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Office in Vienna



Approximately 25% of the caseload processed at HIAS/OPE 
Vienna, which works exclusively with Iranian religious 
minorities, is aged 56 or older.  
 
Most of the students in Vienna CO classes worked in skilled 
labor professions in Iran, although some were university 
professors or engineers, while others have received little or 
no formal education. 
 

--- 
 

Of HIAS/OPE Vienna’s caseload, approximately 75% are 
Christian, and 25% Zoroastrian, Mandaean, Bahá'í or Jewish  
 

Final destination for over 80% of cases = California. 



All refugees 15 and over are required to attend 
Cultural Orientation. Older refugees with 
debilitating medical issues may be excused.  
 
Typically, older refugees take CO along with 
younger students. However, the Vienna CO team 
has experimented with “Seniors Only” CO 
classes. 
 

Our main message:   
 

Elderly refugees will have many options in the 
U.S.--perhaps more than they think--and will 
ultimately be responsible for their own life 
choices. 
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Presentation Notes
We lead a learner-centered class: budgeting activities, role playing, games, guided discussions
Older students are sometimes be some of the most active and participatory in the room
Can also be passive and difficult to engage
Presentation photos are from a class with only those age 45+
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Almost all of the older refugees that we work with are uniting with close family; they won’t be alone 
From what we hear, the Iranian and Armenian communities in the U.S. are very supportive of newly arrived Iranian refugees of all ages, a big advantage
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We often use the whiteboard to write answers to questions such as here
These are some of the expectations and strategies of resettlement one class expressed
Some responses were surprising, some moving, some well-informed, some interesting
We usually simulate a job interview during the employment section of the class
This particular class 55+, except for one student who needed to take the class due to childcare reasons
During the job interview, the younger female student played the role of the boss to demonstrate that in the US, you never really know who the boss is will be
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Here you see some expectations, things people have heard about working in the US, jobs that are available, etc.
An interpreter said when her Iranian mother visited her in Vienna, she was surprised to see women over 50 wearing lipstick and clothes that weren’t black
Some Iranians joke that a lot of Iranians begin thinking of themselves as old when they’re 45
To counter cultural differences, we stress that 55-65 are probably ineligible for elderly government benefits 
In the health unit, we explain that being 55 or older, and/or having conditions such as diabetes or hypertension, generally does not make you considered “unemployable” in US
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CO is learner-centered to help students retain and remember more of the information and material
This is a game played during health unit, a snakes-and-ladders game
Structured so if playing the game, you come across all a variety of typical US healthcare experiences
An enjoyable activity to learn about the preventative nature of US healthcare, importance of appointments, importance of initial health screening in US, etc.�
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An activity for in the elderly section of our class (available on the COR Center website)
Also discuss parenting and teens; divide into 3-4 groups and give this handout
Asked to tell what is happening in the picture, with this woman, who she is, where she comes from
Generates thought and discussion about some challenges affecting older refugees in US
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We are always interested in hearing about the challenges seen with elderly refugees on the domestic side
This sort of information will help us to be better CO Trainers and may enhance our CO classes
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Some challenges mentioned in class, things they’ve heard from family and friends
Isolation is a big concern and can come from depression, lack of English, inability to get around because you cannot or are scared to
It is good to hear that there are English classes and citizenship classes offered in the U.S.; means elders can address relevant challenges with others enduring similar experiences 
Many younger folks have not considered the challenges elderly refugees may face in the US. When the elderly are given the chance to discuss how they are feeling, the youth seem to understand
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We discuss things older people can do to make themselves feel better and get more involved
We stress that while family helps, older people in the U.S. are very independent and individualistic, like most people from the U.S.
They’ll want to do something for themselves
Strategies aren’t specific to an older person
A particular one to highlight is in the bottom right corner: writing down your history and your memories and your family history; a way to deal with homesickness and pass on culture and stories



Whenever you catch the fish, 
 it’s fresh. 
  (Farsi proverb) 
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Some of our clients are so strong; ready to meet challenges head-on
Sometimes they’re quiet
Many don’t understand the nature of the challenges they will face, but they’re strong and engaged
This proverb is a phrase one of our interpreter brought to class: it means it’s never too late to learn--you’re never too old to start a new life
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