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Supporting Refugee Students in 
Canadian Classrooms 

 
Research Tells Us  
Refugee students continue to 

experience socio-psychological 

challenges. Teachers, 

resettlement officers, and policy 

makers often lack cross-cultural 

competences, a social justice 

focus, and transformative 

leadership skills when working 

with refugee students. Providing 

training and professional 

development opportunities for all 

stakeholders in education, 

creating settlement programs for 

refugee families within and 

outside of schools, and 

developing cross-sector 

partnerships would help refugee 

students overcome socio-

psychological challenges in 

Canadian schools.  

Well-being of a child is an 

important focus in educational 

practice and policy. Schools can 

create safe spaces where refugee 

children can express their 

concerns and feelings and discuss 

shared experiences. Cross-

cultural transformative 

leadership is a powerful approach 

to refugee students’ education, 

social integration, and well-

being.  

 

 Introduction 
Canada, more than ever before, has come to 

be known as a land of refuge for those 

fleeing their homelands due to war, 

economic hardship, and environmental 

disaster (Government of Canada, 2016a). As 

of January 29, 2017, 40,081 Syrian refugees 

have arrived in Canada (Immigration, 

Refugees and Citizenship Canada, 2017). 

This number is mainly comprised of women 

and children and, in this context, the 

education of refugee children has become an 

important topic for the Canadian schooling 

system (Government of Canada, 2016b).  

Education can be a healing and empowering 

process for refugee students. However, 

Canadian schools are ill prepared to support 

refugee students coming to terms with war, 

violence, trauma, and interrupted schooling. 

Canadian teachers are saying they do not 

know how to respond to refugee students’ 

needs (Ryeburn, 2016, para.1).  

 

 

In Canada, there are limited studies focusing 

on refugee children from war-torn countries 

and their transition to Canadian schools. 

Recent studies have demonstrated that there 

are considerable gaps in the literature and 

policy addressing refugee students’ 

experiences in the Canadian educational 

system.  

Further research is required to fully 

understand the strategies teachers, policy 

makers, refugee families, researchers, and 

communities use to ease the refugee student 

transition, empower refugee students, and 

inform policy development. 

What challenges have 
refugee students faced in 
the resettlement process? 

•  Social challenges 
•  Psychological challenges 
•  Academic challenges 
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In Canada, K-12 refugee students face a 

multitude of integration challenges, 

including social, psychological, and 

academic challenges.  

Social support is one of the highest 

mediators for refugee children and 

adolescents in creating a smooth transition 

process (Gagné et al., 2012). Refugee 

students have faced a lack of peer support, 

including loss of pre-exile friendships, post-

exile exclusion, bullying, and rejection. 

Additionally, familial stressors for refugee 

students included baby-sitting, cooking, 

cleaning, and translating for parents. 

Adolescence age of arrival continues to have 

a large impact on all of these social 

challenges; the older the student, the more 

dramatic the loss of social networks.  

Refugee students’  psychological challenges 

included a lack of trust due to the stigma 

associated with the “refugee” label 

(Kilbride et al., 2001). Adaptation to the 

new country, loss of identity, and loss of 

culture diminshed the refugee students’ 

sense of belonging.  Additonal psychological 

challenges included post-traumatic stress 

disorder, stolen youth, and misdiagnosed 

student abilities.  

 

 

 

Asset-based approaches enhance 

Canadian educational system.  

Provinces, which provide an 

asset-based approach and 

distinguish between immigrants 

and refugees,  have more 

relevant policies and guides for 

educators. It is important to 

mobilize educational policies 

and resources across provinces 

and territories. Moreover, it is 

critical to provide training and 

employment opportuities for 

refugee teachers.  

There are gaps in Canadian 

refugee education literature 

and policy. Canadian literature 

about K-12 migrant students’ 

education and wellbeing 

explores the experiences of 

immigrant or English language 

learners, rather than the 

experiences of refugee students. 

Gaps also exist in Canadian 

educational policy; the 

references used in Canadian 

educational policy often come 

from other countries. Further 

research is required not only to 

gain a deeper understanding of 

refugee students’ psychological, 

social, and educational 

experiences in Canada, but also 

to harvest the strategies 

teachers, policy makers, refugee 

families, researchers, and 

communities utilize to ease the 

transition, empower refugee 

students, and inform policy 

(Ratković, Kovačević, Brewer, 

Ellis, Ahmed, & Baptiste-Brady, 

2018).  

The academic challenges refugee students 

faced included a lack of comprehensive 

programs, disrupted schooling, and limited 

skill assessment. Most refugee students 

stated that a lack of diverse pedagogical 

approaches used by teachers impeded their 

integration process (Kilbride et al., 2000). A 

difference in pedagogy between the 

students’ old schools and the new school 

was a big challenge.  

What Needs to Change? 
Providing professional development 

opportunities for teachers and other 

education stakeholders, creating 

collaborative multi-level settlement 

programs for refugee families, and 

developing cross-sector partnerships 

between education and government 

agencies serving refugees would help 

refugee students overcome socio-

psychological challenges in the Canadian 

classroom.  

Collaboration between the federal 

government, provincial governments, local 

school divisions, service providers, and local 

schools is necessary to ensure refugee 

children’s well-being in Canada. Refugee 

children’s education and well-being require 

a holistic, cross-cultural, and multi-sector 

approach.  

 

   
 Academic challenges: 

• Lack of comprehensive 
programs 

• Disrupted schooling 
• Limited skill assessment 
• Lack of diverse 

pedagogical approaches 
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What Works 
• Fostering intensive language and 

differentiated instruction. 

• Facilitating multicultural story share as 

a great way for students to gain a 

sense of belonging. 

• Setting high expectations for all 

students. 

• Communicating verbal, clear, and 

consistent expectations. 

• Using creative arts, which encourage 

respectful connections among peers, as 

well as between the students and the 

teacher. 

 

 

 

• Developing collaborative multi-level 

approaches based on trust, community, 

and mutuality. 

• Implementing school-based prevention 

programs, which provide support for 

refugee students, as well as 

alternatives to health services often 

underused by refugee children and 

youth. 

• Generating timely knowledge and  

sustainable teaching praxis through 

proactive research and instruction. 

Takeaway  
 

 

A few studies are focusing on refugee 

students and their transition to 

Canadian schools. To foster refugee 

student academic success and well-

being, we must move beyond the 

confines of refugees as English 

Language Learners and adopt a 

holistic, cross-cultural, and multi-

sector approach. 
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