translate to swap her words into Vietnamese, and asked Uyen what kind of movies she preferred. Uyen wrote back in Vietnamese, used Google Translate to convert the text into Spanish, and said that she loved horror movies. “So do I!” wrote Stephanie. One of Stephanie’s favorite movies was The Conjuring. Uyen said that was one of her favorites, too. Also, they both loved shoes. They agreed via Google Translate that the coolest shoes in the world were Converse High Tops, which they both wore to school every day. Stephanie and Uyen began holding hands in the hallways and eating lunch together all the time. Once Mr. Williams walked into the classroom to behold Stephanie sitting in Uyen’s lap, as Uyen stroked Stephanie’s hair and called her “my baby.”

Over lunch in the school’s cafeteria, Stephanie told me that she had been born in Denver and had attended school in the United States until the age of seven. When her parents separated, her mother had returned to Mexico, taking along her three daughters. Stephanie repeated third grade in Mexico and continued her schooling there through ninth grade. Then her mother began dating a new boyfriend, and the family went through a period of strife. Ultimately, her mother decided that she could no longer manage her teenage daughters, who were ignoring her commands. She sent all three girls back to Denver to live with their father. Stephanie was glad, because she had not liked her mother’s new boyfriend; also, she found her father less histrionic than her mother. Stephanie seemed highly pleased to have returned to the United States.

Uyen and I spoke much later, after her English had improved radically. She said she preferred to talk without an interpreter. We were sitting in the bleachers in the school’s enormous, echoing gymnasium, watching other students play dodgeball. Uyen’s parents were also divorced, and, like Stephanie, she had moved to the United States to live with her father. For Uyen, however, the change had been painful; she had never lived outside of Vietnam, and she was intensely homesick. Her eyes filled with tears when she mentioned FaceTiming her mother every day, but she believed her father’s invitation to live with him in the United States gave her a chance at a better future. When she arrived in Mr. Williams’s class that fall, Uyen was still adjusting to living with her father, a stepmother, and two half siblings for the first time, even as she was making the epic adjustment to a new country. I could see why a friendship had sprung up so quickly between her and Stephanie. Neither was a refugee, but both were dealing with the consequences of broken families, which was another form of hardship.

While Stephanie had forgotten most of her English during the years she had spent in Mexico, lost words began reappearing in her mind within a few weeks. Uyen had studied English in Vietnam, and she seemed determined to keep up with her new best friend. Nadia and Grace also called out answers frequently. Of all the factors that affect how easy or hard it is for a given student to learn English, what linguists call “language proximity” generally has the greatest effect. Portuguese and Spanish both evolved from Latin, and sentences in those languages are basically structured in the same way as English sentences (a subject, followed by a verb, then an object). English and the Romance languages also share a vast number of cognates. While English is a Germanic language, it includes so many words of Latin origin that more than 30 percent of its vocabulary is either the same or highly similar in Spanish. The two languages include thousands of perfect cognates (altar is translated as altar) and thousands of near-perfect cognates (furious is translated as furioso). Because of the great similarities between English and Spanish or Portuguese, Stephanie, Nadia, and Grace were having an easier time than the other students acquiring their new language. Saúl would progress rapidly as well once he recognized how much Spanish had in common with English, but he had not yet spent as much time in the United States as Stephanie, Nadia, or Grace.

English is much harder to learn for speakers of Asian languages. Most Asian languages are tonal, employ characters, and structure sentences differently. Because of the dominating presence of Portuguese missionaries starting in the seventeenth century, Vietnamese is written using the Latin script, and this facilitated Uyen’s ability to write in English. Hsar Htoo did not have the same advantage, however, for all three of the languages that he knew fluently—Karen, Burmese, and Thai—used other kinds of lettering. And Hsar Htoo could not rely on finding cognates between Karen and English or Burmese and English. The languages he spoke and the language he was trying to learn shared no common ancestry and did not even employ the same sounds. For Hsar Htoo, acquiring English would be more difficult than for anybody else in the room. When Mr. Williams posed questions to the class, the four girls frequently volunteered responses. It was the two boys—Saúl and Hsar Htoo—that the teacher had to prod into talking.

*   *   *

Even as Mr. Williams was trying to manage his original students, he kept having to incorporate additional kids into Room 142. At the end of September, the newcomer class doubled in size when six new students arrived over the course of four days. The fall months typically generated a rush at South, for the city’s refugee resettlement agencies were hustling to assist all the new arrivals sent to them at the close of the fiscal year, when international aid groups tried to meet year-end quotas. Amaniel, the next student to arrive, was fourteen years old. He was originally from Eritrea, a country with an authoritarian government and a long history of conflict with its neighbor, Ethiopia. Amaniel had transferred from another school, and had already lived in the United States for long enough to adopt the habit of wearing his pants down low. He had to hold on to his belt buckle to keep his jeans on his body when he strode around the classroom. Amaniel also wore multiple gold necklaces and had a star cut into his hair. He spoke Kunama, a language spoken by one of Eritrea’s ethnic minorities.

Solomon and Methusella arrived the following day. The two boys, obviously brothers, were both shy, quiet, and handsome. They had high cheekbones and wide-set eyes, which lit up when they smiled. In the weeks that followed, I noticed them wearing the same articles of clothing over and over—sports-oriented T-shirts and tracksuit jackets in carefully matched colors—but their clothes were always spotless. Methusella’s favorite shirt was a yellow-and-red-striped Barcelona soccer jersey, while Solomon’s was a medium-blue long-sleeved New York Giants shirt. Methusella was fifteen years old, and Solomon was seventeen. They were from the Democratic Republic of Congo, and they spoke Swahili. The DRC had been the site of the largest conflict anywhere on the African continent, and certain provinces in the DRC continued to experience serious violence even after the official ceasefire. If any of his students had witnessed bloodshed firsthand, Mr. Williams understood, it was likely to be these two striking, well-dressed boys.

Shortly after the brothers from the Congo arrived, Mr. Williams noticed Nadia and Grace chatting with them.

“Do you know Swahili?” he asked the girls from Mozambique.

“Yes,” Nadia said with shy pride.

That was news to Mr. Williams. The two sisters had never mentioned knowing Swahili. Mr. Williams thought it also helped explain their rapid learning curve, for in his experience, multilingual students often progressed more quickly than those who were monolingual. At this point, Mr. Williams mistakenly believed that Nadia and Grace spoke three languages—Portuguese, Swahili, and a little bit of English. Later in the year, however, Nadia would confide that she could speak seven languages—the three that Mr. Williams knew about, plus four languages indigenous to Africa.

Throughout the school year, the sisters from Mozambique would remain enigmatic to me. We ate lunch together several times, both with and without an interpreter, but they never wanted to say much. Grace preferred not to be questioned at all, although she listened with rapt attention to my vain attempt to interview her sister. Nadia simply said, in response to almost every question I asked, “I don’t know, Miss.” At one point, she added, “I don’t remember—I don’t remember anything.” I learned more about Nadia from a single picture that she drew, which Mr. Williams hung up on the bulletin board. Using colored pencils and fine-tipped markers, she created a detailed rendering of eighteen different people. Across the top, she wrote “My Family,” and then she labeled each person by name and by type of relation, using Portuguese terms. The picture included brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, a bespectacled grandmother, and even a tiny cousin in a finely drawn baby carrier. I assured Nadia that it was okay if she didn’t want to say more—some students wanted to share their stories, and others did not. I respected Nadia’s choice to be guarded.

Regardless, I grew to like both girls because of their quiet propensity to help out. When Mr. Williams missed a day, it was Nadia who told the substitute where she could find a particular stack of handouts. If Mr. Williams couldn’t remember where they had left off reading Inside the U.S.A., Nadia or Grace would remind him. Mr. Williams was glad to see the sisters welcoming the brothers from the Congo. Students found it confusing to arrive partway through the year, and it helped to talk to someone who had been in the room from the start.

Two days after Solomon and Methusella arrived, a pair of girls named Jakleen and Mariam walked into the classroom. They stood close together and murmured to each other in Arabic. Both were remarkably pretty, with oval faces, olive skin, and long black hair, and both favored heavy eyeliner painted like cat’s eyes. Sisters, clearly. Mariam wore tortoiseshell glasses and had done her hair in a hip-length braid, which from time to time she flung back around her shoulder so that the braid inscribed a wide arc in the air. Jakleen did not wear the navy blue glasses that she kept inside her backpack, and her black hair was loose, hanging down to her rib cage. Mr. Williams told the class that Jakleen and Mariam were from Iraq.

Mariam’s face wore a soft, tentative expression, while Jakleen studied everybody in the room with fierce curiosity. Mariam was sixteen years old, and Jakleen was fifteen. They had arrived in the United States at the end of August, but for several weeks they had lived with a friend in a suburb that fell outside the city limits. Only after their mother found an apartment they could afford on the outskirts of Denver did they become eligible to attend South. When Jakleen and Mariam walked into their new high school on October 1, 2015, the sisters had missed almost two months of school, and they had lost just about everything they had once called their own, including their father. They had left Baghdad in 2006, at the height of the Iraq War—nine years earlier—and they had been looking for a safe haven ever since. The two girls would tell me later that they entered Mr. Williams’s classroom believing that the hard times were over. Mariam and Jakleen imagined that by coming to America, they had put any kind of trouble behind them. This idea was untested, however, because they had been in the United States for only a few weeks, and did not yet know what kind of reception awaited them here.

Mr. Williams watched all of the new students closely. He knew that the brothers from the Congo had lived in a country that had been riven by conflict for two decades, and that they had not been able to attend school continuously. The same was true of the sisters from Iraq, who had fled an active war zone. Mr. Williams wanted to gauge the ability of his newest students to understand English. He also wanted to find out if they had arrived with school supplies and whether their families could afford food. Solomon and Methusella impressed him right away by demonstrating an instant readiness to learn—anytime Mr. Williams checked on the boys, they were hard at work.

Mariam and Jakleen seemed more distracted. They did not appear to be in immediate distress, for their clothes were clean and they had taken the time to fix their hair and put on makeup. The girls appeared alert, and had shown up with pencils and notebooks. They also demonstrated the kind of basic learning skills found in students who had been able to attend school regularly. When Mr. Williams wrote something on the whiteboard, they copied his words down in their notebooks. Soon there were indications that the girls might be experiencing inner turmoil, however; while both had come to school with their heads uncovered, within a short time Jakleen began wearing a hijab, while Mariam did not. Mr. Williams did not know what to make of this divergence in behavior, but he imagined the two sisters might be struggling with questions of identity and belonging.

*   *   *

On the Friday after Jakleen and Mariam’s arrival, volunteers from Goodwill appeared in the classroom. They had been visiting every week and were surprised to see twice as many students as the week before. Mr. Williams pointed out all the recent additions—Amaniel, with the gold chains, from Eritrea; Methusella and Solomon, the neatly dressed brothers from the Congo; Jakleen and Mariam, the cat-eyed sisters from Iraq—and asked the volunteers to practice verbal introductions. Half of the class had done introductions on the first day of school, but that had been six weeks ago, and it would be helpful for the longtime students to review the material; meanwhile, the recent arrivals could get acclimated.

The volunteers fanned out across the room and repeated what the teacher had said. Mr. Williams assigned Nadia and Grace to different groups, then did the same with Solomon and Methusella as well as Jakleen and Mariam—he separated siblings, to make sure they didn’t lapse into speaking to each other. Jakleen sat down with Uyen and Methusella, two students she did not know at all, and a Goodwill volunteer joined the group. Mystified, Jakleen stared at the volunteer. She had eloquent eyes, and without using words nonetheless managed to say she had no idea what was happening; her eyes had a little bit of laughter in them, too, as if this were funny.

The volunteer pointed to the whiteboard, where Mr. Williams was writing the scripted dialogue. Jakleen seemed unclear how to proceed. The volunteer pantomimed the act of writing, and then Jakleen turned to her notebook.

“Hi, I’m Jakleen,” she wrote in English. “I’m from Iraq, and I speak Arabic.”

I noticed that she had no trouble writing from left to right in Latin script, even though Arabic employs different letters and is written in the reverse direction. She must have studied English before. When Jakleen finished, I asked her a question.

“Jakleen, you’re from Iraq. Did you come in an airplane?”

“Airplane, yes. No Iraq, Turkey.”

“Oh, you lived in Turkey first?”

“Yes. One year, Turkey.”

Then Mr. Williams interrupted, drawing the room back together again. He asked the class to read a handout about a fictional TV game show called Name That City. The banter between the host and the contestants mentioned several major U.S. cities—Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Santa Fe, and Baton Rouge. Mr. Williams walked around the room listening carefully as the students read the dialogue aloud to their respective volunteers. Jakleen could read English haltingly and stumbled only over bigger words such as “contestants” and “congratulations.” For her second day at school, she was doing very well. Uyen could read all the words, although her pronunciation was harder to make out. Methusella read softly, and even though he could say most of the words, he did not always know their meaning. He asked the Goodwill volunteer for help when he came to the unfamiliar word “river.”

“It is water,” explained the volunteer. “Like the Nile River.” She made a flowing movement with her hands. Methusella nodded in recognition.

Then he asked about the meaning of “hometown.” I was impressed that he was asking so many questions—newly arrived students rarely did that.

“It is where your family is from,” said the volunteer.

When we chatted about our hometowns, Jakleen named Karrada, a neighborhood in Baghdad known for its diversity, even though her family had left there when she was five years old. Methusella said his hometown was Goma, a large city on the eastern side of the DRC. When I read more about the DRC, I learned that was the part of the country that had experienced the most dire forms of upheaval.

*   *   *

As his class grew, Mr. Williams gave the students weekly assessments to measure their ability to write, read, understand, and speak English. At the same time, he tried to watch over his students’ general well-being. He noted who made friends and who didn’t. He saw that Hsar Htoo had nobody with whom he could speak Karen, and that Amaniel had nobody with whom he could speak Kunama. Uyen seemed heavily dependent on Stephanie, who was starting to discover other Spanish-speaking students around the building. He worried about the two girls from Iraq, because they were the only students in the room who spoke Arabic, and he did not want them to isolate themselves and withdraw from the group as a whole. At first he held similar concerns about the brothers from the Congo, but then he saw them quickly forge an alliance with Nadia and Grace. They showed up at school every single day, always on time, always nicely dressed, always ready to tackle whatever he wanted them to learn. He was struck to see such motivation. The boys were making the most of every minute they had in his room.

The same was not true for Jakleen and Mariam. For reasons Mr. Williams had yet to discover, their motivation seemed to wax and wane. Hanging over them was a palpable aura of sadness. Often Jakleen stared vacantly out the classroom’s large windows instead of doing classwork. One day Mariam left the room to see the school counselor because she was too upset to stay in class. Why did their level of participation in school fluctuate? After Jakleen began wearing a hijab every day, she encountered vocal prejudice on the city buses that she used to commute to and from school. Even within the school building itself, one student called her a “terrorist.” I wondered if the prejudice she encountered served as a drag on her spirit. Jakleen and Mariam also appeared profoundly weary. Sometimes, they failed to come to school, and after one of their absences, when I asked where they had been, they said, “Sleep.”

This became a kind of joke after a while. “Jakleen, what do you want to do after you graduate from high school?” I asked her one day. “No work,” she said. “Eat, sleep.” Then I noticed that her eyes were laughing. Eventually she admitted that she wanted to pursue a career in fashion design. But she would have to finish high school to do that type of work, and meanwhile she and Mariam were accruing more absences than anybody else in the room. Mr. Williams worried about keeping the sisters engaged. He also wondered about their sadness, which they wore to school every day like a down jacket, as if it offered them some sort of protection. They did not have enough English to explain that to him, however; they did not have the words, and maybe what they had lived through was too big to describe easily in any language.

*   *   *

Eddie Williams felt a sense of kinship with these students who struggled to determine their place in American society. He had been born in a tiny border town in Southern California. His mother had grown up nearby, in a Spanish-speaking household. Her parents had emigrated from Mexico, and when she was a child, Mr. Williams’s mother had learned English in ELA classes. For her, the experience had been searing. As an adult, she had not taught her own children Spanish, for fear they would encounter the sort of virulent prejudice she had experienced in school. When her children were small, she did not even share with them the complete story of her own background, because of the degree of prejudice toward those of Mexican descent. She had married an American, and when her children were small, they believed they were Anglo. One day, while we were standing on the front steps of South, chatting about his background, Eddie Williams recalled that when his mother had finally revealed her Mexican identity, his sister had cried. In her mind, to be Mexican was to be dirty or unlovable. It was not something she wanted to be. Although he did not say so, I thought perhaps he, too, might have struggled to embrace fully the part of himself that had been treated as inferior by white society. I could see why teaching at South might make him feel more whole.

Given his mother’s experience, Mr. Williams was careful to treat his students with the utmost respect. He never wanted a student like Jakleen to feel he disapproved of her heritage—the way his mother had felt. At the same time, the students presented him with huge challenges. They arrived all throughout the school year, from all over the world, speaking every kind of language imaginable, and they learned at vastly different speeds. Some of them showed up in bad shape and needed time to heal; some grew frustrated with the pace of their own learning, and he had to cajole them to keep trying; others learned so fast he could barely keep pace. The more students he got, the harder he had to work to stretch those who were learning quickly without leaving anyone else behind.

With the addition of the latest students, the class size grew to eleven. So far, Mr. Williams had collected students from the Democratic Republic of Congo, El Salvador, Eritrea, Iraq, Mexico, Mozambique (or Burundi), Thailand (or Burma), and Vietnam. Two students spoke Spanish, while the other nine spoke languages that Mr. Williams did not know. Eight had learned to write using the Latin script, and three using other kinds of lettering. Already, the room included students from some of the countries in the world that were producing the largest numbers of refugees: Burma, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Eritrea, and Iraq.

Most people fleeing the continuing violence in El Salvador did not arrive in the United States with refugee status; typically, they entered without legal permission and then sought asylum. Saúl, for example, had left his home country in the company of an eighteen-year-old sister, crammed into the back of a panel truck along with more than seventy other travelers. So many bodies were squeezed into the truck that several passengers fainted. Saúl found it difficult to breathe. He was apprehended by immigration officials on the U.S. side of the border in McAllen, Texas, and was released into the custody of a twenty-six-year-old sister who lived in Denver. Given the conditions he had fled, Saúl was hoping the federal court system might grant him permission to remain in the United States.

Meanwhile, it was only October, and more kids were almost certainly on their way. Mr. Williams expected the class to double in size again before year’s end. His goal by that point was both straightforward and daunting: to ensure that as many students as possible could answer basic verbal questions in English in both the present and past tenses. He hoped the majority of students could also justify their answers, giving him either a rationale or an opinion. If they could produce original phrasing, they would enter the third phase of language acquisition, known as “speech emergence,” and they would be ready to move upstairs. If not, they would stay with him for another semester. He thought that was fine—some kids simply needed more time to adjust.

When the teacher was not in his classroom, I generally found him glued to his laptop in the copy room, worrying about how to help the growing number of students he had acquired to evolve simultaneously. What he brought into the classroom every day was a passion to help the newcomers thrive. He was like a gardener, excited by seedlings. Where others might see students with limitations, or students who were lagging behind their peers, Mr. Williams saw a room filled with kids who had lived through titanic experiences, teenagers who could do anything at all, once they accepted whatever sort of history they had brought with them and grasped the full extent of the opportunity lying ahead. He often told me that he felt lucky to work in a room like this one—a room that spoke of just how big the world was, and how mysterious.

Meanwhile, I started visiting some of his students at home, and that was when I began to appreciate more fully how illuminating Room 142 was going to be, for the room quickly began to serve as an almost perfect microcosm of the global refugee crisis as a whole. Once I began meeting with particular families, I started hearing about every kind of journey a refugee family could survive. The stories that intersected in this one classroom brought to life the global crisis in a way that I never saw represented in the daily papers. The kids were at South to learn English, but in the process they were sharing with me and with the school’s staff and with their American-born peers all kinds of lessons—about fortitude, about resilience, about holding on to one’s humanity through experiences nobody should have to witness. About starting over, and about transformation.
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Smile

My early conversations with Jakleen and Mariam took place at their school. The girls agreed to have lunch one day with me and an Arabic-speaking interpreter named Nabiha, a stylish woman in her midfifties who was also from Iraq. At our initial meeting, my only goal was to explain to the girls who I was and what I was doing at South in a language they could understand. As Nabiha and I walked to the classroom, she mentioned that she was a former refugee herself. When the bell rang for lunch, we climbed up four flights of stairs with Jakleen and Mariam to the crowded cafeteria and chatted with the girls while they stood in line for food. With Nabiha’s help, I told Jakleen and Mariam that Nabiha’s daughters had lived through something like what they were going through right now.

“Her children had to learn English here,” I said. “And they would come home crying! They would say, ‘We are so smart, and the classes are so basic.’ ”

“Yeah, it’s true,” Mariam said, through Nabiha. “That is what it is like.”

The girls carried their trays of food back downstairs to Room 142, where they customarily ate lunch. We sat down with them and I explained with Nabiha’s help that I wanted to tell them why I was visiting their classroom. Earlier, I had tried to convey with hand signs that I was a writer, but I had no idea what if anything had come across. “Mr. Williams has agreed I can write a book about him and his class,” I said to the girls. “I hope to write about some of the students who volunteer to tell their stories. Some of the students have said, ‘Yes, I want to talk to you.’ Some have said, ‘No, thank you.’ ”

“It’s okay to talk,” said Mariam.

I gave the girls a letter for their mother, written in Arabic, and said we would speak further if she agreed it was okay.

“I’m sure my mom, she will say okay,” Mariam assured me.

It was interesting to see that once I had an interpreter in the room, Mariam tended to speak for both girls. Previously I had mistaken her for having a softer personality, and had imagined that Jakleen would be more outspoken.

When we met again, during another lunch period, the girls explained that although they were from Iraq originally, most of their schooling had taken place in Syria. In essence, they were double refugees—first they had been displaced by the Iraq War, and then they were displaced again by the civil war in Syria. It was while they were living in Syria that their father had gone missing.

“My dad got lost,” Mariam told me. “When we were in Syria, it was very expensive, we didn’t have any money.”

“Everything got expensive—like oil, we couldn’t buy oil for heat, for the winter,” Jakleen added. “We didn’t have any way to heat the apartment, we just had to cover ourselves with a blanket. And the food also, it was very expensive. We had to eat just a potato or just an eggplant. And nothing else. And the rent on the apartment got expensive.”

“So my dad said, ‘I’m going to go back to Iraq to work,’ ” Mariam elaborated. “After that, he was gone. We didn’t see him again. We don’t know where he went.”

I asked what they remembered about their early years in Iraq, before their father had gone missing. The girls had been only five and six years old when the family had left Baghdad, however, and their understanding of events from that time was jumbled, vague.

“They threatened my dad,” Jakleen said.

“Who threatened him?” I asked.

“We don’t know,” she said. “The terrorists.”

“We remember just a tiny bit about Iraq,” Mariam added. “Not a lot.”

“He was working with the Americans,” Jakleen said.

*   *   *

We agreed that I should hear the rest of their story after I met with their mother. Jakleen and Mariam lived in Pine Creek Apartments, a low-rent housing complex in far southeast Denver. On my first visit, I strayed off course among the dozen or so identical buildings, and wandered around in the dark for a long time. All of the utilitarian structures appeared indistinguishable, one white stucco building after another; eventually I saw that the buildings were individually numbered, but the girls had given me only a street address. Nabiha had come to the meeting, too, but she was lost in a different part of the apartment complex. I kept calling her, she kept calling me, and we both kept calling the family; the phone calls only led to greater confusion and we spent more than thirty minutes trying to sort things out. If we had all been able to speak the same language, it would have been a five-minute complication, but the language barrier magnified every blip in communication. I could see that this was simply what it was going to be like, trying to get to know individuals from a culture so different than mine. There would be a lot of fumbling around in the dark before any potential illumination.

We found one another only after Jakleen and her mother, Ebtisam, came outside to search for me. I recognized Jakleen across one of the complex’s large open areas by the familiar silhouette of her hijab, which she wore in the traditional Iraqi manner. She pinned up her long hair, pulled on a cotton headband along her hairline, and then wrapped a large wool scarf around her face. Ebtisam did not wear a hijab. She was a pretty woman with short brown hair, a heart-shaped face, mauve lipstick, and eyebrows carefully stenciled into arches. Her attire was Western, a close-fitting orange T-shirt and tight blue jeans. When we found each other at last, Ebtisam hugged me. We had never met before, but she was a demonstrative woman, and we had been looking for each other for a while.

I was carrying a box of Middle Eastern pastries from a restaurant called Jerusalem because I wanted to share something that would taste like home. I was nervous about the meeting, given the increasingly hostile atmosphere toward Muslims in the United States, and I wanted the girls’ mother to feel comfortable sharing her version of the family’s story. Ebtisam and Jakleen showed me the way to their apartment, on the ground floor of Building #1. We walked down an endless hallway illuminated with fluorescent lights. The textured walls were painted a shiny bright white and indoor-outdoor carpeting gave the place an institutional feel. Mariam opened the door to the family’s home. The apartment had two bedrooms, a galley kitchen, and a generous-sized living room, filled with the characterless furniture of a doctor’s office: an oak coffee table, two oversized green sofas, beige carpeting. They had not chosen the furniture; it had been donated by their resettlement agency. The walls were bare, but Ebtisam had tried to add a splash of life by arranging orange and yellow artificial lilies in a white china vase.
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