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Abstract 

 

The 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees describes a refugee 

as a person who "owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted... is unable to or, 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country. " 

(UNHCR web site). Every year, millions of people around the world are forced to leave 

their homes to save their lives. The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR, 2019) points out that 

over 80 million people are currently displaced due to different reasons, such as armed 

conflicts, famine, diseases, and other natural disasters. Recently, the catastrophic wars in 

the Middle East obliged millions of people to flee their home countries and seek refuge 

in safer places. The purpose of this study is to explore the reasons and the effects of 

limited English literacy skills from the perspectives of the two groups of the study 

participants (the Syrian participants and the ESL teachers) on the Syrian participants' 

integration and the resettlement process. This research study follows a qualitative 

research design by conducting semi-structured one-on-one interviews with the eight adult 

male Syrian participants and the four ESL teachers. 

The data analysis process started with open codes. Then, similar codes were grouped 

together to form themes and subthemes. The results indicated that all Syrian participants 

left their schools at an early age in Syria because they wanted to get a job to help their 

families. Secondly, they pointed out that their major challenge after moving to Canada 

was the English language which hinders their integration process. On the other hand, the 

ESL teachers pointed out that they need more training sessions on how to teach and deal 

with different refugee students coming from different parts of the world. Besides, they 

mentioned that the curriculum guidelines they use at their school do not meet the 

students' learning needs. The study concludes with recommendations for a better 
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understanding of the urgent needs of the refugee students to help them understand the 

language as well as the culture of the host country. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

The 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees describes a refugee as 

"someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-

founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group, or political opinion"(UNHCR website). Annually, millions of people 

around the world are forced to leave their home countries to protect their lives. The United 

Nations (2019) pointed out that over 80 million people from different parts of the world are 

currently displaced due to different reasons, armed conflicts, disputes, famine, diseases, and 

other natural disasters. Ayoub and Zhou (2016) stated that in recent years, the catastrophic 

wars in the Middle East and in other parts of the world forced a huge number of people to 

escape their home countries and seek asylum in more secure places. Ayoub and Zhou (2016) 

added that a number of new responsibilities, concerns, and problems emerged in the new 

societies that accepted to receive those refugees. Among these responsibilities were the 

political, educational, social, economic, and health responsibilities or concerns these 

countries started to experience. Not only the displaced people experience change but it also 

affects the people accepting the newcomers. 

Al-Masri (2018) pointed out that "wars have always resulted in disasters on 

education, economy, infrastructures, and most importantly on human beings" (p.1). Al-Masri 

adds that "wars devastate everything and have deleterious consequences on health, public and 

social order that lead to displacement" (p.1). The researcher states that, " during wars, people 

try to save their lives and the lives of their beloved ones by escaping internally inside their 

countries or externally to neighbouring countries or even by seeking asylum all around the 

world" (p.2). According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 
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2018), the Syrian crisis has created one of the biggest numbers of refugees in modern times 

after the Second World War. The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR, 2018) reports that the 

number of Syrian refugees who have forcibly left their homes since the beginning of the 

Syrian Revolution in March 2011 has reached 13, 5 million in March 2018. The UN Refugee 

Agency (2018) reported that about 83% of Syrians fleeing the conflict were in countries 

bordering Syria. The UNHCR confirms that the overwhelming majority of those who fled 

Syria stayed in the Middle East. The rest migrated to Europe and North America. Most 

Syrian refugees have escaped to Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt, Europe, and other 

countries, in addition to the huge unknown numbers of people who were internally displaced. 

The UNHCR (2018) confirms that the top ten countries that received Syrian refugees were 

Turkey (3.6 million registered cases), Lebanon (944,000 registered cases), Jordan (676,000 

registered cases), Germany (532,000 registered cases), Iraq (253,000 registered cases), Egypt 

(133,000 registered cases), Sweden (109,000 registered cases), Sudan (94,000 registered 

cases), Austria (49,000 registered cases), and The Netherlands (32,000 registered cases).   

Canada yearly receives thousands of refugees from all around the world. According to 

the Government of Canada (2016), thousands of refugees come to Canada from areas 

witnessing destructive wars in the last three decades. Over the last 10 years, about 26,000 

refugees arrived in Canada annually, according to numbers from Citizenship and Immigration 

Canada. In recent years, refugees have accounted for slightly less than 10 percent of all 

immigrants who come to Canada (CIC website). Refugees from Syria topping the list at 

25,035 between January 1, 2015, and May 10, 2016, Iraq at 3,075, Eritrea at 2,030, 

Afghanistan at 1,695, and Congo at 1,130.  

Canada received thousands of Syrians who fled their country due to war and violence. 

Canada agreed to sponsor about 25,000 Syrian refugees by the federal government and other 

private sponsors in 2015 and 2016. According to the 2016 Census, "approximately 25,000 
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Syrian refugees landed between January 1, 2015, and May 10, 2016. Among these, 53% were 

assisted by the government. They were younger than other refugees from other countries. 

85% of them were couples with children. About 20% of government-assisted Syrian refugees 

knew English or French, compared to 67% privately sponsored refugees. Less than 3% of 

government-assisted Syrian refugees had a university degree, compared to 25% of those who 

were privately sponsored "(Statistics Canada website). 

The 2016 Census concludes that the "government-assisted Syrian refugees were 

characterized by lower levels of education and knowledge of official languages than the 

privately sponsored refugees and also government-assisted refugees from other countries 

since the government selection criteria prioritized families with children and more vulnerable 

refugees. Besides, government-assisted Syrian refugees had a relatively low employment rate 

compared with privately sponsored refugees and refugees from other countries, regardless of 

whether they were government-assisted or privately sponsored" (Statistics Canada website).  

In 2010, Canada accepted 280,681 immigrants (permanent and temporary) of which 

186,913 (67%) were Economic immigrants; 60,220 (22%) were Family class; 24,696 (9%) 

were Refugees; and 8,845 (2%) were others through working holidays, internships, and 

studies. (CIC website) 

Webster and Valeo (2011) noted that "Ontario is the province of choice for over 50% 

of newcomers to Canada. Immigration continues to fuel Ontario’s population growth while 

significantly contributing to linguistic diversity. They added that as immigration increases, 

English-language learners (ELLS) will become increasingly common in regular classrooms 

"(pp.105-106). The researchers found that many ESL teachers start their jobs with restricted 

or no cultural information about their refugee students.  

Lee (2010) emphasized that "immigration patterns in recent years have resulted in 

demographic changes in English-speaking countries, such as Canada, Australia, the United 
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States, and the United Kingdom" (p.1). These patterns have brought learners with diverse 

cultural and linguistic backgrounds into the school systems of these countries". She adds that 

"the challenge for the educational systems in these countries is to adjust their pedagogy, 

teacher education, and teaching resources in order to meet the educational needs of learners 

from varied cultural and linguistic backgrounds" (p.3). 

Recent research studies have shown that adults who are deficient in literacy or 

numeracy skills are also deficient in other areas of life and have difficulties integrating. 

Statistics Canada (2017) pointed out that many newcomers to Canada in the last three 

decades have arrived with limited English-language proficiency, thus failing to integrate into 

the new society they become part of. They use their mother tongue as their means of 

communication at home and with their children. 

After resettlement in Canada, newcomers (immigrants or refugees), mainly those who 

have minimal or no prior formal schooling are likely to experience higher risks of 

inadaptability and integration problems than those newcomers who have formal schooling 

(The Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008). The Canadian government is trying its best to 

document and improve resettlement services, policies, and strategies. Research on the needs 

and the challenges of newcomers with minimal or no prior education is still scarce. 

Consequently, their special needs are not well-addressed by many government agencies in the 

host country (Tinkler, 2010). This study will try to fill the gaps by interviewing adult Syrian 

refugee students and teachers about the impact and the challenges facing new adult Syrian 

refugee students who have poor literacy skills on their full integration as they adjust to a new 

culture and a new educational system in a small southeastern city in Ontario. More 

specifically, the present study tries to explore the concept of adult literacy with regard to its 

causes, consequences, and its effect on the refugee's inclusion in the host country. 
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The Ontario Ministry of Education (2004) defined literacy as, "the ability to acquire 

the essential knowledge and skills that enable individuals and learners to actively participate 

in all the activities for which reading and writing are needed" (p.10). On the other hand, adult 

literacy refers to the percentage of people aged 18 and above who can read and write a simple 

sentence. The National Center for Education Statistics (2003) defines adult literacy as "the 

ability to use printed and written information to function in society, to achieve one’s goals, 

and to develop one’s knowledge and potential." 

1.2 Background Information 

Syria is located in the Middle East (northwest) of Asia with a population estimated at 

23 million in 2011(World Population Review, 2012) when the Syrian revolution started. The 

majority of people in Syria are Sunni Muslims and the country’s official language is Arabic. 

The head of the Syrian regime is Bashar al-Assad who has been Syria's president since 2000. 

He succeeded his father, Ḥafiz al-Assad, who had ruled Syria since 1970. The Assad family 

belongs to the Allawi Muslim group who has different religious beliefs compared to the 

majority of the Syrian society. "In spite of early hopes that his presidency would usher in an 

era of democratic reform and economic revival, Bashar al-Assad largely continued his 

father’s authoritarian methods" (ENCYCLOPEDIA BRITANNICA website). Because of 

these, at the beginning of 2011, Assad faced a major uprising in Syria that evolved into civil 

war. As a result of a long revolution (the Arab Spring) that started in 2011, millions of 

Syrians were forced to leave their home country. The Arab Spring refers to "a series of anti-

government protests, uprisings, and armed rebellions that spread across much of the Arab 

world in the early 2010s. It began in response to oppressive regimes and a low standard of 

living, starting with protests in Tunisia. From Tunisia, the protests then spread to five other 

countries: Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain, where either the ruler was deposed or 

major uprisings or social violence occurred, including riots, civil wars or insurgencies." 
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(BBC website) According to the UN Refugee Agency (2015), the Syrian crisis becomes one 

of the worst humanitarian catastrophes in this century after the Second World War. 

The present study aims to explore the difficulties adult Syrian refugee students 

encountered when learning English. Explicitly, this research focuses on the problems and 

difficulties they went through on their way to resettlement in such new environments. 

Once in Canada, Syrian refugee families (regardless of whether they were children or 

adults) begin a new chapter of challenges with the educational systems (schools and any 

other educational agencies). Before coming to Canada, they may have received very little or 

no education due to living in war areas or refugee camps for years. Moreover, their weak 

literacy skills may cause academic underachievement in Canadian educational bodies. Ayoub 

and Zhou (2016) emphasized that those refugees who are lucky to immigrate to a new 

country witness educational challenges due to restricted or no formal basic schooling during 

the long period of time they spent in refugee camps. 

Syrian refugees face a lot of challenges, such as emotional, social, and economic 

hardships. One of the toughest challenges they face is dealing with emotional distress and 

issues related to mental health resulting from the pre-migration experiences, post-migration 

problems, and the complex integration process. The emotional challenges Syrian refugee 

students (children and adults) deal with are caused by the challenging times they experienced 

in Syria or in refugee camps. Prior to resettlement in Canada, some Syrian refugee families 

lived in conflict zones or spent a long period living in refugee camps inside Syria or in 

neighbouring countries. They struggled with access to basic human needs and necessities, 

such as adequate shelter, food, water, health services, clothing, and schooling. "As a result, 

there is a risk that these people might develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after 

resettlement in Canada, a severe condition caused by exposure to traumatic events, such as 

the loss of family members or the threat of death" (Ayoub & Zhou, 2016, p.3). 
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 The pre-migration and post-migration challenges, experienced by Syrian refugees 

might not be fully understood by educators in Canada. Teachers might not be fully aware of 

their past experiences, learning challenges, and emotional trauma, which may have a direct 

effect on their mental health and academic achievement. Prior and Niesz (2013) identified 

that little research was conducted to explore refugees' experiences from their own stories and 

perspectives as they adapt to a new culture and school in the host country. 

1.3 Statement of the Problem 

Al-Masri (2018) notes that as a result of this continuous surge of the Syrian refugees 

and asylum seekers around the world, learning the host country's language has become an 

urgent need for refugees in order to integrate into their new communities. She adds that the 

statistics showed that a huge number of Syrian refugees are seeking asylum in all countries of 

the world in Asia, Europe, Africa, and North and South America. Al-Masri (2018) concludes 

that, "the phenomenon of acquiring a second language has turned to be a serious hardship that 

faces the Syrian refugees in their way of coping with the totally new societies in Europe, the 

Americas, and in the other countries accepting them, which is added to the pre-migratory 

hardships they have faced before arriving there" (p.3). Thus, many researchers (Little, 2003, 

and Goodkind, 2006) indicated that it is very important to take into consideration the 

preparedness of the refugee students from a physical and a psychological view to learn a new 

language and be ready to adapt to the new culture of the host country. 

The process of resettlement and inclusion brings many hardships for Syrian refugees 

that they were not used to. Ayoub (2014) pointed out in addition to the traumatic experiences 

refugees faced in their country of origin or in refugee camps, they also face hardships with 

integration in the host country. First, they are trying to learn a new language, integrate into 

the language school system, and establish good relationships with their peers at schools. 

Second, it is expected that they have to learn about and cope with the new culture of the 
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country and at the same time maintain their own traditions and culture at home. Third, they 

have to do well in their language schools and find good jobs because they have to settle. 

These new changes and expectations will create difficult situations for the refugee students as 

they are not ready to encounter them at this time and by themselves alone. 

Most Syrian refugee students came from places where schools had limited educational 

resources. Many of them confirmed that the educational process was interrupted or 

sometimes totally suspended due to continuous military clashes. They have also lived in 

refugee camps in Syria or in neighbouring countries for years before moving to Canada. Most 

of the time, they do not have schools inside their refugee camps. Besides, many Syrian 

refugee parents are uneducated. Thus, they are not able to support their family members with 

the required learning as they usually lack the necessary language skills and as well they are 

not familiar with the educational systems of the host country. Additionally, educators are 

usually not knowledgeable of their students' academic, social, cultural, and emotional 

hardships which have a direct effect on their well-being and academic achievement.  

Syrian refugee students' social challenges arise from their attempt to integrate into 

society and in the school system. They should make good friends at their schools and in their 

communities. It is difficult for them to have good relationships as they can not communicate 

well with others in English. 

The emotional challenges Syrian refugee students deal with are caused by difficult 

situations they witnessed in Syria or in refugee camps (Stewart, 2011). Some of them may 

have experienced loss or separation from family members. It is expected that they might 

develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a severe condition caused by exposure to 

traumatic events, such as the loss of family members or the threat of death (Mayor, 2019). 

Many Syrian refugee students ascribed their emotional difficulties to stressful situations they 
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encountered after coming to Canada, such as learning a new language and adapting to a new 

culture (Ontario Government, 2018). 

There is no evidence of research that has explored the experiences and challenges of 

adult Syrian refugee students in Canadian cities. In addition, much of the available research 

on the experiences of adult Syrian refugee students does not include students' voices and 

stories although many UN agencies and other human rights groups call for listening to 

students' voices. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

Refugees and asylum seekers have always been under the scope of researchers. Yet, 

few studies have been carried out with regard to the Syrian crisis as it is a recent case as 

Ferris and Kirisci (2018) state. Besides, there are many investigations about the Syrian crisis 

by many UN and other relief agencies, such as WHO, UNHCR, UNICEF, and UNESCO 

which concentrated only on the death toll and violations of human rights. None of these 

studies looked at the crisis from an educational view and its effects on students in detail. 

Since this study concentrates on a specific group of students who have the same 

mother tongue, share the same culture, and most probably have the same challenges and 

experiences, it offers a broad awareness of the participants' challenges and experiences. The 

findings of this study will help ESL teachers increase their knowledge and understanding of 

adult Syrian refugee students' challenges and experiences in their language schools. Then, 

they can plan and work accordingly. Educators can design special programs that may not 

only benefit Syrian refugee students but all newcomers who might be experiencing similar 

challenges and experiences. Furthermore, this study recommends a number of strategies that 

help the integration of Syrian refugee students into the language school system. 
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1.5 The Rationale of the Study 

 I will talk about the rationale of this research study based on my professional as well 

as my personal experiences with regard to this topic. I was born and raised in a refugee camp 

in Jordan. Therefore, I know exactly what and how refugees feel when they are forced to 

escape and flee their home country. My family was forced to leave our home country, 

Palestine, and move and resettle in Jordan. My family’s memories and experiences of forced 

migration were horrible and catastrophic. Some of my family members were killed and some 

were seriously injured during their journey to Jordan. Almost all refugees settled in refugee 

camps that lack all the basic needs for human beings to survive. They had no water at all and 

when they got some, it was unclean and undrinkable. There was no electricity, no food, no 

health services, no schools, no shelter, no clothes, and no safety. They also suffered a lot 

from traumatic and psychological shocks and hardships. 

When the Syrian revolution started in March 2011, I worked as a volunteer and as a 

translator with the Syrian refugees who fled to Jordan due to the fierce and brutal reaction of 

the Syrian regime. Those new refugees were in miserable and inhuman situations. I saw how 

much they suffered from being away from their home country and from their beloved ones. 

Syrian refugees suffered a lot and they had bad physical and psychological experiences. I 

noticed how much children and adults suffered from being away from formal schooling for a 

long period. As a result, some adult Syrian refugees were unable to master the basic literacy 

skills even in their mother tongue, Arabic. 

 In 2014, I moved to Canada, and after a while, I got a position as a LINC instructor 

(Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada) in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Some of my 

LINC students were adult Syrian refugees who were unable to read and write not only in 

English but also in their mother tongue, Arabic. They were totally unable to use English. 

Therefore, I decided to investigate and thoroughly explore the challenges facing new adult 
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Syrian refugees who recently came to Canada and who had minimal or no formal schooling. 

Due to the fact that Syrian refugees were allowed to come to Canada only recently, little 

contemporary research has been conducted on the specific challenges facing them in Canada. 

More specifically, the present study is trying to explore the impact of these difficult 

challenges on the process of settlement and integration in the new host country. 

1.6 Purpose of the Study 

The present research study aims at: 

1. Investigating the participants' pre-migration experiences and challenges in Syria and in 

refugee camps before coming to Canada. 

2. Shedding light on the post-migration challenges and experiences of a group of adult Syrian 

refugee students (one group of the participants of the study) who attend English classes in a 

language school in a southeastern city in the province of Ontario, Canada. 

3. Navigating and exploring the challenges and difficulties new adult refugee students face 

from their ESL teachers' (the second group of participants) perspective. 

4. Describing the different strategies and approaches employed by ESL teachers to help teach 

those students. 

1.7 Research Questions 

This research aims to investigate and to answer a number of questions: 

1. What educational, social, and emotional challenges do adult Syrian refugee 

students face during their English language learning process? 
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2. Are the ESL teachers working with those refugee students well-prepared and well-trained 

to understand the many challenges they witnessed in Syria and in refugee camps? 

3. What are the teaching practices and the pedagogical approaches ESL teachers are using to 

help students with poor literacy skills? 
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Chapter Two 

 Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction 

I searched the literature on Syrian refugees' experiences. However, there were few 

studies about this group of people. Therefore, I examined issues around the larger refugee 

population. 

The following themes emerged from the existing literature. The themes the researcher 

found interesting are the Syrian crisis, the differences between refugees and immigrants, pre-

migration challenges and experiences in the homeland and in refugee camps, post-migration 

challenges and experiences in Canada, acquiring a second language, challenges for ESL 

students, and the challenges as perceived by the ESL educators. 

2.2 The Syrian Crisis 

“Syria is the biggest humanitarian and refugee crisis of our time, a continuing cause 

of suffering for millions which should be garnering a groundswell of support around the 

world” states Filippo Grandi (2016), UNHCR High Commissioner (UNHCR website). 

According to Ferris and Kirisci (2016), around 13 million Syrians have been unwillingly 

displaced to form the worst humanitarian crisis of our time. Al-Masri (2018) states that "the 

Syrian crisis started in March 2011 in the southern city of Daraa when civilian protesters 

went to streets to protest over the incident of the children who wrote some anti-government 

graffiti on walls in public places inspired by the "Arab Spring", and then those children were 

arrested by the Syrian security forces " (p.11). They were tortured brutally, and some of them 

died under inhuman investigations inside the Syrian intelligence jails although those 

protesters did not call for the dethroning of Bashar Al-Assad, the president of the country. 
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Al-Masri (2018) points out that the aggressive reactions of the regime security forces 

compelled the other Syrian cities to protest peacefully asking for democracy, justice, equity, 

freedom of expression, and freedom of the press. She adds that the first week of the peaceful 

protests ended with more than 500 civilians killed and thousands detained in very bad-

condition places. Al-Masri (2018) added that the Syrian security forces arrested people 

haphazardly regardless of whether they were children, women, or even old people although it 

was not acceptable socially to arrest those groups of people even during times of unrest. 

According to BBC News, (2019) and Ferris, and Kirisci, (2016), protests then spread all over 

Syria very quickly. They documented that the deadly military forces of the Syrian regime did 

their utmost to suppress these peaceful demonstrations. They used all means of killing, such 

as shooting, barrel bombs, and airstrikes. As a result, millions of Syrians had to flee from the 

regime brutality either internally by moving to the safe cities inside Syria, or by seeking 

refuge externally. According to BBC News (2019), more than 6 million Syrians are displaced 

inside the country, whereas another 5 million have sought refuge externally. In the beginning, 

they fled to neighbouring countries, mainly to Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, and Iraq. Then, they 

sought safety and protection worldwide. 

2.3 Refugees and Immigrants: The Differences 

Ayoub (2014) stated that both refugees and immigrants are alike in the way that they 

have both lately arrived to the host country and are in the process of integration into the new 

culture and all living systems, such as the educational system, the health system, the social 

system, and the economic system. He added that the two groups have to learn the language of 

the host country and adapt to the educational system with its different teaching and learning 

strategies and approaches. According to him, they also try to establish close relationships in 

their schools with their colleagues and their educators as part of socializing in their new 
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setting. Yet, the challenges refugees witnessed may differ from those experienced by 

immigrants. 

Ehntholt and Yule (2006) pointed out that refugees mostly come from countries 

facing wars, conflicts, or natural disasters. Refugees are always looking for places that 

protect their lives, dignity, rights, and well-being. On the other hand, Ayoub (2014) explained 

that immigrants usually come from poor countries, but these countries are usually stable 

compared to countries witnessing unrest. Moreover, immigrants mostly choose to migrate to 

other countries to improve their living conditions. They also seek to secure a more promising 

future for their families, particularly their children. Most of the time, refugees left their 

homeland in search of safety, whereas immigrants have already made the decision and work 

accordingly. 

Many refugees may flee to the host country with or without the whole family since 

some of them may or may not be able to leave the conflict areas. This split or absence of one 

or more members of the refugee's family may cause physical or psychological distress and 

loss, especially if one of the parents was absent which can be seen as an additional challenge 

for refugee children to adapt easily. The British Columbia Ministry of Education (2009) 

stated that unlike refugees who are usually in need of emotional support when having family 

members left behind, immigrants' families are usually intact when they migrate from their 

homeland and all their family members live safely together in their new places. 

The British Columbia Ministry of Education (2009) mentioned that immigrant’s 

education usually continues normally without any interruptions, while refugee’s educational 

life, may be stopped or cancelled due to unrest in their homeland or in refugee camps. They 

added that refugee students do not master or improve the essential academic skills requested 

to do well in their new educational bodies in the host countries while immigrants usually 

have uninterrupted classes and, as a result, build the needed academic and learning skills. 
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McBrien (2011) explained that the experiences and the memories of war may have 

psychological and emotional effects that are very apparent in a refugee's life in the host 

country. Ayoub (2014) says that refugees are always preoccupied with the sense of loss and 

trauma due to difficult situations in conflict zones in their homeland or in refugee camps. 

Besides, refugees may suffer from malnutrition and other diseases due to the absence of basic 

and necessary life needs, such as losing a proper diet and other health services that affect 

them physically and psychologically. In most cases, immigrants do not experience these 

challenges because their lives are relatively more stable. 

2.4 Pre-migration Experiences and Challenges in Homeland and in Refugee Camps 

People living in countries that witness wars or conflicts or even natural disasters 

before leaving go through numerous pre-migration experiences and challenges. Segal and 

Mayadas (2005) mentioned that families that escape the wars might stay in refugee camps for 

months or years. Ayoub (2014) indicated that children are usually affected the most 

compared to other family members due to poor living conditions in home countries or in 

refugee camps. All family members might be victims of torture or sexual abuse, but children 

are targeted more because they are weaker than grown-ups. 

Most of the time, it is difficult for parents to secure all the fundamental needs of their 

children due to economic hardships in home countries or in refugee camps. Refugee families, 

namely children suffered from the shortage of healthy foods and proper nutrition due to 

instability and disruption of production. Children might not receive enough amounts of food 

and clean drinking water. The World Food Program (2016) announced that the ongoing 

conflict in countries like Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Libya, and in countries that witness armed 

conflicts have increased significantly the level of hunger, malnutrition, and dissemination of 

deadly diseases in these locations. They added that refugees in these places may not have 

clean water to drink. Instead, they have to drink contaminated water which leads to many 
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serious health problems and concerns for refugees in these places. In addition, Ayoub (2014) 

pointed out that medical facilities and hospitals often suffer from the shortage or the absence 

of necessary medical resources, equipment, medications, and well-trained staff. As a result, 

professional service might be affected or sometimes cancelled. All refugees are affected by 

the lack of medical services, but the most affected groups are elderly people and children 

who need more medical care. 

The refugees' experiences and memories from their war-torn countries or from 

refugee camps directly impact their physical and mental health. Torture, sexual abuse, and 

violence usually lead to serious emotional and psychological difficulties. Living in war zones 

or in refugee camps is highly difficult and dangerous for all people, namely children since all 

living conditions there are unhealthy. Besides, losing or separating from family members, 

close friends, and beloved ones, especially when refugees live with those people for long 

periods creates a severe stressing environment for refugees, particularly for children (Mayor, 

2019). These severe traumatic experiences and challenges often lead to deep emotional and 

psychological difficulties for refugee adults as well as children (Mayor, 2019). In the worst 

scenarios, these severe traumatic experiences might develop to influence a refugee's ability to 

judge things and to have total control over his senses and decisions. It might also develop into 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) that has a major impact on their health and well-

being after leaving their home countries or refugee camps. 

Along with other difficulties refugees experienced in their home countries or in 

refugee camps are the lack or the absence of schools. Many refugee students mentioned that 

they have no past experience with schools due to ongoing conflicts and lack of resources. 

Mareng (2010) notes that due to the lack of schools, refugee students might have limited or 

no formal education experiences which lead to illiteracy in their mother tongue, as well as 

English. Most refugee students, mainly those who come from developing countries admit that 
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their schools lacked all necessary resources, equipment, and trained teachers, thus affecting 

students' academic achievement and progress greatly.   

2.5 Post-migration Experiences and Challenges 

Settling in a new country poses many challenges and difficulties, regardless of one’s 

background. To some extent, some of these problems are common experiences for all 

newcomers (refugees or immigrants) around the world. While refugees or immigrants to 

Canada may face some or all of these hardships and challenges, the Canadian Government 

offers many services that make the transition and the integration process into Canadian 

society smoother. Adapting to life in Canada varies based on a number of factors, such as the 

country of origin the refugee came from, their refuge experience and memories, and their 

current living situations in Canada. 

Statistics Canada (2017) noted that language barriers top the numerous issues facing 

refugees and immigrants to any country. The refugee's ability to use the language of the host 

affects every aspect of his life. In the case of Canada, where there are two official languages 

recognized by the Government (English and French), if the refugee speaks one of the two 

official languages, Canada would be a great option to settle in. Wherever a refugee chooses to 

stay, acquiring one official language is necessary for him to settle and survive. In Canada, 

there are many local or national educational and settlement agencies that offer help with 

language classes offered to all eligible candidates (Statistics Canada, 2017). 

The Government of Canada (2016) stated that employment is as important as 

language. They mentioned that many refugees commonly consider employment as the next 

barrier after language when moving to a new country. It is unlikely for parents of the refugee 

families to support their families financially since it is difficult for them to find jobs. Many 

refugees face two important problems before finding jobs. First, getting the job license that 



 
19 

 
 

qualifies the refugee to work in the field he studies and second is having the money to start 

the licensing process. According to the Canadian Government (2016), many refugees fail to 

get the required job license due to the lack of money and other factors, such as English 

language skills. Sometimes, refugees need to take more courses before getting their degrees 

recognized. Once again, they have to pay money for tuition fees which, in most cases, they 

do not have. Thus, the lack of English language skills, the lack of Canadian work experience, 

and other necessary and relevant skills such as computer skills make it very challenging for 

them to find jobs in Canada. 

When refugee families come to Canada, they usually face many post-migration 

challenges with settlement and inclusion. They usually remain worried about the safety of 

other relatives and close friends left behind in their home country or in refugee camps who 

still live in dangerous conflict zones (Segal & Mayadas, 2005). Refugees are always afraid 

that they may not be able to see their beloved ones again. A huge number of refugee families 

were separated when they fled their home countries due to ongoing armed conflicts. Refugees 

always try their best to stay in contact with their beloved ones in their country of origin or in 

refugee camps and regularly check on their safety. They always try to offer them the 

maximum help and the support they can (McBrien, 2011). 

Another crucial challenge for refugees is adapting to a new lifestyle in the host 

country. Since a huge number of refugees around the world may stay for long periods of time 

in refugee camps before they are allowed to move to a new country, they usually have no 

idea about how to manage their new lives financially, socially, and academically. It always 

takes a long span for them to adjust to the new culture and the new lifestyle in their new land. 

During this time, refugee families need a lot of support from their neighbours in their new 

communities and from different settlement programs providers offered to them by local and 
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federal agencies. Canada offers a wide range of support and services that make the 

resettlement and integration process easier (CIC, 2016). 

Ayoub (2014) stated that "people who experienced or witnessed violence during the 

war may develop mental health issues, depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress in the 

host country" (p.24). He adds that "PTSD is characterized by experiencing or the exposure to 

an extremely stressful or violent event or situation." The psychological distress witnessed by 

a huge number of refugees might lead to aggressive and hostile behaviours, eating disorders, 

and difficulties with concentration and sleeping. Refugees who lost some of their family 

members or their beloved ones might encounter some mental health challenges for a long 

period after settling in the new land (Ayoub, 2014). 

Access to services can also be seen as another obstacle refugees may encounter. The 

type and the quality of services available in the host country might be different from the ones 

in the refugee’s country of origin. CIC (2016) stated that services that cause the biggest 

problems for newcomers include health care, legal advice or counselling, social services, 

financial services, housing, and transportation. CIC (2016) added that language can be an 

underlying part of all of these problems because many refugees do not have a good command 

of English or French to interact with the service providers. In Canada, many resettlement 

agencies provide refugees with information about how and where to start accessing the 

needed services. 

2.6 Second Language Acquisition and Refugees 

According to Hou and Beiser (2006), the most important step in language acquisition 

is to understand the factors that lead to second language acquisition and end with a successful 

integration within the new host society. Krashen (1982) states that "people who wanted to 

acquire a second language may face a lot of factors or obstacles that might affect their second 
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language production negatively or positively" (32). He called this theory the "Affective Filter 

Theory” in learning. Krashen's affective filter theory is" a theoretical construct in second 

language acquisition that attempts to explain the emotional variables associated with the 

success or failure of acquiring a second language. The affective filter is an invisible 

psychological filter that can either facilitate or hinder language production in a second 

language "(Center for the Collaborative Classroom website). Negative factors are called 

affective filters and when the affective filter is high, learners may experience stress, anxiety, 

and lack of self- confidence that may impact success in acquiring a second language. On the 

other hand, a low affective filter leads to increased self-confidence and the desire and the will 

to learn, explore, and even take a few risks (Krashen, 1982). 

 Age deters the process of acquiring a second language. Many researchers always raise 

a question about the optimal age for second language acquisition. No one denies that age is 

an important variable in language acquisition. Yet, the significance of age as an important 

factor in language acquisition remains an open question. Other factors might influence 

learner's success or failure in language acquisition including motivation, self-confidence, and 

intelligence. 

 Lenneberg’s critical period hypothesis (1967) suggests that there a biologically 

determined period of life when language can be acquired more easily. After this time, it is 

more difficult to acquire a language. According to Lenneberg (1967), "language acquisition 

can only happen during the critical period (age 2 to puberty). The critical period hypothesis is 

associated with neurophysiological mechanisms which suggest that there is a loss in brain 

plasticity in adults that may need more time and effort compared to children in second 

language learning" (pp.59-60). The younger the child is, the more he or she can take 

advantage of neuromuscular mechanisms that promote language learning and thus reach a 

native-like level with less effort and time. 
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 In early childhood, acquiring a language is always seen as an unconscious event, and 

as natural as learning how to walk, to eat, or even how to ride a bike. According to Gass and 

Selinker (2008), "language aspects, such as pronunciation and intonation can be acquired 

easier and quicker during childhood due to neuromuscular mechanisms which are only active 

until the age of 12" (p.34). They added that another likely interpretation of children’s native-

like pronunciation is their increased ability for imitation. 

However, a number of researchers clarify that adults have an important advantage 

when learning a new language because their cognitive maturity and their experience of the 

general language system have been already set out. Through their knowledge of their mother 

tongue and other foreign languages, adults have more advantages to learning conditions than 

children. They can learn grammatical rules and other linguistic skills more easily compared 

to children. According to Katrina (2017), language acquisition is an accumulative process 

that allows us to build or to develop already existing knowledge. 

Learner’s personality can also influence the process of learning a new language 

significantly (Khasinah, 2014). He added that typically, learners fall into two groups-

extroverts, meaning that working in groups, spending time with others, and being around 

people energizes them; whereas, introverts, meaning that people feel more comfortable away 

from groups of people and ultimately “recharge their batteries” best when they are alone. 

Therefore, there are students who are shy and prefer to work alone and those who are very 

communicative and prefer to work with others. 

Educational institutions including language schools are designed in a way that caters 

to this latter personality type. ESL teachers always evaluate their students on classroom 

participation, which is something the extrovert student is typically comfortable with. Usually, 

extrovert students have no problems raising their hands to answer questions, volunteering to 

read aloud, offering to lead group work. It is noticed that they thrive on being part of a group, 
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participating in classroom discussions, giving speeches and presentations, and interacting 

with others. Moreover, their personalities are well-suited for interacting with others, and in 

this way, they can easily learn. 

With regard to second language acquisition (SLA), Zhang (2008) mentions that 

extrovert learners are more willing to communicate and are not afraid of making mistakes, 

while introversion negatively affects SLA. He adds that extroverted learners enjoy 

communicating with other people since they are outgoing. They have a lot of friends and 

acquaintances. They are always optimistic, energized, and often full of enthusiasm. 

Moreover, Zhang (2008) conducted a study that aims to explore the effect of personality on 

second language acquisition. The participants of the study were 72 Canadian high school 

students from grades 8, 10, and 12. All of them were studying French as a second language. 

Surveys were used as one data collection instrument. The second data collection technique 

was a test (listening and imitation). More than 70% of the students who received high grades 

considered themselves extrovert students since they were participating a lot in all classroom 

activities and discussions. They were strengthened by their intimate relationships with peers 

inside and outside the classroom. Extrovert students are usually characterized by 

assertiveness, confidence, positive emotions, and warmth. They were also able to have good 

friendships with other students from other classes. They preferred group discussions where 

many students can take part in that activity. They always tried to present a number of logical 

justifications to prove their opinions and make a good point. As a result, their performance in 

the tests was much better and higher than for the extrovert students. Zhang (2008) notices 

that introvert learners were afraid of making mistakes, so they avoided speaking 

opportunities, particularly in group discussions that might have a large number of students. 

They were generally shy and reluctant to express themselves freely. Introvert students are 

shy, reserved, pessimistic, nervous, and passive. They always sit alone and isolate themselves 

from the rest of the class. Zhang (2008) concludes that the personality of the student affects 
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second language acquisition greatly. Moreover, extrovert learners acquire a second language 

better than their introvert colleagues. Zhang (2008) calls for further research that might adapt 

new teaching methodologies and approaches to meet students' individual differences in 

personality in order to improve language learning. 

2.7 Challenges for ESL Students at Language Schools 

After their move to Canada, ESL Syrian refugee students including the participants of 

the study begin a challenging process of resettlement and inclusion in Canadian society and 

the language school system (Office of the Auditor General of Canada website). During this 

time, ESL Syrian students and participants witness many hurdles that need considerable 

support and care. They find it difficult to build close relationships with their classmates and 

ESL teachers. They are unable to solve the problems they encounter. Moreover, they are 

unable to interact with their ESL teachers and colleagues (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2018). Furthermore, they struggle with academic underachievement and emotional 

challenges. Some Syrians participants have the ability and the determination to adjust to the 

new lifestyle and culture in the new country. "The Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 

recognizes that the integration of newcomers into Canada is the responsibility of both 

Canadian society and the newcomers themselves "(Office of the Auditor General of Canada 

website). Yet, many of them emphasize that they witness a lot of hurdles that hinder their 

integration in the host country. 

Many researchers affirm that different educational programs should be designed and 

developed to help new arrivals (immigrants and refugees) manage their own depression and 

stress due to their move to a new country and being exposed to a new culture and a new life 

system (Roxas, 2012). In their new language schools and in their new communities, Syrian 

refugee students and participants encounter a lot of obstacles in building good relationships 

with their ESL teachers, colleagues in their language schools, and their neighbours in their 
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communities since they lack the essential language skills. This might be related to the limited 

or absence of social interaction between people in Canadian society and culture. As a result, 

they start to experience isolation from all other students in their language school. This 

isolation leads to negative consequences on their health and their integration (Ayoub, 2014). 

Thus, improving social and academic relationships inside the school and with community 

members is an essential need for all newcomers not only for Syrian refugee students to help 

them adapt to the new society and culture and overcome all the potential challenges they 

might experience in the future. 

Another obstacle for ESL Syrian refugee students is their inability to communicate 

with their ESL teachers and maybe other staff and peers about their problems when they need 

help. The ESL teachers and the other teaching staff are fully aware of the Canadian lifestyle. 

Yet, they might not have the adequate training and previous knowledge to understand the 

experiences and the obstacles of Syrian students. Syrian students share their stories when 

they trust their ESL teachers and other staff. Thus, until that happens, they usually manage 

their problems by themselves (Ayoub & Zhou, 2016). 

This absence of formal schooling leads to future challenges for them when they attend 

language classes in Canada. Besides, learning English is a difficult task for them as they lack 

literacy skills not only in English but also in their mother tongue, Arabic (Taylor & Sidhu, 

2012). 

When Syrian refugee students move to Canada, they are usually exposed to a number 

of stressors and traumatic events due to their previous traumatic experiences in Syria and in 

refugee camps. They might also experience these traumatic events due to the challenges of 

integration and settlement in Canada. These traumatic events and emotional challenges 

always cause many psychological problems which eventually lead to academic 

underachievement in their language schools (Ayoub & Zhou, 2016).  
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2.8 Challenges for ESL Teachers 

ESL teachers who work with Syrian refugee students also struggle with numerous 

challenges in understanding and meeting their needs when they started their ESL classes 

(Ontario Ministry of Education website). Most of the time, ESL teachers are not familiar with 

all the pre and post-migration challenges their students experienced in their home country or 

in refugee camps. ESL teachers might not be able to offer their students an educational 

program that meets their learning needs (Office of the Auditor General of Canada website). 

ESL teachers should also find a balance between best ways to teach and meet the learning 

needs of their Syrian students who already have limited basic education and limited language 

skills in their classes and other ESL students who may or may not have the same or similar 

academic and cultural background (Ayoub & Zhou, 2016). 

Many researchers emphasized that ESL teachers should be able to teach different 

English language skills that respond to various cultures and students in their classrooms 

(Roxas, 2012; Ayoub, 2014). Syrian students, as well as other refugee students, come to 

Canada with different learning needs and at different levels in the English language. 

Therefore, it is difficult for ESL teachers to make a comprehensive plan that meets all the 

specific learning needs and levels of all their students.   

ESL teachers like many other educators can benefit from training workshops and 

professional development sessions that help them understand and support their refugee 

students. ESL teachers might lack the necessary tools to meet their students' academic and 

emotional needs. It is known that training will provide ESL teachers and other educators with 

the necessary information and awareness of the difficulties refugee students encountered 

(Taylor & Sidhu, 2012). 
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2.9 Theoretical Frameworks 

2.9.1 Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP)     

This development led me to rely on the theory of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

(CRP) to guide this research study. Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) introduced the concept 

“Culturally Relevant Teaching” to depict the teaching process that links students' background 

knowledge and previous teaching and learning experiences in their country of origin into the 

new educational setting they become part of. The practical roots of CRP focus on the 

attitudes and expectations of teachers, the communication of culture in their classrooms, 

having a culturally broad curriculum and having teaching and learning strategies that 

encompass cultural differences (Ladson-Billings, 1995). CRP believes that teachers should 

include the cultural backgrounds of their students to facilitate the teaching-learning 

experiences in the classroom effectively. Ladson-Billings (2014) states that " when I began 

this inquiry, I was primarily concerned with practical ways to improve teacher education in 

order to produce new generations of teachers who would bring an appreciation of their 

students’ assets to their work in urban classrooms populated with African American students 

" (p.1). 

Gay (2018), and Villegas and Lucas (2002), use the concepts “Culturally Responsive 

Teaching” or “Culturally Responsive Pedagogy” and believe that students learn differently 

and this is due to their background, language, and culture. Every student is unique; therefore, 

teachers should nurture and reinforce this position that will eventually create an effective 

learning environment (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). Lopez (2011) points out that since 

classrooms become more diverse globally; educational institutions should engage all their 

students to guarantee their academic success. Educators who follow this method need time to 

learn and explore their students’ cultural backgrounds to help them meet their learning needs. 
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The Ontario Ministry of Education (2013) describes the three dimensions that 

comprise culturally responsive pedagogy: (1) Institutional, (2) Personal, and (3) Instructional. 

According to them, "the institutional dimension refers to the administration and leadership of 

school systems, including the values developed and reflected in school board policies and 

practices" (p.2). Lopez (2011) believes that there is a strong correlation between school 

leadership and student academic achievement and success. Moreover, CRP at the school level 

means paying attention to school budget priorities, and how curriculum and instruction 

impact the conditions for student learning and student experience (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2013). 

The second dimension is the personal dimension which "encompasses the mindset of 

culturally responsive educators and the practices they engage in, in order to support the 

development of all students" (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p.2). Culturally 

responsive teachers share a particular set of skills-a mindset that enables them to work 

creatively and effectively to support all students in diverse settings (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). 

They always aim and desire to make a difference in the lives of their students. They are 

dedicated to excluding barriers that may hinder their students' learning and progress. 

Teachers who follow CRP use a constructivist approach in their students' knowledge building 

in which they support and encourage their students to ask questions to build their life as well 

as their scientific knowledge (Gay, 2000). Students can play a major role in improving their 

learning skills and experiences for the whole class. Besides, culturally responsive teachers 

work to build strong relationships with their students as well as their families. They promote 

mutual respect between home and school and embrace a collaborative approach to teaching 

and learning (Kugler & West-Burns, 2015). 

The Ontario Ministry of Education (2013) states that "the instructional dimension 

includes knowing learners well and considering the classroom practices which lead to a 
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culturally responsive classroom " (p.2). The quality of instruction and the experience of 

teachers considerably outweigh the challenging circumstances that some of the students may 

bring to the classroom. Kugler and West-Burns (2015) suggested some strategies to 

implement a culturally responsive pedagogy, such as including community partners and 

materials and books that present both local and global perspectives. The curriculum should be 

as flexible, sensitive, and adaptive to the students' lived experiences as possible, so that they 

can see themselves and their experiences represented in daily learning opportunities. Finally, 

CRP teachers should build on students' previous knowledge, interests, and learning styles and 

make sure that they are important to the learning experiences in their classrooms as well as in 

the school. 

CRP provided me with the tools and the perspectives that helped me understand the 

Syrian refugee students' pre and post-migration challenges and experiences and for analyzing 

and interpreting data. 

2.9.2 Berry's Models of Acculturation  

John Berry’s acculturation theory (1997, 2000, 2003, & 2009) is probably one of the 

foremost common and up-to-date theories and his principles are utilized in cross-cultural 

psychological science to clarify migrant identity formation. Berry’s theory illustrates the 

acculturation development of immigrants and refugees from their native culture to their new 

country's culture after their move to the new land. Berry (1997, 2003) developed a model for 

understanding the strategies that people use in acculturation. His model includes four types of 

acculturation strategies: integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. In the 

integration process, people usually maintain their own cultural identities and at the same time 

become active participants in the host culture's events and activities. They usually make a 

compromise between their own culture and the culture of the host country. According to him, 

assimilation occurs when immigrants and refugees give up their own cultural identities and 
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become totally absorbed by the culture of the host country. Separation happens when 

immigrants and refugees maintain their culture and reject the engagement with the culture of 

the host country. Marginalization takes place when people do not take part in their own 

culture and the culture of the host country. Berry's (2001) model also includes four types of 

acculturation strategies adopted by the host culture. These strategies are multiculturalism 

where the society welcomes and supports diversity, melting pot where the society seeks 

assimilation, segregation where the society forces separation, and exclusion where the society 

imposes marginalization. Berry (2009) depicts acculturation as the binary development of 

cultural and psychological adjustments which happens as a consequence of the connection 

between a number of different ethnic and cultural groups and their individuals. As a group, it 

contains adjustments in social networks and in cultural habits. On a personal level, it causes 

adjustments in one's behavioural repertory. Berry (2005) hypothesizes that opinions about the 

acculturation and behaviour of the two groups: citizens of the dominant society and the 

newcomers specify how easily the acculturation process happens. Berry (1997) admits that 

the prevailing culture can place hurdles for those newcomers attempting to integrate into the 

new culture and the new society. Nonetheless, he does not adopt the influence of definite 

restraints, such as ethnicity, religious beliefs, and influence. Berry (2009) mentions that when 

a society accepts and tolerates other people, then the newcomer is responsible for preserving 

his original identity when he wants to integrate.  Consequently, the newcomer is the one who 

is responsible for his full integration or withdrawal from the new society. Finally, Berry 

(2009) concludes that the two groups: the people of the dominant society and the migrants 

should reach a compromise to avoid disputes and live together peacefully. Change is a must 

in order to survive and continue for both groups. Berry's research helped me shed more light 

on the acculturation issues faced by participants in my study.  
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

 

3.1 Research Design 

 

This chapter describes all the methods and the procedures that were implemented in 

conducting this investigation of the challenges experienced by adult Syrian refugee students 

attending ESL classes in a southeastern city in Ontario, Canada. More specifically, this study 

was designed and carried out to investigate the difficulties that affect their English literacy 

skills and their chances of settlement and integration in the new host country. The study 

uncovered these challenges from the perspectives of the adult Syrian refugee students 

studying in a language school through their own life stories and personal experiences they 

went through as well as from their own ESL teachers' experiences.  

This qualitative research was designed to reveal and understand the experiences of the 

two groups of participants from their own viewpoints and by using their own words since 

qualitative interviews provide accurate information about the lived experiences and 

individual stories of the participants. Creswell (1998) explains that this type of research 

should be conducted using a qualitative approach as it tries to understand the lived 

experiences and challenges of the participants from their perspectives and using their own 

words. A qualitative approach was more suitable than a quantitative approach for this study 

because the interviews' questions consisted of open-ended questions that gave the participants 

the freedom to use their own words when sharing their experiences and stories, as opposed to 

closed-ended questions, which only provide pre-determined answer options set by the 

researcher. The participants in this study were asked to express their opinions freely and to 

skip the questions that may cause unrest or a future threat for them. In qualitative research, 

open-ended questions are asked to give the participants the room to talk about their 
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experiences freely with no constraints. Moreover, they give the participants more time to 

think of answers and more options for responding. Additionally, open-ended questions enable 

the interviewer to collect more data by asking more extended questions and asking for 

clarification and to assure understanding. 

The two groups of participants in this research study were bounded and restricted by 

the same system since they attend an English language school that offers ESL courses to all 

eligible newcomers to Canada. This investigation was conducted between October and 

December, 2018. All individual interviews were conducted in the participants’ natural setting 

at their language school. All of the one-on-one interviews were conducted by the researcher 

himself. 

3.2 Research Setting 

This research study was conducted in an immigration agency language school that 

offers English language courses designed for all eligible newcomers to Canada for the 

purposes of integration. This immigration agency offers various supporting programs and 

services to all eligible adult newcomers to Canada to help them integrate smoothly into the 

new society. The approved final draft of my research proposal was sent to the administration 

of this immigration agency for their approval and for supporting the research and granting 

access to its Basic English courses as well as resettlement policies and strategies offered to all 

eligible newcomers to Canada. 

3.3 Participant Recruitment 

With the help of a key informant, I began to identify the adult Syrian refugee 

students in the language school who met the selection criteria where I was looking for Syrian 

participants with little or no prior formal schooling. A key informant is a person who is able 

to offer some interesting information about the future possible participants in the research 
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study. The aim was to ensure that all eligible potential participants were chosen correctly 

and they were given a chance to participate and voice their experiences, challenges, and their 

personal stories freely in the study. The key informant in this study was the Settlement 

Department Manager in an immigration agency who works very closely with the two groups 

of participants: the Syrian participants and the ESL teachers as she knows the programs and 

the services offered by the agency to their clients. She helped the researcher identify the 

adult Syrian refugee students who fit the selection criteria as well as the ESL teachers who 

teach literacy skills and who wished to participate in this study. Moreover, the study's key 

informant is a Canadian citizen of Syrian origin who came to Canada as a skilled work 

immigrant about ten years ago, so she knows the culture of the Syrian participants, their 

challenges, their needs, and the services offered to them by her agency. The settlement 

manager has a degree in English language teaching with a wide experience nationally and 

internationally. She is also a member of a number of professional associations for ESL 

teachers locally and abroad. Besides, she also has a number of well-recognized international 

English certificates that qualify her to work as an ESL teacher. 

The selection criteria for the adult Syrian refugee participants were based on culture, 

academic level, and language proficiency. The total number of the Syrian participants in this 

study was eight adult male Syrian refugee students who had poor or no prior formal 

schooling, mainly in English language skills; in addition, I recruited the four ESL teachers 

who teach literacy skills at this language school. The researcher and the key informant could 

not recruit female Syrian participants due to some restrictions on male-female interaction due 

to religious and cultural barriers. They tried their best to persuade the potential female Syrian 

participants that these interviews would be held inside the language school and with the 

presence of the female key informant. Besides, these female Syrian participants were given 

the choice that these interviews could be held without the presence of the male researcher to 

give them more freedom, comfort, and privacy when talking about their own challenges and 
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experiences. They were also assured that these interviews would not be shared with others 

and they would be only used for scientific research purposes. The potential female Syrian did 

not volunteer to participate in the study. Therefore, the researcher was able to recruit male 

participants only. 

The researcher and the key informant met with the possible participants (the Syrian 

participants as well as the ESL teachers) in the language school to explain the purpose and 

the procedures of the study. They read the letters of information the consent forms to the 

potential Syrian participants. The researcher and the key informant tried to use simple 

English words to explain the content of these letters and forms to the potential participants. 

Because the researcher and the key informant share and speak the same language of the 

potential Syrian participants, sometimes, they used their mother tongue, Arabic, to speak 

with and explain the content of these letters and the procedure of the study when their 

potential participants did not understand them since all of them had little or poor command 

of English. They answered all the questions the participants had. The research was cleared 

by all the organizations involved before starting the actual interviews. The first clearance 

was obtained from the Education Research Ethics Board (EREB) and then from the General 

Research Ethics Board (GREB) of Queen's University. Then, the participants were given 

letters of Information (LOI) and consent forms to be signed. The letter of information 

explained the purpose and procedures of the study; whereas, the other two consent forms 

asked for the participants’ consent to participate in the individual interviews and for the 

interviews to be audio recorded. Also, the two groups of participants had the choice to 

accept or reject participation anytime during the research without any consequences. All 

participants received a 15 $ gift card as an incentive and appreciation for participating in the 

study. I assured the participants that their feelings and emotions were highly valued, thus I 

ignored questions that might have caused discomfort during the individual interviews. I kept 
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telling the participants that all of the information, experiences, and personal stories they 

shared would remain highly confidential. 

The following tables provide brief descriptions of the two groups of the participants 

in this study. P refers to the Syrian participants, whereas T refers to the ESL teachers. 

Table 3.1 Syrian Participants' Personal Information 

Number Age Gende

r 

Formal 

Education 

Number of years in 

Canada 

Number of years 

studying English 

1. P1 50 Male No  formal 

education 

4 2 

2. P2 40 Male Grade 3 4 2 

3. P3 40 Male Grade 5 4 2 

4. P4 44 Male Grade 4 4 3 

5. P5 47 Male Grade 4 4 3 

6. P6 48 Male Grade 6 4 3 

7. P7 46 Male Grade 3 4 2 

8. P8 49 Male No formal 4 3 
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education 

 

Table 3. 2 ESL Teachers' Personal Information 

Number  Age  Gender Education Origin Number 

of years 

teaching 

English  

Number 

of years 

teaching 

refugees 

1. T1 52 Female BA in 

English, 

MED, and 

many ESL 

training 

courses and 

certificates.   

White 

Canadian, 

but she 

worked in 

the Middle 

East for 

about 10 

years. 

25 10 

2. T2  65 Female BA in 

English, 

MED, and 

many ESL 

training 

White 

Canadian  

35 15 
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courses and 

certificates.   

3. T3 60 Female BA in 

English, MA 

and PhD in 

Applied 

Linguistics. 

Many ESL 

training 

courses and 

certificates.   

 Chinese 

Canadian 

30 12 

4. T4 40 Female BA in 

English, MA 

in Applied 

Linguistics, 

and many ESL 

training 

courses and 

certificates.   

Palestinian 

Canadian 

15 10 
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3.4 Data Collection Procedures 

To understand the experiences of the participants, individual interviews were 

conducted with each participant in their natural setting at the immigration agency language 

school. The semi-structured one-on-one interviews were conducted between October and 

December, 2018. All the individual interviews were mostly conducted in English because the 

participants were capable of communicating in English. In some cases, when the Syrian 

participants were not able to express themselves meaningfully in English, they were asked to 

use their mother tongue, Arabic, to convey the message. Then, these parts were translated by 

an independent certified translator. 

During these interviews, the two groups of participants were asked to answer some 

open-ended questions to collect the qualitative data. When conducting them, the researcher, 

sometimes, added some additional questions based on the participants' answers and their 

personal or lived experiences and challenges. The interviews with the participants took 

between 30-40 minutes to complete. 

The interview questions were written using student-friendly language which means 

that these questions were easy to understand by the Syrian participants. Furthermore, these 

open-ended questions were carefully phrased to promote clarity and a friendly atmosphere. 

The first part of the interview questions with the Syrian participants was about their personal 

information. The second part focused on pre-migration challenges before leaving their home 

country, Syria and in refugee camps in the neighbouring countries in Turkey, Jordan, and 

Lebanon. The designed questions encouraged the participants to talk about their personal 

stories and their lived experiences about their prior schooling experiences in their home 

country or in refugee camps. The third part of the interview questions focused on post-

migration challenges after moving to Canada. This section focused on the Syrian participants' 

experiences in Canada, particularly, with regard to their learning or educational status, 
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mainly learning English language skills to survive and integrate and their socio-cultural and 

emotional challenges. Besides, it focused on the existing systems (policies) in the 

immigration agency language school and how the Syrian participants felt about these policies 

and whether these policies were helping with integration and success in their language 

school. On the other hand, the interviews with the ESL teachers focused on their personal 

information, education, years of experience, professional development and training courses, 

and teaching strategies and approaches. 

The two groups of participants were able to check and revise the information they 

offered in the individual interviews to make sure that they were comfortable with the 

information provided. The researcher employed a member checking process where 

participants were sent copies of their transcribed interviews or met again and they were 

asked to reread and make all the changes they thought necessary or give more details on 

some questions before analyzing these interviews. The researcher used this process to 

make sure that the information he collected from the participants was trustworthy. The 

participants were thanked after completing the interviews and member checking and they 

were also told that their participation in this research study was highly appreciated. 

To ensure the confidentiality of the participants’ responses throughout every phase of 

the research process from recruiting participants to reporting the study, a number of ethical 

considerations were taken into account. First, each participant was told of the confidential 

nature of the study. All participants received letters of information and consent forms to sign. 

Besides, they were told that their real names would not be used to identify them to ensure 

that any external reviewers or readers will not be able to determine participants’ real 

identities. Therefore, my first step in protecting my participants’ identities was by giving 

them numbers. Therefore, I used P for participants (P1, P2, P3…) for the Syrian participants 

and I used T for teachers T1, T2, T3, and T4 for the ESL teachers. Then, all collected data 
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was stored on an external hard drive throughout the duration of this study and I was the only 

person who had access to this external hard drive. Moreover, I used a password I only knew 

to secure and protect these files. Additionally, the participants were informed that their 

responses would not be shared with other participants. All taped interviews were destroyed 

after they had been transcribed. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

After the individual interviews, the collected data was transcribed, organized, and 

analyzed through a content analysis approach based on the information I received from the 

one-on-one interviews. Qualitative researchers can construct meaning by identifying patterns 

and themes that appear from the data during the data analysis stage (Gay, 2011). Thus, I 

started the process of analyzing my data with open coding, then marking units of text with 

codes, which led to identifying the themes and patterns that emerged. 

The first step I followed in open coding was to examine the entire collected data 

from each participant and start coding units of text (e.g., sentences, paragraphs, and 

quotations). I did my first reading and circled the recurring themes. Then, I started to think 

of codes or labels that best suit or name similar recurring themes as qualitative researchers 

can mark the data collected with codes or labels to show patterns and meanings (Gay, 

2011). 

Then, I read the individual interviews of the participants a second time to reinforce 

the themes and subthemes based on my first reading and understanding of the data. This 

time, I started to put similar themes and subthemes in lists in order to exclude the irrelevant 

ones. I read the participants' interviews a third time to ensure that all the codes I generated 

based on the participants' responses were accurate and reflected the participants' personal 

experiences as they were. Then, each theme was divided into subcategories. For example, 

the Syrian participants talked a lot about their inability to read and write in both Arabic and 
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English. In addition, they mentioned that all of them left school at an early age. Other 

participants confirmed that they did not attend school at all. This was discovered in my first 

reading. In my second reading of the participants' responses, I found that these codes were 

similar and I could group them under one theme. Therefore, I put these similar codes under 

one category and I named it no formal schooling. When I read the participants' responses a 

third time, I found that a more suitable theme could be used. I called it students' educational 

background since it is more comprehensive. Another example is when all the Syrian 

participants talked about their inability to communicate in English after moving to Canada. 

They also talked about how difficult it was to find a job. Moreover, they mentioned their 

difficulty in making friends and socializing with others. I found that these similar codes 

could be grouped together to form a theme. I called it personal challenges. This theme was 

then divided into subcategories. Under this theme, I have language communication and 

development, employment, and integration. 

Participants' contributions are reported using the participants' number (P1, P2, P3, 

etc.) for the Syrian participants and (T1, T2, T3, etc.) for the ESL teachers. Then, 

participants interviews were numbered into pages and each page was numbered into lines. 

Therefore, quotes are identified by the participant's number (whether he is a Syrian refugee 

participant or an ESL teacher). Then, the page and line numbers are provided. For example, 

T1 stands for the first teacher and p.1 stands for page number 1 and then l.5 stands for line 

5 (T1, p.1, l.5).   
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Chapter Four 

Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the uncovered themes and the answers to the research questions 

as related to the issues impacting the literacy development of Syrian refugees. This research 

study aimed to investigate the challenges and experiences that faced adult Syrian refugees in 

mastering literacy skills in English before and after coming to Canada. The questions 

addressed were: To what extent do personal, social, political, educational, and economic 

situations affect the ability of Syrian refugees to acquire and master language skills in 

English? Additionally, it seeks to find out if there are any possible solutions and remedies for 

these difficulties and challenges from the perspective of these refugees as well as their ESL 

teachers. 

Although the students’ interview questions were written in English, the researcher and 

the participants, sometimes, used their mother tongue, Arabic, upon some of the participants’ 

requests, mainly when they found it very difficult to express themselves very meaningfully in 

English. Then, these interviews were translated by a private certified translator. This research 

study consisted of two parts: pre-migration challenges and experiences and post-migration 

ones. The pre-migration questions focused on students’ educational background or 

environment and their refuge journey from Syria to the neighbouring countries (Turkey, 

Jordan, and Lebanon); whereas, the questions of the second part of the interviews were about 

post-migration challenges and difficulties after arriving Canada. 

Findings from the semi-structured one-on-one interviews with the participants in 

addition to personal information on education and background revealed two main themes on 

pre-migration challenges and experiences: bad living conditions (socio-economic factors) and 

no motivation for learning. Under these two main themes, there are a number of categories 
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and subcategories that are closely interrelated. These categories are (1) lack of support from 

the Syrian government, (2) the asylum journey: leaving Syria, and (3) refugee camps 

problems, experiences, and memories. The findings also revealed four themes of post-

migration challenges and experiences. These post-migration themes are (1) Canadian 

Support, (2) personal challenges, (3) Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and culture 

shock, and (4) language school experience. Finally, the findings on teachers’ interviews 

revealed five themes. These themes are (1) teachers’ biometrics, (2) professional attitudes 

and attributes, (3) professional development, (4) curriculum and textbook development, and 

(5) teachers’ recommendations. 

4.2 Students’ Educational Background or Environment 

All the Syrian participants mentioned that they were unmotivated to learn because 

they attended schools for just a few years. P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, and P7 reported that they left 

school at an early age. They left school at the elementary level. P2 and P7 revealed that they 

finished grade three, P4 and P5 finished grade four, P3 finished grade five, and P6 finished 

grade six. 

All the participants stated that they came from rural areas where people were 

interested in farming and raising cattle and all family members, including children, had to 

help. Moreover, four of the participants: P2, P3, P6, and P8 mentioned that parents were, to 

some extent, old people, so they needed some people to help them in their work. 

In addition, most participants, mainly P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, and P8 explained that their 

families were poor, so their parents decided that their children should leave school even at an 

early age to help with work and minimize costs. Besides, most of the participants’ parents 

were illiterate and uneducated people, (P1, P2, P4, P5, P7, and P8), so they did not value the 

significance of education in shaping and improving the lives of people in their societies. 
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Furthermore, P3, P4, P6, P7, and P8 declared that they came from remote areas away from 

the center of main cities. According to them, the Syrian government did not care about 

disseminating knowledge, providing schools, and education to remote areas in Syria. 

 It is worth mentioning that P1 and P8 did not attend school at all. P1 is a person with 

exceptionalities, and the other one is a Kurdish farmer. The person with exceptionalities' 

family did not send him to school because, at that time, parents and families felt shy and 

embarrassed if they had a person with exceptionalities. People with exceptionalities were not 

allowed to go outside their homes as this was part of the culture and social traditions. 

Besides, he pointed out that public schools were not well-prepared to receive students with 

physical disabilities (p.1, l.6). P1 added that the Syrian government did not care about this 

group of people who had different types of disabilities (p. 3, l.50). 

The Kurdish participant stated that his family was living in the north-eastern parts of 

Syria (AL-Qamishli) that was occupied by Kurdish militants. Moreover, this region was 

always unstable and insecure. According to him, there were always military clashes between 

the Kurdish militants and the Syrian government. P8 presumed that the different Kurdish 

military factions were looking for their independence from Syria. Because this region was 

unstable, the Syrian regime did not think seriously about developing it, such as building new 

schools. Therefore, most people did not send their children to schools because they did not 

have schools in their areas or because of the military clashes with the Syrian regime troops. 

P8 announced that his parents were illiterate and uneducated too, so they did not care about 

sending him to school. He said, “for all of the above-mentioned reasons, I was not sent to 

school at all, and as a result, I did not know how to hold a pen, a book or a pencil in my life" 

(p.1, ll.3-4). 

 All the participants stated that all of them came from big families (more than ten 

members) on average and they needed more than one source of income. According to them, 
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the salaries in Syria at that time were very low, and the salaries did not meet the increasing 

costs and necessities of life. Because of these bad living conditions, all participants said they 

became unmotivated to learn at all. 

P2, P3, P4, P6, and P7 explained that their classes were very overcrowded. The 

classrooms had more students than they should have had. There were not enough desks or 

chairs for all students to sit. P2 pointed out that, "sometimes, students had to sit on the floor 

because they did not have enough desks for all students" in his class or even in his school 

(p.2, l.26). 

P2, P3, P4, P6, and P7 mentioned that physical punishment was widely used by 

teachers and school administration to teach students good manners and discipline in their 

schools at that time. They added that they hated to go to school because they would be hit and 

punished severely if they made any mistake. For example, P2 said, “most of the time, the 

schoolmaster or the teachers used to hit us severely if we came late, or if we couldn’t read, 

write, or count, or if we could not or did not submit our homework assignments on time; 

therefore, we were so scared and frustrated when going to school” (p.3, ll.46-49). 

Moreover, P3, P4, P5, and P7 revealed that their classes were boring because the 

teachers and the schools did not have and did not use creative teaching-learning aids that 

would have made their classes more interesting and more productive. For instance, P3 said, 

“unfortunately, our schools always lacked these teaching or educational tools that would help 

students understand their subjects more effectively" (p.3, ll.46-48). 

Furthermore, P3 stated that one of his family members was a public school teacher at 

that time. He added that his salary was so low that he had to have another job to meet the 

increasing expenses and demands of life. He added that all teachers working in public schools 

suffered from bad economic conditions. These bad economic conditions affected teachers' 
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performance negatively. The teachers hated their jobs and got bored with their bad economic 

situations. P3 added that due to these factors, teachers became unmotivated to work and to go 

to their classes with enthusiasm, energy, and determination, which in turn, led to limited 

capacity and ability in students' understanding and achievement in different school subjects. 

Finally, all participants revealed that they did not know any English at all before 

coming to Canada because and according to the regulations of the Syrian Ministry of 

Education, English was taught in grade seven, and students at public schools only had one 

English class per week. The class was 45 minutes long. In fact, all the participants had left 

school before grade seven. 

4.3 Pre-migration Challenges and Experiences 

4.3.1 Lack of Support from the Syrian Government 

All the participants assured that the Assad regime did not support the Ministry of 

Education compared to the other agencies or ministries, such as The Ministry of Defense, 

The Ministry of Interior, and other security or intelligence agencies. P2, P3, P4, P5, and P6 

stated that public teachers were deliberately made poor, and they did not receive the 

appropriate recognition, respect, and training they deserved. P3 said, "public schools were 

very old, inappropriate, and overcrowded with students. They did not have the necessary 

furniture and the needed teaching aids" (p.1, ll.10-12). He added that" in some areas, mainly 

in remote areas like villages, people only had one school for both boys and girls. In many 

cases, students did not have desks or more than one student shared the same desk or chair. 

They had to sit on the floor "(p.1, ll. 15-18). 

Moreover, P2, P3, P4, and P6 mentioned that the health conditions, inside public 

schools, were very bad because students did not have any food or nutrition at these schools 

nor any vaccines. Also, all participants explained and accused the Assad Regime of 
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differentiating between Syrians based on their religion and ethnicity. P2 stated that, "there 

was a huge noticeable difference in the infrastructure of public schools-the buildings 

themselves, the furniture, and the teaching aids-in the areas that belonged to the regime's 

religious and ethnic group " (p.3, ll. 51-53). 

4.3.2 The Asylum Journey: Leaving Syria 

According to the participants, the bloody, brutal, and the excessive military reactions 

of the Assad Regime on the demands of the civil protests and demonstrations were the main 

reasons that forced millions of Syrians to leave the country. They added that the barbaric war 

led by the Assad Regime devastated everything in Syria and still has deleterious 

consequences on health, education, and the social order that led to displacement. They 

presumed that as all humans during wars become worried about their families, children, and 

loved ones, so the participants confirmed that they left Syria to protect their children and their 

beloved ones from this brutal war. P2 said, 

"I left Syria after my brother, his wife, and his four children were shot in cold blood 

before us. We were shocked and scared when seeing that. My mom got fainted and 

lost consciousness. My kids were scared, shocked, and speechless. Their faces 

became pale. They were crying in a hallucinating way. I was very angry, but helpless. 

I was planning to revenge, but I could not because they hand-cuffed me, detained me, 

and then I was sent to a bad-reputable jail. I was detained there for a couple of days, 

and they refused to release me unless I paid a big amount of money (bribery) for 

them. He added that I decided to leave Syria on that night because I wanted to protect 

my family members from this brutal and savage war. We still remember them and I 

still have nightmares till today. I could not forget them. It is very difficult and very 

painful when losing someone you love before you for no reason and you can do 

nothing to help them" (p. 4, ll.71-78). 

 

P2, P3, P4, P5, and P7 stated that another reason to flee Syria was that they did not 

want to join the compulsory military service that leads eventually to joining the Assad 

Regime Armed Forces and to be involved in killing civilians or get killed. P3 explained the 

second reason that forced him to leave Syria by saying: 
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"I must leave Syria right now because I did not want to join the compulsory 

military service. I did not want to join the Assad Regime Armed Forces 

because I do not want to kill my family members, neighbours, friends, and my 

people. I do not want to kill civilians, innocent people, children, women, and 

old people for the sake of a dictator. I do not like blood. Therefore, I was so 

lucky to flee Syria in the early days of the revolution" (p. 3, ll.54-60). 

All the participants stated that their journeys from their home cities or villages in 

Syria to the neighbouring countries were very difficult, dangerous, and scary. The 

neighbouring countries the participants fled to were: Turkey in the north, Lebanon in the 

west, and Jordan in the south. P2, P3, and P6 fled to Turkey, P5 and P8 left to Jordan, and P1, 

P4, and P7 left to Lebanon. P3, P4, and P8 clarified that they couldn’t use cars on highways 

between their home villages in Syria and the neighbouring countries because the highways 

were closed and were totally and heavily controlled by the Assad Regime Forces and 

checkpoints. P2, P3, P4, and P8 described the only option they had. They were forced to walk 

and carry their infants, children, some water, some food, their savings, and their most 

important documents and luggage. They explained that they walked most of the time at night 

to avoid the Assad Regime security forces by using valley roads which were very dangerous 

for them because of darkness, mines, and some wild animals. They added that they slept a 

couple of nights in the wild without blankets. They slept under trees or even in caves. The 

weather was very cold at night and in the early morning because they left Syria in mid 

March. They admitted that they walked more than two hundred kilometers to reach the 

borders with the neighbouring countries. It took them up to five days to reach the borders 

with these countries. 

4.3.3 Refugee Camps Problems, Experiences, and Memories: Lack of Basic Needs 

All participants reported that they had a very difficult life in refugee camps in the 

three neighbouring countries they fled to (Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey) before moving to 

Canada. The stories they shared, the examples they gave, and the experiences they had, 

suggest that the Syrian refugees who lived in these refugee camps struggled a lot for the basic 
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necessities. They all declared that they had limited access to food, clean water, financial 

support, adequate shelter, medical care, electricity, and counselling services. 

4.3.3.1 Lack of Food 

 All the participants who fled to Lebanon (P1, P4, and P 7) reported that the 

humanitarian situations in the refugee camps in Lebanon were very miserable and 

unbelievable. They said that they only had two meals at the beginning of the Syrian asylum 

journey. They had one meal in the morning and another in the evening or at night. Families 

couldn’t afford or buy more meals because they did not have the money for that. P1who is a 

person with exceptionalities shared a sad story about his first days at the refugee camp in 

Ersal, Lebanon. He said, 

"I have a big family that consists of ten members: my wife and I, three girls, and five 

boys. Six of my children were under twelve years old. The youngest one was three 

months old and the oldest was thirteen years old when we left Syria. The food we 

received at the beginning was not enough at all. We did not have baby milk for two of 

my children most of the time. I had some savings, but I could not use them easily. I 

was thinking a thousand times before using a penny. As you know, I am a person with 

exceptionalities, so I could not walk or work at all. I did not have any source of 

income at all, so I need to keep my savings very carefully" (p. 4, ll.72-78). 

P4 and P7 who fled to Lebanon too had big families. They mentioned that they did 

their best to divide and distribute the available amounts of food equally between their 

children. They added that they gave priority to their youngest children. They shared that, 

many times, they did not eat anything for a day or two or sometimes more because they gave 

their own amounts of food to their children. 

P5 and P8 who fled to Jordan and who stayed in the biggest and the most 

overcrowded refugee camp in the world, the Al-Zaatri Refugee Camp, pointed out they were, 

sometimes, put in difficult situations when their children were hungry and had nothing to eat. 

They also complained about the shortage or, sometimes, the absence of certain types of foods 

important to health and growth, mainly for young children, such as protein found in poultry, 
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meat, fish, milk, eggs, cheese, and yogurt as well as fresh vegetables and fruit. Most of the 

food they had was rice, macaroni, some cereals, and some canned food. Thus, most of their 

children, mainly infants suffered from malnutrition and other diseases due to the shortage or 

lack of food, which, in turn, caused serious life-threatening diseases. For instance, P5 

described his regular visits to health centers inside and outside the refugee camp. He was 

frustrated and helpless when seeing his child suffering and he could do nothing to help him. 

"My child was about two years old when he was admitted and stayed a couple of days at the 

hospital. He was diagnosed with severe malnutrition" (p. 3, ll. 45-46). He presumed that the 

different UN and human relief agencies and the hosting countries authorities did their best to 

overcome these problems, but they were helpless because of the over-crowdedness in these 

refugee camps. He claimed that the refugees' nutrition needs were beyond the UN and 

hosting countries limits and abilities. 

P2, P3, and P 6 who fled to Turkey mentioned that, in many cases, they were forced 

to eat herbs, grass, and tree leaves available in the area when they had nothing to eat. Those 

participants were very happy when spring came because different types of wild plants, herbs, 

and tree leaves were available. They were not sure however, whether these herbs or plants 

were safe or not. We did not want to feel hungry any more regardless of whether we liked 

these foods or not. They concluded that they ate these plants to save their lives and the lives 

of their beloved ones, mainly their children. 

4.3.3.2 Absence or Shortage of Clean Drinking Water 

 All participants expressed their dissatisfaction and anger about the amounts of clean 

drinking water they received. They stated that people who lived in these refugee camps had 

to walk for long distances to water tanks or water fountains, or sometimes, wells, and they 

had to wait in long lines and for long periods of time to get only very small amounts of 

drinking water. P8 showed his outrage when remembering. He said, 
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"We fled to Jordan, and we were sent to Al-Zaatri Refugee Camp. This refugee camp 

was founded in a desert area. We needed a lot of drinking water on a daily basis, but 

we did not receive the amounts we needed. We were always informed that Jordan is 

one of the poorest countries in fresh water in the world, so we should understand that. 

Sometimes, we waited in long lines for hours to get about 10-15 liters of drinking 

water. Of course, this was not enough for a family consisted of six members, mainly 

in hot weather which was about six months a year" (p. 3, ll. 48-54). 

P1, P4, and P7 who fled to Lebanon remembered that the water supplies they received 

were always interrupted by a number of factors, such as electricity that disabled water 

filtering systems, harsh cold weather, transportation, and political instability in Lebanon. 

Furthermore, they stressed that the quantities they received were, most of the time, 

insufficient, mainly in the summer. In addition, they stated that the quality of the water they 

received was not clean or pure enough to be used for drinking purposes, but they did not have 

any other options. They noticed that the colour and the smell of the water was not normal. It 

was, sometimes, greenish, stinky, and full of impurities. They mentioned that" the so-called 

drinking water" caused many diseases, particularly for children, such as diarrhea, vomiting, 

nausea, and fever. In addition, the required medications were not available most of the time. 

They also shared that they were very happy in the winter because they could collect the rain 

in buckets or barrels. For example, P7 explained that they used the collected water for 

washing and cleaning purposes, but sometimes, they used it for drinking purposes. He added 

that drinking this water caused a lot of diseases because it was unsafe to drink it before 

treatment and because the water sometimes was stored in unclean buckets or barrels. He 

stated that, "it was full of germs, bacteria, and impurities, but this was our only option when 

we missed clean and pure water" (p.4, l. 81). 

All participants stressed that they could not afford drinking water on a daily basis 

because they did not have enough money or savings for that. The situation of the participants 

who fled to Turkey (P2, P3, and P6) was much better than those who fled to Jordan and 

Lebanon because Turkey has more water supplies, rivers, and rain falls compared to the other 

hosting countries. But, they stated that in the summer, Turkey witnessed water problems for 
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two reasons. The first reason was because Turkey received the highest number of Syrian 

refugees in the world and because Turkey's population is about 100 million people and this 

meant that they needed a lot of water for drinking purposes, agriculture, and industry. 

4.3.3.3 Absence of Financial Support 

All the participants shared that they were in difficult financial situations and that they 

only had small amounts of money. They first mentioned that at the beginning of the Syrian 

humanitarian crisis, they did not receive any financial support from the different UN agencies 

or from the hosting countries relief agencies. Then, after a while, they started to receive some 

amounts of money, but not enough to meet their basic needs. The financial support they got 

was about 100 US dollars for a family consisting of 5-6 members. In addition, they admitted 

that most of the foodstuff, medications, and clothes they received from the UN and hosting 

countries' agencies were free, but according to them, this did not negate their need for the 

money. 

P1, P2, P3, P5, P7, and P8 reported that they only had their own savings they brought 

from Syria. They added that their savings were very low because, in most cases, their jobs in 

Syria were low-paid ones. They also said that they hesitated a lot before spending any penny 

because they were not permitted to work outside the refugee camps unless they had all the 

legal documents and permits to do so. 

P1, P4, and P6 who fled to Lebanon had bad experiences there. They stated that after 

they were allowed to work outside the refugee camp, they were very badly paid. The 

shocking news, according to them, was that they were paid about 5-10 US dollars a day. 

Moreover, they were obliged to work at least 10-12 hours a day in very tiring jobs and in very 

bad and inhuman working environments. 



 
53 

 
 

All the participants shared their worries about their relatives and their beloved ones 

who were still stuck in Syria and could not leave the country. The participants mentioned that 

their relatives could not manage their lives without money because of the tight siege imposed 

by the Assad Regime Forces and their allies. They were thinking of helping them in these 

difficult situations. P3 said, 

"I could not forget my family members who could not leave Syria. They were in a 

very harsh and tight siege. They had nothing to eat. They had no money to buy at least 

bread, yes, just bread. I was thinking of my big extended family-my parents, my 

seven brothers and their children, and my five sisters, their husbands, and their 

children. I had to do something to help them. Food prices during the tight siege time 

were and are still unbelievable. They are extremely high. They were beyond all 

peoples' limits and capabilities" (p. 3, ll.49-56). 

P1, P4, and P7 said that their life in Lebanon was very expensive and the money they 

had or their salaries in case they had jobs did not meet their daily basic needs. P5 and P8 who 

fled to Jordan also faced the same situation in Jordan. They pointed out that life needs 

required much more money than what they received. In Turkey, the situation was different. 

P2 and P3 reported that they could not work or they could not find a job easily because of the 

language barrier. They did not speak Turkish, so it was very difficult for them to find a job. 

4.3.3.4 Inadequate Shelter 

 All the participants reported that they lived in tents in the refugee camps they fled to. 

They all mentioned that these tents were not comfortable and were not convenient because 

when it rained, they did not protect from rain. They also added that these tents did not protect 

them from the cold, snow and strong winds in winter time. They pointed out that these tents 

did not protect them from sand and heat in the summer time either. 

According to the participants, there was a general consensus that their tents did not 

protect them from the extreme cold weather they faced in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan in the 

winter. All the participants agreed that the coldest country was Turkey, followed by Lebanon, 
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and then Jordan.  P2 and P3 who lived in the same refugee camp in the southern parts of 

Turkey near the Turkish-Syrian borders said that Azmir was one of the coldest cities in 

Turkey during the winter times. They had a lot of snowstorms during their stay in this refugee 

camp. They added that most of their tents were totally covered by snow. They could not sleep 

in these tents anymore. They tried their best to fix the damaged ones, but they failed. They 

used wood fires to heat their tents, but once again, it did not work in the freezing weather 

they had. As a result, they had a lot of deaths, mainly among children and elderly people due 

to bad shelter and due to extremely harsh freezing weather. Finally, they concluded that the 

lowest temperature in Celsius degrees they faced in these areas was about -30 degrees. 

P1, P4, and P7 explained that they faced harsh weather in Lebanon in the winter, too, 

but it was less challenging in Turkey. P4 stated that they had a lot of snowstorms, but the 

quantities were not as heavy as in Turkey. The thickness of snow in Lebanon was about 10-

15cm; whereas, in Turkey, it sometimes exceeded a meter. He added that they witnessed a lot 

of floods that damaged their tents and upset their lives, as well. 

P5 and P8 who fled to Jordan mentioned that the weather in Jordan in the winter was 

mostly dry, cold, and windy.  They reported that they rarely had snow or heavy rains, but 

they had strong cold winds that blew away their tents. They added that the Al-Zaatri Refugee 

Camp was set-up in a desert area, thus the air was full of sand particles when strong winds 

blew. They remembered that many times, many tents including theirs were blown away by 

strong winds.     

All the participants agreed that the infrastructure of the refugee camps in the countries 

they fled to was very bad. They all agreed that the worst infrastructure conditions were the 

ones they had in Lebanon. For example, P1 stated that the roads inside the refugee camp were 

bumpy, very narrow, and were made of soil. In winter, these roads were very muddy. Their 
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tents were built on soil, so they were muddy, too, in winter. He concluded that they were 

obliged to sleep on the muddy floor. 

The situation in Jordan was not good, either. P5 voiced his dissatisfaction and anger 

about sleeping in tents. He commented that they did not feel safe sleeping in tents because 

they were afraid of dangerous insects, such as poisonous snakes, scorpions, and spiders. 

These very dangerous insects and reptiles were seen when the weather was very hot in 

summer. Furthermore, he added that the precautions taken by the different UN and the other 

humanitarian relief agencies were not as good as they should have been. These agencies did 

not use any effective insecticides due to budget cuts. P5 talked about many refugees, mainly 

children who were stung by these dangerous insects and unless they were rescued by taking 

the necessary medications, the consequences would have been much more catastrophic. 

4.3.3.5 Poor and Limited Medical Services 

All the participants were very angry about the medical services and the medical 

assistance they received in the refugee camps in Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey. They all 

agreed that one of the worst experiences they had from the refugee camps they had fled to 

was the health services they received there. Firstly, they mentioned that most of the time, 

people working in the medical field treated the Syrian refugees in a very harsh, inhuman, and 

disrespectful way. Secondly, the medical staff were not as professional and as experienced as 

they should have been. P1 repeatedly mentioned in his interview that the nurses were, 

sometimes, unable to check his blood pressure although it is one of the basic skills all people 

working in the medical field should master.   

The third experience they shared about the medical services they received was 

associated with the lack and the shortage of medications, medical equipment, and specialists. 

P1, P4, and P7 stressed that the health centers they visited did not have all the necessary 
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medication. They talked about horrifying stories about people who lost their lives due to the 

lack of medication used in wars and other emergency cases. For example, P4 described the 

deteriorated health situation of one of his relatives who was shot in the leg in Syria. He was 

lucky that he was able to enter Lebanon after a couple of days. The health center in his 

refugee camp did not have the necessary surgical tools for such cases, so the doctors decided 

that his leg should be amputated because his wounds were rotten. He added that his relative's 

health condition worsened after amputation because he had diabetes Type 2. His health 

condition worsened. He went into a deep coma and finally passed away. He noted that if 

patients wanted referrals to be seen by specialists, they had to wait for long periods of time. 

They might be approved or their requests might be rejected. These tragic stories occurred 

repeatedly in many different places in Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey. P7 talked about children 

who were exposed to banned chemical gases and as a result lost their lives because the field 

health centers children were only allowed to go to in refugee camps did not have the anti-

chemical gas medication (puffers) and did not have enough medical oxygen cylinders. They 

also said that they were, sometimes, unable to purchase medications from private pharmacies 

because they were very expensive and they did not have enough money for that. 

A fourth experience the participants shared was the dissemination of highly dangerous 

epidemic diseases, such as cholera, typhoid, malaria and other fatal diseases spread between 

the refugees in these refugee camps, particularly between children due to the absence of 

reliable medical care services. All the participants stated that the absence of a sewage system 

increased the possibility of having small lakes (swamps) that attracted insects, such as flies 

and mosquitoes. These insects were good means for transferring these diseases between the 

refugees. 
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Finally, all the participants acknowledged that the over-crowdedness in these refugee 

camps worsened bad health situations. Thus, the health workers were unable to meet the 

increasing health demands of refugees there. 

4.3.3.6 Absence of Electric Power 

 All the participants reported the absence of electrical power at all the refugee camps 

they lived in at the beginning of the Syrian asylum journey. They said that when their refugee 

camps were established, all refugees used the traditional gas lamps (lanterns) to light their 

tents. The different UN and other relief agencies gave each family a limited amount of gas to 

be used for these lamps. Therefore, when that amount of gas was gone, they could not light 

their tents. P1, P5, P7, and P8 confirmed that their tents were dark most of the time because 

the gas amounts they received were not enough. They also stated that they could not purchase 

extra amounts of gas because they did not have enough money for that. More importantly, 

gas prices in these two countries were very expensive and the Syrian refugees could not 

afford them. P8 shared that he could not buy more gas amounts because there were no gas 

stations in or near the refugee camp he stayed at in Jordan. Besides, he could not leave that 

refugee camp because Syrian refugees were not permitted to do so due to security reasons. P7 

added that he and most Syrian refugees in Lebanon faced, to some extent, the same problems. 

He wished he had more money to purchase fuel for the lamps to light his tent, but he could 

not. He could not buy more gas because the price was extremely high and there was no way 

for them to leave their camps. 

However, P2, P3, and P6, who were in Turkey, had different opinions from those 

fleeing to Jordan and Lebanon. They said that they had more gas amounts donated by the 

Turkish government to them than other Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon. They 

mentioned that the Turkish President, Erdoughan, ordered the Turkish government to do their 

best to provide the Syrian refugees with gas amounts they needed as much as possible. They 
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added that there was a special discount and special prices for Syrian refugees. Finally, P2 

stated that all Syrian refugees in Turkey were permitted to leave their refugee camps because 

the Turkish government had issued them identification cards to be used inside and outside 

their refugee camps. 

According to all participants, life in refugee camps was almost impossible, mainly in 

winter and summer because they were not able to use heating or cooling systems. In addition, 

they were not able to use any electric device because not all Syrian refugee camps in the 

neighbouring countries had electric power. Finally, all the participants stressed that they 

could not purchase electrical generators because these generators were very expensive, 

unreliable, and most importantly, they had to go through a long and complicated routine 

before having access to one, mainly in Lebanon and Jordan. 

4.3.3.7 Absence of Counselling Services 

All the participants mentioned that they did not have any counselling service clinics 

when they fled to the neighbouring countries for a long period of time after their arrival to 

these refugee camps. They said that because of the huge unexpected numbers of refugees, the 

three hosting countries were not able alone to help those who came from this war-torn 

country and those who needed the counselling services very urgently. The participants 

confirmed that these hosting countries as well as the other UN and other relief agencies were 

mostly concerned with providing those refugees with basic needs, such as shelter (tents), 

food, drinking water, and some basic medical services. 

P2 who is considered the best example in this regard mentioned that they had very 

difficult times during the Syrian revolution. He stated that he did not receive any counselling 

treatment at the beginning of his refugee journey to Turkey although he was in need of that 

after the assassination of his brother and his family before them by the Assad security forces. 
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He pointed out that they were terrified by the Assad Forces' excessive use of power and by 

the unjustified and exaggerated reaction of the Syrian Regime Forces toward the peaceful 

protests organized by civilians. He shared a story about his brother who was killed in cold 

blood during the first days of the Syrian revolution. He had bad nightmares. Moreover, he 

had severe anxiety and stress. He has ongoing difficulty coping and interacting with others. 

P2 also said that after about one year of their journey to Turkey, the Turkish as well the other 

UN and relief agencies started to establish counselling clinics in different Syrian refugee 

camps. He added that they were lucky to have a clinic in their camp. He was first reluctant to 

visit this clinic because they did not know the services they could offer to people in their 

refugee camp. He hesitated to go there because the people or the psychologists working in 

these clinics were fresh graduates and inexperienced. He was very upset when they did not 

prescribe any medications for him or when the prescribed medications were not available in 

the clinic's pharmacy and he had to buy them. 

All the participants explained that it was not socially acceptable for them, and more 

specifically, for women and children to visit these counselling service clinics because those 

who visit these clinics are always perceived and treated as mad people in the Syrian culture 

although they desperately needed that help. 

4.3.3.8 Violence and Abuse 

All the participants remembered sad stories and experiences for them, for their family 

members, and for their friends who had been hurt in these refugee camps in the hosting 

countries. They all agreed that the worst place the Syrian refugees had fled to was Lebanon 

for a number of reasons. 

First, P1, P4, and P7clearly noticed that there was hostility from the Lebanese citizens 

toward the Syrian refugees. They ascribed this hostility to the era when the Syrian Army 
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entered Lebanon in 1975 and stayed there for about 30 years where they committed a lot of 

unforgettable crimes against all members of the Lebanese community. P4 claimed that these 

hostile actions were noticed and even lived on a daily basis. He said that one can watch TV 

shows that were deliberately produced and broadcasted to undermine and scorn Syrian 

refugees. Moreover, there were regularly organized campaigns on different social media 

platforms to prevent Syrian refugees from entering Lebanon. In addition, there were so many 

cities and towns that refused to help and receive Syrian refugees. P1, P4, and P7 mentioned 

that there were increasing calls that aimed to expel Syrian refugees from Lebanon. 

P1, P4, and P7 stressed that the second reason for the violence and the abuse the 

Syrian refugees witnessed in Lebanon was that the Lebanese regime was one of the strongest 

allies to the Al-Assad regime in Syria, so they did their best to punish the Syrian refugees on 

their peaceful resistance and refusal to accept the Assad Regime. P4 noticed that the 

Lebanese security authorities deliberately treated the Syrian refugees brutally and 

aggressively. He remembered that, 

"Most of the time, the Lebanese intelligence authorities came to our refugee camp in 

Ersal after midnight with a large number of agents who were heavily armed with 

different types of weapons to scare Syrian refugees there. They used inhuman and 

excessive force when investigating with Syrian refugees. They intentionally 

questioned and abused those refugees before their children and their wives" (p. 4, 

ll.76-82). 

 The last deliberate violence and abuse the participants noted in Lebanon was sexual 

harassment. P1 and P4 noticed that the Lebanese soldiers, policemen, intelligence authorities, 

and other official employees tried many times to sexually harass Syrian children, girls, and 

women verbally and or physically. There were many documented sexual harassment 

incidents committed by the Lebanese security forces. They added that the victims' families 

did not talk in public or complain about these crimes because these crimes were and are still 

considered as social taboos. Thus, the victims' families tried their best to keep these stories 

secret as much as possible. 



 
61 

 
 

 The other participants who had fled to Jordan and Turkey did not document that type 

of violence and abuse. P5 explained that this special treatment and reception Syrian refugees 

had in Jordan is because people who live on the two sides of the borders are relatives and 

belong to the same tribes.  

 P2, P3, and P6 shared positive experiences in the Turkish refugee camps. They did 

not mention any violent or hostile behaviours from either the government or the people of 

Turkey. They referred to the good social and blood relationships between people on both 

sides of the Turkish-Syrian borders because there were clear instructions from the Turkish 

government that any type of violence or abuse against Syrian refugees would not be tolerated 

at all from the Turkish government. 

4.3.3.9 Extreme Weather Conditions 

All the participants talked about extreme weather conditions that worsened their lives 

in the refugee camps they fled to in the three hosting countries. 

The participants who had fled to Lebanon and Turkey witnessed the worst cold 

winters in their lives. P2 and P6 described that there was a lot of snowfall in the southern 

parts of Turkey-close to the Syrian-Turkish borders where most of the Syrian refugee camps 

were located. They stated that the heavy snowfalls in these areas covered their tents, and in 

some cases, these tents were totally damaged. They added that temperatures were below zero 

degrees Celsius most of the time in winter. They added that due to the lack or shortage of 

heating resources, bad and torn clothes, and living in tents complicated the situations of those 

refugees and their families, mainly the children. P6 stressed that "this cold weather led to the 

spread of seasonal diseases, such as flu, cold, cough, and sore throat. These diseases were 

very difficult for families due to the lack of medication" (p. 4, ll. 82-84). 
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P1, P4, and P7 witnessed terrible cold weather in winter in Lebanon. They explained 

that heavy snowfalls in winter, mainly in the hilly areas, covered and destroyed Syrian 

refugees' tents and demolished the fragile infrastructure of properties built very quickly to 

serve the Syrian refugees' daily basic needs. P7 remembered that the roads inside and outside 

the refugee camps were totally closed due to heavy snowfalls, thus human and relief 

assistance were delayed or, sometimes, cancelled.  He said that it was very difficult for the 

Syrian refugees to protect themselves and their families because their homes were tents made 

of cloth. These tents could not help protect them from snow and heavy rains. He indicated 

that a number of children and old people passed away due to this cold weather. P7 mentioned 

that their weak bodies could not resist the harsh freezing weather. In addition, he noted that 

snow melting and heavy rains caused swamps which were the best place for germs, bacteria, 

stinky smell, and diseases. He concluded that the different UN and Lebanese relief agencies 

were unable to meet these health challenges. Consequently, a number of deaths were 

registered and documented due to life-threatening diseases caused by dirty still water, such as 

cholera and malaria in their refugee camp. 

Regarding the Syrian refugee participants who had fled to Jordan, they witnessed 

different types of extreme weather. P5 and P8 said that they did not face heavy snowfalls, 

like Lebanon and Turkey, but they faced heavy rains that caused floods and, sometimes, 

strong dry and cold winds that moved sand particles in the air. These sand particles were very 

dangerous to people who had chest and breathing problems. Once again, a shortage of 

medication, (especially puffers) and bad shelters worsened the lives of the Syrian refugees 

there. Moreover, P8 pointed out that extreme hot weather in the summer was also 

unbelievable and unbearable in Jordan. He pointed out that because they did not have 

constant electric power in their tents and in most Syrian refugee camps, it was very difficult 

for them to use air conditioners, fans, and fridges. 
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4.3.3.10 Various Attempts to Leave Refugee Camps 

 In order to get rid of the above-mentioned challenges and difficulties, all the 

participants exerted every possible effort to leave these refugee camps. According to them, 

they tried many times, but they failed due to many reasons. 

First, all the participants who decided to leave these camps had to go through a very 

long process that might result in approval or refusal. According to P1, P4, P5, P7, and P8, 

most of the decisions taken regarding leaving the refugee camps were negative. Second, all 

the participants reported that they needed sponsors from the hosting country who knew them 

very well to sponsor them before their country’s authorities. Third, P1, P4, and P7 mentioned 

that in case they found a sponsor, he or she had to deposit 10,000 US$ for the main applicant 

and 5000 US$ for each dependent. This big amount of money was one of the greatest 

obstacles Syrian refugees faced, mainly in Lebanon. Fourth, another serious obstacle the 

participants faced, particularly in Lebanon, was that their sponsorship applications had to be 

evaluated thoroughly by intelligence agencies there. P1 stated that "most of the time, we were 

called for investigations, and most of the time, these investigations were inhuman and 

aggressive" (p.4, l.84).  He added that "the intelligence agents were very aggressive with us 

and, most of the time; they used excessive power with Syrian refugees before approving or 

disapproving their applications" (p. 4, ll. 86-88). 

Fifth, most of the participants, mainly in Turkey and Lebanon expressed their anger 

about the bribery some official employees working in sponsorship applications asked for to 

help proceed and speed up the sponsorship process. All the participants refused to pay bribery 

because it was against religion and the law. Finally, P1, P3, and P6 said that they had some 

friends or relatives who were lucky to leave the refugee camps and were able to find jobs. 

They added that their salaries were very low and did not meet their basic needs. They 

emphasized that employers tried their best to take advantage by minimizing their salaries and 
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ignoring other job rights. P4 and P7 confirmed that some of their relatives and friends who 

were able to leave the refugee camps in Lebanon were only paid about 3-8 US$ daily. 

Furthermore, they also talked about hatred and discrimination against the Syrian refugees in 

Lebanon, particularly in areas occupied by the supporters of the Assad Regime in Lebanon. 

4.4 Post-migration Challenges and Experiences 

Findings from the individual interviews with the adult Syrian refugee participants on 

post-migration challenges and experiences revealed four main themes with subthemes. These 

themes can be grouped under the headings: (1) Canadian support, (2) personal challenges, (3) 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and culture shock, and (4) language school 

experience. 

4.4.1 Canadian Support 

4.4.1.1 Sponsorship and Income Support 

All the participants showed that the ongoing bloody conflict in Syria has caused the 

worst humane crisis in the world today. According to them, over 9 million Syrians have 

sought refuge in the neighbouring countries of Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt and 

hundreds of thousands more have made the harrowing journey to Europe and other parts of 

the world in search of safe refuge and a better life. 

The participants also indicated that the government of Canada resettled over 25,000 

Syrian refugees starting in November 2015 through government-supported and privately 

sponsored refugees. P2, P4, P6, and P8 reported that the government of Canada decided to 

distribute the newly arrived Syrian refugees to all Canadian provinces and cities, especially to 

the ones that already had Syrian people or refugees who came to Canada before because these 
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already existing Syrian communities could be important sources of emotional, social, and 

economic support for the newly arrived ones. 

All the participants stated that after moving to Canada, the income support they 

received was provided for their first year by the federal government, private sponsors or both. 

Then, they declared that when income support from the federal government or private 

sponsors ended after 12 months, it is a normal occurrence for them to transition to provincial 

or territorial social assistance support. 

P1, P2, P5, and P8 confirmed that the federal government worked closely with other 

provincial social support agencies to ensure that the Syrian refugees who may require or need 

ongoing financial support beyond their first year were connected with appropriate provincial 

resources and were informed of the process to apply for social assistance (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2018). All the participants, mainly those who have children, mentioned that 

eligible Syrian refugee families received the Canada child benefit and the federal and 

provincial tax rebates after filing their taxes. 

 Most of the participants, especially P2, P3, P4, P5, and P7 claimed that the income 

support they received from the federal or provincial governments generally met their basic 

needs; whereas, other participants, particularly (P1, P6, and P8) stressed that the income 

support they received did not because they have big families. P1has a family consisting of 

eight members, P6’s family consists of six members, and P8 has a family consisting of seven 

members. They added that they had to pay more for housing because they had to rent a big 

house compared to those with smaller families who could pay less by renting an apartment. 

All of the participants pointed out that while federal income support ended after one year, 

other federal-provincial supports continued. They mentioned, for instance, English language 

training and other employment-related services continued until they became Canadian 

Citizens. 
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4.4.1.2 Equal Rights as Canadians   

All the participants expressed their gratitude to the Canadian government as well as to 

the Canadian people for the continuous, unlimited, and unconditional support they received 

in Canada. They all indicated that they were very lucky and very proud to come to a country 

that respects all people from all parts of the world regardless of their colour, sex, religion, and 

ethnicity. 

P1cried when he remembered the way he and his family, and other Syrian refugee 

families were welcomed at Pearson International Airport in January 2016. He said, 

"We were received and welcomed by people of different ages. They gave us bouquets 

of flowers. They hugged us, took photos with us, and gave us some presents. This was 

the first time in my life that I felt like a respected human being who has rights as all 

people on earth. I cried and laughed at the same time. I felt at home. I forget all the 

miseries we faced during the last five years before coming to Canada” (p.6, ll.139-

145). 

 All the other participants had the same feeling when arriving in Canada after their 

unforgettable and horrible experiences in the last five years. All of them expressed their 

happiness when signing their confirmation of landing at the airport. P2 and P3 described that 

the way people received and welcomed them at the airport was impressive and moving. P2 

said that, "after signing the confirmation of landing and other related documents, we 

guaranteed our future. We hope that the future of our children will be much brighter and 

more prosperous than ours” (p.8, ll.187-189). P2 stressed that although his brother’s family 

were shot in cold blood, now he was happy because his family, particularly his children will 

not face the same destiny as the one his brother's family and other Syrians had faced. He 

added that his family now has the same rights, duties, and responsibilities as all other 

Canadians. 
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 Other participants were overwhelmed and delighted by the way mass media, such as 

radio, TV, newspapers, and magazines celebrated their arrival. P6 was very happy when he 

was met by a TV reporter at Pearson International Airport, 

“Although I could not speak English, I felt that I understood the reporter’s 

questions. The TV reporter was smiling with all people coming out of the 

plane. Although they had a translator who spoke both English and Arabic, I 

told the reporter that I did not want anyone to translate for me. My sincere 

reactions were very frank and very expressive to all people who were there in 

the airport and to all people who saw me in the media" (p. 7, ll. 140-145). 

Finally, all the participants were impressed when the Prime Minister of Canada, Mr. 

Justin Trudeau and other Canadian officials welcomed and assured the newly arrived 

immigrants that they will have the same right as all other Canadian Citizens. The Canadian 

officials confirmed that they will have free basic education, free basic health services, 

freedom of speech, freedom of belief, and freedom of expression and all of these freedoms 

and rights are secured and guaranteed by the Constitution. 

4.4.2 Personal Challenges 

4.4.2.1 Language Development and Communication 

 All the participants confirmed that they witnessed a lot of challenges after moving to 

Canada. They all agreed that the most serious challenge was learning English. They all 

admitted that they had no prior knowledge and use of English before coming to Canada.  

Therefore, they felt that there was an urgent need to join ESL classes. They were referred to 

join ESL classes to learn English by a wide range of people, such as immigration officials, 

governmental officials, and settlement workers. 

 The participants’ responses to join ESL classes, which meant to sit for about 6 hours a 

day for five days a week, learn something new and different from what they were used to, 

meet new people of different ages, and different cultures, varied based on participants’ 
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motivations, goals, and abilities. P4, P5, and P7 did not look forward to the idea of joining 

ESL classes at their age. They indicated that they had left schools for a long period of time. 

They explained that the age gap between the students in the ESL classes was a big obstacle 

that should be solved. They said that because they did not study English at all before, they 

were placed in basic English (pre-literacy classes) that focused on the alphabet, numbers, and 

other simple information. 

 On the other hand, P1, P2, P3, P6, and P8 were totally positive and convinced that 

they had to learn English although they were in identical situations as the first group. They 

were motivated and determined to learn English because they wanted to survive in this new 

country. This positive outlook at learning English gave those participants a good push to 

learn English. 

Those who refused or did not like to learn English at their old age indicated that they 

faced a number of problems and challenges. One of these problems was associated with the 

linguistic part of English. For example, they all talked about the way they should pronounce 

letters, how to write these letters whether they were small or capital letters, and how to write 

from left to right which is the exact opposite of Arabic. They also described their difficulty 

when putting these letters together in order to form even simple words. In addition, they 

voiced their stress when trying to understand and use even very simple introductory 

grammar. P4 and P5 ascribed their problems to social factors. P5 said that "some Canadians 

may mock you when you speak English wrongly or when one commits mistakes in language" 

(p.19, l.460). P4, P6, and P7 claimed that some Canadians were closed and introverted people 

and they did not want to socialize with them. However, P1 and P3 talked about personal 

reasons and blamed themselves for being shy, introverted, and not wanting to communicate 

and socialize with others.   
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4.4.2.2 Employment 

 All the participants stressed that they faced a lot of problems when looking for jobs 

here. They stated that because they lacked the two official languages of Canada, English and 

French because they lacked the necessary knowledge of Canadian workplace culture and 

because they lacked the appropriate and strong social connections and networking, it was 

almost impossible for them to find jobs easily. P3, who worked as a mechanic in Syria and 

Turkey had difficulty in having his ex-employment experience and his professional 

credentials recognized. He explained that he could not bring his ex-employment and his ex-

experience certificates from Syria because all his family members had either been killed or 

had left Syria. He added that he did not study to be a mechanic in professional vocational 

schools or training centers, but he had been sent by his father to one of his friends who was a 

mechanic and asked him to teach him this trade. He added that because he did not complete 

his high school in Syria, he has to join a high school to finish his diploma and then apply to 

recognized training centers to get the mechanic certificate. More importantly, he admitted 

that he did not have the money to pay the tuition fees and the other living expenses for him 

and his family. After that, he would have to apply for the mechanic's license if he passed all 

the requirements successfully. In addition, the fees were very high and unaffordable. 

4.4.2.3 Integration 

 All the participants mentioned that they had a very welcoming reception at the 

different Canadian airports-whether they were received by Canadian officials or just by 

regular citizens. They were very optimistic about their future and their new stay in Canada. 

They agreed that this was a good sign that their new society accepted all newcomers 

regardless of their culture, language, religion, sex, and ethnicity. All the participants stated 

that Canada is a multicultural country where all people from all parts of the world live in 

harmony with each other. 
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However, and because all the participants were sponsored by the Canadian 

government, they declared that they did not get as much social care as those who were 

privately sponsored. P1, P3, and P5 pointed out that some of their relatives and friends who 

were privately sponsored were lucky because their sponsors were totally ready to help, 

translate, and to accompany them to all important social events and activities that might help 

them easily integrate with all people in their neighbourhood. 

On the other hand, the participants stressed that because they did not speak English at 

all, it was very difficult, or even impossible, for them to integrate with the people or attend 

the events in their neighbourhood. P1 tried to use sign language or gestures to communicate 

with his neighbours in his area. He said that some people reacted positively and encouraged 

him for his endless endeavours to interact with other people in his community, whereas, 

others, according to him, did not care or did not show any interest in responding to him. P1, 

P6, P7, and P8 indicated that some Canadians appeared to be very closed. They felt that those 

Canadians were afraid of communicating with strangers, and did not make any effort to learn 

about the other nationalities and their stories. 

4.4.2.4 The Weather 

 All the participants mentioned that extreme weather conditions in winter were one of 

the things that disappointed them. They all recalled that when they were in Syria or even in 

refugee camps in the hosting countries, the weather was moderate on most days of the year. 

They also pointed out that the Mediterranean Sea climate is the dominant climate in Syria and 

the three hosting countries they fled to (Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon) where the weather is 

moderate and rainy in the winter and hot and, sometimes, dry in the summer. They stressed 

that the weather was moderate all year round. 
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However, P2, P3, and P6 noted that the weather in Turkey was cold and snowy in the 

winter, but it was not as cold nor as snowy as in Canada. They pointed out that they had 

chilly and strong winds, but again, the winds there were not as cold nor as stormy as here in 

Canada. 

 On the other hand, P1, P4, P5, P7, and P8 had, to some extent, the same weather 

conditions in both Lebanon and Jordan. They thought that the weather in these two countries 

was exactly the same as in Syria. The only difference they mentioned was that the weather in 

Lebanon was a bit colder. 

 After moving to Canada, all the participants expressed their anger and disappointment 

with regard to the weather. They noticed that temperatures varied from - 40 c to + 40 c 

depending on the season. They were highly shocked by the extremely harsh weather 

conditions in the winter, such as heavy and strong snowstorms, freezing rain, heavy 

snowfalls, freezing temperatures, and wind chills. All the participants confirmed that weather 

conditions were very serious factors that affected their health negatively, physically, and 

psychologically. P1, P2, P3, and P5 claimed the short days of winter and the harsh weather 

conditions impacted them negatively and caused severe depression and stress. They added 

that because the winter is a very long season, they were very angry and stressed. They figured 

out that they were stuck most of the time in their homes because it was not easy to hang out 

with other people because of the extreme cold weather and the slippery roads. In addition, 

they declared that this extreme harsh weather caused a lot of severe and serious respiratory 

diseases, mainly for children. They had to wear layers of clothing if they wanted to go out. 

Otherwise, they had to stay in their homes if they wanted to avoid diseases and frostbites. 

 

 



 
72 

 
 

4.4.3 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Culture Shock 

4.4.3.1 Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 

 My best example of anxiety disorder is P2 who experienced one of the worst 

terrifying events in his life. He still remembers all the details of that frightening event till 

today. He became severely tense. He pointed out that he still has difficulty coping with the 

new and continuous challenges in his life. He has been suffering from this bad health issue 

since March 2011 when his brother and his family were shot and killed in cold blood by the 

Assad Regime's Armed Forces. P2 shared that he still has significant problems in social or 

work relationships. He admitted that, sometimes, he is unable to do his daily routine work. 

 He said that his story started at the beginning of the Syrian revolution in March 2011. 

When the Syrian revolution started, there were so many peaceful protests in almost all Syrian 

cities, namely in the Sunni areas. Although the demonstrations were peaceful, the Assad 

Regime's Forces used excessive power to repress the revolution. They started to use real 

bullets, and as a result, thousands were killed. Moreover, they detained people in bad jails. 

He added that the Assad regime used spies to watch and write secret reports about the civilian 

activists. 

P1 and P4 mentioned that a lot of Syrian refugees who fled to Lebanon had witnessed 

and experienced stressful times and events in Lebanon. They added that many people did not 

visit counselling clinics because of negative societal reactions towards people who visited 

these clinics. They were always described as insane. They confirmed that because they did 

not visit the counselling clinics, their health situations got worse, and some of them became 

unable to adjust to life's challenges. 

P1who was disabled from birth shared a very horrible experience he witnessed in the 

Ersal refugee camp in Lebanon. He said that, "one night, a big raid of Lebanese intelligence 
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forces plunged into his tent after midnight because he was accused of being a big supporter of 

the Syrian Revolution" (p.4, l.74). He was handcuffed, detained, and treated very badly 

although he was disabled. He still remembers how he was unable to protect his children, how 

fearful the whole family was, how they questioned him in an inhuman way. He still 

remembered the torture he got in their jail during the investigation period. He still has scary 

nightmares till today. He started to have mixed and uncontrolled thoughts about life, about 

what is right and what is wrong, and the way people think and justify their deeds. 

4.4.3.2 Culture Shock 

All the participants admitted that they experienced culture shock because they moved 

to a new cultural, social, and unfamiliar environment totally different from what they had 

back home. They specified that this move between different cultural and social environments, 

or simply a transition to another type or style of life caused them a lot of social and cultural 

drawbacks. 

 All the participants explained that they had no prior or formal schooling back home in 

Syria. They left school at an early age, mainly at the elementary level. They never had any 

English classes back home. They were not able to communicate in English when moving to 

Canada. Some of the participants who were around fifty (P1, P5, and P6) stressed two other 

factors that caused this culture shock. According to them, culture shock can be caused by 

generation and technology gaps. They pointed out that the age difference between them and 

the people they had to deal with, contributed greatly to their social isolation and alienation. 

They added that the interests of new generations were totally different from theirs. Most 

young people care about technology use, such as computers, smartphones, and social media; 

whereas, most Syrian participants care only about their new life, and how to manage it and 

their families back home. 
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The participants added that the differences between their old and new cultures became 

apparent which led to anxiety and confusion. They figured out that their excitement in this 

new culture ended and changed into frustration, anger, boredom, and isolation. All the 

participants claimed that they started to feel lonely and homesick because they were not 

accustomed to the new environment. They also emphasized that due to the language barrier 

(their limited use of English) they were unable to create new relationships, and most of the 

time, when they planned to communicate with other people, they used body language or sign 

language. 

Finally, all the participants expressed their hope to participate fully and comfortably 

in the host culture. According to them, mastery of the Canadian culture did not mean total 

conversion; they still use many habits from their home culture. They concluded that they 

hope to be able to use the two cultures side by side. 

4.4.4 Language School Experience 

 All the participants mentioned that they attended ESL classes here in Kingston for at 

least two years. All of them started in level 1 (pre-literacy skills) because they had no prior 

knowledge of English. Their experiences were different: some of them were positive 

reflecting participants' determination and willingness to learn a new language to survive and 

to integrate, while other participants' experiences were so negative reflecting participants' 

unwillingness to go for this challenge or experience. All the participants described their 

experiences very frankly and very realistically. Moreover, they talked about some practical 

solutions and suggestions for improving their language skills based on their experiences. 

According to them, there are two types of solutions. The first one refers to the participants as 

students learning new skills and subjects, and the second one refers to language schools and 

other agencies working closely with refugees. They emphasized that their suggestions and 
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recommendations would be possible remedies for the difficulties caused by the linguistic, 

social, financial, and psychological problems they had encountered. 

 As mentioned before, participants' experiences varied based on participants' 

determination and willingness to learn English. The first group of participants who were 

motivated and willing to learn English were those who perceived learning English as a bridge 

to success in this country. They linked their success, their ability to integrate into the new 

society, and their future and their children's future with their ability and the progress they 

made with this language. They did not care about sitting in classes for six hours or seven 

hours a day for five days a week to learn English. Besides, they did not care about the age 

differences between students in ESL classes. They mentioned that some of the ESL students 

were in their twenties, whereas, others were in their fifties. In addition, those participants 

were ready and able to socialize and mix with other students in their classes regardless of 

gender, religion, and ethnicity. P1 who is a person with exceptionalities, who is fifty, and was 

not sent to schools before is a good example for this group. P1 repeated many times in his 

interview that he wants a bright and prosperous future for his children. He added that he did 

not want them to face the same challenges he had in the past. He added that although he did 

not attend any sort of formal or informal school before, he was able to manage and cope with 

the new situation. P1 pointed out that he was determined to do his best by preparing his 

homework assignments at home, using some phone applications to learn English, and trying 

his utmost to be an extrovert student who is able to socialize with all of his colleagues 

openly. He concluded that he did not feel shy to ask his ESL teachers or his classmates about 

things he did not understand. In addition, P1 stated that he has the courage to communicate in 

English with native speakers of the language although his English is very poor. 

 However, the second group of participants who had bad experiences in ESL classes 

were those participants and students who ascribed their unwillingness to learn English due to 



 
76 

 
 

the age factor. They stated that they were in their forties and they had left schools for a long 

period of time. Moreover, they explained that they could not sit for a long period of time at 

schools like kids. P4 and P5 mentioned that they are in their forties and they left their formal 

schooling in Syria about forty years ago. They added that they feel shy to ask their female 

ESL teacher about points they did not understand in their classes. They also pointed out that 

they did not like to mix with others. They admitted that they did not have the courage to use 

English at all, particularly with native speakers because they might mock them for their poor 

and limited English. P4 and P5 explained that they did not try to exert the minimum effort to 

improve their language mastery. They concluded that the progress they made is not 

noticeable. 

With regard to participants' suggestions for improving themselves, they started talking 

about what they should do in order to learn English in Canada. Most of them stated that 

practice is the first possible suggestion to learn English quickly and effectively. They should 

have the courage to communicate with native speakers of the language. They noticed that the 

more they interacted with native speakers of English, the better and the more fluent they 

became. They added that they learned the correct pronunciation, what to say, and what to do 

in different situations.  They should not be scared and shy if they made any mistakes. They 

should use it all the time in and outside the classroom. 

 In addition, P1, P2, P3, P6, and P8 stated that the more they read and wrote, the better 

they became. They pointed out that they specified time to learn English. They suggested that 

if learners are able to specify an hour or two a day to learn how to read and how to write, 

there will be a noticeable gradual difference in their performance. 

Besides, all the participants admitted that watching TV and listening to the local radio 

stations improved their skills in English. They figured out that while sitting at home watching 

TV or driving their cars, listening to different radio programs gave them the opportunity and 
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the time to be exposed to English and they started to learn new words, and expand their 

linguistic skills. 

Most of the participants stressed the importance of joining ESL classes held regularly 

at different language schools. They announced that these schools are free and funded by the 

government. All the Syrian participants were eligible to join these ESL classes once they 

arrived in Canada. They confirmed there is a noticeable difference in their performance in 

English after joining these schools. They remembered that when they came to Canada, they 

were not able to use English at all. They were not able to read or to write the English 

alphabet. They started with level one which mainly focused on how to read and write the 

English Alphabet and do other basic exercises. Nowadays, they are all in CLB3 or 4 which 

means that they are able to read, write and understand some simple basic information in 

English. Some of them are eligible to apply for Canadian citizenship which requires that 

applicants should have reached the CLB4 level. 

Most of the participants found that attending social activities held publicly or 

privately improved their communication as well as linguistic skills. They all added that by 

attending these social activities, they were able to talk, discuss, and to express their opinions 

over a range of issues that impressed people. P2 and P6 proudly stated that they attended 

some weekly speaking events and other literacy skills practices in cafes, churches, and public 

libraries. 

 Another proposed suggestion made by the participants was using and following 

different social media platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, What's Up, and Instagram. P2, 

P3, P4, P7, and P8 declared that nowadays all of them have smartphones that can be easily 

accessed and linked to the Internet. They explained that they daily spent hours browsing their 

Facebook accounts, YouTube, and Instagram to watch different videos and sponsored pages 

established to teach English. 
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In addition, the participants recommended that English language schools should hire 

qualified ESL teachers. P1, P2, P4, P5, P6, and P8 noted that some of the ESL teachers they 

met in their ESL schools were not highly qualified to teach uneducated and illiterate adult 

refugees from different parts of the world. They claimed that some of their ESL teachers did 

not know the history, the culture, and the sensitive issues Syrian refugees have. More 

importantly, P2 said, “some of the ESL teachers did not know nor understand the trauma we 

had and still have until today” (p.9, l. 210). A lot of the participants proposed that their ESL 

teachers should take a special training course about the traumas, challenges, and difficulties 

their students suffered from. 

 Another recommendation the participants made about their English language schools 

was about the curriculum textbooks and the resources these schools used. P1, P4, and P6 

showed that the textbooks and the resources their ESL teachers used were highly professional 

and highly advanced for people who knew nothing about English. The language of these 

textbooks was very specialized for people who had not acquired the English alphabet yet. All 

the participants preferred using textbooks and resources that have pictures, drawings, figures 

and shapes to facilitate learning English. 

4.5 Teachers’ Interviews 

 Findings from the semi-structured one-on-one interviews with the four ESL teachers 

revealed five main themes. These themes are (1) teachers’ biometrics, (2) professional 

attributes and attitudes, (3) professional development, (4) targeted curriculum and textbook 

development, and (5) teachers’ recommendations. 

4.5.1 Teachers’ Biometrics 

All the ESL teachers stated that they all graduated from well-known universities from 

Canada and abroad. T1 and T2 have a BA and an MA from Queen's University. T1 
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completed her BA in Education 25 years ago. She also had her Ontario teaching certification, 

as well. She started her teaching career in 1990 in an elementary school in Kingston for about 

three years. Then, she joined Queen's University to pursue her graduate studies (MA) in 

Education. She was interested in Applied Linguistics and English language teaching. She 

then moved to teach English at a secondary school for about ten years. She has taken a lot of 

internationally well-recognized training courses, such as CELTA and DELTA. 

T2 had several academic and professional qualifications that equipped her to work as 

an ESL teacher. She graduated with a BA from Queen’s in 1985. She then joined Queen's 

Faculty of Education to become a certified teacher. “I started my career as a teacher in 1988 

as an ESL teacher at a secondary school in Ottawa” (p.2, l. 12). She joined Queen's 

University to pursue her graduate studies (MA) in Education. Her area of interest and 

specialization was teaching English as a second language. Besides, she has a couple of 

English language training courses, such as CELTA and TESL Canada. 

T3 obtained a BA in English language and literature from the University of Toronto 

in 1990. She joined The University of Toronto's Faculty of Education for two years to 

become a certified ESL teacher. Then, she joined Oxford University’s Faculty of Education 

in Britain to pursue her MA degree. Her area of interest was Applied Linguistics. Then, she 

joined Cambridge University’s School of Education to pursue her Ph.D. in Applied 

linguistics. She worked as a language instructor at the School of English, in the Faculty of 

Education, at Queen’s University for about ten years. She has been working as an ESL 

teacher in the LINC program for about ten years. 

T4 graduated from the University of Toronto Faculty of Education with a focus on 

English language teaching to get her Ontario teaching certificate. She did her practicum in 

Toronto’s LINC program. She also has CELTA and TESL Canada certificates. She has been 

teaching in the LINC program for about 13 years. She started her job teaching literacy skills 
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in English. Because her mother tongue is Arabic, she was assigned to teach literacy skills to 

newcomers whose mother tongue is Arabic and came from the Middle East. 

4.5.2 Professional Attributes and Attitudes 

 The first quality the ESL teachers have is openness. I used the word "openness" 

because all the four ESL teachers I met were ready to listen carefully and sympathetically to 

their students' life stories, memories from back home, and school experiences. All the ESL 

teachers gave their students the opportunity and the time to express themselves very freely 

and very frankly. The ESL teachers indicated that their students were first scared, stressed, 

and embarrassed, so they tried to calm them down and assure them that life here in Canada is 

totally different from life in Syria or in other parts of the world where there is unrest. All the 

ESL teachers were ready to listen and feel the agony and the unbearable pain their Syrian 

students had experienced in Syria and in refugee camps before coming to Canada. 

Sometimes, interpreters were invited to help students, mainly the new ones, express 

themselves meaningfully and regularly. The ESL teachers mentioned that the students in their 

classes came from all parts of the world, but recently there was a noticeable increase in the 

number of students coming from the Middle East, particularly from Syria. The ESL teachers 

thought that they encouraged and motivated their refugee students to express themselves 

regardless of the linguistic mistakes they may have made.T1 and T4 reported that they 

interacted very strongly with the participants, to the extent that they became friends. The 

teachers expressed their pleasure of these friendships. 

 The four ESL teachers started to appreciate Syrian traditional food, drinks, family 

gatherings, and traditional and religious occasions and celebrations. T1, for example, was 

always among her Syrian refugee students in most of their celebrations. She added that these 

visits strengthened the social as well as the academic relationships between the ESL teachers 

and their students. She told me that she respected their religious rituals, so she fasted the 
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Holy Month of Ramadan (Islam’s most sacred month where adults fast from sunrise to sunset 

for about 30 days) with them. She noticed how the whole family sat together around the 

dining table. She noted and described her students' religious rituals during this month, such as 

their supplications to God, recitations of the Holy Quran (Islam’s central religious text), and 

their prayers. T1 pointed out that all language schools established multi-faith rooms that were 

assigned to all students who wished to practice their religious rituals freely and privately. She 

stressed that she was very happy when her students were happy and she was sad when they 

were sad, too. All the ESL teachers repeatedly confirmed that they are all human beings and 

they teach and deal with human beings all the time, so they must feel with each other. They 

concluded that their relationships with their students made them love their jobs more and 

more and become more sociable, friendlier, and more human. 

Another quality the four ESL teachers showed was their responsibility toward their 

students. All the ESL teachers indicated that their job was not only teaching English to their 

students, but also teaching them to live in Canada. The ESL teachers were sure that all Syrian 

students were vulnerable and weak, and they needed support to help them cope with their 

new life. T4 who speaks both English and Arabic does her best to help her students inside 

and outside the language school she works in. She pointed out that because her students' 

command of English was poor, she helped them complete some of the routine work they have 

when coming to Canada. For example, she helped them open bank accounts and sometimes, 

she accompanied them when they had medical appointments at their health centers or 

hospitals. T4 not only cared about her ESL students, but also about their families, particularly 

those who had terrible physical or psychological problems. She stressed that her 

responsibility in teaching them English and other life skills created mutual confidence 

between her and her students. The four ESL teachers divulged that due to this mutual trust 

and good relationships with their students, the Syrian refugee students and some of them are 
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participants in this study started to tell their teachers their personal secrets, their private 

issues, and even their family concerns and worries. 

4.5.3 Professional Development 

 Since Syrian participants bring their own special experiences and needs to their ESL 

classrooms, it is significant for ESL teachers and support people to get training courses and 

professional development sessions about the best and the most adequate teaching practices 

and techniques to make sure that all new refugee students are successfully and easily 

integrated and become familiar with the language school system. The ESL teachers do not 

always have adequate information or the appropriate background about their refugee students' 

special needs, related to academic, social, cultural, and emotional aspects. Therefore, when 

ESL teachers receive the appropriate training courses and professional development sessions 

prepared toward understanding and meeting the special needs of newcomer students, those 

ESL teachers will be well-prepared to provide them when they start their ESL classes. 

All the ESL teachers stated that they work in the federally-funded program 

established to teach English to all eligible newcomers to Canada: the LINC program 

(Language Instruction to Newcomers to Canada), where part of their continuous regular 

training is to attend regular TESL/TESOL Ontario conferences held, mostly at the University 

of Toronto. T1, T2, and T3 stressed that they all attended and participated in other TESOL 

conferences held inside and outside Canada. They also emphasized that they always have 

monthly professional development days or sessions held in their language school to improve 

their performance. 

All the teachers talked about the different ways they continued their professional 

development training, such as talking to their colleagues from the same or different language 
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schools, doing research, reading more, attending different professional development 

workshops, and listening and responding to students' questions, opinions, and feedback. 

4.5.4 Targeted Curriculum and Textbook Development 

 All the ESL teachers stated that they do not have curriculum textbooks, especially for 

literacy or pre-literacy students. They all confirmed that they have guidelines, and they 

usually follow the instructions available in these guidelines. They all pointed out that they 

have a lot of resources and they create and design their own teaching materials from the 

available resources. T1, T2, and T3 mentioned that these resources have good basic literacy 

information and skills students should learn and practice. However, they criticized these 

guidelines because they were written for a general audience, not for a specific one. In 

addition, the teachers thought that when designing their teaching materials and activities, they 

should meet the linguistic needs and the cultural identities of their students. The teachers 

added that they do not teach the same theme the same way twice because they do not teach a 

curriculum, rather they teach students. Therefore, as the students' profiles change every year, 

then their choice of the teaching material is based on whether they have low or high-level 

students. They adapt to their students’ level and need. 

4.5.5 Teachers' Recommendations 

 All the teachers stated that a lot of their literacy students are Syrian refugees. They are 

illiterate in English and their students admitted that they are also illiterate in their mother 

tongue, Arabic. They added that some of their Syrian students, namely women have never 

held a pen or a pencil in their lives. They do not even know how to write their names. They 

said that their signature is just holding a pen and making a circle. All the teachers confirmed 

that they really had a hard time with these students because they had not read a word or a 

book in their own language before. T4 stated that, "some of her Syrian students in literacy did 
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not know that when they want to write in English, they have to start from left to right or when 

holding a paper, they hold it upside down" (p. 4, ll. 72-74). She stressed that this happens all 

the time. 

The ESL teachers felt that there is not a lot of focus and attention on literacy in their 

in-service sessions. They called for more attention to literacy and pre-literacy skills for their 

future professional development. 
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Four main themes emerged from the analysis of the interviews based on the 

participants' responses to the interview questions. These four themes are (1) bridging reduced 

abilities for learning, (2) personal factors, (3) curriculum adaptability, and (4) acculturation to 

Canada. These four themes consistently arose as common threads throughout my interview 

notes and analysis. It is worth mentioning that the first three themes that will be discussed in 

this chapter tie in with the theoretical framework based on CRP or CRT models. As Ladson-

Billings (2014) explains, "Culturally Responsive Teaching is a pedagogy that recognizes the 

importance of including students' cultural references in all aspects of learning." Since 

classrooms become more diverse globally and since students have different prior educational, 

cultural, and socio-economic backgrounds and experiences, instruction has to be changed in 

order to meet these new changes and demands. Since students learn differently, their voices 

should be heard when choosing the curriculum, the resources, and the best effective teaching 

practices and approaches that motivate them. When all students in the classroom feel that 

their educational and cultural backgrounds are equally valued and welcomed, they will be 

encouraged to integrate and actively learn in their new setting. The last theme in my 

discussion chapter is in line with Berry's models of acculturation. Acculturation is described 

as a process by which people adapt to contact with a culture other than their own (Berry, 

2009). The study shows that all Syrian participants tried their best to integrate into their new 

society, but most of them failed due to different reasons. Besides, they confirmed that it was 

easier for their children to adjust to their new society's language, culture, values, food, 

clothing, and way of living compared to them.      
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5.2 Bridging Reduced Abilities for Learning 

This is the first and one of the most important themes I found when analyzing data. 

This section covers all past experiences the Syrian participants had while they were in Syria 

(before their revolution), in refugee camps (in Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon), and after 

resettling in Canada. These pre-migration and post-migration experiences and challenges 

affected their willingness and abilities to learn basic language skills (in both Arabic and 

English) negatively. Moreover, the findings showed that two of my four ESL teachers were 

not highly aware of their students’ cultural background and history. 

 All the participants interviewed for this study experienced many challenges in their 

home country, Syria before their peaceful protests started. Their bad living, economic, social, 

and educational conditions caused their lack of motivation to learn. The participants 

mentioned that they were forced to leave their schools at an early age to help their families 

manage their financial situations. The findings also showed that they had to work in any job 

although they didn’t meet the age requirement. In addition, the findings revealed that because 

their parents were illiterate and they came from uneducated or limited educated backgrounds, 

this increased their ignorance of the significance of learning in building and shaping their 

academic future. Furthermore, the participants stated that they came from rural and Bedouin 

areas and according to them, most people there are engaged in agricultural activities. They 

stressed that in agricultural and rural societies, all family members always work together to 

help minimize the costs, so many families did not care if their children continued their 

mandatory education or not. This aligns with the views that Syrian refugees had bad living 

conditions in Syria that affected their literacy development before their recent move toward 

freedom according to many resources (UN, 2016; World Food Program, 2016; and UNHCR, 

2015). 
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All the participants remembered that life in the refugee camps they fled to was very 

difficult for the whole family in general, and for the children in particular because they had 

very limited or, sometimes, no access to basic needs. For example, the participants 

remembered that they did not have enough quantities of food, clean drinking water, medicine, 

electricity, and adequate shelter. Therefore, they lost the motivation to pursue their schooling 

in these refugee camps. The Syrian participants' experiences and stories were in most cases 

very similar, and sometimes identical, to the existing studies in the literature about the 

various challenges and difficulties refugees experienced when living in refugee camps and 

what impact these challenges and difficulties had on them in these places (UN, 2011; World 

Food Program, 2016; and UNHCA, 2015). These experiences entailed a lack of motivation 

for learning. 

 All the participants confirmed that they had a lot of challenges and difficulties after 

arriving in Canada. The post-migration challenges and experiences of the participants varied, 

for example, between language, employment, integration, weather, and counselling services. 

For instance, all the Syrian participants who were permitted to settle in Canada came with 

limited or no formal basic education; therefore, they faced a lot of challenges in learning 

different English language skills when they joined language schools. Moreover, they 

experienced challenges in establishing social connections with other people or other ESL 

students because they did not have adequate language skills to communicate with others in 

English. Furthermore, the participants were worried and expressed their dissatisfaction in 

finding jobs because they did not have the minimum English language skills to communicate 

with people. They also added they did not have the adequate work skills needed for the job 

market. In addition, they did not have the appropriate social networking necessary for job 

hunting. These results align with the studies mentioned before (Mareng, 2010 and McBrien, 

2011) with regard to the various concerns and issues that may appear for refugee students in 

their new countries including adapting to a new style of living and other post-traumatic 
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stresses for people who experienced aggression and assault. These outcomes point to the fact 

that all refugees including Syrian refugee participants need a lot of academic, social, and 

psychological support after moving to Canada from various agencies, such as health 

agencies, school boards, and language schools. If they do not receive the needed assistance, it 

would be very challenging for them to make any noticeable advancement in their language 

schools or even in integration in Canadian society. So this means that their basic needs have 

to be met before they can think about enrolling in literacy programs. In this sense, the way 

culturally responsive pedagogy supports uncovering each student's prior difficulties and 

supporting all needs could yield better results.   

5.3 Personal Factors 

5.3.1 Affective Factors 

 All the participants stated that there were a lot of obstacles that affected their second 

language acquisition negatively. They mentioned that these factors were strongly related to 

their progress in learning a second language. This finding aligns with Krashen's views 

(1982). 

Krashen (1982) hypothesized that people who wanted to acquire a second language 

may face a lot of factors or obstacles that might impact their second language production 

negatively or positively. In the context of this study, it appears that the affective filter was 

high, which according to Krashen is an obstacle to learning. Most participants were 

somewhat successful at learning the English language despite the various challenges they had 

to meet. Among pre-migration challenges likely to have affected their learning, corporal 

punishment in Syrian schools, overcrowded classes and unqualified as well as unmotivated 

teachers are emerging. As regards post-migration challenges, four of the participants were 

bored in English class (P3, P4, P5, P7) and three of these felt negative towards putting effort 
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into a new language (P4, P5, P7). Although most of the participants reached a Level three, 

which is below what is required for citizenship application, two of the participants did not 

feel they were making any noticeable progress.  

All these factors support Krashen's research and specifically what he called the 

"Affective Filter Theory” in learning. Krashen’s affective filter theory is "a theoretical 

construct in second language acquisition that attempts to explain the emotional variables 

associated with the success or failure of acquiring a second language. The affective filter is 

an invisible psychological filter that can either facilitate or hinder language production in a 

second language "(Center for the Collaborative Classroom website). According to Krashen 

(1982), emotional variables can aid or deter the process of language acquisition. When 

language learners have low self-confidence and stress, this will increase their affective filter 

factors and as a result impacting their language acquisition process. However, when language 

learners are self-confident and desire to learn a new language, their affective filter factors 

would be very low and they would become more willing to discover and even take a few 

risks. 

In the case of the refugee participants in the study, many traumatic events would have 

accumulated in order to block their affective filters, so most of them did not have the 

motivation to learn English due to their pre-migration and post-migration challenges and 

experiences. The absence of motivation was clearly seen and repeated by the participants, 

which in turn, greatly influenced them in the process of learning a second language. 

Therefore, the findings in this study support the tenets of Krashen's affective filter theory. 

These findings also fall within the purview of culturally responsive pedagogy as negative 

emotional aspects tied to culture increase the affective filter and negatively impact learning. 
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5.3.2 Age 

Age impacts the process of acquiring a second language. Many researchers always 

raise a question about the optimal age for second language acquisition. Yet, the significance 

of age as an important factor in language acquisition remains an open question. Other factors 

might influence learner's success or failure in language acquisition including motivation, self-

confidence, and intelligence. 

The participants had very little prior schooling and were mostly not used to formal 

learning. Age may play a role as it appears that the three participants around 50 (P1, P5, and 

P6) seemed less inclined to sit in school with younger students. Nevertheless, age and life 

experiences are also an advantage in learning. However, perhaps some of the participants did 

not learn the skills and strategies corresponding with formal school settings and these factors 

would be independent of age.  

Although age would play a role, Lenneberg’s critical period hypothesis (1967) 

suggests that there a biologically determined period of life when language can be acquired 

more easily. After this time, it is more difficult to acquire a language. According to 

Lenneberg, "language acquisition can only happen during the critical period (age 2 to 

puberty). The critical period hypothesis is associated with neurophysiological mechanisms 

which suggest that there is a loss in brain plasticity in adults that may need more time and 

effort compared to children in second language learning"(pp.59-60). The younger the child is, 

the more he or she can take advantage of neuromuscular mechanisms that promote language 

learning and thus reach a native-like level with less effort and time. 

In early childhood, acquiring a language is always seen as an unconscious event, and 

as natural as learning how to walk, to eat, or even how to ride a bike. According to Gass and 

Selinker (2008), "language aspects, such as pronunciation and intonation can be acquired 
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easier and quicker during childhood due to neuromuscular mechanisms which are only active 

until the age of 12 "(p.34). They added that another likely interpretation of children’s native-

like pronunciation is their increased ability for imitation. 

Researchers have found that there is a critical period for better language acquisition 

from a young age to puberty (Lenneberg, 1967; Gass & Selinker, 2008). Yet the participants 

were adults and some of them around 50. This latter group expressed having difficulties with 

language learning, but mostly due to their attitude and unwillingness to make an effort.  

A number of researchers state that adults have an important advantage when learning 

a new language because their cognitive maturity and their experience of the general language 

system have been already set out. Through their knowledge of their mother tongue and other 

foreign languages, adults have more advantages to learning conditions than children. They 

can learn grammatical rules and other linguistic skills more easily compared to children. In 

our case, some participants were illiterate and this would not have benefitted the development 

of another language while others took advantage of these skills and reached a fairly advanced 

level of English. According to Katrina (2017), language acquisition is an accumulative 

process that allows us to build or to develop already existing knowledge. This confirms the 

fact that some refugees more advanced in age were able to gain a reasonable mastery of 

English. It should be noted as well that some participants took advantage of every possible 

opportunity to practice using the language. Also perhaps language teachers should explain 

these aspects to them to make them gain confidence. Factors related to age when having a 

deleterious effect on learning can also be corrected through a culturally responsive approach 

to teaching.  
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5.3.3 Learning Style and Student's Personality 

 The participants do not behave like extroverts because of the emotional trauma they 

experienced and as well most of them are not in situations where they can interact with many 

speakers of English due to the social situations and the cultural barriers they are experiencing. 

Learner’s personality can also influence the process of learning a new language 

significantly (Khasinah, 2014). It appears that one participant in particular was very 

motivated to learn English to help his family with a better future, whereas another one (P2) 

seemed so overwhelmed due to psychological issues after seen his family assassinated. 

Backgrounds also had an impact, for instance, P8 was a totally illiterate Kurdish farmer and 

one wonders what factors were at the root of this situation, P1 was a person with 

exceptionalities, yet extremely motivated to succeed. Khasinah added that typically, learners 

fall into two groups-extroverts, meaning that working in groups, spending time with others, 

and being around people energizes them; whereas, introverts, meaning that people feel more 

comfortable away from groups of people and ultimately “recharge their batteries” best when 

they are alone. Therefore, there are students who are shy and prefer to work alone and those 

who are very communicative and prefer to work with others. 

A number of studies were conducted to explain the effects of outgoingness versus 

being reserved on second language learning. The results of these studies have often shown a 

clear positive correlation between extroversion and success in learning a second language. 

Our findings show that this is an important factor.  

As most educational institutions including language schools are designed in a way 

that caters to this latter personality type and the fact that the student participants did not 

behave as extroverts their difficulties were therefore compounded. ESL teachers always 

evaluate their students on classroom participation, which is something the extrovert student is 



 
93 

 
 

typically comfortable with. Usually, extrovert students have no problems raising their hands 

to answer questions, volunteering to read aloud, offering to lead group work. It is noticed that 

extroverts thrive on being part of a group, participating in discussions. Moreover, their 

personalities are well-suited for interacting with others, and in this way, they can easily learn. 

This is supported by Zhang's (2008) study about extroversion and introversion. The Syrian 

refugees due to factors surrounding their arrival in Canada, show introverted characteristics, 

based not only on their lack of familiarity with the context they found themselves in but also 

due to negative psychological aspects that affected them and therefore they are more 

withdrawn. This not only affects them in class but also in societal settings.   

One participant in particular put effort into interacting with a lot of people, obviously 

based on his extroverted personality, he appears to have better integrated into groups and 

benefited more from his language classes. 

Another participant, although thinking of himself as being usually an extroverted 

person, because of the negative experiences he encountered has stayed to himself, is less 

trusting and behaves more like an introvert. This finding is significant as it identifies a shift 

from extroversion to introversion in certain conditions and hence the traditional distinction is 

not as clear cut as researchers tended to believe.       

However, there are those participants who naturally prefer to work independently. 

They have a shy nature. They usually prefer to perform individual activities. Therefore, it is 

important to incorporate learning activities that address the needs of both extrovert and 

introvert students so that they can have a balanced classroom where real learning takes place 

for all students. It is clear that using a culturally responsive approach to pedagogy would help 

introvert students' use of the English language in class which could significantly enhance 

their progress.   
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5.3.4 Motivation 

 With more attention given to specific students' needs in culturally responsive 

pedagogy, there could also be a significant increase in motivation. 

5.3.4.1 Instrumental vs. Integrative Motivation 

As mentioned before, all the participants interviewed for this study experienced many 

challenges in their home country, Syria, before their peaceful protests started. Their bad 

living, economic, social, and educational conditions caused their lack of motivation to learn. 

They mentioned that they left their schools at an early age to help their big families survive. 

Most of their parents were illiterate and came from rural areas where people were only 

interested in agriculture and raising cattle. According to the participants, these factors 

influenced their motivation to learn any subject including learning a foreign language. 

Besides, the participants' inability to speak English which would enable them to 

interact with other people in society, minimized their motivation. Moreover, many 

participants emphasized the fact that some Canadians were closed and did not want to 

integrate with other foreigners. A lot of participants were afraid of using English because 

they were afraid that some Canadians would mock them due to their poor English. All of 

these factors impacted the participants' motivation to learn English and integrate into 

Canadian society. 

Motivation plays a major role in language learning since it energizes and directs 

language learners to achieve their goals in learning that language. Gardner et al. (1985) 

pointed out that there is a strong relationship between motivation and second language 

learning. According to him, instrumental motivation refers to learning something on purpose 

to achieve a task and for a practical reason, such as getting a pay rise or completing a course 

successfully. On the other hand, integrative motivation refers to an intention to integrate into 
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a new society's culture through learning their language. Thus, it is strongly associated with 

second language acquisition. The findings show that most participants wanted to integrate 

Canadian society which would point to integrative motivation. Yet, Brown (2000) stated that 

instrumental motivation is more important compared to integrative motivation as the new 

language learners do not have the knowledge and the experience to participate in the culture 

of the host country in their early stage of language learning. Therefore, integrative motivation 

might not work in all language learning scenarios. 

All participants were not motivated and did not exert the required effort to learn 

English due to their past and current educational, social, economic, and emotional 

experiences and challenges. However, P6 was highly motivated and determined to learn 

English because he kept telling me that Canada is his new country and that he wanted to 

succeed in this country as he wanted to obtain Canadian citizenship which fits with 

instrumental motivation. 

5.3.4.2 Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivation 

There are many theories about what motivates people (Thompson et al., 2018).  He 

adds that people are motivated by both internal and external factors, as there is always a 

mixture of reasons why people learn and achieve. Thompson et al. (2018) mention that 

intrinsic motivation which arises from internal factors involves engaging in a behaviour 

because the learner desires to learn a skill for its own sake; whereas, an extrinsic motivation 

which arises from external factors happens when learners are encouraged to perform a task to 

be rewarded or avoid penalty. 

The participants were not very motivated either internally to learn English probably 

due to emotional factors and tiredness given all their other responsibilities in trying to cope or 

extrinsically, although they realized that they needed at some point to gain a working 
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knowledge of English. Most of the participants showed that their personalities were 

introverted or at least they displayed attitudes of introverts. Thus, they did not communicate 

with other people because they did not speak English and because other people did not show 

any interest nor welcomed them. They decided to stay away and avoided other people in their 

community as they were already repressed emotionally. Thus, it would appear that even 

extrinsic motivation was lacking in some cases.  

The participants thought that because they came from a totally different culture, it was 

very difficult and very challenging for them to understand and accept how people behaved 

and responded to different cultural as well as social situations. All the participants stated that 

because they came from a very conservative culture and environment, it was difficult for 

them to accept and integrate into this open culture and environment. Thus, many of them 

decided to stay away to protect their families, culture, and identities. The participants 

explained that they did not have an adequate social environment to express themselves in 

English, even if they would have extrovert behaviours in their mother tongue environment, so 

as well there was no extrinsic motivation either.  

5.3.5 Additional Remarks  

As mentioned before, when the language learner has low self-confidence and is 

stressed, his or her affective filter will be high which might impact learning a second 

language negatively; whereas, when the language learner is self-confident and not tense, his 

or her affective filter will be low which influences learning a second language positively. 

 The findings of the study showed that there was an exceptional case for one of the 

participants. P6 had the same circumstances, difficulties, and the same challenges as the other 

participants, but he was different in having the motivation to develop the English language 

skills as much as possible. He was highly motivated to improve the English language skills 
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and that attitude lets him integrate easily and successfully. He kept telling me that his home 

country, Syria, was totally demolished and he never thought of going back there. His most 

important goal had been to obtain the Canadian Citizenship which he recently had succeeded 

in getting. He told me that one of the requirements to apply for Canadian Citizenship was to 

have level four in English (CLB4). He was very proud to tell me that he was the first Syrian 

refugee here in Kingston who reached level 4 in English and the first Syrian refugee to obtain 

his Canadian Citizenship in Kingston. P6 informed me that he had needed about 2-3 

consecutive years to reach that level in English. This participant kept telling me that he 

wanted to build a new life and a new future for him and for his family. His children and their 

future kept pushing his ambitions to succeed in his first step in integration into Canadian 

society. He told me that he participated in almost all English language classes or activities 

inside his language school and outside of it. For example, he joined additional English 

literacy classes held three times a week from 6-9 pm in one of the churches in Kingston. 

Moreover, he regularly attended Saturday English classes held at the public library. He was 

determined to communicate with native speakers of English although he may have made 

mistakes (p.3). P6 is an example that supports the tenets of the Affective Filter Hypothesis 

and his attitude supports the theoretical underpinnings in all the areas examined above. It 

appears in particular that he feels positively which could also be the case of the other student 

participants by adopting Culturally Responsive Pedagogy to teach them. 

5.4 Curriculum Adaptability 

 All the ESL teachers interviewed for this study confirmed that they did not have 

curriculum textbooks for their literacy or pre-literacy courses. Teachers should be able to 

apply the Culturally Responsive Pedagogy model because they only have general guidelines 

that help them facilitate and design appropriate activities that should meet their students' 

linguistic needs. However, they added that these guidelines were set for a general audience, 
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not a specific one. All the ESL teachers mentioned that they always start every new academic 

semester by performing needs analysis for all their students to evaluate them and plan 

accordingly. All ESL teachers mentioned that their classes were mixed with refugee students 

from all around the world. The ESL teachers pointed out that their students came from 

different cultural and educational backgrounds, so sometimes it was easy and manageable to 

design and organize activities that suited their cultural and educational needs. However 

sometimes, they felt that it was difficult to design and organize activities due to cultural and 

educational barriers. Therefore one can see that there was a willingness to be culturally 

responsive in teaching, yet this has to be brought to teacher's consciousness through more 

awareness-raising.    

 Curriculum adaptability promotes understanding of key features of learning and 

teaching and improves students' learning needs. Curriculum adaptability is defined as "a 

continuous process that adjusts the courses to meet the learning needs of the students" 

(UNESCO, 2016). Curriculum adaptability in the classroom also includes careful 

consideration of the appropriate selection of teaching content and the instructional strategies, 

methods, and tools. 

All the ESL teachers were in general aware of their students' backgrounds although 

the students did not feel sufficiently supported although the teachers confirmed that their 

students did have different challenges, experiences, and hardships. They explained that each 

individual student or each group of students had different pre-migration and post-migration 

challenges or experiences. Moreover, different cultures look at interactions between students 

inside the ESL classroom differently. The teachers understood the students' cultures up to a 

point. For example, the ESL teachers explained that according to the culture of their Syrian 

refugee students, it is banned for females to talk or interact with other male students inside or 

outside the classroom. Therefore, it was very difficult for ESL teachers to engage this group 
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of female Syrian students in their classrooms. Thus, what is acceptable or what suits some 

people may or may not suit others. 

Perhaps a way to better support the students could be found by exploring what was 

done in Alberta.  Along this line of thinking, the government of Alberta (2016) founded a 

special ESL program designed only for Syrian refugee students. The program was designed 

to teach basic English literacy skills because all the participants in that program were adult 

Syrian refugees who came to Canada with limited or no formal prior schooling. "The 

Refugee Express Drop and Integration (REDI) project was a fast- track language training and 

social integration project designed for refugees to teach the essential vocabulary and basic 

real-life tasks, in order to function in Calgary. This three-day a week basic English literacy 

project offered in-class teaching, hands-on workshops, and field trips to help build life skills." 

 "The REDI project delivered face-to-face English language teaching that recruited 

different community engagement modules with a focus on social integration. These modules 

incorporated engagement activities that gave students the opportunity to visit or speak with 

other partners through field trips, workshops, and presentations from the Calgary Board of 

Education, the City of Calgary, Alberta Health Services, Calgary Police Services, and other 

community service providers." 

 According to the Government of Alberta (2016), the results were very positive and 

very promising and the Syrian students started to learn some basic literacy skills needed 

urgently for their resettlement and integration process. The statistics indicated that there was 

a noticeable difference in students’ performance and growth based on their results in the 

placement tests and their final results at each level (Government of Alberta, 2016). However, 

the program only ran for one year and then was cancelled due to budget cuts. According to 

the ESL teachers who worked in that program, the program was very successful because all 

the students came from the same culture, had mostly the same pre-migration and post-
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migration challenges and experiences, and to some extent had the same academic 

backgrounds (Government of Alberta, 2016). 

The ESL teachers in this study commented that the guidelines and the resources were 

too advanced compared to students’ academic level. For example, T4 repeated regularly in 

her interview that she had taught adult Syrian refugee students who could not or did not know 

how to hold a pen in their lives. She added that some of her Syrian students carried the papers 

upside down. They didn’t know the letters of the English alphabet and how to read or write 

them. They could not recognize the difference between a letter in the lower case and the 

upper case. T4 emphasized that most of the resources they had lacked the appropriate literacy 

skills or activities needed for this specific group of students. 

All the ESL teachers pointed out that they did not have the needed training courses to 

teach literacy or pre-literacy skills. They added that most of the training courses or 

workshops they attended did not go into details about the various strategies, activities, and 

instructional teaching methods that should be followed in such a case. Overall, the teachers 

often felt unprepared to address such elementary levels of literacy.  

5.5 Acculturation to Canada 

All participants clearly stated that it was more difficult to adapt when you are older. 

They also pointed out that it was more difficult when you experienced high levels of 

emotional stress. They tried their best to adjust to the new culture, but they felt that they were 

still strongly connected with their own customs. The participants noted that because they 

could not learn English easily, they felt they were stuck and isolated from participating in the 

cultural and the societal events held regularly. 

All participants except P6 experienced difficulties in adapting to the new culture. He 

was an exceptional case compared to the other participants although his circumstances, 
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difficulties, and challenges were the same as the other participants. But he was different in 

having the motivation to develop his English language skills and integrate as much as 

possible into the new society and the new culture. His first priority was to learn English so 

that he could easily integrate with the new society and the new culture. P6 pointed out that if 

a newcomer wanted to succeed in a new country, he should succeed in mastering the 

language and get familiarized with the culture. Therefore, he tried his best to participate in 

almost all events carried out in his community. He joined most ESL classes and workshops 

held in his school and other places, such as churches, public libraries, and other community 

centers. He was also enthusiastic to attend other social, communal, and cultural events held in 

the city. Therefore, the need to engage in local activities as much as possible should be 

strongly recommended.  

On the other hand, the participants mentioned that it was easier and faster for their 

children to fully and successfully integrate and participate in the second-culture learning 

because they were able to acquire and learn English quicker and easier than their parents, 

thus learn and assimilate the new culture. Moreover, all participants noticed that their 

children, especially those who started their school from kindergarten were much more able to 

acquire cultural knowledge compared to adults because they daily integrated with other 

students in their schools and learned and got used to the new culture very easily and very 

naturally. 

In addition, all participants added that their children changed their way of life. The 

participants explained that their children did not want or sometimes, refused to eat the 

traditional food their parents used to before coming to Canada. They insisted on eating fast 

food, such as burgers, pizzas, hot dogs, and French fries. Besides, all participants knew that 

their children started to wear the same clothes as their Canadian colleagues and friends. 
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Acculturation is described as a process in which an individual adapts to a new cultural 

environment (Akarowhe, 2018). It is also seen and thought of as second-culture learning. 

Acculturation occurs when individuals of a different culture try to integrate into the new 

society's dominant culture by constant exposure to their values, language, and lifestyle. 

 Acculturation usually leads to alternation in language, clothing, food, relationships, 

and priorities at both individuals as well as group levels (Rudmin, 2003). He added that in the 

past, the process of acculturation occurred throughout a few generations, but now it takes 

shorter times due to the wide and extensive use of technology and other social media 

platforms. Therefore, it does not take a few generations to be seen or witnessed. It might be 

seen and noted in the first wave or generation of newcomers. It appears then, in the case of 

the less motivated refugee participants that they relied on the development of their children's 

literacy skills and counted on them for support.  

 Acculturation may have bad effects on refugee newcomers (Berry, 2009). They might 

struggle to learn a new language. They might struggle with protecting their mother tongue. 

They might struggle to keep a balance between their old cultural values and the new ones. 

Acculturation may cause anxiety, depression, isolation, and other forms of mental and 

physical diseases. So perhaps leaning on their children for mediation is a way for them to 

cope. They noticed that their children had fewer difficulties adjusting and therefore went to 

their children for help. 

All participants shared that they were not told enough about the harsh climate in 

Canada in the winter. According to them, it was very difficult for them to hang out with other 

citizens or neighbours. They compared the weather here and the weather in the Middle East. 

They mentioned that the weather in the Middle East is totally different even winter. The 

lowest temperature degree may reach 5-10 (Celsius degrees) in exceptional weather 
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conditions. As interaction with others is a key factor in literacy development, the climate 

obviously is a deterrent in winter time.  

 Similarly, most of the participants announced that they did not receive enough 

information about Canada, language, culture, traditions, and lifestyle from the Canadian 

embassies or consulates worldwide. The insufficient information they received misled them 

about the appropriate ways they should follow to efficiently integrate with Canadian society 

and to minimize the negative impacts of acculturation as much as possible. 

 Finally, the participants expressed their thanks to their ESL teachers on their 

outstanding efforts to teach them English, to diagnose and understand their needs, to 

understand their backgrounds and their cultures, and then work accordingly based on that. 

But, the participants expressed their anger and dissatisfaction with some of their ESL 

teachers who did not exert efforts to help their students learn the culture of this country. 

Therefore one can say that teacher attitude and commitment to including cultural aspects in 

their teaching played a significant part in the literacy development of this group. 
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Chapter Six 

 

Conclusions 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

This research study presented an investigation about the challenges that adult Syrian 

refugees with limited or no prior formal education faced in acquiring the language of the host 

country (English in this case). The participants of this study were eight adult male Syrian 

refugees who recently resettled in Canada due to the barbaric war in Syria and four ESL 

teachers working in their language school. The significance of this research came from 

diagnosing the participants’ pre and post-migration challenges and experiences and also from 

seeking to offer solutions for these challenges from the participants’ perspectives (the Syrian 

participants and the ESL teachers).  

The literature review of this research study sheds light on the Syrian crisis and some 

of the hardships the participants encountered in refugee camps before seeking asylum in 

Canada. In addition, the present research studied some of the research conducted in the field 

of second language acquisition in order to see what factors might affect learners' ability to 

acquire a new language. The data collection instrument was a semi-structured one-on-one 

interview with the eight Syrian participants and the four ESL teachers. Most of the individual 

interview questions for the two groups of participants were open-ended questions to give 

them the opportunity to express themselves freely. 

 The individual interviews with the participants revealed that they faced a lot of 

challenges before and after leaving Syria, particularly in refugee camps in Jordan, Turkey, 

and Lebanon. All Syrian participants stated that their life in refugee camps was very difficult 

for them because they had limited or, sometimes, no access to food, clean water, medical 

services, clothes, and adequate shelter.  
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The interviews with the Syrian participants showed that their pre and post-migration 

challenges and experiences were the main cause of their academic, social, and emotional 

hardships that merged when they attended ESL classes in Canada. Moreover, all participants 

admitted that the main difficulty that almost all of them faced was the language and its 

structure and pronunciation. Although they had been learning English for about 2-3 years, 

they still had a lot of problems in using it effectively and widely. Besides, they complained 

about the differences between the language they learn at school and the one people use 

outside the school. Finally, the study showed that some Canadians were reserved or, 

sometimes, unwilling to be in contact with the Syrian refugees due to many reasons which 

complicated their process of integration and language learning although they welcomed them 

at first and gave them all their rights as all other Canadians. Of significance is the fact that an 

otherwise extroverted person, behaved as an introvert in this context of hardships, which 

shows that the extrovert versus introvert dichotomy is not as set as researchers have tended to 

represent it. 

In addition, this study confirms Krashen's findings and his affective filter theory as 

the harsh conditions of the refugees' lives and the on-going distress in which they find 

themselves and also struggling to integrate have had a negative impact on the improvement 

of their English skills because their affective filter was somewhat blocked.      

The study showed that ESL teachers and other staff in language schools and in 

immigration and settlement agencies have a major role to play in helping the refugee 

students, including the participants of this study, learn the language and integrate into life in 

Canada. In order for these refugee students to successfully integrate into the language school 

and life systems in Canada, it is important for the teaching staff and other administrative 

personnel working with them to apply a welcoming approach and have positive attitudes 

when dealing with their hardships by establishing a classroom environment that promotes 

multicultural respect and tolerance. The study also showed that ESL teachers encouraged 
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other ESL students in their classes to understand and sympathize with the experiences of 

other refugee classmates coming from other parts of the world in order to help them 

experience feelings of belonging and caring. 

 The one-on-one interviews with the four ESL teachers also showed that it is essential 

for ESL teachers to become familiar with the participants' academic and cultural backgrounds 

so that they can offer assistance tailored to meet their specific needs. Since the Syrian 

participants come to language school with many pre-migration and post-migration 

challenges, it is important that their ESL teachers and other staff working with them 

understand their specific needs as a first step and then plan and work accordingly. ESL 

teachers can use specific strategies and approaches to meet the specific needs of their 

students. Finally, the study showed that it is essential for ESL teachers to provide the 

participants with emotional and mental support to help them cope with the challenges of 

resettlement, stress, and frustrations caused by their previous hardships in Syria and in 

refugee camps before their arrival to Canada. Besides, it was found that it is important to 

listen to the voices and opinions of refugee students and to give them the chance to share 

what they have in mind in class. By listening to them and by understanding their challenges 

and experiences, ESL teachers can offer them the appropriate teaching program tailored to 

meet their specific academic needs. 

As for the solutions and remedies suggested by the Syrian participants, they 

mentioned that they should practice the acquired language by all available means, such as 

attending English classes and trying to use the learned language with the native speakers of 

English wherever and whenever they have a chance to. Moreover, they pointed out that they 

could improve their language skills by watching TV and listening to the radio. They also 

emphasized the importance of using technology and new applications designed to help 

beginners learn the different skills of a new language. Besides, they underlined the 

importance of following different social media platforms, such as Facebook and YouTube 
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because they can be used as teaching tools. Finally, the participants suggested psychotherapy 

sessions as a solution for those who suffer from PTSD and other psychological disorders they 

have due to the war and other hardships they witnessed. 

 On the other hand, ESL teachers were responsible for diagnosing their students’ needs 

and then work accordingly. ESL teachers should also understand the cultural and academic 

backgrounds of their students to best help and serve them. ESL teachers should choose 

appropriate resources, and sometimes, create their own materials and activities that match 

their students' levels and needs, even if it means deviating from the textbook. ESL teachers 

should implement and adopt a culturally responsive approach to teaching .i.e., where they can 

help their students by learning about their background experiences and cultural practices, 

which in turn, will assist the newcomers in feeling welcomed and included in the education 

process. Knowing refugees' past learning experiences can benefit and enrich the current 

learning experiences in their classrooms as well as in the school. Finally, it was felt that 

holding training and professional development sessions regularly, based on students' needs 

would help identify more specific students' demands and cater to them more adequately. 

6.2 Limitations of the Study 

The present research study has a number of limitations. The first limitation deals with 

the nature and the accuracy of the information offered to me by the Syrian participants during 

the individual interviews. Due to the sensitivity of some questions, it is possible that some 

participants did not answer them accurately. They might not have wanted to share and 

provide accurate descriptions or true stories or experiences. They might have been scared that 

if they provided the real stories, they might face consequences although I assured them that 

this was a totally different country where all people have the right to express themselves 

freely. I tried my best to build a friendship with them based on mutual trust and respect, but I 

might not have been able to control this limitation. 
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The second limitation of this study might be associated with the possibility that the 

Syrian participants who were chosen for this study may have their own cases and their own 

unique stories that might be different from the stories of other Syrian refugee students. 

Consequently, this group of students might not really represent other Syrian refugee students 

accurately. Thus, one needs to recognize that the results of this study are exclusively based on 

the challenges and the experiences of this sample of participants.  

The third limitation of this study might be associated with the gender of the 

participants. All Syrian participants in this study were males only. The researcher tried his 

best to persuade female Syrian refugee students to participate in this study, but he could not 

due to some religious, traditional, and cultural restrictions on male-female interaction. In 

retrospect, I could have asked the female manager (the study's key informant) who helped me 

select participants to carry out a recruitment of female refugees, hopefully finding some and 

conduct the interviews for females. Therefore, the researcher was not sure whether female 

students may have the same challenges and experiences as their male counterparts or not. 

The fact that I share the culture of the refugees could have influenced my perceptions, 

however, I tried my utmost at staying objective, reporting statements as they were made, so 

in fact, sharing cultural aspects enabled me to create a comfortable climate and could have 

yielded more refugee participants' feedback than what they might have shared with an 

outsider. 

6.3. Recommendations 

  

 1. According to the findings of this study, I recommend that educators (including ESL 

teachers of this study or other teachers or settlement workers) who work regularly and closely 

with refugees should first learn about their students by using different techniques, such as 

distributing questionnaires that ask about their interests, learning styles, topics, and activities 

they would like to cover. This can also be done by having open discussions with students 
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individually or in groups or by interviewing them. This leads to culturally responsive 

pedagogy. 

2. Another recommendation is to invite diverse guest speakers who can engage and 

motivate students by sharing their specific culture with them. Language schools can invite as 

many diverse guest speakers as they can to ensure that all their students' cultures are 

presented, valued and respected. In this way, the community is brought to the school.   

3. Since students learn differently, ESL teachers should vary their teaching by using 

different teaching methods, approaches, and aids that meet their students' different academic 

needs. This would also allow us to lower the affective filter.  

4. Another recommendation is that ESL teachers, administrative staff, and settlement 

workers working with refugees should develop personal ties with their students, particularly 

with the recently arrived students in order to make them feel welcomed and valued. 

5. According to the findings of the study, learning a second language is always 

associated with acculturation which means second-culture learning. The more students 

integrate into the dominant culture, the more they become fluent in that language. Motivation 

which plays a major role in language learning should be fortified by teachers in order for the 

students to acquire and improve new language skills. ESL teachers should have high 

expectations of their students' capacities in order to help them learn these new language 

skills.  

6. Based on the findings of the study, culturally responsive pedagogy succeeds when 

teachers genuinely believe that all students from all races and colors have the right to learn 

equally and well, therefore it is important that in-service ESL teachers and other staff 

working along with refugee students should develop deep and holistic caring for their diverse 

students. Thus, it is recommended that professional development sessions and training 

workshops should be held regularly to maximize benefits and share different successful 

experiences.        



 
110 

 
 

7. According to the findings of this study, I recommend that more research be 

conducted about acquiring specific English language skills, such as listening and speaking. In 

my interviews, I did not break up the skills.  

8. Another recommendation based on the results of the study is designing curriculum 

textbooks that suit and meet the cultural backgrounds of the refugee students. 

9. Another recommendation suggested by the participants is the necessity of 

investigating the reasons behind the reserve or the unwillingness of some people in the 

Canadian society to help the refugees integrate within their society in order to acquire the 

English language although they hosted them initially and gave them their full rights. They 

were concerned about the lack of carry-through as a continuum of care is needed. 

10. Besides, a new recommendation regarding second language acquisition is to 

conduct more research on the role of age and gender in acquiring languages in this cultural 

group. Or a comparative study between males and females to see if there is any significance 

for such a factor beyond what is already known in the literature, in acquiring a new language 

when levels of mental preparedness are impaired as in the lives of refugees. 

11. A recommendation for future studies is to differentiate between refugees who 

have limited formal schooling and those illiterate or uneducated refugees who were not sent 

to schools before at all as there are many of them among the Syrian refugees who came to 

Canada and other countries. 

12. A recommendation for further future research is to study if those Syrian refugees 

or other refugees who were resettled in Quebec where French is the official language in that 

province have the same or different difficulties like those who were resettled in other 

Canadian provinces where English is the official language. 

13. Another recommendation for further research is to look at what different countries 

did to include and help newcomers learn languages and cultures and try to apply it here in 

Canada. 



 
111 

 
 

 14. Another recommendation is to investigate more closely only those Syrian refugees 

or any other refugees who still have mental problems, or still have PTSD due to the war and 

examine what the effects of these mental health disorders on acquiring a new language are. 

15. Finally, because of mental health concerns, I recommend an increase in 

counselling services for refugees both in refugee camps and in Canada. 
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Appendix A 

 

 

Students' Interview Questions: 

1. Personal Information: 

1. Name: 

2. Age: 

3. Place of Birth: 

4. Gender: 

5. Years attending schools at home country: 

6. Marital Status: 

2.Pre-migration Challenges and experiences. 

1. Which grade did finish in Syria? 

2. Why did not you complete your school in Syria? 

3. Do know how to read and write in your mother tongue (Arabic)? 

4. Why did/did not you know how to read and write in Arabic? 

5. How did/do you feel when you couldn’t read or write in Arabic? 

6. Do know how to read and write in English? 

7. Why did/did not you know how to read and write in English? 

8. How did/do you feel when you couldn’t read or write in English? 
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9. Could you tell us about the help and the support you got from your family, community, 

government to help your read and write in Arabic while you were in Syria? 

10. Could you tell us about the help and the support you got from your family, community, 

government to help you read and write in English while you were in Syria? 

11. Could you tell us when and why did you decide to leave Syria? 

12. How was your journey/ Where did you stay? What did you face before coming to 

Canada? 

Post-migration Challenges and experiences 

1. When did you arrive? 

2. Who was your sponsor? 

3. What was your first impression of the country? 

4. How did you start communicating with people? 

5. What different ways/ strategies did you use to convey your message to others?  

6. How did you feel after each time you used/ did not use English? 

7. Are you motivated to learn English? 

8. In your opinion, how could you improve your English? 

9. How do you feel now? 

10. How could you tell your children to do to overcome the problem? 

11. What are your goals now? 
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12. What changes do you think you need to have to make sure these goals are achieved/ met? 

13. Do you have any other suggestions or thoughts you could share with other newcomers 

(refugees and immigrants) to improve English language skills? 

14. Would you like to help any other refugees/immigrants improve their English language 

skills? 

15. Could you suggest ways that could help the system?  
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Appendix B 

Teachers’ Interview Questions 

1. Personal Information 

1. Name: 

2. Age: 

3. Degree: 

4. Years of experience: 

5. Gender: 

2. ESL teachers challenges and experiences: 

1. Did you have any prior training on how to teach adults? 

2. Did you have any training on how to teach newcomers (refugees or immigrants)? 

3. What do you like about your job? 

4. Do you have previous knowledge about the history and the culture of your students? 

5. Are you willing to know more? 

6. Are you planning to stay in this job? 

7. How do you react to your students’ learning needs? 

8. What do you do when your students do not/ could not understand you? 

9. Are you aware of the cultural backgrounds and sensitive issues to your students? 

10. How do you improve your performance and skills to meet their needs? 
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11. Are you happy teaching refugees? 

12. Do you think that the training courses you have are enough to meet your students’ 

learning needs? 

13. Do you think the curriculum textbooks you have meets your expectations and students' 

learning needs? 
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Appendix C 

Letter of Information and Consent Form for Interviewees: Students and ESL teachers. 

Study Title: Adult Literacy: Challenges facing adult Syrian refugees with minimal or no 

prior formal schooling. 

Researcher: Anwar Foudeh, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University. 

Supervisors: Prof. Maria Myers, Faculty of Education, Queen's University. 

Co-advisor: Dr. Alana Butler, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University. 

 I am Anwar Foudeh, a master’s student at the Faculty of Education at Queen’s 

University. I am working under the supervision of Prof. Maria Myers and Dr. Alana Butler. I 

am writing to invite you to participate in the research which aims at shedding light on, 

exploring, and investigating the pre and post-migration challenges and experiences that face 

those Adult Syrian refugees who have minimal or no prior formal schooling. 

 If you agree to participate in this study, you as a Syrian participant will be asked to 

answer a number of semi-structured one-on-one interview questions, which will take about 

30 minutes to complete. These questions will be divided into three parts: The first part is 

about the demographic information of the participant. The second part is about the pre-

migration challenges and experiences the students had in their home country or in refugee 

camps before coming to Canada. The last part of the interview will be the post-migration 

challenges and experiences Syrian participants face after resettling in Canada. The ESL 

teachers' interviews will consist of two parts: the first part will about the demographic 

information of the ESL teachers and the second part will be about the experiences and 

challenges they face and how they could help their students improve their performance and 

achieve their learning goals. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social 



 
122 

 
 

risks associated with this research. While there are no direct benefits to you as a participant, 

study results will help contribute to our better understanding of low literate adult Syrian 

refugee students on the process of their integration and resettlement in Canada: the factors 

and the consequences. 

 Your participation is entirely voluntary. You are not obliged to answer any question 

you find objectionable, and you are assured that no information collected will be reported to 

anyone who is in authority over you. You are free to withdraw from the study without 

reasons at any point, and you may request the removal of all or part of your data. 

 Your confidentiality is guaranteed as your interview responses will not be connected 

to your name in any publication. Your confidentiality will be maintained to the extent 

possible. The results of the study will be reported in my master’s thesis and may be published 

in professional journals. In accordance with the Faculty of Education’s policy, data will be 

retained for a minimum of eight years and may be used for secondary analysis. They will 

contain no identifying information. If you have any questions about the research, please 

contact Anwar Foudeh at +14037087631, email: 17af3@queensu.ca, or his supervisors, Prof. 

Maria Myers, +1................................................., email:............................................................ 

or the Dean of the Faculty, Dr. Rebecca Luce Kapler,+1.................................................., 

email:................................................................  

For questions or concerns about the ethics of this study, please contact the Education 

Research Ethics Board at ereb@queensu.ca or the General Research Ethics Board at 

+1(613)533-2988, email: chair.greb@queensu.ca. This letter of Information provides you 

with the details to help you make an informed choice. All your questions should be answered 

to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to participate in this research study. 

By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the letter of Information and all my 

questions have been answered. 

mailto:17af3@queensu.ca
mailto:ereb@queensu.ca
mailto:chair.greb@queensu.ca
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Name of Participant: 

......................................................................................................................... 

Signature: 

.......................................................................................................................................... 

Date: 

.................................................................................................................................................. 

Do you agree to be contacted for more clarifications?  

If yes, your contact information: 

+1.................................................................................................. 

Email........................................................................................................................................... 

Keep one copy of the letter of Information for your records and return one copy to the 

researcher 
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Appendix D 

Queen's Ethics Clearance 
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Appendix E 

Sample of One of the Syrian Participants' Responses  

Personal Information: 

1. Name: X. 

2. Age: 50. 

3. Place of Birth: I was born in Aleppo, Syria. 

4. Gender: Male. 

5. Years attending schools at home country: I did not attend school at all due to 

health reasons.  

6. Marital Status: Married.  

Pre-migration challenges and experiences:  

1. Which grade did you finish in Syria? 

I didn’t go to school in Syria at all because I’m handicapped and schools at 

that time were not equipped to receive handicapped people. Also, some people in our 

society didn't accept dealing with this group of people. They looked at them strangely. 

Because of this weird societal look at this group of people and because my parents 

were not educated and didn’t know how to deal with this situation, they decided to 

keep me at home without school. 

2. Why did not you complete your school in Syria? 

Due to health reasons, I couldn’t walk. I use a wheelchair. Therefore, I didn't go to 

school. 
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3. Do you know how to read and write in your mother tongue (Arabic)? 

No, I don’t know how to read and write in my mother tongue (Arabic) because I 

wasn’t sent to school. 

4. Why did/ did you not know how to read and write in Arabic? 

Because I wasn’t sent to school and because of my health situation. 

5. How did/ do you feel when you couldn’t read and write in Arabic? 

I feel shy, bad, and embarrassed. 

6. Do you know how to read and write in English? 

Before I came to Canada, I wasn’t able to read and write in English because I 

wasn’t sent to school at all. English was considered a foreign language in Syria and 

students started to learn it in grade seven which means 13-14 years old. The Syrian 

regime at that time did not like teaching English to students because they considered it 

as the language of imperialism. The Assad regime considered themselves as an anti-

imperialist regime. They belong to the ex-communist countries group which now run 

by Russia. I came to Canada in March 2016. This means that I have been here for 

about 2 years. I tried my best to learn how to read and write. In the beginning, it was 

very difficult, but now it’s much better. I could read and write a little bit in English. 

7. Why did you/ did you not know how to read and write in English? 

Because I wasn’t sent to school in Syria, I could not read and write in English. 

Now, I’m old. I’m in my fifties, so it’s difficult for me now to learn a new language. 

It’s a new culture and a new language. My memory is full compared to my children 

who still have a fresh one. It’s difficult for me to learn a new language and a new 

culture at this age. 
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8. How did/ do you feel when you couldn’t read and write in English? 

I feel bad, shy, and embarrassed when I couldn’t read and write in English. 

9. Could you tell me about the help and the support you got from your family, 

community, and government to help you read and write in Arabic and English 

while you were in Syria? 

My experience with the help and support I got from my family, community, 

and the government was very bad and unpleasant. My family (mainly my parents) 

were illiterate people; they didn’t read and write in Arabic, either. They were farmers, 

and they were only interested in farming and raising cattle. Most people in my 

neighbourhood were illiterate, too. They were only interested in farming. With regard 

to the Syrian government, they did not take serious actions to encourage and motivate 

people to learn different languages including English, mainly in the areas that are 

away from the center or from big cities. 

10. Could you tell us when and why you decided to leave Syria? 

I left Syria at the beginning of the Syrian revolution in April, 2011. I left Syria 

to Lebanon. I left Syria because of the war; I was looking for a refuge, a secure place 

to live in, to protect myself and my children. 
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Appendix F 

Sample of One of the ESL Teachers' Responses 

1. Personal Information 

Name: X 

Age: 52 

Degree: MED 

Year of experience: 27 

Gender: Female. 

Question One: Did you have any prior training on how to teach adults? 

I graduated with a Bachelor of Education degree from Queen’s University.  

While the focus was on teaching children, part of my educational requirements 

included a placement in an adult ESL program with a local school board. I also have 

my TESOL certification at a master's level focusing on teaching all age levels. 

Moreover, I have taken additional qualification courses at Queen's University in 

teaching English as a Second Language. 

Question Two: Did you have any training on how to teach newcomers (refugees 

or immigrants)? 

So again, that's part of the TESOL training, so that's where I got most of that 

training. I've done some ongoing learning education through TESOL Ontario and also 

the TESOL conferences. So I try to keep up-to-date on teaching adults and very 

specifically refugees and immigrants. 
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Question Three: What do you like in/about your job? 

This is going to be a long answer. So I think for me, what I love most is that I 

have the privilege of teaching communication. It's the core of my human experience 

and it's what I enjoy most about life. And so I think it's a real privilege to work daily 

with people who've got a full array of life experience stuck inside their body and mind 

and help them gain the tools to sort of, little by little, unleash it. So building their 

ability in communication is the first thing I love. Second, I love that “aha moment” 

when you see them working and struggling and when the light goes on, and you 

realize, “OK, they're in!” Perhaps they've mastered either a new group of vocabulary 

words or a little bit of grammar or a particularly challenging bit of pronunciation. 

I love the people that I work with. Almost all of my students are refugees. I've taught 

Literacy-Level One for three years now, and I am overwhelmed by their resiliency 

and their dedication to establishing a new life, being productive, and their optimism 

and hope. It's a huge privilege for me to work with this group of people. I know that 

they're vulnerable. I know that they're probably pretty raw emotionally because of all 

of the things that they've gone through.  They regularly experience frustrations out in 

their new community as a result of limited language. They walk in this new world 

while still holding the ongoing pain of loved ones suffering in their home country. So 

when I come into my class daily and I’m greeted with smiles and a determination to 

learn, it’s very impacting.  They’re just so hopeful and positive, and they never stop 

trying. Even in our own classroom, they have created an environment that makes us 

feel like a family. So it's really an interesting and fulfilling experience to share in this 

part of their journey as a newcomer. 
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Question Four: do you have any previous knowledge about the history and the 

culture of your students? 

So specifically, Syrian culture, not really, but my husband and I lived in 

Southeast Asia for almost eight years in a primarily Muslim country. There were 97% 

of Muslims, so all of our neighbours and friends were Muslims. We were doing 

community development and integrated into the culture. From this experience, I feel I 

have a general understanding of certain religious and cultural norms that are shared by 

my students (for example, diet, wardrobe, male and female interactions). I understand 

why they need to leave on Friday at eleven forty-five or why some women are not 

comfortable being grouped or paired with men for learning activities. As a teacher, I 

am sensitive to things they disclose and follow their lead.  I also encourage the 

students to respect each other’s choices and preferences. Canada is all about 

respecting and valuing diversity. 

Question Five: Are you willing to know more about your students? 

So I teach level One and I am a people person, so I love to know people and 

their stories, but I don't get to know very much because of the limited language 

barrier, and it doesn't really feel appropriate to bring in another student for translation 

when we're talking about a difficult background. So, sometimes, I hear about 

extended family, or little bits about how someone lost a family member in the war, or 

I hear about how they got married. As a teacher, I am happy to hear and learn more 

about my students’ lives. I also respect their need for privacy.   

 

 


