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Abstract: This article sheds light on the schooling experiences of Arab immigrant and 

refugee high school students in the context of Canada’s cultural diversity. Canada’s 

diversity was described by Justin Trudeau upon his election as the nation’s Prime 

Minister: “We believe in our hearts that this country’s unique diversity is a blessing 

bestowed upon us by previous generations of Canadians, Canadians who stared down 

prejudice and fought discrimination in all its forms”(Justin Trudeau: For the Record, 

2015, para. 28).  Trudeau’s further claim that Canada’s “enviable, inclusive society 

didn’t happen by accident and won’t continue without effort” (para. 28) certainly 

pertains to the country’s educational system, most notably with the ongoing influx of 

Syrian refugees since 2015. Towards this end, the article reviews and adds to the 

literature that seeks to bridge cultural/educational values between school communities 

and new immigrants from the Arab world.   

 

Keywords: Arab immigrant students, Arab refugee students, engagement, high school 

students, inclusive education integration 

 

In light of this paper’s focus on Arab immigrant and refugee students, some 

background information about the Arab community in Canada is helpful. I begin by 

defining who Arabs are and then provide a brief history of Arab immigration to 

Canada. 

Who Are Arabs? 

In general, the word “Arab” is used throughout popular and so-called official 

media—such as Wikipedia’s entry for “Arab World” (2016) and Statistics Canada’s (2007) 

The Arab Community in Canada—to refer to persons from the 22 North African and Middle 

Eastern member states of the Arab League. While most Arabs are followers of three major 

faiths (Islam, Christianity, and Judaism) the majority—“well in excess of 90%” (Hayani, 

2014, Religious Affiliation and Diversity section, para. 1)—are Muslims. According to 

Statistics Canada (2007), in 2001, 44% of Canadians of Arab origins indicated that they 
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were Muslim, while 44% reported that they belonged to a Christian faith group. 

Wingfield (2006) also introduces an interesting description of Arabs:  

Arabs, like Hispanics, are a linguistic and cultural community, not a racial or 

religious group. Arabs are those who speak Arabic as their primary language 

and share in the culture and history of the Arab world, which stretches from 

Morocco to the Arabian Peninsula. (p. 254) 

In short, although it would be difficult (and somewhat inaccurate) to say that Arabs 

have a singular overarching tradition or share a commonly held belief, it is easier to 

identify some of the more popular beliefs and values among Arabs of different faiths. Al-

Hazza and Bucher (2010) begin by defining the word “Arab” and classifying Arabs into 

their geographic demographics; however, they note that within the Pan-Arabic culture, 

the common identity of being Arab holds All Arabs together, despite their rich array of 

traditions and diversity of customs.  

History of Arab Immigration to Canada 

Immigration to Canada from the Arab world began in the late-18th century (Aboud, 

2000; Abu-Laban, 1980; Hayani, 2014). Aboud’s (2000) study suggests that Arabs 

immigrated to Canada largely due to economic reasons, whether to gain status as workers 

or as investors. Abu-Laban (1991) further explains that postwar Arab immigration 

brought to Canada a broader mixture of Christian, Muslim, and Druze groups who had 

the desire to seek favourable social, economic, and political conditions. El-Najjar’s (2001) 

detailed analysis of the post-Gulf War period in Kuwait, on the other hand, and of what 

he called “The terror campaign against Palestinians” (Chapter 10, para. 2) links such 

immigration patterns to homeland-based strife; in the latter case, Palestinians were placed 

under tremendous pressure to leave Kuwait and find countries to host them. Abraham’s 

(1994) study of Arab immigration provided a more comprehensive survey: 

The third wave [after 1980] included many professionals, entrepreneurs, 

and unskilled and semi-skilled laborers. These immigrants often fled 

political instability and wars engulfing their home countries. They included 

Lebanese Shiites from southern Lebanon, Palestinians from the Israeli-

occupied West Bank, and Iraqis of all political persuasions. But many 

professionals from these and other countries like Syria, Egypt, and Jordan, 

and unskilled workers from Yemen also emigrated in search of better 

economic opportunities. Had conditions been more hospitable in their 
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home countries, it is doubtful that many of these immigrants would have 

left their native countries. (p. 1) 

Arab immigration to Canada has risen significantly in the last 25 years. As the 

Canadian Arab Institute (2013) reports, high numbers of Arab immigrants marked the 

1990-1993 period, with a heavy influx of immigrants fleeing the war in Lebanon, 

augmented by large numbers fleeing Somalia following the collapse of the government in 

1991 (close to 6,000 Somalis arrived in 1992). In 1990 Arab immigration represented over 

10% of total immigration to Canada (24,160) (para. 5) 

Despite a slight drop reported in 2011, it is predicted that Arab immigration and 

refugee rates will increase again over the next few years. According to Statistics Canada’s 

(2010) Projections of the Diversity of the Canadian Population study, “By 2031 … between 25% 

and 28% of the population could be foreign-born” (paras. 2-3), while “Arab and West 

Asian groups could more than triple, the fastest growth among all groups” (Visible 

Minorities section, para. 5).  

According to Paterson and Hakim-Larson (2012), Arab youth comprise a significant 

percentage of the immigrant youth population in Canada, while a December 2015 news 

report indicates there could be as many as 50,000 Syrian refugees in Canada in 2016 

(“Syrian Refugees,” 2015). Still, despite such data, Arabs in Canada are considered to be a 

visible minority: The Employment Equity Act defines visible minorities as “persons, other 

than Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour.” 

Categories in the visible minority variable include South Asian, Chinese, Black, Filipino, 

Latin American, Arab, Southeast Asian, West Asian, Korean, Japanese, visible minority, 

n.i.e. (“n.i.e.” means “not included elsewhere”), Multiple visible minorities, and Not a 

visible minority. (Statistics Canada, 2015, Definitions and Concepts section, para. 2)  

Why Arabs Choose to Immigrate to Canada 

Although this paper focuses on Arab immigrant and refugee students, it also is 

worth looking at reasons that may influence Arab immigrant parents’ decisions to choose 

Canada as their destination over other countries. In addition to the reasons cited earlier in 

this paper, Canada attracts immigrants from different parts of the world due to other 

factors such as educational opportunities and the fact that Canadian laws embrace 

multiculturalism, human rights, and diversity as fundamental values, as expressed by the 

Ontario Ministry of Education (OME, 2011). In fact, Canada is one of very few countries 

with an official multicultural policy (established in 1971 and ratified in 1988) that 

intended to promote all cultures, religions, and languages equally (Parekh, 2000), and 

such multiculturalism represents an essential element in the country’s educational system. 

According to Ford and Grantham (1996), multicultural education is a philosophy positing 
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that all people must be respected, regardless of age, race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic 

status, religion, physical ability, sexuality identity, and mental ability. Banks and McGee 

Banks (2007) in turn define multicultural education as an idea, a reform movement in 

educational institutions that aims to ensure that all students have equal opportunities to 

achieve academically regardless of their social identity. 

Research on immigrants of various ethnic groups indicates that educational success 

is one of the main goals many immigrant parents seek for their children when coming to 

Canada (e.g., Zhong & Zhou, 2011). Berry, Phinney, Sam, and Vedder (2006) indicate that 

immigrant parents often encourage their children to hold values consistent with their 

inherited culture, and as Lavenda (2011) found, “Arab parents … value education as a key 

component for future success, therefore making more efforts to promote the younger 

generation's education” (p. 933). Abu-Saad (1999), Ajrouch (2000), and Simmons and 

Simmons (1994) similarly found that education is highly valued in Arab culture for both 

genders and that its value is derived from its significance in ensuring economic success 

for families and individuals, as well as enhancing the transmission of religious 

knowledge. Al-Khatab (1999) also emphasizes that for Muslims, the Qu’ran (Holy 

Scripture) strongly stresses the importance of education.  

Empirical data corresponding to Arab immigrants’ views on education emphasize 

its importance in the Arab community. Statistics Canada (2007) data show that  

Canadians of Arab origin are twice as likely as other Canadians to have a 

university degree. In 2001, 30% of Canadians of Arab origin … had either a 

bachelor’s or post-graduate degree, compared with 15% of the overall adult 

population. Canadian adults of Arab origin are also more than twice as likely 

as their counterparts in the overall population to have a post-graduate 

degree. (“Education,” para. 1) 

Similarly, Statistics Canada (2007) also reports that  

Young people of Arab origin are also considerably more likely than other 

young Canadians to be attending school. In 2001, 74% of young people of 

Arab origin aged 15 to 24 were enrolled in a full-time educational program, 

compared with 57% of all Canadians in this age group. (“Education,” para. 3) 

Such data underscore the value that Arabs place on education for the general success 

of one’s life, and this may also explain why many Arabs choose to immigrate to Canada in 

particular. In terms of educational opportunities in Canada, Borzykowski (2009) found 

that, proportionally, more Canadians have a university education than do citizens in any 

other developed nation, which may be one of the influencing factors that encourage some 
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families to choose Canada over other countries; indeed, Canada ranks among the top 

countries worldwide in terms of percentage of high school graduates.  

Immigrant and Refugee Students of Arab Origins in Canadian Schools 

Challenges for Arab Immigrant and Refugee Students 

According to Eid (2007), Isik-Ercan (2015), Khouri (2016), and Zine (2000), students of 

Arab descent face challenges similar to those amongst immigrant students of different 

ethnic minorities as they enroll in host country schools. According to the literature on the 

education of immigrant children of different ethnic backgrounds, the process of educating 

children of immigrant families in Canadian schools (as well as those in other host countries) 

has faced many challenges, including immigrant students’ emotional problems, lower 

socioeconomic status, and lack of English language skills and its consequences, all of which 

can be aggravated by school climate and curriculum-related issues. For instance, Gollnick 

and Chinn’s (2009) Multicultural Education in a Pluralistic Society, which addresses social and 

educational issues of the multicultural education classroom and provides an overview of 

the diversity of students in the United States, highlights the fact that immigrant students 

tend to be unnoticed by their teachers and other officials, particularly in high schools. 

Gollnick and Chinn note that teachers’ inability to perceive the common challenges facing 

new immigrant students can hinder students’ and teachers’ success alike.  

Similarly, Kaufman and Payne (1994) compared self-esteem in immigrant female high 

school students to that of their mainstream female peers in U.S. schools and found that 

many immigrant students tend to associate their self-image with the judgments and 

impressions their peers hold about them. Ruck and Wortley (2002) in turn examined 

perceptions of differential treatment relating to school disciplinary practices in a racially 

and ethnically diverse sample of high school students. They found that racial/ethnic 

minority students are much more likely to perceive discrimination with respect to teacher 

treatment and school suspension than their White peers. Ruck and Wortley emphasize 

that “Some of the negative outcomes associated with schooling which minority children 

face … include lower test scores, poor grades, low attendance, grade retention, and early 

school leaving” (2002, p. 185).  

Cummins’s (1980, 1991, 2001, 2008, 2011, 2012) extensive research on second language 

acquisition amongst second language learners within mainstream schools demonstrates 

that immigrant students’ academic success is more likely when their languages and 

cultures are incorporated into school programs. According to Cummins (1991) and 

Gollnick and Chin (2009), academic success can be attained if students feel included 

within their educational communities, and this can happen when their languages and 
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cultures are incorporated into schools’ programs.  

Manavathu and Zhou’s (2012) study on the impacts of differentiated instructional 

materials on second language learners’ task comprehension found that immigrant 

students may need added attention and professional help from teachers to better enable 

them to succeed academically, though any such additional assistance should be offered 

judiciously in a way that does not expose the students to further “disenfranchisement, 

embarrassment, loneliness, rejection, fear, and stigmatization” (p. 339). Joshi’s (2006) 

research examining the experiences of Indian American students found that immigrant 

students face many challenges when they first join their schools, including discrimination 

and alienation, that can be exacerbated by language, cultural, and educational differences, 

stereotyping, invisibility, distortion, isolation, and internalized oppression. Midobuche’s 

(1999) reflections on her experiences as a Mexican-American career educator in U.S. 

classrooms at different grade levels noted similar challenges amongst second language 

learners.  

 While the above-mentioned sample of the literature can aid in understanding the 

challenges experienced by newcomer immigrant and refugee high school students, some 

of the challenges facing Arab immigrant and refugee students are uniquely linked to their 

cultures and identities, such as: identity-related dress code challenges, racism and 

discrimination due to negative stereotypes, and home versus school conflicts (Khouri, 

2016; Zine, 2000, 2006). The following sections provide further details on such challenges 

as discussed in the literature. 

Identity-related Dress Codes 

 Following much research in the field of immigrant students’ education, equity and 

multicultural policies have been implemented in Canadian schools in an effort to provide 

equity and better opportunities for all students (OME, 2012). Still, Arab students continue 

to face certain challenges which may be alleviated if understood more clearly through 

learning about their experiences (Al-Hazza & Bucher, 2010; Shaheen, 2001; Zine, 2006). 

Often, self-expression takes the form of clothing and symbols, or moral values and beliefs 

that students may not, or must not, be able to separate from their educational experiences 

due to their religious or cultural beliefs. This could include different forms of religious or 

cultural identity clothing such as turbans, hijabs, yarmakahs, kirpans, and niqabs 

(Mansouri & Trembath, 2005). 

Identity-related dress codes have caused a great deal of controversy in previous 

years in some regions of Canada for Arab students. In 1994, a Montreal school’s refusal to 

allow a teenage Muslim girl (Emilie Ouimet) to attend school while wearing a hijab 

sparked some of that controversy (Khan, 2013, para. 3). Although the Quebec Human 
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Rights Commission ruled that Quebec schools did not have the right to prohibit any 

student from wearing religious attire (be it a Sikh turban, a Jewish yarmulke, a Christian 

cross, or Islamic hijab), the case was revisited two months later when another Muslim 

Arab girl (Dania Baali) was told she would have to transfer to another school if she 

wanted to observe hijab (Todd, 1998). Zine (2000) noted later incidents in which school 

officials refused to abide by board policies to prevent racism, such as when a principal 

declined to provide a prayer room or space for Muslim students to perform mandatory 

prayer on school grounds. More recently, Guo (2015) recounts a similar story in which a 

school principal in Calgary, Alberta refused to permit students to perform their 

mandatory noon-time prayer during school hours, claiming that school is not a place of 

worship.  

Despite policy changes made to improve racial tolerance and acceptance, similar 

incidents continue to take place. For instance in 2007, an “Ottawa-area soccer team pulled 

out of a Laval tournament when one of its players, 11-year-old Asmahan Mansour, was 

asked to remove her scarf” (Fedio, 2012, para. 5). In the same year, a martial arts team of 

Muslim girls were barred from taking part in a tournament with their hijabs (CBC news, 

2007). Five years later, the controversy was again ignited when a 9-year-old Arab girl in 

Quebec was also pulled from a soccer tournament for wearing a hijab; following the latter 

incident, the International Football Association Board agreed to unanimously approve 

and lift the ban on the wearing of headscarves in soccer tournaments (Fedio, 2012). 

Recently, an Arab student was barred from writing an exam in a Montreal college after 

refusing to remove her head-covering hijab when asked to do so by a male instructor 

(Canadian Press, 2016). As noted in the next section, such challenges encountered by Arab 

immigrant students may be due partly to misrepresentation in the media. 

Portrayal of Arab Immigrant and Refugee Students as Outsiders 

 For many years until the early 1990s, teachers in North American schools were 

poorly informed, if not altogether unaware, of Arabic cultures and traditions (Kumar, 

Warnke, & Karabenick, 2014; Naber, 2000; Nieto, 1992). Shaheen (2000, 2001) and Naber 

(2008) report that prior to the recent rise of Islamic extremism and the 9/11 terrorist 

events, most teachers had likely only a vague idea regarding Arabs, who more often than 

not were associated with camels in deserts, men wearing turbans (all probably involved 

in the oil trade), and veiled women dressed in black—attributes all largely based on so-

called Hollywood movie representations of Middle Easterners. As a newly immigrated 

student in a Canadian public high school in the early 1990s, I myself along my other 

school friends of Arab origins were frequently asked rather banal and somewhat ignorant 

questions by students, teachers, and the general public regarding Arabs’ social customs 
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and traditions which demonstrated a lack of intercultural competence. We were 

repeatedly asked questions like: Where is the country you came from on the map? Do you 

guys ride on camels for transportation in your home country? Are all Arab men married 

to four women? Do Arab ladies sleep with their veils on? Are all Arabs rich, and have 

servants in their homes? But as Wingfield (2006), Sirin and Fine (2008), Naber (2008), and 

Khouri (2016) argue, after the surge of post-9/11 characterizations in the Western media, 

Arabs’ identities soon were linked to terrorism and radical ideologies by many North 

Americans, including educators. Such xenophobia not only can impede Arab immigrant 

and refugee students’ well-being but also their educational success (Gollnick & Chinn, 

2009; Isik-Ercan, 2015; Kumar et al., 2014; Zine, 2006). 

Stereotyping of Arabs in the Media and its Effects on Arab Students. 

The educational experiences of immigrant students in schools are highly influenced 

by images of people from the same or similar culture portrayed in the media (such as 

those noted in the previous section) and in their school environments. According to Joshi 

(2006) and Isik-Ercan (2015), Arab students—who are often mistakenly associated with 

the Islamic religion despite the fact that not all Arabs are Muslims—are often bullied and 

teased by other students and classmates. Such bullying is exacerbated by the stereotypes 

of belonging to a “radical” culture since the word “Arab” and “Muslim” have often been 

used interchangeably and the politics and tactics of terrorist movements and incidents are 

repeatedly described as “Islamic” by the popular media.  

As Shaheen (1984, 2001), Ibish (2003), and Wray-Lake, Syvertsen, and Flanagan 

(2008) explain, politicians’ diatribes, coverage by the news media, and the caricatures that 

are filmmakers’ stock-in-trade all led to the common assumption that Muslims and Arabs 

are the enemy of the Western world. Most notably, numerous high-profile (i.e., 

Hollywood-type) films have presented Arabs and Muslims as menacing, violent figures; 

however, any violence perpetrated against Arabs and Muslim that followed the rise of 

such portrayals was inadequately reported, and Arabs and Muslims were almost never 

seen as “normal” people afterwards (Shaheen, 2001). Dahya and Jenson’s (2015) recent 

study of Muslim girls in Toronto documents how participants pointed to incidents in 

which peers and teachers made discriminatory remarks or actions towards them in ways 

that demonstrate erroneous and often ignorant understanding about the religion and 

cultural practices due to common stereotypes. As Joshi (2006) succinctly states, “The 

popular media association of [Arabs] with terrorism is similar to the mindset that led to 

the internment of Japanese Americans during the Second World War” (p. 179). Joshi also 

argues that people who do not automatically fit within the norm of mainstream groups 
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tend to suffer different forms of discrimination, including threats of violence, 

stereotyping, invisibility, distortion, isolation, bullying, and internalized oppression.  

Among studies that investigated issues related to the education of Arab and other 

immigrant and refugee students in schools in different countries, Mansouri and 

Trembath’s (2005) investigation of multicultural education and racism in Australia 

indicates that media had contributed greatly to the negative stereotyping of Arab students 

which in turn affected the latter’s schooling experiences. As Petrozza (2012) notes 

elsewhere, “Media is a major contributor to the propagation of racism, sexism and 

stereotypes in our pluralistic society” (para. 7). In Mansouri and Trembath’s study, Arab 

student participants “frequently attributed their own disengagement from school and the 

processes of learning to: (a) perceptions of teacher disinterest in them as individuals, and 

as young Arab- and Muslim-Australians; (b) perceptions of teacher racism; and (c) low 

teacher expectations of their schooling achievements” (p. 523). 

Racism and Discrimination 

Al-Hazza and Bucher (2010) note that as Arab immigrants relocate to their new 

countries of citizenship, they are not always able to free themselves completely from all 

forms of oppression and sociopolitical instability, because they may encounter inhospitable 

conditions in their host countries. Racism directed at Arabs in Canada has increased 

dramatically in the past two decades, due in part to the Canadian military involvement in 

Arab countries as well as the (post)traumatic events of 9/11 (Shaheen, 2000, 2001). 

Consequently, researchers in the field (e.g., Dahya & Jenson, 2015; Isik-Ercan, 2015; 

Mujahid, 2003) report that children of Arab immigrants and refugees have increasingly 

become targets of misunderstandings, racism, and discrimination. As Gollnick and Chinn 

(2009) argue, these children often experience racial and social tensions upon entering the 

school system due to their identities, and this has definite implications for their academic 

and social experiences both in school and in life.  

Aroian, Templin, Hough, Ramaswamy, and Katz’s (2011) study of 240 Arab high 

school students in the United States found strong relationships among perceived 

discrimination, acculturative stress, and the mental health of Arab American adolescents. 

Aroian et al. (2011) concluded that adolescents in Arab Muslim immigrant families may 

be at risk for developing “anxiety, depression, hostility, delinquency, and other 

manifestations of internalizing and externalizing behavior problems . . . the result of the 

disparity between Euro-American values and Arab values and discrimination and bigotry 

against Arabs” (p. 996). The following sections provide further details on how Arab 

values can also add to the schooling challenges of Arab immigrant children. 
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Home and School Conflicting Values 

Research indicates that parental support plays an important role in immigrant 

students’ academic and social integration (e.g., Bang, 2011; Vaden-Kiernan & McManus, 

2005). The success of Arab students at school, like those students of all other ethnic 

groups, is similarly affected by their parents’ involvement with their schooling (Guo, 

2015; Zine, 2000). Nonetheless, the conflict between values emphasized by parents of Arab 

immigrant and refugee students and those promoted at school can cause adverse effects; 

as Khouri (2016) suggests, struggles at school and lack of home support create hassles and 

microstressors for Arab immigrant children.  

Family Loyalty Versus Individual Competency 

On the same issue, Al-Hazza and Bucher (2010) identify some difficulties that Arab 

children face as part of their educational experience, including the conflict between family 

loyalty and the Western emphasis on individual competency, as well as curriculum that 

fails to validate their heritage and culture in any meaningful way. Khouri (2016) stresses 

that the disparity between the family’s cultural norms and that of the outside world creates 

stress at home and interpersonal difficulties between parents and children. To understand 

how family loyalty in Arab families may cause conflicting pressures on Arab-Canadian 

students, it is important to mention more about the family structure in Arab traditions.  

One of the predominant social goals of Arab immigrant and refugee youth is gaining 

family approval; Arab youth are socialized to follow their families’ guidance and seek 

their acceptance, and they are more interconnected with their families than their non-

Arab counterparts (Aroian et al., 2011; Berry, 2006; Paterson & Hakim-Larson, 2012; 

Rasmi, Chuang, & Safdar, 2012). Dwairy (2004) notes that Arab parents tend to be 

authoritarian, expecting complete obedience from their children in almost all life matters 

and adherence to family rules and traditions. In Aroian, Templin, and Hough’s (2014) 

study, Arab high school students reported experiencing daily microstressors from their 

parents and school, all of which contribute to behavioural problems and depression. 

Children in Arab families are expected to show responsibility towards their family 

members (Dwairy, 2004), whether in terms of social responsibility—such as taking care of 

their younger siblings, looking after their elders, and protecting and defending other 

family members—or in terms of financial responsibility in case of financial crisis. As 

discussed by a number of scholars (e.g., Bornstein & Cote, 2006; Rosenthal, 1987), 

relationships in Arab families have a predominant position in individuals’ lives: parents’ 

expectations of their children tend to be high, and family ties are expected to be strong 

and everlasting. Male youth are also thought of as protectors and providers (Kumar et al., 
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2014; Naber, 2008). Mackey (1991) also notes that it is customary for Arab men to 

contribute money to their extended family, regardless of where they live, even after they 

immigrate to other countries. Such is the case with many transnational immigrant families 

of other ethnic backgrounds today, who try to maintain transnational ties, building social 

networks that “link together their country of origin and their country of settlement” (as 

cited in Kivisto, 2001, p. 552). 

An example of why this relates to our topic here is illustrated by Conger et al.’s 

(1992) finding that family financial challenges were linked to higher levels of adjustment 

difficulties and thus greater behavioural problems among immigrant male youth, which 

in turn was linked back to tense parent–child relations caused by ineffective parenting 

styles. Arab immigrant and refugee parents experiencing financial hardships have to deal 

with such issues, in addition to other immigration and relocation challenges, which may 

deprive them of sufficient energy needed for more effective parenting methods.  

Ultimately, the schooling experiences of immigrant and refugee students of Arab 

origins is gaining special interest and importance to some Canadian educational 

researchers, and to me as well, because there is evidence in the literature (e.g., Abdul-

Razzaq, 2008; Dakroury, 2006; Faragallah, Schumm, & Webb, 1997; Hamdan, 2007; Naff, 

1983; Tavakoliyazdi, 1981) that suggests the majority of Arab immigrants and their 

children may have greater difficulty than other immigrants in acculturating to life in the 

United States, Canada, and other host countries. 

Proactive Policy Efforts to Promote Equity and Inclusion of Arab Immigrant Students  

Gollnick and Chinn (2009) argue that educational equity and success can only be 

attained if students feel welcomed and safe within their educational environments. In this 

regard, the OME’s (2012) Curriculum Council focuses on issues that considers “the 

integration of equity and inclusive education principles and bullying prevention across 

the curriculum” (para. 3). With an influx in student populations from Arab countries with 

diverse abilities and diverse needs, Canadian education systems have a dire need for 

more resources to help prepare teachers and schools to address inclusion and integration 

issues of these students (Brown, 2015). According to the literature, equity connotes high 

achievement for all learners and seeks to make achievement gaps smaller and less visible 

(Cohen & Lotan, 1997) and to redistribute time and attention to students in need, making 

available different support mechanisms to ensure equitable outcomes (Haycock, 2001). To 

this end, Andrea Berg, an executive officer of the Alberta Teachers’ Association’s (ATA’s) 

Diversity, Equity and Human Rights Committee, notes “Teachers are really appealing for 

any kind of resources to help them understand the different cultural backgrounds of their 

[newcomer Syrian refugee] students” (as cited in Hare, 2016, para. 4). 
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Consequently, in an effort to aid teachers in the process of assisting newcomer Arab 

students, teachers’ associations and ministries of education in a number of provinces 

proactively demonstrated leadership in ensuring the inclusion of Arab newcomers within 

their policy guides and implementations. For example, the ATA has taken the lead in 

familiarizing education stakeholders with the backgrounds, belief systems, and practices 

of its increasing populations of Arab origins. Indeed it has published and distributed 

among its schools a booklet in 2016, entitled Promoting Success With Arab Immigrant 

Students which “provides background information on the beliefs and practices of Arab 

and Muslim people, outlines some myths and misconceptions, and provides suggestions 

for teachers and administrators” (Hare, 2016, para. 2). 

In addition, the British Columbia Ministry of Education produced a guide for 

teachers and schools in October 2009, entitled Students from Refugee Backgrounds. The 

guide, which was revised in 2015 upon receiving the incoming waves of Syrian refugees, 

was designed to help educators welcome and support students and families from refugee 

backgrounds (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2015).   

 Similarly, in breaching responsive teaching practices, the OME (2016) issued a 

framework for the successful integration of refugee students, a large percentage of whom 

come from Arab countries. The framework suggests that teachers and school staff become 

“Trauma informed” by learning about the three phases in the lives of their newcomer 

refugee students: pre-migration, trans-migration, and post-migration. It dictates that 

“Educators should make every effort to get to know their students so that they can make 

suggestions about specific programs and courses as well as co-curricular activities and 

additional community involvement, based on strengths, aspirations and experiences” 

(OME, 2016, Focus for Responsive Practice #6 section, para. 2). 

In the same vein, I hope that further research in this area can help inform teachers 

and school administrators in Ontario and build bridges. Similarly, teachers might also 

consider Al-Hazza and Bucher’s (2010) brief synopsis of Arabic culture, which provides 

teachers in the United States with a glimpse of who Arabs are, in an effort to bridge a 

cultural divide (one that could easily be applied to a Canadian context). Moreover, 

learning about the political systems and the international relations of the Middle Eastern 

region outlined by Najem (2001, 2003, 2011), Najem, Soderlund, Briggs, and Cipkar, 

(2016), and other scholars in the field of Middle Eastern political science can also aid in 

understanding the backgrounds of some Arab immigrant high school students.  

Approaches for Schooling Immigrant Students in Ontario, Canada 

Because almost 50% of newcomers to Canada settle in Ontario (People for 

Education, 2008); I find it necessary to give a brief overview of some of what Ontario has 
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done up to date in terms of ensuring the integration and success of immigrant students in 

general. 

Over the past two decades, Ontario has witnessed a huge shift towards adopting 

better educational opportunities for its immigrant students. In the late 20th century, there 

continued to be inequities in terms of potential academic achievement for minority 

students (Roscigno & Ainsworth-Darnell, 1999). Seeking to eliminate discriminatory 

circumstances and to provide equitable achievement opportunities, the TDSB (2000) 

claimed that: 

The Board recognizes however, that certain groups in our society are treated 

inequitably because of individual and systemic biases related to race, colour, 

culture, ethnicity, linguistic origin, disability, socio-economic class, age, 

ancestry, nationality, place of origin, religion, faith, sex, gender, sexual 

orientation, family status, and marital status. Similar biases have also 

impacted on Canada's aboriginal population. We also acknowledge that such 

biases exist within our school system. (para. 2) 

On the same issue, Cummins (2001) notes that the linguistic, cultural, and racial 

diversity in Canadian schools had been treated as a problem and a challenge rather than a 

benefit or a resource. In fact, according to some critics (e.g., Gutmann, 2003; Miller, 1996; 

Van den Berghe, 2002), diversity historically has been considered a threat to democratic 

societies, although in recent years, calls for equitable and inclusive education have caused 

a change in the mindset of most educational policy makers. For example, Frisken and 

Wallace (2000) describe how the City of Toronto has adopted an overall strategy to 

provide services to immigrants in general. Many programs have been implemented by the 

city’s Access and Equity Centre that address issues such as employment equity, human 

rights, anti-harassment, and anti-hate policies, and such programs helped city agencies 

establish training, translation, and interpretation programs. All such programs may have 

positively influenced the quality of the educational experiences of Arab immigrant youth, 

and those of different ethnic backgrounds in one way or another.  

Similarly, the OME (2005) had strongly encouraged school staff and personnel to 

take serious measures to actively support newcomer students of all backgrounds in 

adjusting to their new schooling lives in Canadian schools. The OME (2005) also 

emphasized the positive effects of the success of such students for all: 

Creating a welcoming and inclusive school environment for English 

language learners and their families is a whole-school activity requiring the 

commitment of the principal and vice-principal, teachers, support staff, and 
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other leaders within the school community. The reward for this committed 

effort is a dynamic and vibrant school environment that celebrates diversity 

as an asset and enriches the learning experience for all students. (p. 36) 

Ontario, in fact, is continuously taking important steps forward to reduce 

discrimination and embrace diversity in its schools to improve overall student 

achievement and reduce achievement gaps (OME, 2009). In 2009, the OME launched 

Ontario’s Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy that aimed to help the education 

community identify and remove discriminatory biases and systemic barriers in order to 

support the achievement and well-being of all students. The strategy built on successful 

ministry, school board, and school policies and practices, and set out a phased-in 

implementation plan.  

In addition, the OME’s (2010) Education Amendment Act (Keeping Our Kids Safe at 

School Act) came into effect in 2010. The OME (2009) also noted in its Equity and Inclusive 

Education Strategy that 

An equitable and inclusive education system is fundamental to achieving high levels 

of student achievement. It is recognized internationally as critical to delivering a 

high-quality education for all learners (UNESCO, 2008). Equitable, inclusive 

education is also central to creating a cohesive society and a strong economy that 

will secure Ontario’s future prosperity. (p. 1) 

Moreover, the Ontario Human Rights Commission (2008) stated that “Organizations 

[including educational institutions] have a responsibility to take proactive steps to make 

sure that they are not taking part in, condoning or allowing racial discrimination or 

harassment to occur” (“Identifying and Addressing Racial Discrimination,” para. 1). 

Consequently, the OME’s (2011) Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy’s vision was stated 

as: 

To achieve an equitable and inclusive school climate, school boards and 

schools will strive to ensure that all members of the school community feel 

safe, comfortable, and accepted. We want all staff and students to value 

diversity and to demonstrate respect for others and a commitment to 

establishing a just, caring society. (“Vision,” para. 2) 

Furthermore, the OME’s (2014) Equity and Inclusive Education in Ontario Schools: 

Guidelines for Policy Development and Implementation underscored the fact that the ministry 

“believe[s] that Ontario’s diversity can be its greatest asset” (p. 6). Therefore, tremendous 

efforts have been made to enhance the learning and achievement of immigrant students, 
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including Arab immigrant high school students. Similarly, through this research I hope to 

provide insights for policy makers on the effectiveness of such efforts by shedding some 

light on the perspectives of Arab immigrant high school students themselves and through 

learning about their first-hand experiences with available programs. 

Joining the Discussion 

 Research on immigrants and refugees, and their acculturation-related issues is 

extensive and thorough. A well-developed body of literature has expanded interpretations 

and understandings of some of the most common challenges facing immigrant and refugee 

students of varied cultural and ethnical backgrounds as they try to integrate within school 

society in their new countries. While many studies have explored different schooling 

issues of such students—like Olsen’s (1988, 1994, 1997, 2000, 2010; Olsen & Mullen, 1990) 

extensive work on ethnic minorities in U.S. schools—others have focused on particular 

ethnic immigrant student groups. For example, much research has been undertaken on 

Chinese immigrant educational issues, including: Sung’s study (1987) of Chinese 

immigrant children’s schooling in New York City; Zhou and Kim’s (2006) exploration of 

education in Chinese and Korean immigrant communities; Xu ’s (2006) study of the cross-

cultural schooling experiences of Chinese newcomers; and Zhong and Zhou’s (2011) 

investigation of Chinese immigrant parents’ involvement in their children’s schooling. 

 Other studies have focused on minority students of various other international 

backgrounds. Mendez, Bauman, and Guillory (2012) examined Mexican immigrant 

students’ experience with bullying, while Tapia (2000) focused on such students’ 

schooling and learning. Additionally, Valdés (1996, 2001) has written a book focusing on 

Mexican American family life, parental attitudes toward school, and efforts to increase 

student achievement, and another on the experience of Latino children in learning the 

English language. Renzaho, McCabe, and Swinburn (2012) studied schooling issues of 

immigrants of African descent, as did Dlamini, Wolfe, Anucha, and Yan (2009) who 

examined the lives of immigrant youth of African descent and ways they formulate 

friendships. In addition, Alidou (2000) explored the emotional, linguistic and cultural 

issues facing new immigrants from Africa, and Ogbu (2003) studied reasons behind the 

academic disengagement of Black American students. 

Numerous studies conducted in the United States and other countries have 

considered the experiences of Arab and Muslim immigrant families and their children, 

particularly after the events of 9/11. Examples include: Samhan’s (1999) examination of 

race classification policy and its impact on the Arab American experience; Moosa, 

Karabenick, and Adams’s (2001) study exploring teachers’ perceptions of Arab parent 

involvement in elementary schools in the U. S.; Sarroub’s (2002) study of the high 
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schooling experiences of Yemeni American girls in the U.S.; Sabry and Bruna’s (2007) 

study of the challenges faced by Muslim youth in U.S. schools; Abu El-Haj’s (2007) study 

on how Palestinian American high school youth understand themselves as members of 

the U.S. community; Audi’s (2008) study focusing on challenges facing the Arab 

American community from a legal perspective; Majumdar’s (2010) case study examining 

how the competing discourses of family, religion, and language impact the identities of 

Arab Muslim adolescent English language learners; Kumar et al.’s (2014) study examining 

how male adolescents of Arab descent relate to the current contexts of negative fallout 

from recent ethnicity-related political events; Isik-Ercan’s (2015) study examining 

religious identities of Turkish-Muslim children in American schools; and Khouro’s (2016) 

work with male students from Arab descent illustrating the stressors this population 

faces.  

Although such studies have been informative and can be applied in a Canadian 

context, Canada is to a large extent a much more multicultural country, having the largest 

foreign-born population (20.6%) among G8 countries in 2010, second only to Australia 

(Statistics Canada, 2013). Such data underscore the need for a more in-depth look at the 

Canadian educational system and issues related to groups of Arab immigrant and refugee 

students. Only a few studies in Canada have looked into issues particularly pertaining to 

Arab students in Canadian schools in recent years. Collet (2007) has discussed the 

complex identities of Somali Muslim youth in Canada, while Zine (2000, 2006) has 

examined issues and forms of resistance shown by Arab and Muslim students toward 

dominating norms and values of secular education in Canadian schools, notably in 

relation to Muslim girls’ experiences and challenges wearing the hijab.  

Still, in comparison to immigrants from other geopolitical regions, limited research 

has been undertaken that investigates how Arab immigrant and refugee high school 

students’ experiences may act as possible informing tools and venues for their general 

success as citizens of Canada. In fact, literature suggests that more research needs to be 

done to inform educators of Arab immigrant and refugee student challenges (Eid, 2007; 

Isik-Ercan, 2015; Khouri, 2016) as adolescents of Arab descent have not been the target of 

research or public policy efforts, because the majority do not often face failure in schools 

(Tabbah, Halselliranda, & Wheaton, 2012). 

In this light, I encourage researchers in the education field to join in the discussion 

by focusing on the high schooling experiences of Arab students in Canadian high schools, 

affiliated with different religious faiths. In this paper, I have explained my rationale for 

focusing on Arab immigrant and refugee high school students’ schooling experiences. The 

paper provided a brief description of who Arabs are, as defined in the literature, followed 

by a brief history of their immigration to Canada, their reasons for choosing Canada as 
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their new home, and a literature overview of the challenges that Arab immigrant children 

continue to face in Canadian schools. The paper highlighted a brief summary of the 

Ontario Ministry of Education’s efforts to address the needs of immigrant students in 

general.  
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