
Refugee Hotel:  Exploring the Refugee Convention

Time Needed: Two class periods

Materials: Refugee Hotel, copy of Refugee Convention (pages 13-19 of this document: http://
www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html), notebooks/journals, 4 copies of each of the following 
narratives from Refugee Hotel: Psaw Wah Bah, Abdullahi Musa, Rup Rhatiwada & Prem 
Khatiwada, Feliz Lohitai, Osman Mohamed 

Objective: Using the narratives from Refugee Hotel and the Refugee Convention, students will 
make personal connections to the narrators’ stories and use critical thinking skills to analyze the 
efficacy of the Refugee Convention. 

Related Core Curriculum Standards: Reading History RH.9-10.1, RH.11-12.1, RH. 9-10.2, 
RH.11-12.2, RH.11-12.7 Speaking and Listening SL.9-10.1, SL.11-12.1, SL.9-10.2, SL.11-12.2

Connections: This lesson can be used with any of the narratives from Refugee Hotel. 
Photographs from the book may be incorporated to enhance the lesson. 

Essential Questions: 

· What is the definition of a refugee? 

·  Why was the Refugee Convention developed, and who does it protect? 

· Does it leave anyone out?  

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 DAY ONE

Step One: As a warm-up activity, ask students to write silently in their journals, reflecting on the 
following prompt (5 minutes):  	


•  How would you define a refugee? 

Step Two: Pair Share--students find a partner and discuss their responses. While discussing, 
encourage them to consider the following:

•  Are your ideas about what defines a refugee similar? Different? How so? 

Step Three: Briefly introduce the Refugee Convention (5 minutes). Suggested contextual 
information:

In the wake of World War II, where millions of people fled for their lives from the Nazis and 
crossed into countries other than their own, the international community came together to 
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develop an international law that protects these people. Representatives from 26 countries 
developed a definition of a refugee—and agreed to provide protection to people who are 
persecuted and have to flee their homes to save their lives. This is known as the 1951 Refugee 
Convention. 

Step Four: Write the following definition on the board: 

persecute: to harass or punish in a manner designed to injure, grieve, or afflict; to cause to suffer 
because of belief. 

Step Five: Refugee Definition Activity (20 minutes): The Refugee Convention decided on the 
following definition (write on board): A refugee is someone with a well-founded fear of 
persecution based on his or her:

1. ____

2. ____

3. ____

4. ____

5. ____

Ask students the following:

· What do you think the five things they came up with are? Hint—the Nazis persecuted 
Jews. So the Refugee Convention protected …? (religion) 

Students then make guesses about the correct grounds for refugee status by the numbers (race, 
religion, political opinion, nationality, membership in a particular social group). All  guesses are 
written on board. Any guesses not included in the convention (environmental, economic status, 
etc.) are written to the side. 

Any guesses included in social group should be written as bullet points under number 5. 
Nationality and social group may need to be written in after the activity.

At this point, it may be helpful to explain the following:

 A social group is like an umbrella term—the writers of the Convention were smart and realized 
they probably weren’t thinking of all of the reasons that one group/individual would persecute 
another group/individual. “Social group” protects a wide-range of people—such as women 
victims of attempted honor-killings, people persecuted by gangs, and homosexuals. 



Ask students to reflect on crises they are familiar with—either from history or today—where 
people are persecuted for each of the above reasons. Their responses should be written on board 
in different colors next to the grounds (i.e. Palestine, Rwanda, Sudan, Ethiopia, Burma, etc.). 

Step Six: Hand out copies of the Refugee Convention, and facilitate popcorn read-aloud of:

·  pages 14-Article I, Section A. Pause the reading frequently to check for understanding, 
and work with students to “translate” the more difficult/legal sections of language (10 
minutes).

· Point out to students the convention was expanded to protect people outside of Europe, 
for events after 1951. 

 Step Seven: Have brief class discussion aboutArticles 2-6 using the following suggested 
prompts (5-7 minutes): 

· What rights do refugees have? 

·  What must countries provide them? 

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 DAY TWO

Step One: This section allows for students to connect the previous class activity to personal 
stories of persecution. Students break into groups of 3-4 and read the following stories (20 
minutes): 

· Psaw Wah Bah: race, nationality, political opinion

· Abdullahi Musa, political opinion

· Rup Rhatiwada & Prem Khatiwada: religion, race, nationality

· Feliz Lohitai: race, nationality, religion

· Osman Mohamed: race, social group, nationality

After completing the stories, each group creates reflections on a piece of paper to the following 
prompts:

·  What was most striking about the story?

· What was confusing about the story? 

·  What grounds from the refugee convention might this person fall under? (It can be more 
than one). 



Step Two: Students choose one representative from each group to give a short presentation 
to the class on the story they read. Each presentation should include (10 minutes):

· Summary of the story/narrator’s journey

· Themes in each story that relate to the narrator’s refugee status 

Step Three: Group Brainstorm. Pose the following question to the class, and record their ideas 
on the board (15 minutes):

Given what you know about current refugee problems and issues, how should the Refugee 
Convention be updated to include more contemporary ideas?

Step Four (optional): Assign students to read the narratives their group did not read in class. 
Ask students to create a Venn Diagram-like chart comparing the problems and obstacles each 
narrator faced. How are they similar? How are they different?

Possible Oral History Project: Using what they have learned about forced emigration, students 
create an oral history project around people from other countries who are living in the United 
States due to safety issues or persecution in their home countries. Groups of 3-4 students will 
identify one family or community member to interview about their journey to the U.S. and how 
the tenets of the Refugee Convention have impacted their experience. 


