
Working as a school mental-health specialist in Oregon, she be-
came determined to get to the root of her young clients’ troubles. 
“It’s a public-health adage,” she says. “You see people drowning 
in a river and you’re pulling them out and saving them, but then 
eventually you say—wait a minute, let’s go upstream and find out 
why they’re falling in.”

But the seeds were planted earlier, during her childhood in 
Bethel, Alaska, then a city of 3,000 accessible only by air and 
water, with a majority-Yup’ik population. There were no paved 
roads. Betancourt’s home had no plumbing; the family show-
ered at the high school or the fire station (her father was the fire 
chief). Stray dogs roamed the streets. Still, she says, “I thought it 
was great. We were outside all the time, playing with our friends 
and building things out of snow, ice skating, playing hockey.”

She believes this early experience instilled respect for other 
cultures—and prepared her to work in the developing world: 
“When I work in Africa, and there’s no plumbing, and there are 

no paved roads, and there are stray dogs in the streets, it feels 
like home to me.”

As a girl, she observed the problems that resulted when a people 
accustomed to living off the land rapidly ad-
opted a different way of life: high crime rates, 
rampant alcoholism, child neglect. Even then, 
she recalls, “the question of resilience always 
came back to me. These kids weren’t just on a 
deterministic path. If people in the community 
stepped in, or if kids got an opportunity, even 
a child from a terrible background managed to make it out OK.”

In 1998, Betancourt entered a doctoral program at HSPH; an 
interest in refugee issues also led her to spend time abroad work-
ing for the United Nations (in 1999) and consulting for the In-
ternational Rescue Committee (from 2002 to the present). Again 
she observed resilience among children—in Albania, Russia, and 
Ethiopia, where she helped design edu- (please turn to page 78)

Far From Home

Bantu tribal people were brought to Somalia from other 
African countries as slaves in the nineteenth century. After 
emancipation, with few options for formal employment, 

this minority group adopted a subsistence lifestyle, settling in 
remote river valleys without schools or access to healthcare. 
The group, which constituted at least 5 percent (and by some 
estimates, much more) of Somalia’s population, didn’t have even 
one representative in the national government. When the civil 
war began in 1991, Somali Bantu communities were defenseless 
as armed groups from both sides of the conflict started coming 
to their communities, raping, pillaging, and killing under the 
pretense that the villagers had helped the other side.

Tens of thousands of Somali Bantus ended up in refugee camps 
in Ken ya. Returning to Somalia, where they suffered from dis-
crimination and where outbreaks of violence persisted (and still 
do), was not a good option. By the time the United States agreed 
to accept 13,000 Somali Bantu refugees for resettlement, most of 
them had been living in the camps for more than a decade.

In 2006, Theresa Betancourt and colleagues at the Boston Medi-
cal Center (BMC) received a request for help from the public 
schools in Lynn, Massachusetts, home to a Somali Bantu refugee 

community. The refu-
gee children were hav-
ing behavioral problems, 
and the school system 
was having trouble com-
municating with their 
parents. They sought out 
the BMC team, who were 
known for their expertise 

in working with African populations and war refugees.
Betancourt and her colleagues engaged teachers and ad-

ministrators in Lynn to help them understand not only the 
cultural differences involved (refugee parents weren’t accus-
tomed, for example, to speaking directly to teachers about 
their children’s education) but also the challenges specific 
to the Somali Bantu experience (such as parents’ lack of lit-
eracy, and mental-health issues stemming from exposure to 
violence, being uprooted, and then living in camps for years). 
The goal was collaborative, rather than antagonistic, rela-
tionships with the parents.

Later, Betancourt saw an opportunity to try locally an inter-
vention similar to those she’d developed for use in Sierra Leone 
and Rwanda. Aweis Hussein, a Somali Bantu teacher’s aide and 
interpreter whom Betancourt knew from her work in the Lynn 
public schools, had helped found Shanbaro, an organization 
for the Boston-area Somali Bantu refugee community. Work-
ing with Hussein and other community leaders, Betancourt 
conducted interviews to assess both children’s needs and any 
factors that seemed to mitigate the effects of the adversity they 
experienced as refugees; she hopes to design and test a family-
strengthening intervention adapted to the Somali Bantu cul-
ture and needs. In the meantime, graduate student Stephanie 
Loo has already won funding to lead a Somali Bantu girls’ em-
powerment group and Betancourt’s interviews have resulted 
in a community needs assessment that can be used to apply 
for further grant aid. Rita Falzarano, development coordinator 
for the nonprofit Chelsea Collaborative, an umbrella organiza-
tion that includes Shanbaro, notes another benefit: Hussein 
and four other Somali Bantu community members worked side 
by side with Harvard researchers, receiving training in social-
science research methods to help carry out the study.

With most so-called research partnerships, says Falzarano, 
researchers gather the data they need “and that 
is the last you hear from them.” The partner-
ship with Betancourt “is a true partnership,” 
she says: “It benefits the community as well as 
the researcher.”

Zahara Haji (foreground) and Amina 
Abdullahi, research assistants in Betan-
court’s project with the Somali Bantu 
refugee community in Boston, during a 
presentation at Chelsea City Hall 

Visit harvardmag.com/
extras for a Q&A with 
Betancourt, and learn 
more about her family, 
career, and work. 
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