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LETTER FROM THE FILMMAKER

I got to know Christian Zingg three years ago during a

media-education film project with his class at that time.

I was impressed by the trust the pupils placed in their

teacher. When Zingg told me some of their unbeliev-

able stories, I knew I wanted to make a film about such

students. We decided to cover him and his next class

over the two years from the beginning of their school-

ing to the end.

When we started filming, I was initially just curious

about all of the young people who gathered in the

schoolyard during breaks and the stories they had to

tell. In retrospect, I realize that I had my ideas and prej-

udices about the various nationalities of the young peo-

ple. But the longer the filming lasted, the less I was able

to think in stereotypes and the more complex their in-

dividual stories and destinies became.

What happened was that once I admitted my preju-

dices, I started to see just people, with all their contra-

dictions, far from their homes.

But the big challenge really began for me when I started

editing: How was I to condense these two years of in-

tensive experiences into a 90-minute film and thus

make it accessible to an audience? How could I walk the

fine line between creating a dramatized arc of suspense

and showing life with all its shades of gray?

The Neuland documentary evolved from months of sift-

ing through the material, and I genuinely hope that it

will touch viewers and sensitize them to the fates of

these young migrants and others like them who are

stranded on our shores every day.

Anna Thommen

Director, Neuland Filmmaker Anna Thommen.

Photo courtesy of Gabriela Betschart
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All of the new students in Christian Zingg’s 2010 immigrant

integration class in Basel, Switzerland have long journeys be-

hind them, and daunting journeys ahead. Separated from

their families and, in many cases, traumatized by events in

their home countries, these migrants from places like

Afghanistan, Serbia and Eritrea struggle to learn a new lan-

guage and fit in to a sometimes confusing new culture. Neu-

land (“New Territory”) follows the adolescents over two

years as they prepare themselves for employment and re-

veal their innermost hopes, dreams and frustrations. As the

end of school draws near, each student must face the same

difficult question: Is there a place for me in this country? It is

a question that even their compassionate and dedicated

teacher can’t answer for them.

Like many immigration stories, Neuland raises questions

about how to assimilate and also preserve one’s identity and

cultural heritage; how to establish a new life while keeping

ties to family far away; how to help native-born citizens of a

country welcome strangers and overcome resistance to the

changes they represent; and how to balance financial and

political limitations with government responsibility to act

with compassion and provide humanitarian aid. These ques-

tions make the film an excellent springboard for discussion;

the personal stories that take these questions from theory

to reality make for compelling viewing. 

INTRODUCTION
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Ehsanullah Habibi.

Photo courtesy of Gabriela Betschart



Neuland is well suited for use in a variety of settings and

is especially recommended for use with:

• Your local PBS station 

• Groups that have discussed previous PBS and POV

films relating to immigration, assimilation and

identity, including Special Flight, Rain in a Dry

Land and The Betrayal (Nerakhoon) 

• Groups focused on any of the issues listed in the

Key Issues section

• High school students, youth groups and clubs

• Faith-based organizations and institutions

• Cultural, art and historical organizations,

institutions and museums

• Civic, fraternal and community groups

• Academic departments and student groups at

colleges, universities and high schools

• Community organizations with a mission to

promote education and learning, such as local

libraries

Neuland is an excellent tool for outreach and will be of

special interest to people looking to explore the follow-

ing topics:

• acculturation

• assimilation

• coming of age

• cultural and national identity

• economics

• education

• ethnicity

• Europe

• immigration

• race/racism

• social upheaval

• sociology

• Switzerland

• teaching/teachers

• war
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USING THIS GUIDE

This guide is an invitation to dialogue. It is based on a belief in the power of human connection, designed for people who

want to use Neuland to engage family, friends, classmates, colleagues and communities. In contrast to initiatives that fos-

ter debates in which participants try to convince others that they are right, this document envisions conversations un-

dertaken in a spirit of openness in which people try to understand one another and expand their thinking by sharing

viewpoints and listening actively. 

The discussion prompts are intentionally crafted to help a wide range of audiences think more deeply about the issues

in the film. Rather than attempting to address them all, choose one or two that best meet your needs and interests. And

be sure to leave time to consider taking action. Planning next steps can help people leave the room feeling energized and

optimistic, even in instances when conversations have been difficult. 

For more detailed event planning and facilitation tips, visit www.pov.org/engage

POTENTIAL PARTNERS KEY ISSUES
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Who Immigrates to Switzerland and Why 

Switzerland has one of the highest immigration rates in the

world: more than 20 percent of its population claims origins

outside of the country. Young immigrants and children of

immigrants face some of the toughest barriers to social and

professional success as adults. The Swiss government has

made it a priority to integrate immigrants successfully into

Swiss life—socially, culturally and economically. 

Switzerland experienced a high immigration rate through-

out the twentieth century. In the early part of the century,

Switzerland was a top destination for well-educated French,

German and Italian workers. As the century progressed,

Eastern European dissidents, refugees and asylum seekers

from the Middle East, Asia and Africa made their way to

Switzerland. Switzerland’s close ties to the European Union

make it an ideal destination for refugees and asylum seekers

looking to gain access to the European Union and its bene-

fits and protections. 

A 2013 report by the Immigration Administration of

Switzerland states that more than 34 percent of per-

manent residents have a “migration background,”

meaning that either the individuals themselves or their par-

ents immigrated to Switzerland from elsewhere. Those with

an immigration background have a younger median age

than that of the Swiss population as a whole. 

According to the Swiss government, its express goal is to

help naturalized citizens, long-term residents and refugees

attain the same quality-of-life milestones as other Swiss res-

idents. The government keeps quality-of-life data on both

Swiss-born and foreign-born residents. This data includes in-

dicators like the poverty rate, percentage of disposable in-

come, memberships in associations or groups in Switzerland,

participation in continuing or higher education, knowledge

of local language and mixed national marriage.

In 2012, Switzerland received more than 25,900 applications

for political asylum, the sixth highest volume of asylum ap-

plications in the world. Every foreigner has the right to apply

for asylum, but fewer than 12 percent of applicants are ac-

cepted. 

Nazlijie at work in a retirement home.

Photo courtesy of Gabriela Betschart
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Sources: 

“Adaptation of Immigrant Children to the United States: 

A Review of the Literature.” Center for Research on Child Wellbeing.

http://crcw.princeton.edu/workingpapers/WP98-03-McCarthy.pdf

Efionayi, Denise et al. “Switzerland Faces Common European

Challenges.” Migration Information Source, February 1, 2005.

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/switzerland-faces-common-

european-challenges

“Migration and Integration.” Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/01/07.htmll

The School 

The school featured in Neuland is located in Basel and of-

fers a two-year program designed for young immigrants

who have aged out of the public school system. The school’s

curriculum has two focuses: German-language instruction

and vocational career training. 

Since 1990, 1,000 students have completed this two-

year program. Most of the students have been in

Switzerland for less than one year when they begin the pro-

gram; some have been there for only a few days. Both those

seeking asylum and students who have resident visas are ac-

cepted into the school. 

Curriculum at the school has been designed based on the

idea that the immigrant experience often can be divided into

two distinct chapters: the protracted physical journey, which

may last for months, and then the mental process of transi-

tioning to a new country. Additionally, many students are

not in Switzerland voluntarily but instead have fled harrow-

ing circumstances in their home countries.

Source: 

Zentrum für Brückenangebote. www.sba-basel.ch 

Christian Zingg, teacher of the integration class.

Photo courtesy of Gabriela Betschart
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Challenges of Cultural Adjustment

“Love, war and work. These are the three reasons most peo-

ple emigrate.” — Marcelo Suarez-Orozco, co-author of Chil-

dren of Immigration

The challenges of adjusting to a new culture are both con-

crete—such as learning a new language and adjusting to new

surroundings and cultural processes—and more nuanced,

such as dealing with the grief of leaving one culture behind

for another. However, according to the Princeton Center for

Research on Child Wellbeing, immigrants are most likely to

be set on a path to successful adjustment to a new culture

when they learn the languages of their new countries.

Knocking down the language barrier not only provides eco-

nomic opportunity, but also allows immigrants to cut

through social isolation by connecting with peers in their

new countries. 

Before the Industrial Revolution, immigrant workers had the

opportunity to get jobs and move up the ladder of employ-

ment with minimal education. In today’s global economy,

that sort of mobility is harder to come by. That is why many

integration programs focus on the same two prongs of suc-

cess—fluency in the new country’s language and concrete

job skills. 

Advocacy and policy groups like the Migration Pol-

icy Institute push for recognition of a third critical

service type in the integration of immigrant populations—

mental health services. Cultural integration can be a trau-

matic process, especially for vulnerable populations like

children and those suffering from past traumatic experi-

ences—the case for many asylum seekers. 

Sources: 

Elliott, Barbara J. “Assimilating the New American Immigrant.”

Philanthropy Magazine, November/December 2006.

http://www.philanthropyroundtable.org/site/print/assimilating_the_ne

w_american_immigrant

“Integration – Indikatoren.” Bundesamt für Statistik.

http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/de/index/themen/01/07/blank/ind

43.approach.4302.html

Perreira, Krista M., and India Ornelas. “Painful Passages: Traumatic

Experiences and Post-Traumatic Stress among U.S. Immigrant Latino

Adolescents and their Primary Caregivers.” International Migration

Review 47, no. 4 (December 2013).

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/imre.12050/abstract

Schindall, Julie. “Switzerland's Non-EU Immigrants: Their Integration

and Swiss Attitudes” Migration Information Source, June 9, 2009. 

Hamidullah Hashimi and Ehsanullah Habibi at school.

Photo courtesy of Gabriela Betschart
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Christian Zingg – the teacher Nazlije Aliji – an Albanian from Serbia; 

interns as a health aid for the elderly

Ismail Aliji – Nazlije’s younger brother; 

interns in the building trades

Ehsanullah Habibi – from Afghanistan; 

leaves school to work in a restaurant but eventually 

returns to class

Selected People Featured in Neuland
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Selected People Featured in Neuland

Hamidullah Hashimi – Habibi’s friend from Afghanistan Hossein Amiri – from Afghanistan; 

shows Zingg video from Afghanistan

Tuğçe Kummer – from Turkey; 

speaks most boldly in class
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Teaching and Learning

In the opening scene, teacher Christian Zingg is going

through pictures and names of the new students. What does

this simple act tell you about his approach to his work and

his students?

What did you learn from the film about the difference that

teachers can make in their students’ lives?

Mr. Zingg explains that in Switzerland, teachers are forbid-

den from hitting students, which diverges from common

practice in some of the students’ native countries. Is the

Swiss rule a good one? Why do you think some places allow

teachers to hit students?

Ehsanullah Habibi describes chaotic life at the asylum center

as one reason he has trouble studying. What strategies

would you suggest to a student who lived in a similarly noisy

or distracting environment?

Ehsanullah appears to be surprised that to become a painter

(in the building trades), he must pass a math exam. Were

you also surprised by this? Switzerland also has a compre-

hensive apprenticeship system for many working-class pro-

fessions. Do you think the United States should adopt this

model of apprenticeships and exams? Why or why not?

Mr. Zingg encourages Nazlije Aliji to become a teacher, but

at some point he realizes that she doesn’t have the requisite

school experience, so he steers her to a health aide job.

Learning a new language isn’t the only challenge. Many of

the immigrants have had their educations disrupted or have

had only limited access to school. How does this compare

to immigrants you have met? What role does access to

education play in future success, regardless of where

one ends up living?

Immigration Experiences

Ismail Aliji says that he did not choose to come to Switzer-

land, but his father demanded it. What sorts of circum-

stances would lead a parent to send their children to another

country? 

The students in this class name the nations they are from:

Serbia, Macedonia, Dominican Republic, Afghanistan, Turkey,

Eritrea. What do these places have in common?

What was your reaction to the cost and length of Ehsanul-

lah Habibi’s journey from Afghanistan to Switzerland or to

Nazlije Aliji’s timeline, which included the death of her

mother? What do you know about how your family came to

live where you live?

Ehsanullah knows that if he does not pay back the lenders

who financed his travel to Switzerland, his family members

will lose their land. What is the effect of placing this sort of

burden on his young shoulders? How do his responsibilities

compare to those of typical teens in your community (or

your own experience as a teen)?

What obstacles impede the students’ pursuit of success as

legal residents, or even citizens of Switzerland? What actions

do they take to attempt to overcome those obstacles? How

does Mr. Zingg encourage them and give them hope? 

The teens are at a life stage in which they are just beginning

to “find themselves” and establish their adult identities. How

is this process complicated by the need to adapt to a new

place and culture?

In his journal, Hamidullah Hashimi expresses a deep yearning

for his homeland. If you were Hamidullah’s classmate or teacher,

how would you help him overcome his homesickness? 

Immediately after the film, you may want to give people a

few quiet moments to reflect on what they have seen or

pose a general question (examples below) and give people

some time to themselves to jot down or think about their

answers before opening the discussion:  

• If you could ask anyone in the film a single question,

whom would you ask and what would you ask them? 

• If a friend asked you what this film was about, what

would you say? 

• Describe a moment or scene in the film that you

found particularly disturbing or moving. What was it

about that scene that was especially compelling for

you?

• In one word, how did this film make you feel?

• What did you learn from this film that you wish

everyone knew?

GENERAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
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Hamidullah reminds Ehsanullah that he has to write from left

to right, and also open his notebook from the opposite side.

Sometimes getting used to subtle cultural differences is the

most difficult adjustment. Have you ever been immersed in

another culture? What sorts of details did you notice that

were different? What did you learn about your own culture

from those differences?

What responsibility do immigrants have to assimilate to

Swiss culture? How can they become Swiss and still remain

attached to their native heritage? In what ways might

Switzerland benefit from helping new immigrants accultur-

ate rather than assimilate (i.e., fit into Swiss culture without

completely losing their native heritage)?

Mr. Zingg asks the students about their “dream professions.”

If you asked that question of students in your community,

how would their answers compare to those of the students

in the film? What factors influence the young immigrants’

ability (or inability) to pursue their dreams? What role does

their status as documented or undocumented immigrants

play in their ability to pursue their dreams? What factors in-

fluence the ability of teens in your community to pursue their

dream professions?

Mr. Zingg encounters the boys watching news from

Afghanistan. He comments that the images make

Afghanistan seem “like a normal country.” Then Hossein

Amiri shows his teacher what he believes Afghanistan is re-

ally like: footage of a young man killing people on the street,

seemingly for fun. Hossein adds, “We don’t hear any of that

here.” Mr. Zingg suggests that if things seem normal,

“Switzerland can say the Afghans who live here can go back

again.” Why do you suppose journalists would avoid report-

ing on danger or violence in Afghanistan? What role does

news reporting play in creating a climate of support for or

rejection of immigrants?

Speaking with the cousin serving as guardian for Nazlije and

Ismail Aliji, Mr. Zingg says, “I have the impression that Nazlije

in particular has no time for herself.” They attribute the lack

of time to Nazlije’s zealous personal drive, but is there also a

gender element here? How is the immigrant experience dif-

ferent for males and females?

What sorts of stereotypes about immigrants have you

heard? In what ways do the students in the film affirm or

contradict those stereotypes? 

Immigration Policy

What did you learn from the film about the particular needs

of “unaccompanied minors” or young immigrants in general? 

Ehsanullah Habibi’s application for asylum is initially rejected.

If you were writing Switzerland’s criteria for asylum, what

would you require of applicants? What factors would you

consider? How would the size of the country’s budget and

its current population influence your policy? 

From a humanitarian perspective, what is Switzerland’s re-

sponsibility to these young people and to others like them

who arrive from places with different languages, cultural tra-

ditions and political systems? 

School officials are concerned when Ehsanullah cuts himself,

but they acknowledge that they aren’t well-equipped to deal

with the sources of his depression. Fortunately, he is resilient,

but what if he needed to be institutionalized? Why might a

formal mental-health diagnosis affect residency status and

how might policy encourage or discourage refugees from

getting the care they need? In formulating policy, how would

you balance compassion with practical need to deny resi-

dency permits to people who are likely to become depend-

ent on the state or need expensive state services?

Additional media literacy questions are available at:

www.pbs.org/pov/educators/media-literacy.php



Taking Action

• Find out what services are provided to English Language Learners (ELLs) in your school district. Consider what

other services ELL students may need and work with the district and community to provide them.

• Volunteer at a local agency (e.g., Literacy Volunteers of America) that helps people learn English and/or prepare

for job interviews, complete applications and the like. 

• Provide a public but safe opportunity for asylum seekers or undocumented workers and their families to tell their

stories. During the event, distribute handouts with accurate information about immigrants and immigration

policy.

• Create an interactive “dream professions” art exhibit where people are invited to post (in writing, image or

representation) their dream jobs. Then invite the community to look at, and be inspired by, its dreams. Consider

inviting speakers (especially first- and second-generation immigrants) from the neighborhood who achieved

their dream professions to share their stories.
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School trip of the integration school.

Photo courtesy of Gabriela Betschart



Immigration and Detention Policies

AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL: “REFUGEES”

http://amnesty.org/en/refugees-and-migrants

Amnesty International provides migration statistics and

provides information on refugee populations, especially

those heading into Europe. 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH: 

“MIGRANT SMUGGLING: WHAT ARE THE EU OPTIONS?”

www.hrw.org/news/2015/05/12/
migrant-smuggling-what-are-eu-options

An article by Emina Cerimovic that first appeared in the

EU Observer offers an overview of migrant smuggling (the

sort of path to Europe that Ehsanullah Habibi talks about

having taken in the film). The organization also provides

annual world reports on the status of human rights and

substantial advocacy resources related to asylum seekers. 

UNHCR: THE UN REFUGEE AGENCY

www.UNHCR.org

Enter “Switzerland” in the search box to find a detailed

statistical overview of refugees in Switzerland and the

government’s response. (www.unhcr.org/cgi-

bin/texis/vtx/page?page=49e48f0d6&submit=GO) 

U.S. IMMIGRATION AND CUSTOMS ENFORCEMENT

www.ice.gov

This is the official site for U.S. policies related to asylum

and detention of undocumented immigrants.

RESOURCES
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FILM-RELATED WEB SITES

NEULAND 

http://neuland-film.ch 

The film’s website, in German, offers additional information

about the film and its subjects. The website requires a

translation program to view in English.

ZENTRUM FÜR BRÜCKENANGEBOTE

www.sba-basel.ch

The official website for the school featured in the film is in

German and provides additional information about the

curriculum. The website requires a translation program to

view in English.

Original Online Content on POV  
To further enhance the broadcast, POV has produced an interactive website to enable viewers to explore the film in

greater depth. The Neuland website—www.pbs.org/pov/neuland—offers a streaming video trailer for the film; an

interview with filmmaker; a list of related websites, articles and books; a downloadable discussion guide; a standards-

aligned lesson plan with streaming clips; a downloadable reading list; and special features.



HOW TO BUY THE FILM

For information on how to purchase Neuland, 
visit http://neuland-film.de/ or contact Rise and Shine World Sales 
at http://www.riseandshine-berlin.de/contact/. 

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc.,

POV is public television’s premier showcase

for nonfiction films. The series airs Mondays at

10 p.m. on PBS from June to September, with primetime specials

during the year. Since 1988, POV has been the home for the

world’s boldest contemporary filmmakers, celebrating intriguing

personal stories that spark conversation and inspire action. Always

an innovator, POV discovers fresh new voices and creates inter-

active experiences that shine a light on social issues and elevate

the art of storytelling. With our documentary broadcasts, original

online programming and dynamic community engagement cam-

paigns, we are committed to supporting films that capture the

imagination and present diverse perspectives.

POV films have won 32 Emmy® Awards, 18 George Foster

Peabody Awards, 12 Alfred I. duPont-Columbia University Awards,

three Academy Awards®, the first-ever George Polk Documen-

tary Film Award and the Prix Italia. The POV series has been

 honored with a Special News & Documentary Emmy Award for

Excellence in Television Documentary Filmmaking, two IDA

Awards for Best Continuing Series and the National Association

of Latino Independent Producers (NALIP) Award for Corporate

Commitment to Diversity. More information is available at

www.pbs.org/pov. 

POV Digital www.pbs.org/pov

Since 1994, POV Digital has driven new storytelling initiatives

and interactive production for POV. The department created

PBS's first program website and its first web-based documen-

tary (POV's Borders) and has won major awards, including a

Webby Award (and six nominations) and an Online News Asso-

ciation Award. POV Digital continues to explore the future of in-

dependent nonfiction media through its digital productions and

the POV Hackathon lab, where media makers and technologists

collaborate to reinvent storytelling forms. @povdocs on Twitter.  

POV Community Engagement and Education 

POV's Community Engagement and Education team works with

educators, community organizations and PBS stations to pres-

ent more than 650 free screenings every year. In addition, we

distribute free discussion guides and standards-aligned lesson

plans for each of our films. With our community partners, we in-

spire dialogue around the most important social issues of our

time.

American Documentary, Inc.  www.amdoc.org

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company

dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary

stories that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in

mainstream media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public cul-

ture, developing collaborative strategic engagement activities

around socially relevant content on television, online and in com-

munity settings. These activities are designed to trigger action,

from dialogue and feedback to educational opportunities and

community participation.

Major funding for POV is provided by PBS, The John D. and

Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, the John S. and James L.

Knight Foundation, Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and

National Endowment for the Arts. Additional funding comes

from Nancy Blachman and David desJardins, Bertha Foundation,

The Fledgling Fund, Marguerite Casey Foundation, Ettinger

Foundation, New York State Council on the Arts, New York City

Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with the City Coun-

cil, Ann Tenenbaum and Thomas H. Lee, and public television

viewers. POV is presented by a consortium of public television

stations, including KQED San Francisco, WGBH Boston and

THIRTEEN in association with WNET.ORG.

You can follow us on Twitter @POVengage 
for the latest news from 

POV Community Engagement & Education.
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