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Cultural background: Rohingya 

(Rohingya refugee students from Rakhine state in 

Burma/Myanmar) 

The Rakhine and Rohingya live in Rakhine state, also 

called Arakan. The Rohingya are Muslim and the 

Rakhine are Buddhist. Many thousands of Rohingya 

are internally displaced within Burma, where they are 

persecuted and killed, or in refugee camps in 

Bangladesh, where conditions are dire. 

Language 

Rohingya 

 

Teaching in the Classroom 

According to the Arakan Project, over 60% of Rohingya 

children have never been to school due to poverty, 

government restrictions on their movement, and lack of 

schools. In addition, over 70% of heads of households 

report having no formal education. 

The few students that were able to attend schools 

typically were allowed to attend for half a day and went 

to under-resourced schools. Most students do not have 

textbooks, and government-funded teachers often do not receive pay. Rohingya students are also not 

allowed to attend universities in Burma. Some Rohingya communities have started mosques and 

religious schools in their villages. 

The most prominent educational institutions in Muslim areas are community- funded mosque 

schools, or madrasahs. They provide a religious education to younger children of both sexes, and to 

mostly male adolescents. Most lessons focus on memorizing and interpreting religious texts and not 

on literacy or numeracy. 
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Madrasahs usually function in parallel with the government education system rather than in 

competition with it, with classes timed in order to avoid clashes with government school timetables. 

However, for children in areas where government schools do not exist, or when parents are too poor 

to afford costs associated with education, madrasahs provide their only education. 

Students living in refugee camps or as IDPs generally do not have any opportunities to attend 

school—the Bangladeshi government does not permit secondary schools in camps. Today 

international aid organizations are currently working to increase educational opportunities for 

Rohingya in camps. These schools have about equal enrollment of male and female students. 

 

Family/School Engagement 

Rohingya parents repeatedly state that the one thing they want for their children is an education. 

However, most Rohingya parents have never attended school, know little about the school system in 

the USA. Girls’ education is not traditionally valued, and girls are typically taken out of school at 

puberty. 

Rohingya in the USA are often disconnected from other refugees from Burma due to historical 

persecution, so you will want to be aware that your Rohingya family may be dealing with more 

isolation than other groups. Some women may be fearful of leaving home by themselves so it is best 

to invite the entire family to school events. Rohingya children are often expected to work at an early 

age due to family economic needs.  

It is important to keep in mind that many refugees do not know how to drive or lack access to a car, 

so transportation to school events will be a challenge even if parents want to be involved. 

 

Culture, Gender and Family 

Traditionally, most Rohingya were farmers. Due to discrimination and laws preventing them from land 

ownership, many Rohingya in Burma are landless. 
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Rohingya typically have a strong social bond that comes from their Islamic faith; community members 

work together to support one another such as providing food to families in need and helping the 

poor. 

The majority of Rohingya follow a strict interpretation of Sunni Islam. Men typically have beards, and 

most women wear a hijab. It may be difficult for your student to adjust to co-ed classrooms. 

Schools should make an effort to provide space and time for students to pray during the day. 

Traditionally, men pray in congregations and women pray at home. Rohingya culture also has a 

strong Indian influence especially in regards to food and music. 

Rohingya women and girls are subject to serious gender-based restrictions due to societal attitudes 

and conservative interpretation of religious norms in their male-dominated community. The birth of a 

son is generally favored. Women and adolescent girls typically remain in their homes and are 

discouraged from participating in the economic sphere. Women are excluded from decision-making 

in community matters. Divorced women and widows are often looked down upon. Arranged 

marriages often operate successfully among Rohingyas, but forced marriages are not uncommon. 


