
Refugee Hotel: Assigning Labels

Time Needed: Two class periods.

Materials: Refugee Hotel (with selected images), stickies (2 colors), red markers, pencils, 
whiteboard.

Objective: To develop self-awareness and critical thinking skills by exploring assumptions and 
the power of labels using written and visual narratives from Refugee Hotel.

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 activity can be adapted for any narrative from the Voice of Witness series 
with a set of related photographs or images.

Essential Questions: 

· How do we label others? 

· What assumptions do we bring with us when interacting with new people—especially 
those who are different from us? 

Narrative Excerpt: “To be called a refugee is bad. It means I have no country, no home, and that 
I’ll always be running away…That’s why I came to the United States, in 2009, with my husband 
and children. This is a good country for refugees; once I become an American I can get 
everything an American has, and I will never be called a refugee again.”  	
                                           
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 --Orenie Ndayishimiye

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

·  What is an assumption? 

· What are ways that we make assumptions about other people? 

·  Why do we do this? 

Step Two: Have a class conversation based on the warm-up activity, inviting students to “share 
out” from their journal reflections (5-7 minutes). 

Step Three: Introduce labels by facilitating a short class discussion using the following 
suggested prompt (5-7 minutes): 



When we encounter someone who seems different from us—different country, age, ethnicity, and 
personality—we automatically try to understand them, so we fill in the blanks about who they 
are. This is natural—but do we sometimes make assumptions that are wrong or unfair? 

Step Four: Have students do a “pair-share” in which they discuss the following with a classmate 
(5-7 minutes): 

Talk about a time when you have been LABELED—when someone made an assumption about 
you. What happened? What was that like? What was your response? 

Now talk about a time when you’ve labeled someone else, and have maybe felt badly about the 
label you put on him or her. What was that like? Did you learn anything from that? 

Step Five: Have a short class discussion allowing students to share out from their pair-share 
conversations.  During the share out, encourage students to explore and investigate how and why 
we label things, in order for them to transform and expand their understanding of people 
different from themselves. 

The following suggested prompts can be used during the discussion (10 minutes):

·  Where do our labels come from?

· Why do we label things? 

·  Is this a natural or unnatural thing? How can it be positive—and how can it be 
negative?

Step Six: Briefly introduce Refugee Hotel using information from the introduction and other 
sources, if desired. Create a frame of reference for the book that centers on refugees being a 
group that has been both socially and legally “labeled.” On the whiteboard, write the following 
quotes and definitions (5 minutes): 

· “To be called a refugee is bad. It means I have no country, no home, and that I’ll always 
be running away.” Orenie Ndayishimiye from Refugee Hotel 

· Definition of a refugee: “A refugee is a person who has fled persecution based on his/her 
race, religion, political opinion, nationality, or membership in a particular social group.”

Step Seven: In small groups, students reflect together on the differences and similarities between 
the legal definition of a refugee, and Ndayishimiye’s experience of being labeled as “a 
refugee.” (7 minutes) Suggested guiding questions: 

·  What is persecution? What might some examples be? 

· What is the connection between being persecuted and being “labeled”? 



· What does Orenie Ndayishimiye mean when she says “to be called a refugee 
is bad”? 

·  What are labels we often assign to refugees? 

Step Eight: Have a short class discussion allowing students to share out from their small group 
conversations. Possible discussion prompt (10 minutes):  

Refugees have essentially been “labeled” as different, and persecuted because of that label. 
And then they have been re-labeled as refugees. What else came up in your conversations?

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 DAY TWO

Step One: Hang a dozen or so photographs from Refugee Hotel (from both parts of the book) 
around the room. Class then does a “gallery walk,” examining and exploring the photographs. If 
needed, remind students that these are images of refugees who have come to rebuild their lives in 
the U.S. (5-7 minutes). As students engage the photographs, encourage them to consider the 
following:

·  Who are these people? 

· Where do they come from?

· What are they experiencing? 

· What are their emotions? 

· What is their background? 

Step Two: Each student is then given 3 or so sticky notes that will serve as “labels.” They will 
then attach a one-word label to a photograph of their choice. Remind students that the activity 
requires courage and honesty. Sharing examples such as sad, confused, missing, alone, etc., may 
be useful in getting the activity started (5-7 minutes).

After students have placed all of their labels, the class does another gallery walk, reexamining 
the images and the labels that have been assigned to them (5 minutes). 

Step Three: In groups of 3-5, students are assigned to read aloud different narratives from 
Refugee Hotel (10-15 minutes). Suggested narratives: Do Lian Zam (aka Elis); Tsehai Wodajo; 
Heinay Moo; Orenie Ndayishimiye; Susil Ghalley. 

After reading, groups discuss their stories using the following suggested prompts (7-10 minutes):

·  What are the ways in which the narrator has been labeled? 



· What labels did you assign to the narrator at the beginning, when you first started 
reading? Did these change by the end? 

· What labels did the narrator assign to others in the story? 

·  What labels does the narrator put on his/her home—on America?   

Step Four: Re-labeling: After reading and discussing the narrator’s stories, students may feel 
that their initial labels might be deepened or rounded by knowing more of their background.  
Using different color sticky notes, encourage students to add additional “labels” to the 
photographs (10 minutes). Before starting the activity, provide the following instruction: 

·  What is missing from the previous labels? 

· If a previous label seems truer, now, use the marker to make a red star. 

· If a label seems wrong, put an X on it (not over the writing). 

·  Not all original labels will become irrelevant or wrong, but that knowing more of the 
narrator’s story might deepen the initial label.

Step Five:  Class does another gallery walk, silently reexamining the images and additional 
labels (5 minutes).

Step Six: As a class, discuss the Assigning Labels lesson using the following suggested prompts 
(10 minutes):

·  Did reading the stories change our opinions and assumptions about the photographs? If 
so, how?

·  Did the stories make us more or less compassionate towards the people in the 
photographs? 

·  What does knowing details about someone change about our understanding of them? 

Step Seven: Written Reflection (can be done as homework assignment): Students reflect on the 
lesson by responding to the following prompt (15+ minutes):

	
 How can we be mindful about the labels we assign ourselves and each other?

Possible Oral History/Photo Essay Project: Students conduct oral history interviews with 
friends, family, and members of their school community, creating interview questions that reflect 
the essential questions of the labeling lesson. Students can build on themes from their pair 
shares, group discussions, readings and written reflections. The project could also include a 
photo essay that visually represents these themes. 


