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Abstract 

The Syrian conflict that began in March 2011 is one of the most brutal conflicts in the post-

World War II era. This recent conflict has prompted action from several high-income countries, 

with Canada becoming an important host country for Syrian refugees. In Canada, over 40,000 

Syrian refugees arrived between November 2015 and January 2017. The challenges and stressors 

of immigration are exacerbated for refugees, but especially for refugee parents. My dissertation 

assesses the factors associated with different domains of integration of Syrian refugee parents 

resettling in Canada. This research investigated how the perception of being treated with respect 

is associated with these newcomers' sense of belonging to Canada, explored the changes in the 

acquisition of language proficiencies over time since their entry to Canada and evaluated the 

duration of enrollment and satisfaction associated with government-funded English or French 

language classes. Method: This study employed a cross-sectional design. A total of 540 Syrian 

refugee parents, with at least one child below 18 years of age, who resettled in Ontario, Canada 

at the time of the interview were recruited. Individual interviews were conducted separately for 

the mothers and the fathers using structured telephone interviews with a fluent Arabic-speaking 

Research Assistant in a Levantine dialect that the participants readily understood. Consent was 

obtained from all participants. Statistical analyses including descriptive, bivariate, and 

generalized linear mixed model regressions were performed to address the study objectives. 

Results: The results demonstrated that, when examined separately, both individuals and their 

spouses' perceptions of being treated with respect by Canadians were associated with a sense of 

belonging to Canada.  Additionally, the findings revealed that participants' Canadian Language 

Benchmark levels significantly improved with each additional year spent in Canada. 

Furthermore, participants' attendance in language classes was significantly lower for those who 
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had a higher level of the Canadian Language Benchmark upon arrival. Conclusions: The findings 

provide valuable insights into the integration process in a new country, emphasizing the 

challenges and opportunities these families face, thus supporting their successful integration into 

Canadian society. 

Keywords: Syrian refugee, spouse, being respected, sense of belonging, language benchmark 

level, language classes, and time in Canada. 
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Foreword to the thesis 

This thesis is composed of three distinct manuscripts, which are described below, along 

with introductory Chapters One and Two. Chapter One includes a general introduction, a 

literature review, the rationale for the study, and its objectives. Chapter Two outlines the 

methodology, detailing the study participants, data collection methods, confidentiality measures, 

ethical approval, primary outcomes, and the factors related to those primary outcomes. 

Chapters Three, Four, and Five each consist of individual manuscripts. Chapter Six 

provides a general discussion that highlights the strengths and limitations of the studies, the 

process of knowledge translation, and the overall significance and conclusion. Following this 

chapter, a list of references and relevant appendices related to the studies is provided. 

This thesis comprises the following three separate manuscripts: 

1. Examining the association between feeling respected and sense of belonging among Syrian 

refugee families in Ontario, Canada. 

2. Improvement of Syrian refugee parents' language proficiency over time in Canada. 

3. Enrollment duration and satisfaction of Syrian refugee parents in government-funded language 

classes in Canada. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Literature review 

The Syrian conflict that began in March 2011 is one of the most brutal conflicts of the 

post-World War II era. This conflict has resulted in the large-scale forced displacement of 

civilians. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), Filippo 

Grandi, "Syria (Figure 1) is the biggest humanitarian and refugee crisis of our time" [1]. 

Humanitarian organizations have been working in neighboring countries to provide shelter and 

services for refugees [2]. The UNHCR Refugee Convention Act of 1951, the consensus of 145 

countries, including Canada, states that refugees should not be returned to a country where their 

lives and freedom are threatened [3]. The recent conflict in Syria has prompted several high-

income countries [4] to welcome refugees, and Canada has become an important host country for 

Syrian refugees. Approximately 46,000 refugees came to Canada between 2015 and 2016, and 

40,081 of them were Syrian. Refugees enter Canada through different programs: the Government 

Assisted Refugee (GAR), the Privately Sponsored Refugee (PSR), and the Blended Visa Office-

Referred (BVOR) programs. Between 2015 and 2016, approximately 65 percent of the Syrian 

refugees came through the GAR program, 22 percent through the PSR program, and 13 percent 

through the BVOR program [5, 6]. Studies have shown that, in comparison to privately 

sponsored Syrian refugees, government-assisted Syrian refugees had a considerably lower level 

of language proficiency either in English or French because GARs were selected based on 

specific vulnerability criteria. More often PSRs were sponsored by their family members in 

Canada who were relatively highly educated. For example, researchers reported that 67% of 

PSRs had knowledge of English or French,  compared to 20% of GARs, and less than 3% of 

GARs had a university degree compared to 25% of PSRs [6–8]. 
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Figure 1: Syria in global map 

According to the 2015 UNHCR report, many Syrian refugees experience psychological 

and social distress after spending a challenging period in a war zone and being displaced from 

their home country to a new one [9]. Post-resettlement stress is common among Syrian refugees 

resettling in the host country. Financial issues, difficulties accessing employment and the 

challenge of language acquisition are all obstacles to integration.  Unfamiliarity with local 

customs and a lack of friends and family to rely on for support are also barriers to integration. 

Together, these challenges directly affect Syrian refugees’  mental health, leading to a range of 

psychosocial difficulties  [9–13].  

These challenges and stressors are exacerbated for refugee parents because they face 

additional stressors to resettlement, such as coping with parenthood responsibilities, insufficient 

family support, and financial constraints for child care [10, 14, 15]. Parenthood is a pivotal time 

in family functioning. Knowledge that promotes the integration of Syrian refugee families, 

specifically in the context of the challenges of parenthood, offers an opportunity to help mitigate 
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isolation and assist with integration into the Canadian lifestyle, as traditional Syrian social 

support networks are absent.  

Integration into the host country 

Refugees as individuals and groups integrate and acculturate in the host country in 

different ways, at different velocities, along various trajectories, and with variable outcomes [16, 

17]. Integration is important for the overall development of refugees and the host society. 

Although a single definition for the successful integration of refugees in host countries does not 

exist, Ager and Strang developed a model (Figure-2) for immigrants, including refugees, that 

explores various domains, particularly the connections between refugees and members of the 

host country [18]. In 2016, Hynie and colleagues [19] expanded on Ager and Strang's model by 

introducing the Holistic Integration Model (Figure-3). This model emphasizes three 

interconnected spheres that influence integration: subjective, interactional, and social. 

 

                                                                                                             Source: Agar & Strang 2008 

Figure 2: Ager and Strang’s Social Integration Model 
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The subjective aspects of integration focus on refugees' sense of belonging, safety, and 

security. Interactional integration includes components such as language adaptation, 

understanding social and cultural norms and expectations, and functional integration, which 

involves access to employment, housing, and healthcare services. Social factors pertain to the 

social connections refugees make, the welcoming attitude of the community, and the adaptation 

of institutions within the host country. Overall, the model illustrates how these various elements 

of integration are closely linked within and across the three spheres.  

 

Source: Hynie et al. 2016 

Figure 3: Holistic Integration Model 

Multiple studies have demonstrated that the integration process varies based on several 

factors, including socio-demographic, health, and migration factors [20–22]. Socio-demographic 

factors encompass aspects such as age, race, education level, socio-economic status, and religion.  

Health-related factors consider an individual's state of physical and mental health, while 
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migration-related factors include the types of sponsorship and the duration of time residing in 

Canada. Each of these factors plays a role in how an individual adapts to migration [23, 24]. 

Studies have shown that among Syrian refugees in Canada, progress in various domains of 

integration occurs over time [19, 25]. A longer stay in the host country is associated with greater 

adaptation to the various domains of integration required to settle in the new country, which in 

turn increases an individual’s sense of belonging to the host country [25]. 

   Sense of belonging to the host country 

Over the past two decades, the concept of belonging to a host country has become 

increasingly important in understanding how migrant populations, including refugees, integrate. 

To "belong" entails not only feeling like a part of the social fabric but also having a certain level 

of power, access to opportunities for participation, and the ability to contribute to social change 

[19, 26–28]. Promoting a sense of belonging among refugees is a top priority for Immigration, 

Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) as part of their Strategic Objective 3 (SO3), and 

belonging is seen as a crucial societal outcome that enables both newcomers and Canadians to 

build a shared and successful life together [27]. Refugees integrate and acculturate in their host 

countries in various ways and through different paths, leading to diverse outcomes that 

significantly impact their feelings of "being at home" and their sense of belonging [16–19].  

The feelings of respect, beliefs and action tendencies of the individual toward a particular 

group may be favorable or unfavorable [29]. The author Gordon Allport, in his landmark 

book, The Nature of Prejudice (1954), noted that in a community with a majority and a minority 

group, prejudice is the central problem of the intergroup relationships [29, 30]. In his article [30], 

Allport introduced contact theory, which demonstrates the importance of having a respectful 

intergroup relationship for reducing prejudice between immigrants, including refugees, and 
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members of the host community, thus making it more likely to have successful integration [30–

33]. This emphasizes that integration is a two-way process, requiring efforts from both 

newcomers and the host society [34–36]. The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) has stated that mutual understanding and respect between refugees and the broader 

community are essential for building a balanced and harmonious society [37]. Hence, feeling 

respected by other community members is important for the success and well-being of 

newcomers, as it fosters positive relationships and a sense of belonging to the host community 

[35]. However, there has been limited research on the relationship between feelings of respect 

and the sense of belonging to Canada among the refugee population living in the host country. 

Additionally, no studies have investigated how a refugee's spouse perceives their treatment by 

members of the host community and how that perception is associated with the individual's sense 

of belonging.  

Language proficiency acquisition  

Language is another important domain of integration, that plays a significant role in 

social and cultural unity in the host country [14, 18, 19]. Canada is officially bilingual, 

recognizing English and French as its two official languages [38]. Among the Syrian population, 

various languages are spoken, including Arabic, Kurdish, Armenian, and Circassian, with Arabic 

being the most prevalent; it is spoken by 90% of Syrians [39].  Between 2011 and 2016, 65% of 

Syrian refugees arriving in Canada reported having no knowledge of English or French, and 40% 

had less than a high school education. Among Privately Sponsored Refugees (PSRs), half 

reported being familiar with at least one of Canada's official languages, whereas only 8% of 

Government Assisted Refugees (GARs) indicated that they knew English or French [10]. 

Language acquisition is essential for social and cultural integration, and learning the language of 
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the host country is one of the most significant challenges faced by newcomer refugees [14, 38, 

40]. Proficiency in one of Canada's official languages is crucial for entering the workforce [14, 

40, 41]. Reports [10, 11, 42, 43] indicate that a lack of language skills has limited Syrian 

refugees' access to healthcare services, contributing to mental health issues. Furthermore, 

insufficient language skills hinder social interactions with the local population [10, 14, 41–43]. 

Therefore, it is important to understand the factors that are associated with language proficiency 

acquisition for the successful resettlement of refugees in a host country [44].  

The 2019 report from Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) on Syrian 

refugees indicated that many refugees, particularly those in their first year in Canada, felt 

pressured to develop their language skills to achieve financial independence [10]. To assist with 

this, the Canadian government provides free English and French language classes aimed at 

improving speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills  [40, 45, 46].  These classes are offered 

on both part-time and full-time bases, with flexible schedules and locations, including schools, 

colleges, and community organizations. The IRCC reported that approximately 89% of adult 

Syrian refugees participated in government-funded language assessment programs, and 77% 

attended an IRCC-funded language training program after arriving in Canada [10]. While the 

majority of adult newcomer refugees expressed satisfaction with the language classes provided 

by federal and provincial governments, some reported experiencing various challenges in 

attending these classes, including work commitments, educational pursuits, health issues, and 

limited availability of class space [7, 10, 14, 41].  There is a lack of information on the factors 

associated with changes in language proficiency over time and on how different attributes are 

related to the duration of attendance and satisfaction with language learning programs among 

Syrian refugee parents resettling in Canada. This study focuses on the factors associated with the 
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integration of Syrian refugee parents resettling in Canada across different domains. The research 

investigated how perceptions of being treated with respect by Canadians relate to these 

newcomers' sense of belonging to Canada. Additionally, it explored factors associated with the 

changes in the language proficiency over time since their arrival in Canada and assessed the 

duration of their enrollment in, as well as their satisfaction with, government-funded English and 

French language classes.  

Objectives 

The objectives of the dissertation are to: 

Objective 1: Investigate how the perception of the Syrian refugees of being treated with respect 

by Canadians was associated with their sense of belonging to Canada, and also examine how an 

individual’s sense of belonging was associated with whether their spouse felt treated with respect 

by Canadians. 

Objective 2: Evaluate whether language proficiency changes over time, and identify the factors 

associated with this change among Syrian refugee parents since their arrival in Canada. 

Objective 3: Assess the factors associated with duration of enrollment and satisfaction with 

government-funded English or French language classes among Syrian refugee parents resettled 

in Canada. 
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Chapter Two: Methodology 

This study was designed as cross-sectional and involved the collection of retrospective data. A 

total of 540 Syrian refugee parents were recruited. The inclusion criteria included being a Syrian 

refugee parent resettled in Canada after 2015, with at least one child under the age of 18 at the 

time of the interview, and residing in Ontario, Canada. Each participant received a $20 

honorarium for their participation in the study. To comply with social distancing 

recommendations due to the COVID-19 pandemic, participants were recruited and interviewed 

through telephone interviews. The participants were enrolled by convenience sampling with the 

help of organizations including Access Alliance Multicultural Health and The Arab Community 

Centre of Toronto. Research assistants (RAs) who could read, write, and speak in Arabic, 

specifically in the Syrian dialect, administered the survey (Appendix I).  

Data collection timelines 

Data was collected from 540 Syrian refugee participants between March 3, 2021, and 

March 31, 2022 by the research assistant (RA). This data collection aimed to enhance the 

understanding of the diverse challenges and opportunities these individuals encountered during 

their integration and resettlement in Canada. 

Confidentiality and ethics approval 

The data set provided to the researchers was de-identified, meaning that names and 

contact information of the individual participants were removed and replaced with unique study 

identifiers. As a result, the researchers cannot link or identify any information with specific study 

participants. Ethics approval was granted by the Human Participants Review Committee at York 

University, and consent was obtained from all participants involved in the study. 
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Primary outcomes of the study 

1. Sense of belonging to Canada, based on the question "How would you describe your 

sense of belonging to: Canada" (on a 4-point Likert Scale, ranging from very weak=1 to very 

strong=4. 

 2. The outcome variable “change in the participant's language proficiency” was 

determined by subtracting arrival language proficiency level from the language proficiency level 

at the time of the interview. Canadian language proficiency (English/French) was measured by 

asking participants to state their Canadian Language Benchmark level upon arrival in Canada 

and at the time of the interview, with answers ranging from Level 0=no proficiency to Level 

10=highest proficiency. The most recent language assessment, completed before the interview, 

was taken into account when determining the current assessment level at the time of the 

interview.  

 3. Duration of attendance in language classes among the study participants in 

government-funded English/French language classes was determined based on the question, 

“Approximately how many months of English/French language classes have you taken in total?”  

 Satisfaction with language classes among the study participants were measured by asking 

"Please rate your overall satisfaction with these language classes". The answers were based on a 

5-point Likert Scale question ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5. 
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Chapter Three 

Examining the association between feeling respected and sense of belonging among Syrian 

refugee families in Ontario, Canada 
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Abstract 

Background: The concept of belonging to a host country has gained importance in understanding 

the process of integration of migrant populations. In the country of settlement, belonging can be 

associated with individual and social factors, including interpersonal relationships, such as those 

within the same family. Healthy family functioning, an indicator of positive intimate 

relationships between couples, is associated with individuals' stronger sense of belonging, 

whereas poor family functioning is associated with individuals’ weaker sense of belonging. This 

study, with Syrian refugee parents and their spouses residing in Ontario investigated how the 

perceptions of being treated with respect were associated with these newcomers' sense of 

belonging to Canada. Method: This study was cross-sectional in design. Participants were Syrian 

refugee parents who resettled in Ontario after 2015 and who had at least one child under 18 

years. A total of 209 couples participated, resulting in 418 individuals. The outcome variable was 

self-reported ratings of the sense of belonging to Canada. The two main independent variables 

were whether one felt that Canadians treated one with respect and whether one's spouse felt the 

same way. Generalized linear mixed model regression analyses were conducted to assess the 

associations between an individual's sense of belonging and their report of being treated with 

respect and their partner’s report of being treated with respect, after adjusting for socio-

demographic and migration factors. Results: Individuals with healthy family functioning had a 

significantly stronger sense of belonging to Canada compared to individuals with unhealthy 

family functioning. It also found that individuals' sense of belonging to Canada was associated 

with the spouses' perceptions of being treated with respect by Canadians. Findings showed that 

although feelings of respect for one's self (B = 0.993, p = <0.001) or of one's spouse (B = 0.620, 

p = <0.001) both predicted a higher sense of belonging when considered alone, spouses' feelings 
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of being respected did not contribute any additional explanatory power (B = 0.238, p = 0.237) to 

a stronger sense of belonging when it was considered together with one’s feeling of self respect. 

Conclusions: This study's findings can help to understand significant markers responsible for 

boosting the sense of belonging of Syrian refugee parents resettling in Canada.  

Keywords: Syrian refugee, spouse, being respected, integration, sense of belonging, family 

functioning and host country. 
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Introduction 

Successful integration is used to describe the successful resettlement of refugees and is 

associated with higher levels of well-being among refugee populations [18, 34]. Boosting 

individuals' self-confidence, sense of worth, and developing a positive relationship with the host 

country's people is important for refugees' greater happiness and success in their new life [35, 

47–49]. Over the past two decades, the concept of belonging to a host country has gained 

importance in understanding the process of integration of migrant populations, including 

refugees. To "belong" involves not only experiencing being part of the social fabric but also 

having a degree of power, opportunities for participation, and a sense of being part of social 

change [19, 26–28]. Fostering a sense of belonging among refugees is noted as a top priority of 

Immigration, Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC), under their Strategic Objective 3 (SO3), 

and belonging is considered an overall societal outcome that fosters the capacity among both 

newcomers and Canadians to build a shared and successful life [27].  

Refugees, as individuals and as groups, integrate and acculturate in the host country in 

different ways, at different rates, and along various trajectories with variable outcomes that are 

important for their feelings of being "at home" and thus their sense of belonging to the host 

country [16–19]. However, a sense of belonging seems to be high among immigrants in Canada. 

A study with 7,003 immigrants based on data from Statistics Canada's 2013 General Social 

Survey reported that approximately 93% of migrants to Canada had a strong or very strong sense 

of belonging to Canada, while only 4% reported a weak or very weak sense of belonging to 

Canada [34]. Studies have found that immigrants of an older age, who are unemployed, have 

lower income, are women, and those not speaking English/French at home had a weaker sense of 

belonging to Canada, while people with less education, social bonding networks, strong 
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interpersonal relationships, and a longer stay in Canada reported a greater sense of belonging to 

Canada [25, 34, 50]. Refugee families with four or more children often face significant 

challenges, and studies on Syrian refugees indicate that these families exhibit a higher level of 

dissatisfaction with their host country compared to families with fewer children [5, 51, 52]. Time 

in the host country has a fundamental role in the integration process [20, 21], and studies have 

shown that progress in the integration process, including the sense of belonging to the host 

country, increased over time among refugees in Canada [19, 34].  

A sense of belonging to the new country is also associated with feeling respected by the 

people of the host country. Feeling respected by members of the host community indicates their 

regard for and valuation of an individual's qualities and dignity. Allport introduced contact theory 

[30], which describes the importance of respectful intergroup contact for reducing negative 

attitudes between immigrants and members of the host community, thereby increasing the 

likelihood of successful integration [30–33]. The central role of respect in the development of 

feelings of belonging emphasizes that integration is a two-way street, requiring accommodation 

by both newcomers and the host society [34–36]. The United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) illustrated that mutual understanding and respect between refugees and 

individuals in the broader community of the host country are essential for building a balanced 

and harmonious society [37].  

Canada was an important host country for Syrian refugees following the Syrian conflict, 

which began in March 2011. Canada accepted 40,081 Syrian refugees between 2015 and 2016 

alone[5, 6]. Syrian refugees entered Canada through different programs: the Government 

Assisted Refugees (GAR) received financial, and settlement supports for the first year by the 

government resettlement agencies; the Privately Sponsored Refugees (PSR) received financial 
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and settlement support from volunteer groups and non-profit organizations; a third group of 

refugees came through Blended Visa Office-Referred (BVOR) program, receiving financial 

support by both government and private sponsors while private sponsors provided all the 

settlement support. A sense of belonging was found to be higher among Syrian refugees in 

Canada who arrived through the GAR program than among those who arrived through the PSR 

program [25]. However, it should be noted that Syrian refugees coming through these two 

pathways had very different sociodemographic profiles, and these characteristics were associated 

with their sense of belonging [25].  Furthermore, in the context of settlement in a country, a 

person's sense of belonging can be influenced by both individual and social factors, including 

interpersonal relationships, particularly those within the family. Healthy family functioning, 

characterized by positive and supportive relationships between partners, can strengthen one's 

sense of belonging. Conversely, poor family functioning may weaken an individual's sense of 

belonging [50, 53].  

However, little attention has been given to assessing the relationship between feelings of 

respect and a sense of belonging to Canada among the refugee population settled in Canada. 

Moreover, no study shows how a refugee’s spouse’s perceptions of how they are being treated by 

the members of the host community are associated with their sense of belonging. As noted, 

strong social bonds (in-group relationships) are associated with a stronger sense of belonging, 

but perhaps these relationships can also create challenges to feeling belonging when one's partner 

is experiencing negative relationships with the host society. Conversely, a feeling that one's 

spouse is being treated with respect and that one’s partner's values and dignity are being 

acknowledged can be important for individuals' feelings of belonging as it reflects the extent to 
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which they themselves, their family and their community are welcomed and included [34–36, 54, 

55].  

Therefore, this study looked at strength of spousal relationships in predicting a sense of 

belonging among Syrian refugee parents residing in Ontario and investigated how the 

perceptions of these Syrian refugees of being treated with respect by Canadians were associated 

with their sense of belonging to Canada. In addition, this research examined how an individual’s 

sense of belonging was associated with whether their spouse felt treated with respect by 

Canadians. 

Theoretical framework 

Several integration models emphasize the importance of social relationships with the 

broader community. Ager and Strang delineated an integration model for immigrants, including 

refugees, that examines social domains, including the social connections between the refugees 

and members of the host country [18]. In 2016, Hynie and colleagues built on Ager and Strang's 

model by introducing the Holistic Integration Model, highlighting a dynamic range of three 

spheres that influence integration: subjective, interactional, and social. Subjective aspects of 

integration include refugees' sense of belonging, safety, and security factors. Interactional 

integration elements include language adaptation, social and cultural norms/expectations, and 

functional integration, such as access to employment, housing, and health care services. The 

social factors include refugee social connections, community welcome, and institutional 

adaptation factors in the host country. The model highlighted how these different elements of 

integration are strongly interconnected within and across the three spheres, including 

bidirectional relationships between feelings of belonging and community-welcoming 

environments [19]. Building on contact theory and the Holistic Integration Model [19, 30], this 
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study aims to evaluate whether the individual refugee's feeling of being respected by members of 

the host country and their spouse's feeling of being treated with respect have a positive impact on 

individual refugees' sense of belonging to Canada.  

Not only does respect towards one's partner reflect positive regard for oneself, but 

couples also care about their partner's experiences because they care about their partner's well-

being.  Positive relationships between couples include caring about one's partners feelings. Adam 

and Jone illustrated that harmoniousness in relationships depends on having a positive attitude 

toward one's partner's feelings of well-being [56]. Other studies demonstrated that holding caring 

perceptions of the partner's feelings and positive self-views are vital in a pragmatic relationship, 

and also lead to greater satisfaction in relationships [57–59]. Thus, one might expect that 

spouses, particularly those in caring relationships, care deeply about their partner's feelings about 

their environment and are associated with these feelings. Indeed, the role of an individual's 

spouse in migrant families was identified as a key priority for an individual's sense of belonging 

to and settlement decisions in their new community [60]. One's spouse's feeling that they are 

being treated with respect by the other members of the community of the host country and their 

acknowledgment of the partner's values and dignity may, therefore, be essential for refugees' 

cohesive and successful integration into the new society [37, 54, 55]. Not only may the partner's 

feeling disrespected indicate that the other members of the family are not respected, but if these 

feelings lead the partner to feel excluded and like they do not belong, this is likely to be 

associated with whether either spouse can truly feel at home. Moreover, given the gendered 

nature of anti-immigrant and religious intolerance, women and men may experience the new 

culture in distinct ways. Collective identity plays a significant role, as an insult aimed at an 

important in-group can feel like a personal affront. Even in the absence of direct experiences 
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with discrimination, individuals may still perceive feelings of disrespect and discrimination due 

to the experiences of their family members [61–63]. Therefore, it is essential to approach this 

issue by viewing family as a unit rather than focusing solely on individuals. 

Methodology 

This study was cross-sectional in design. The inclusion criteria were: being a Syrian 

refugee parent who resettled in Canada after 2015, having at least one child under 18 years of 

age at the time of the interview, and residing in Ontario, Canada. Participants were recruited 

between March 3, 2021, and March 31, 2022, by convenience sampling with the help of local 

not-for-profit organizations. Research Assistants (RAs) who could read, write, and speak Arabic, 

specifically the Syrian dialect, recruited participants and administered the survey (Appendix I- 

Survey questionnaire). Participants responded to the survey by telephone to comply with social 

distancing recommendations during the COVID-19 pandemic, and each participant received a 

$20 honorarium for their participation in the study. This study is part of a bigger study based on 

this survey's results, and for the present study, the analysis was restricted to parents who were 

both enrolled; they were given the same family ID. Ethics approval was obtained from the 

university's institutional review board. Consent was received from all study participants. 

   Measures 

The outcome variable was the sense of belonging to Canada, which was self reported 

based on the question "How would you describe your sense of belonging to: Canada" (on a 4-

point Likert Scale, ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4 [27, 34]. The main independent 

variables were self reported feeling that a) Canadians treated one "with respect", assessed on a 4-

point Likert Scale, ranging from never=1 to almost always=4, and b) one's spouse's report that 

they felt respected, based on a 4-point Likert Scale, ranging from never=1 to almost always=4. In 
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addition, family functioning was measured based on the valid and reliable 12-item questionnaire 

taken from the McMaster Family Assessment Device called “General Functioning,” in which a 

mean score of over two denotes unhealthy family functioning, while a score two or below 

denotes healthy family functioning [64, 65]. The 12-item family functioning Scale showed 

excellent internal consistency in our sample, with a Cronbach's alpha (α) of .94. Other 

independent variables included several socio-demographic and migration factors. Socio-

demographic factors were age, gender, employment (yes/no), education level (none=1 to 

professional degree=10 ), religion (Muslim/non-Muslim), housing satisfaction (measured on a 5-

point Likert Scale ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5), perceived socio-

economic status in Canada, based on the question "In your current condition, here in Canada, 

would you say most people would categorize a household like yours as" (ranging from lower 

income=1 to upper income=5), number of children, and language proficiency level based on the 

question "Please rate your current overall ability in English or French, whichever you are more 

comfortable with" ( 6-point Likert Scale ranging from not at all=0 to excellent=5). Migration-

related factors included sponsorship type (GAR/PSR/Others), and time in Canada in years. 

   Statistical analyses 

Descriptive analyses of socio-demographic factors, including family functioning, migration 

factors, perceptions of being treated with respect by Canadians, and a sense of belonging to 

Canada, were conducted among all participants. Generalized linear mixed regression models 

(GLMM) were carried out for bivariate analyses to assess the relationship between the two main 

independent variables, whether one was feeling that they are being treated with respect by 

Canadians and one's spouse's feeling that they are being treated with respect, the socio-

demographic and migration factors and the dependent variable of sense of belonging. Multilevel 
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models were introduced to take account of each participant (Level One) being nested within a 

family (Level Two). The type of GLMM employed was a multilevel ordered (ordinal) logistic 

regression. A cumulative logit link function was used to account for the three categories of the 

outcome variable, self-reported sense of belonging to Canada. The same type of GLMM was also 

conducted for multivariate analyses to assess the independent relationships between the 

independent variables and individuals' sense of belonging to Canada. These analyses included 

four generalized linear mixed regression models:  Model 1 included only socio-demographic and 

migration factors. Model 2 included all variables from Model 1, along with individuals' spouses' 

perception of being treated with respect. Model 3 included all variables in Model 1, along with 

individuals' perceptions of being treated with respect.  Model 4 included all variables from 

Model 1, along with individuals' perceptions of being treated with respect and their spouses' 

perceptions of being treated with respect. The interaction between individuals' spouses' 

perceptions of being treated with respect and family functioning was assessed for significance in 

models 2 and 4.  Random intercepts at the family level (Level 2) were employed to account for 

possible dependence of the measurements of couples within each family. The beta coefficients 

(B) for each model are reported. 

Results 

Five hundred forty Syrian refugee parents were recruited, including 209 couples, 

resulting in a total of 418 individuals included in this study; 50% of participants were women, 

and 50% were men. Descriptive statistics for these couples' socio-demographic and other 

characteristics are presented in Table 1. The participants' mean age was 40.3 (±7.4) years, and 

more than 50% were between 35 and 45 years of age. In addition, more than 50% had less than a 

high school education. Approximately 56% came through the Privately Sponsored Refugee 
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program, 39% through the Government Assisted Refugee program, and 5% through other 

programs. The average stay of participants in Canada was 3.9 (±1.6) years. At the time of the 

interview, about 38% of participants were employed. Sixty-two percent of participants felt that 

Canadians always treated them with respect, and 85.8% reported a strong or very strong sense of 

belonging to Canada; none reported a very weak sense of belonging. The correlations between 

individuals' perceptions of being treated with respect and their spouses' perceptions of being 

treated with respect were moderately positively linearly associated (r = 0.503, p = <0.001). 

Table 2 presents the bivariate and multivariate analyses for the associations between the 

main independent variables, the socio-demographic and migration factors, and sense of 

belonging to Canada. In bivariate analyses of this study, a sense of belonging to Canada was 

found to be significantly higher among individuals who felt Canadians treated them with respect 

(B = 1.004, p = 0.004). Additionally, the analysis found that male partners had a significantly 

weaker sense of belonging to Canada than female partners (B = -0.320, p = 0.01). Model fit was 

found reasonable for the multivariate analysis. Models 1 through 4 had overall classification 

rates of 56.3, 61.2, 61.7, and 62.7, respectively for the three-valued ordinal outcome. The 

Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients for the predicted outcome and observed outcome for 

Models 1 through 4 were 0.224, 0.334, 0.370, and 0.403, respectively (n=394). Additionally, 

multicollinearity was assessed using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) for all independent 

variables. A VIF below 10 indicated no significant multicollinearity, which was confirmed in all 

four models. Model 1 shows that participants with healthy family functioning reported a 

significantly stronger sense of belonging to Canada (B = 1.434, p = <0.001) than those with 

unhealthy family functioning. In Model 2, after adding the variable measuring how one's spouse 

felt Canadians treated them to Model 1, individuals showed a stronger sense of belonging to 
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Canada when their spouse had greater feelings of being treated with respect by Canadians (B = 

0.620, p = <0.001). In Model 3, in addition to all variables included in Model 1, a stronger sense 

of belonging was found among individuals who felt they were being treated with respect by 

Canadians (B = 0.993, p = <0.001). In Model 4, which includes all variables in Model 1 along 

with individuals' perceptions of being treated with respect and individuals' spouses' perceptions 

of being treated with respect, a greater sense of belonging was significantly associated with 

individuals' perception of being treated with respect by Canadians (B = 0.888, p = <0.001). All 

models including Models 1, 2, and 3, showed a stronger sense of belonging among individuals 

with healthy family functioning compared to individuals with unhealthy family functioning, and 

Model 4 also showed a stronger sense of belonging among individuals with healthy family 

functioning (B = 1.359, p = <0.001) compared to individuals with unhealthy family functioning 

(Table 2). However, when the interaction term between individuals' spouses' perceptions of being 

treated with respect and family functioning status was added in Model 2 and Model 4, the 

interactions between individuals' spouses' perceptions of being treated with respect and family 

functioning status were not significant, where a common statistical significance level was 

considered a level of α = 0.05. 

Discussion 

This study assessed how Syrian refugee parents' sense of belonging to Canada was 

associated with their own perception of the level of respect that they received from Canadians 

and the sense of respect felt by their spouses. In our sample, 85.8% of Syrian refugee parents 

reported a strong sense of belonging to Canada. A report by the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), based on the 2013 Statistics Canada General Social 

Survey, noted that 95% of refugees to Canada reported a strong sense of belonging to Canada. 
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[66]. Another study in Germany in 2023 [67] found that 65.8% of refugees to Germany reported 

a strong sense of belonging to the host country. No quantitative studies were found that assessed 

the sense of belonging of Syrian refugees in the Middle East; however, a qualitative study in 

Jordan, based on a focus group session among Syrian refugees, found that participants expressed 

a strong sense of belonging to the host country [67]. 

In this study, when examined separately, both individuals’ and their spouses' perceptions 

of being treated with respect by Canadians were associated with a sense of belonging to Canada. 

Straehle (2020) demonstrated that individual refugees being treated with respect by local 

inhabitants is vital to developing a positive relationship between refugees and inhabitants of the 

host country, which is essential for enhancing refugees' sense of belonging to the host country 

[68]. In previous studies on refugees, researchers have noted that showing respect to refugees is 

of substantial importance and helps them feel at home with a strong sense of belonging to the 

country of resettlement [34, 48, 68]. Other studies have also demonstrated that respect for 

refugees and their families by the host inhabitants plays a key role in building relationships with 

others and fosters personal identity, self-confidence, and a sense of security for refugees. This 

leads to the fulfillment of basic human rights, increased happiness, and greater life satisfaction. It 

also strengthens refugees' connection to the community and boosts their sense of belonging [35, 

68, 69]. In addition, as we noted earlier, Model 2 shows a significant association between 

perceptions of spouses of being treated with respect by the people of the host country and a sense 

of belonging. This model also shows a significant association between family functioning and a 

sense of belonging. This is consistent with other studies showing that healthy family functioning, 

an indicator of positive intimate relationships [53] between couples, is associated with 

individuals' stronger sense of belonging [50], which is also consistent with the findings of this 
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study. However, the interaction term between individuals' spouses' perceptions of being treated 

with respect and family functioning status did not show a significant association with individuals' 

sense of belonging. This suggests that spouses being treated with respect by others is important 

for the couples’ sense of belonging when they share similar environments and/or experiences, 

regardless of their family functioning status.  Furthermore, when both variables were included in 

the same model (model 4), significance persisted only for the individual’s perception, possibly 

due to the moderate correlation between the individual’s perception of being treated with respect 

and the spouse’s perception [70, 71]. However, it is not surprising that an individual's own 

perceptions of respect had more influence than their spouse’s, since they may not know exactly 

how their spouse feels and may assume that their spouse shares their experience. In the bivariate 

analysis of this study, male partners showed a significantly weaker sense of belonging than 

female partners. A study by Painter et al. (2013) also found a higher sense of belonging to 

Canada among female migrants, including refugees, across different provinces in Canada [27]. 

However, in our study, a significant difference in the sense of belonging was no longer observed 

between male and female partners when controlling for other variables in the multivariate 

analysis.   

This study has certain limitations that should be considered. First, the results should be 

interpreted cautiously, given the study’s limited generalizability. Syrian refugees reside in various 

provinces across Canada; however, our study participants were exclusively recruited from 

Ontario. As a result, the findings may not be generalizable to refugees across all provinces in 

Canada, as adaptation within integration domains may vary from one province to another. 

Additionally, the generalizability of the results may be limited by potential selection bias, since 

participants were enrolled through convenience sampling. Second, this study is cross-sectional in 
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design. Thus, it is difficult to demonstrate the direction of causal relationships among variables 

and the outcomes of interest. Third, there is a risk of measurement bias because we assessed the 

sense of belonging and perceived respect using a single self-reported item sourced from existing 

literature, instead of utilizing a validated and reliable scale. Furthermore, the survey did not 

collect quantitative data on perceived respect. Fourth, the survey was conducted via telephone to 

adhere to social distancing guidelines during the COVID-19 pandemic, but it did not collect any 

information on how COVID-19 may have impacted intergroup contact. Fifth, social desirability 

bias may be present, as participants might hesitate to report negative feelings about their new 

country due to fear of possible retribution, or they may feel the need to demonstrate gratitude for 

the resettlement opportunity. Sixth, the results could be influenced by confounding variables, 

given that the small sample size limited our ability to account for all potential confounders 

related to both the predictors and outcome variables, potentially leading to false associations.  

Finally, the lack of information regarding the quality of couples’ relationships has restricted our 

ability to assess the differences in the relationship between perceptions of being treated with 

respect by individuals and spouses, as well as their sense of belonging. 

Conclusions 

This study provides further useful information concerning the effects of the degree to 

which participants and their spouses felt that Canadians treated them with respect on these 

refugees' sense of belonging to the new host country. These findings may be utilized as an 

effective learning tool in public education for meeting the challenges of potential discrimination, 

racism, and negative appraisal of incoming refugees. Elucidating current experiences and future 

expectations, as well as tracking family dynamics as refugee couples’ endeavor to create a new 

future for their families, offer a unique opportunity to learn how their interactions with other 
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Canadians may be associated with their sense of belonging to Canada. The findings of this study, 

combined with future research, could provide insight into creating a whole series of enhanced 

social services to meet the specific needs of newcomer families and fortify their sense of 

belonging to Canada, including interventions that support family relationships. These social 

services would have a range of broader social benefits, thus setting the stage for future and 

extended engagement as these families integrate well into Canadian society. Moreover, this study 

results may help the stakeholders, including the government, sponsors, and policymakers, to 

minimize the challenges among the Syrian refugee parents resettling in Canada.    
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Table 1: Characteristics of the study participants 

Characteristics Mean(±SD), Minimum-Maximum /Number (%) 

Socio-demographic characteristics All 

Age  40.3 (±7.4), 23-76 

     18-<35 111 (26.6) 

     35-<45 213 (51.0) 

     >45 93 (22.2) 

     Missing 1 (0.2) 

Religion  

     Muslim 266 (63.6) 

     Non-Muslim 145 (34.7) 

     Missing 7 (1.7) 

Education ֍ 4.8 (±2.4), 1-10 

    0-6 years 81 (19.4) 

    7-12 years 155 (37.1) 

    College-trade 55 (13.2) 

    University-professional 127 (30.4) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Employment status  

     Yes 158 (37.8) 

     No 260 (62.2) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Housing satisfaction ¶ 2.8 (±1.2), 1-5 

      Very unsatisfied 45 (10.8) 

      Unsatisfied 163 (39.0) 

      Neither satisfied nor unsatisfied 82 (19.6) 

      Satisfied 82 (19.6) 

      Very satisfied 45 (10.8) 

      Missing 1 (0.2) 

Income group in Canada ֏ 2.1 (±1.0), 1-5 

     Lower income 162 (38.8) 

     Lower middle income 101 (24.2) 

     Middle income 126 (30.1) 

     Upper middle income 20 (4.8) 

     Upper income 6 (1.4) 

     Missing 3 (0.7) 

Number of children 3.4 (±1.4), 1-8 

     ≤2 124 (29.7) 

     3-4 207 (49.5) 

     >4 87 (20.8) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Language proficiency ꭍ 2.9 (±1.3), 0-5 

     Not at all 31 (7.4) 
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     Very poor 35 (8.4) 

     Poor 48 (11.5) 

     Fair 158 (37.8) 

     Good 128 (30.6) 

     Excellent 18 (4.3) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Family Functioning ש   

    Unhealthy 138 (33.0) 

    Healthy 280 (67.0) 

    Missing 0 (0) 

Migration-related factors  

Time in Canada (in years) 3.9 (±1.6), 0-7 

Sponsorship type  

     GAR 163 (39.0) 

     PSR 233 (55.7) 

     Others 20 (4.8) 

     Missing 2 (0.5) 

Feeling that Canadians treat them with 

respect ꭀ 

2.6 (±0.6), 1-3 

      Never or only sometimes 29 (6.9) 

      Usually 129 (30.9) 

      Almost always  259 (62.0) 

      Missing 1 (0.2) 

Sense of belonging to Canada ɛ 2.3 (±0.7), 1-3 

     Weak 49 (11.7) 

     Strong 210 (50.2) 

     Very strong 149 (35.6) 

     Missing 10 (2.4) 
֍ Based on a 10-point Likert Scale questions ranging from none=1 to professional degree=10.  

¶ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5.      
֏ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from lower income=1 to upper income=5. 
ꭍ   Based on a 6-point Likert Scale question ranging from not at all=0 to excellent=5. 
 Based on McMaster Family Assessment Device called “General Functioning where an increase ש

in the mean score over two denotes unhealthy family functioning while two or below denotes 

healthy family functioning 
ꭀ Based on a 4-point Likert Scale questions ranging from never=1 to almost always=4. 
ɛ Based on a 3-point Likert Scale questions ranging from weak=1 to very strong=3. 
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Table 2: Bivariate and multivariate associations between Individual’s or Spouse’s feeling that Canadians treat them with 

respect and sense of belonging to Canada. Generalized Linear Mixed Model (GLMM), multilevel ordered (ordinal) logistic 

regression results 

Characteristics  
Bivariate association with 

sense of belonging to 

Canada 

Model 1 

(n=394) 

Adjusted for socio-

demographic and 

migration factors 

without individual’s 

feeling that Canadians 

treat them with respect  

Model 2 

(n=394) 

Adjusted for 

individual’s spouse’s 

perception of being 

treated with respect 

Model 3 

(n=394) 

Adjusted for 

individual’s feeling that 

Canadians treat them 

with respect 

 

Model 4 

(n=394) 

Adjusted for individual’s 

feeling that Canadians 

treat them with respect 

and individual’s spouse’s 

perception of being 

treated with respect 
B (SE) P Value B (SE) P Value B (SE) P Value B (SE) P Value B (SE) P Value 

Individual’s feeling that 

Canadians treat them with 

respect ꭀ 

1.004 (0.121) 0.004 - - - - 0.993 (0.185) <0.001 0.888 (0.206) <0.001 

Spouse’s feeling that 

Canadians treat them with 

respectꭀ 

0.658 (0.383) 0.184 - - 0.620 (0.186) <0.001 - - 0.238 (0.201) 0.237 

Socio-demographic 

factors 

          

Age 0.002 (0.137) 0.896 -0.001 (0.174) 0.940 -0.001 

(0.018) 

0.961 0.000 (0.018) 0.977 0.000 (0.178) 0.986 

Gender           

 Female Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

 Male -0.320 (0.005) 0.010 0.491 (0.256) 0.055 0.494 (0.263) 0.061 0.433 (0.259) 0.095 0.441 (0.261) 0.091 

Religion            

 Muslim 0.339 (0.248) 0.403 0.020 (0.305) 0.947 0.035 (0.314) 0.112 -0.009 (0.306) 0.977 0.002 (0.309) 0.994 

 Non-Muslim Reference Reference  Reference Reference 

Employment status           

 Yes -0.189 (0.927) 0.290 -0.377 (0.269) 0.161 -0.320 (0.278) 0.250 -0.358 (0.271) 0.188 -0.339 (0.274) 0.216 

 No Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

Education level ֍ -0.083 (0.059) 0.174 -0.103 (0.066) 0.116 -0.105 (0.068) 0.122 -0.088 (0.067) 0.189 -0.089 (0.067) 0.185 

Housing satisfactionꞍ 0.076 (0.178) 0.682 0.035 (0.0933) 0.705 0.093 (0.098) 0.344 0.121 (0.095) 0.206 0.135 (0.097) 0.165 

Income in Canada ֏ -0.013 (0.143) 0.930 -0.057 (0.115) 0.620 -0.078 (0.119) 0.510 -0.066 (0.115) 0.570 -0.072 (0.116) 0.535 

Number of children -0.024 (0.110) 0.833 -0.094 (0.105) 0.369 -0.119(0.108) 0.269 -0.122 (0.105) 0.245 -0.129 (0.106) 0.223 

Language proficiency ꭍ -0.029 (0.098) 0.775 0.025 (0.122) 0.836 0.061 (0.126) 0.630 0.086 (0.123) 0.483 0.094 (0.124) 0.451 
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ꭀBased on a 3-point Likert Scale questions ranging from never/only sometimes=1 to almost always=3  
֍Based on a 10-point Likert Scale questions ranging from none=1 to professional degree=10 
ꞍBased on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5   
֏Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from lower income=1 to upper income=5  
ꭍBased on a 6-point Likert Scale question ranging from excellent=5 to not at all=0 
 Based on McMaster Family Assessment Device called “General Functioning where an increase in the mean score over two denotesש

unhealthy family functioning while two or below denotes healthy family functioning.  

  

Family Functioning
 ש

             

 Healthy 1.376 (0.420) 0.189 1.434 (0.244) <0.001 1.369 (0.252) <0.001 1.375 (0.244) <0.001 1.359 (0.247) <0.001 

 Unhealthy Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

Migration-related 

factors 

          

Sponsorship types            

 GAR Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference 

 PSR -0.362 (0.301) 0.353 -0.100 (0.294) 0.733 -0.110 (0.304) 0.717 -0.154 (0.294) 0.602 -0.153 (0.298) 0.608 

 Others -0.096 (0.624) 0.892 -0.035 (0.483) 0.943 -0.225 (0.501) 0.653 -0.235 (0.489) 0.630 -0.288 (0.495) 0.561 

Time in Canada 0.036 (0.090) 0.699 0.022 (0.075) 0.771 0.011 (0.078) 0.892 -0.002 (0.075) 0.977 0.000 (0.076) 1.000 
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Improvement of Syrian refugee parents' language proficiency over time in Canada 

 

.  

  



33 
 

Abstract 

 Background: Adequate knowledge of one of Canada's official languages English/French is 

essential for the socio-cultural integration process. Understanding the factors that influence 

language proficiency is important for the successful resettlement of refugees in their new 

country. Canada welcomed 40,081 Syrian refugees between 2015 and 2016, following the Syrian 

conflict, which began in March 2011. This study examines whether language proficiency 

changes over time and the factors associated with the change in language proficiency among 

Syrian refugee parents since their arrival in Canada. Method: This study was cross-sectional in 

design, and it also involved the collection of retrospective data. Participants were Syrian refugee 

parents who resettled in Ontario after 2015 and who had at least one child under 18 years of age. 

A total of 540 Syrian refugee parents were recruited, and 485 reported their language benchmark 

levels at arrival and the most recent one available at the time of interview, on average, 4 years 

after arrival; only those participants were included in the analysis. The change in the participants’ 

language proficiency at arrival and at the time of the interview was self-reported, which was 

determined based on their language proficiency level utilized by the Centre for Canadian 

Language Benchmarks, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC). Linear Mixed 

Models (LMM) regression analyses were performed to assess the associations between change in 

language proficiency over time and the socio-demographic, health and migration-related factors 

since arrival in Canada. Results: This study showed a significantly positive change in the 

participants' Canadian language benchmark level among individuals who had resided for a 

longer time in Canada (B = 0.244, p = <0.001). Additionally, this study found a greater degree of 

positive change in language proficiency among refugees who had better mental health (B = 

0.165, p = 0.030). Furthermore, refugees’ Canadian language benchmark levels improved over 
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time with a higher level of education and more attendance in language classes. Conclusions: This 

study's findings, along with future research, could help pave the way for deeper engagement, 

enhancing the opportunities for these refugee families to successfully integrate into Canadian 

society. 

Keywords: Syrian refugee, language benchmark level, integration, and time in Canada. 
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Introduction 

Canada became an important host country for Syrian refugees following the start of the 

Syrian conflict, which began in March 2011. Canada accepted 40,081 Syrian refugees between 

2015 and 2016 alone [5, 6]. Syrian resettled refugees entered Canada through three different 

programs: the Government Assisted Refugee (GAR), the Privately Sponsored Refugee (PSR), 

and the Blended Visa Office-Referred (BVOR) programs. The Syrian population speaks different 

languages, including Arabic, Kurdish, Armenian, and Circassian; Arabic is Syria’s official 

language and is spoken by 90 percent of Syrians [39]. Canada, in turn, is bilingual in English and 

French [38]. The Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) 2019 report on Syrian 

refugees indicated that on arrival in Canada between 2011 and 2016, 65% of Syrian refugees 

reported no knowledge of English or French, and 40% of them had less than a high school 

education. Half of the Privately Sponsored Refugees self-reported having knowledge of at least 

one of the official Canadian languages (English/French), while only 8% of the Government 

Assisted Refugees self-identified as having knowledge of either English or French [10].  

Adequate knowledge of one of Canada's official languages is essential for the integration 

process of the refugee population [14, 40, 41]. This is also crucial for joining the workforce and 

ensuring survival [18, 19, 72]. In addition, reports on Syrian refugees indicated that a lack of 

knowledge of one of the official languages restricted them from accessing healthcare facilities. 

This language barrier has been identified as a significant factor contributing to the worsening of 

mental health issues among Syrian refugees [10, 11, 42, 43]. Multiple studies [10, 14, 41–43] 

have illustrated that a lack of proficiency in the host country's official language restricted 

newcomer Syrians from social interactions with the local population. Such inadequate language 

skills also hampered the individual privacy of the newcomers as they needed an interpreter to 
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access certain services including healthcare, transportation and settlement services [10, 42]. 

Furthermore, the parents of school-age children reported that difficulties in language skills 

prevented them from finding ways to support their children's education [10, 73]. Parents also 

faced challenges using public transportation due to a lack of adequate interactions with transport 

staff and passengers, as well as for navigating the transportation system via resources like 

Google maps [10]. The Canadian government offers free language classes to refugees and 

immigrants to improve skills in speaking, listening, reading, and writing [40, 45, 46]. These 

classes may be part-time or full-time and are offered free with flexible schedules and locations 

[45].  However, not all newcomers make use of these courses. A study by Ives et al. (2022) 

demonstrated that among Syrian refugees in Canada, attendance at language classes was lower 

among younger people, women, the employed, and those who reported poorer physical health 

[43].  

Language acquisition is vital for socio-cultural integration and yet, learning the language 

of one’s country of resettlement is still one of the most difficult challenges for newcomer 

refugees  [14, 38, 40]. A 2019 outcome report on Syrian refugees compiled data from several 

sources, including the Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) data system 

(iCARE), the 2018 Departmental Settlement Outcomes Survey, Statistics Canada, and research 

conducted by academics and settlement service providers. The report noted an improvement in 

official language proficiency skills over two years among the Syrian refugees who arrived in 

Canada in 2015 and 2016. In the corresponding survey, when it was asked of the Syrian refugees 

in British Columbia whether the level of their official language proficiency skills had improved 

two years after their arrival, 55% of them reported “somewhat better improvement” while 32% 

reported “much better improvement” of their official language proficiency skills since arrival 
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[10, 74]. In addition, a 2017 survey assessed the resettlement progress of Syrian refugees in 

Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba, 1 to 24 months after their 2015–2016 arrival in Canada. 

In Alberta, 73% of Syrian refugees reported some level of language improvement over 1–18 

months, while in Saskatchewan and Manitoba, 78% and 59% respectively reported improvement 

over 1–24 months [75].  

Understanding the factors associated with language proficiency acquisition is most 

important for the successful resettlement of the refugee population in the host country [44]. 

Results from the 2016 census among Syrian refugees who came to Canada in 2015 and 2016 

reported a positive relationship between employment and improvement of language proficiency 

skills over time [6]. Based on a qualitative study [19] on Government Assisted Refugees from 

numerous countries, Hynie et al. (2016) noted that there appeared to be a bidirectional 

relationship between language proficiency skills and employment or education. This means that 

improvements or declines in language proficiency can significantly influence an individual's 

success in their occupational career or educational path [76]. This qualitative study also 

suggested that language proficiency skills are associated with the strength of social connections, 

especially relationships with those from different ethnic communities [19, 76]. Kearns & Whitley 

(2015) also showed that the ability to speak in the official language was associated with more 

social connections within the home neighborhood [76, 77]. Furthermore, a qualitative study by 

Ahmed et al. (2017) reported that Syrian refugee women deal with many difficulties in the host 

country due to their language barrier. Since they are more likely to be in the home rather than in 

the workforce, women are less likely to speak or focus on the language of the new country as 

compared to men. Therefore, for women, improving their language skills is more challenging. As 
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a result, it is more difficult for them to adapt to new environments or programs in Canada than it 

is for their male counterparts, particularly in cultural and healthcare access [42, 78].   

Previous studies [14, 40, 41] showed that language ability is one of the most significant 

domains of integration for Syrian refugees. Several studies [6, 10, 52] have demonstrated the 

improvement of language competence among Syrian refugees over time, who resettled in 

Canada. However, these studies were mainly based on surveys or qualitative data and did not 

provide information regarding factors associated with changes in language proficiency 

skills.  The objective of this study was to assess whether language proficiency changes over time, 

and to identify the factors associated with this change among Syrian refugee parents since their 

arrival in Canada. 

Methodology 

This study was designed as a cross-sectional study, and it also involved the collection of 

retrospective data. The inclusion criteria included being a Syrian refugee parent who resettled in 

Canada after 2015, with at least one child under 18 years at the time of the interview, as well as 

residing in Ontario. In this study, 540 Syrian refugee parents residing in Ontario were recruited. 

Participants were enrolled between March 3, 2021, and March 31, 2022, by convenience 

sampling with the help of two community organizations. Research Assistants who could read, 

write, and speak Arabic, specifically in the Levantine dialect, recruited the participants and 

administered the survey. Participants responded to the survey questionnaire by telephone to 

comply with social distancing recommendations due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and each 

participant received a $20 honorarium. Ethics approval was obtained from the Human 

Participants Review Committee at York University. Consent was received from all study 

participants. 
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   Measures 

 Canadian language proficiency (English/French) was measured by asking participants to 

state their Canadian Language Benchmark level upon arrival in Canada and at the time of the 

interview, with answers ranging from Level 0=no proficiency to Level 10=highest proficiency. 

These benchmark levels were categorized based on the three stages utilized by the Centre for 

Canadian Language Benchmarks, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC): Stage 

I- Basic (Benchmark level 1-4), Stage II- Intermediate (Benchmark level 5-8), and Stage III- 

Advanced  (Benchmark level 9 and above) [79]. The Department of Settlement Services carried 

out language assessments upon arrival within the first year, typically a few weeks or months after 

the individual’s arrival, and also conducts subsequent assessments to track language learning 

over time [80, 81]. The most recent language assessment, completed before the interview, was 

taken into account when determining the current assessment level at the time of the interview. 

The outcome variable, the change in the participant's language proficiency, was determined by 

subtracting the arrival language proficiency level from the language proficiency level at the time 

of the interview.  

The main independent variable was the duration of time in years since Syrian refugee 

parents’ arrival in Canada. The other independent variables included language, socio-

demographic, health and migration factors. The language factors included the number of months 

attending language classes, determined by asking, “How many months of English or French 

classes have you taken in total?” Socio-demographic factors were age, gender, current 

employment status (employed/unemployed), education status (none=1 to professional 

degree=10), number of children, and age of the youngest child (≤4 years/>4years). In addition, 

income group status in Canada was determined by asking the question: "In your current 
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condition, here in Canada, would you say most people would categorize a household like yours 

as lower income =1/ lower middle=2/middle=3/upper middle =4/upper=5." Satisfaction with 

friendship was measured on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very 

satisfied=5. The strength of their sense of belonging to their ethnic community or cultural group 

in Canada was evaluated by asking the question, “How would you describe your sense of 

belonging to your ethnic community or cultural group here in Canada”, measured on a 4-point 

Likert Scale ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. The health-related factors were self-

perceived physical health status (a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from poor=1 to excellent=5), and 

self-perceived mental health status (a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from poor=1 to excellent=5). 

The migration-related factor was the types of sponsorship (GAR/PSR/Others).  

       Statistical Analysis  

 Descriptive statistics assessed the language, socio-demographic, health and migration-

related factors. Linear Mixed Models (LMM) regression analyses were performed to assess the 

simple and adjusted relationships between each of the factors listed above and the change in the 

participant's language proficiency at the time of interview compared to their arrival in Canada. 

Multilevel models were introduced to take account of each participant (Level One) being nested 

within a family (Level Two). The unstandardized beta coefficients and 95% confidence interval 

are reported.  

Results 

 In this study, 540 Syrian refugee parents in Ontario were recruited. Among the 540 

recruits, 485 (89.8%) reported both their baseline Canadian language benchmark level at arrival 

and their current language benchmark level at the time of interview; only those participants were 

included in the analysis. Information about language proficiency level was missing for 10.2% of 
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the sample; 1.1% had missing data only at arrival, 6.5% only at the interview, and 2.6% at both 

arrival and interview. Descriptive statistics for the language, socio-demographic, health and 

migration-related characteristics of these refugee parents are presented in Table 3. At the time of 

the interview, the participants' mean age was 39.8 years; more than 50% were between 35 and 45 

years of age, and 60% were female. In addition, more than 50% had less than a high school 

education, and about 65% were unemployed. Approximately 58% came through the PSR 

program; 37% came through the GAR program, and 5% came through other programs. The 

average stay period in Canada was 3.9 years. The mean Canadian language benchmark level of 

these participants upon arrival was 2.31 (±2.4), while at the time of the interview it was 4.78 

(±2.8). At the time of arrival, 32.5% of the participants had no knowledge of a Canadian official 

language, and only 20.6% had an intermediate or an advanced benchmark level of a Canadian 

language. In contrast, at the time of the interview, 8.2% of the participants had no knowledge of 

a Canadian official language, while 50.9% reported an intermediate or an advanced benchmark 

level of a Canadian language (Figure 4). A separate analysis comparing mothers and fathers 

showed that the percentage of mothers with intermediate or advanced proficiency in a Canadian 

language increased from 19.1% upon arrival to 56.3% by the time of the interview. In 

comparison, fathers' intermediate or advanced proficiency levels rose from 19.4% to 40.8% 

during the same period (Figure 5).  

In both bivariate and multivariate analyses, several significant relationships were found 

among the language, socio-demographic, health and migration factors, and the change in the 

participants’ Canadian language benchmark level (Table 4). In the bivariate analysis, our study 

demonstrated a significant improvement in the participants’ Canadian language benchmark level 

for a longer residency period in Canada (B = 0.383, p = <0.001). In the multivariate analysis, 
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after adjusting for language, socio-demographic, health and migration-related factors, the results 

showed a significantly higher change in the participants’ Canadian language benchmark level 

among individuals who resided for a longer time in Canada (B = 0.244, p = <0.001). Our study 

also demonstrated that individuals who attended language classes for at least 1-6 months (B = 

0.797, p = 0.001) reported a significantly higher degree of change in their Canadian language 

benchmark level compared to those who did not attend the language classes. Further, findings 

showed a higher change in the participants’ Canadian language benchmark level among 

individuals with a higher level of education (B = 0.100, p = 0.022). Moreover, this study also 

found a greater degree of positive change in language proficiency among the refugees with a 

better level of mental health (B = 0.165, p = 0.030). On the other hand, on average, for each 

additional year of age, Syrian refugee participants experienced a 0.033 unit less change in the 

Canadian language benchmark level (B = -0.033, p = 0.020). The change in the participants’ 

Canadian language benchmark level was also found to be lower among the parents who had a 

higher level of satisfaction with their friendships (B = -0.158, p = 0.048) in their city of 

residence. 

Discussion 

This study assessed how language proficiency changed over time, and the factors 

associated with that change, among Syrian refugee mothers and fathers since their arrival in 

Canada. Results showed that at the time of arrival, 32.5% of the participants had no knowledge 

of either Canadian official language, while by the time of the interview, only 8.2% of the 

participants reported no knowledge of a Canadian official language. The change in the 

participants' Canadian language benchmark level was significantly increased by a 0.244 unit for 

every additional year of stay in Canada. The longer refugees stay in the host country, the more 
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opportunities they have to adapt to the different domains required for their successful integration; 

in turn, this gradual adaptation process plays a fundamental role in improving their language 

proficiency over time [14, 19]. For example, Hynie et al. (2016) conducted a mixed-method 

study involving refugee participants, highlighting that their workplace experiences in Canada 

allowed them to enhance their language proficiency over time [19]. Additionally, in a qualitative 

study by Oudshoorn et al. (2019) on the resettlement experiences of Syrian refugees, participants 

reported that socialization with Canadians helped them improve their Canadian language 

proficiency over time [14]. 

Our study results also indicated that participants who attended language classes for at 

least 1-6 months experienced a significantly greater improvement in their Canadian Language 

Benchmark levels compared to those who did not attend any classes. A qualitative study by 

Linder et al. (2020) was conducted to assess the acculturation experiences among Syrian families 

in two contexts Toronto, Canada and Munich, Germany, following two years of their 

resettlement. Ten Syrian refugee parents in Canada participated in the study, and the study 

demonstrated that the improvement in language proficiency increased to a greater extent among 

individuals who participated in language classes, as these classes helped refugees improve their 

speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills in the host country's official language [46]. A 

report by IRCC on newcomers in Canada, mostly refugees, indicated a significant improvement 

in language proficiency among those who attended language classes compared to those who did 

not [82].  

Our study demonstrated that participants with a higher level of education showed 

significant improvement in their language proficiency over time. Previous studies on refugees in 

Canada also indicated that having a higher level of education prior to migration was significantly 
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associated with improved language proficiency over time in Canada [6, 44, 76]. Specifically, 

refugees with higher levels of education tended to have an advantage when learning a second 

language, as their advanced understanding of their first language enhanced their meta-linguistic 

skills [6].  

The results of our study found significantly less change in the participants' Canadian 

language benchmark level over time among individuals of a higher age. A study over a ten years 

by Hou et al. (2006) among 1348 adult South-East Asian refugees who came to Vancouver 

between 1979 and 1981 also noted that being of a higher age was negatively associated with the 

improvement of language proficiency according to participants’ response to the three-point 

Likert scale question ranging from “none=1” to “good=3”[44]. Similarly, another study in 

Germany, which surveyed 4,362 refugees primarily from Syria, revealed a negative correlation 

between older age and language proficiency [83]. Furthermore, research in the Netherlands 

involving 3,500 refugees, mainly from Middle Eastern countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

Iran, demonstrated a positive correlation between younger age and improvement in language 

proficiency [84]. This correlation can likely be attributed to the younger age group being more 

receptive to learning a new language, as they often need to continue their education or secure 

employment, which provides them with greater motivation and incentives to invest in learning a 

second language. In contrast, older individuals tend to be less inclined to learn a new language, 

are less motivated, and may have fewer opportunities to engage with the language and culture of 

their new country [83, 84]. 

Our study results also showed that higher satisfaction with friendship is negatively 

associated with improvement in language proficiency among the study participants over time. No 

studies were found investigating an association between satisfaction with friendship and 
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improvement in language proficiency among Syrian refugees in Canada. The refugees with 

higher satisfaction with friendship might be socially more aggregated with people of the same 

ethnic community, where they communicate with each other in the language of their country of 

origin. A study on 180 refugees from one Middle Eastern country, Iraq, and three African 

countries, Ethiopia, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Somalia, who had resettled in various 

locations of the United Kingdom for about 4 to 8 years showed that inter-group contact, that is 

more connections with English-speaking local people of the host country, was positively 

associated with higher competence in the English language [85]. 

This study found a greater degree of positive change in the language proficiency level 

among the refugees with better mental health. Similarly, a study based on a survey conducted in 

2017 among 3209 Syrian refugees who received a temporary residence permit in the Netherlands 

between January 1, 2014 and July 1, 2016 noted that refugees’ mental health is positively 

associated with host country language proficiency over time since mental health is considered a 

prerequisite for acquiring other resources of the host country, which are also important for the 

development of language skills [86]. 

There are certain limitations to this study that need to be considered. First, there is 

potential for selection bias due to the use of convenience sampling and the exclusion of 10% of 

participants with missing language proficiency data. The absence of language proficiency data 

was more common among fathers, those employed, those with higher education, and those 

reporting stronger language skills at arrival. Second, this study is cross-sectional in design. Thus, 

it is difficult to demonstrate causal relationships between specific variables and the outcomes of 

interest. Third, the results may be impacted by confounding variables, such as participants caring 

for a sick person at home, as well as each individual's personality and coping abilities, which can 
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influence both predictors and outcome variables, potentially leading to a false association. 

Finally, there may be information bias since the participants’ language proficiency might not 

have been precisely assessed at the time of interview, which could lead to inaccuracies in their 

self-reports. Additionally, they may have felt reluctant to express negative responses about the 

host country due to fear of possible retribution, or they may have felt compelled to demonstrate 

gratitude for the resettlement opportunity.  

Conclusion 

 This study provides several useful insights into how higher education, participation in 

language classes, and better mental health status are associated with improvements in refugees' 

Canadian language benchmark levels over time in their new host country. These findings may be 

applied to develop effective learning tools, such as tailored language programs for older 

refugees, and enhanced educational resources that highlight the association between mental 

health and language learning, to address the potential challenges, negative perceptions, and 

limitations of incoming refugees. Additionally, further research into the nature of friendships, 

specifically, those within the Syrian community compared to friendships with English-speaking 

neighbours or colleagues, could deepen the understanding of their impact on language 

acquisition. Thus, the outcomes of this study, combined with future research, may contribute to 

the creation of enhanced social services, including healthcare and settlement services, that cater 

to the specific language needs of newcomer families, thereby facilitating their successful 

integration into Canadian society.  
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Table 3: Characteristics of the study participants (N=485) 

Characteristics Mean(±SD), Minimum-Maximum /Number (%) 

Time in Canada in years 3.9 (±1.5) 0-7 

     Missing 5 (0.9) 

Language-related factors  

Canadian language arrival benchmark level պ 2.31 (±2.4), 0-10 
     Missing 0 (0) 

Canadian language current benchmark level պ 4.78 (±2.8), 0-10 
     Missing 0 (0) 

Language classes attended in months  

     1-6 months 122 (25.2) 

     7-18 months 103 (21.2) 

     9 months or more 89 (18.4) 

     Did not attend language classes 169 (34.8) 

     Missing 2 (0.4) 

Socio-demographic factors  

Age  39.8(±7.4), 20-76 

     18-<35 139 (28.7) 

     35-<45 248 (51.1) 

     >45 98 (20.2) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Gender  

     Mothers 304 (62.7) 

     Fathers 181 (37.3) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Education   

     0-6 years 91 (18.8) 

     7-12 years 183 (37.7) 

     College-trade 73 (15.1) 

     University-professional 138 (28.5) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Employment status  

     Employed 159 (32.8) 

     Unemployed 326 (67.2) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Income group in Canada ֏ 2.1 (±1.0), 1-5 

     Lower income 184 (37.9) 

     Lower middle income 113 (23.3) 

     Middle income 154 (31.8) 

     Upper middle income 26 (5.4) 

     Upper income 6 (1.2) 

     Missing 2 (0.4) 

Number of children 3.4 (±1.5), 1-9 
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     ≤2 148 (30.5) 

     3-4 240 (4.9.5) 

     >4 97 (20.0) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Age of the youngest child 6.1 (±4.4), 1-18 

     ≤4 years 183 (37.7) 

     >4 years 300 (61.9) 

     Missing 2 (0.4) 

Satisfaction with friendship¶ 3.5 (±1.1), 1-5 

      Very unsatisfied 26 (5.4) 

      Unsatisfied 63 (13.0) 

      Neither satisfied nor unsatisfied 105 (21.6) 

      Satisfied 218 (44.9) 

      Very satisfied 70 (14.4) 

      Missing 3 (0.6) 

Ethnic community / cultural group in 

Canada ɛ 

2.7 (±0.8), 1-4 

      Very weak 24 (4.9) 

      Weak 157 (32.4) 

      Strong 226 (46.6) 

      Very strong 74 (15.3) 

      Missing 4 (0.8) 

Health-related factors  

Physical health status θ 3.1 (±1.1), 1-5 

     Poor 41 (8.5) 

     Fair 89 (18.4) 

     Good 182 (37.5) 

     Very good 121 (24.9) 

     Excellent 52 (10.7) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Mental health status θ 2.9 (±1.2), 1-5 

     Poor 64(13.2) 

     Fair 113 (23.3) 

     Good 159 (32.8) 

     Very good 90 (18.6) 

     Excellent 59 (12.2) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Migration-related factor  

Sponsorship type  

     GAR 183 (37.7) 

     PSR 279 (57.5) 

     Others 19 (3.9) 

     Missing 0 (0) 
֏ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from lower income=1 to upper income=5. 
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պ Based on the question asking about their English/French benchmark level of language skill 

from none=0 to Level 10=10. 

θ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from poor=1 to excellent=5. 
¶ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5.      
ɛ Based on a 4-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. 
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Table 4: Bivariate and multivariate associations between language, socio-demographic, 

health, and migration related factors and the change in current Canadian Language 

Benchmark level from baseline (N=469) 

Characteristics Change in current Canadian Language Benchmark level from baseline պ 

Beta (SE),  

P 

95% CI Adj. Beta (SE),  

P 

95% CI 

Time in Canada 0.383 (0.060), 

<0.001 

0.265, 0.501 0.244 (0.061), 

<0.001 

0.123, 0.365 

Language-related factor     

Language classes attended in 

months 
    

    1-6 months 0.599 (0.251) 

0.017 

0.106, 1.093 0.797 (0.246) 

0.001 

0.313, 1.281 

    7-18 months 1.658 (0.240) 

<0.001 

1.184, 2.132 1.559 (0.243) 

<0.001 

1.082, 2.035 

    19 months or more 1.680 (0.232) 

<0.001 

1.223, 2.137 1.698 (0.250) 

<0.001 

1.207, 2.189 

     Did not attend the language 

classes 
Reference 

Socio-demographic factors     

Age -0.025 (0.012), 

0.035 

-0.048, -0.002 -0.033 (0.014), 

0.020 

-0.061, -0.005 

Gender     
  Female 0.293 (0.148) 

0.049 

0.001, 0.586 -0.059 (0.181) 

0.747 

-0.415, 0.298 

  Male Reference 
Education level ֍ 0.087 (0.039), 

0.026 

0.010, 0.163 0.100 (0.044), 

0.022 

0.014, 0.186 

Employment status      
 Unemployed -0.211 (0.175), 

0.229 

-0.555, 0.133 0.008 (0.189) 

0.965 

-0.362, 0.379 

 Employed Reference 
Income group in Canada ֏ 0.309 (0.087) 

<0.001 

0.138, 0.480 0.157 (0.086), 

0.066 

0.011, 0.326 

Number of children -0.222 (0.064), 

<0.001 

-0.348, -0.095 -0.125 (0.071), 

0.081 

-0.265, -0.015 

Age of the youngest child     

  Non school age (0-4 years) 0.283 (0.192), 

0.142 

0.662, 0.095 -0.367 (0.194), 

0.060 

-0.749, 0.015 

  School age (>4 years) Reference 
Satisfaction with friendship 
ꭀ

 

-0.054 (0.082), 

0.510 

-0.215, 0.107 -0.158 (0.079), 

0.048 

-0.314, -0.001 

Ethnic community/ cultural 

group in Canada ɛ 

0.075 (0.111) -0.143, 0.294 0.036 (0.110) -0.251. 0.180 
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0.498 0.744 
Health-related factors     
Physical health status θ 0.178 (0.078), 

0.023 

0.024, 0.332 0.046 (0.083), 

0.579 

-0.117, 0.209 

Mental health status θ 0.167 (0.072) 

0.020 

0.026, 0.308 0.165 (0.076), 

0.030 

0.165, 0.076 

Migration-related factor     

Sponsorship types      
 GAR Reference 
 PSR 0.384 (0.199) 

0.055 

-0.008, 0.776 -0.006 (0.219), 

0.978 

-0.425, 0.438 

 Others 0.230 (0.456), 

0.615 

-0.668, 1.127 -0.126 (0.407), 

0.757 

-0.926, 0.675 

պ Based on the question asking about their English/French benchmark level of language skill 

from none=0 to Level 10=10 

֍Based on a 10-point Likert Scale questions ranging from none=1 to professional degree=10 
֏ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from lower income=1 to upper income=5  
θ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from poor=1 to excellent=5 
ꭀBased on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5 
ɛ Based on a 4-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. 
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Figure 4: Language proficiency level at arrival and at the time of interview 
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Figure 5: Language proficiency level at arrival and at the time of interview mother vs. 

fathers 
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Chapter Five 

Enrollment duration and satisfaction of Syrian refugee parents in government-funded 

language classes in Canada 
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Abstract 

Canada was an important host country for resettling Syrian refugees following the start of 

the Syrian conflict, which began in March 2011. Canada accepted 40,081 Syrian refugees 

between 2015 and 2016 alone. On arrival in Canada between 2011 and 2016, more than 60 

percent of Syrian refugees reported no knowledge of either official language. The Canadian 

government offers free English and French language classes to newcomers to improve their 

speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills. This study aimed to investigate the duration of 

enrollment and satisfaction associated with government-funded English or French language 

classes among Syrian refugee parents resettled in Canada. Method: This study employed a cross-

sectional design and included the collection of retrospective data. Participants were Syrian 

refugee parents who resettled in Ontario after 2015 and who had at least one child under 18 years 

of age. The duration of attendance in language classes was determined by the number of months 

participants attended, and satisfaction with the classes was assessed through overall satisfaction 

ratings from the study participants. Generalized Linear Mixed Models (GLMMs) were conducted 

to assess the crude and adjusted relationships between socio-demographic, health and migration-

related factors and the duration of attendance or satisfaction with language classes among the 

study participants. Results: A total of 540 Syrian refugee parents in Ontario were recruited. This 

study found that participants with a higher Canadian language benchmark level at arrival had a 

lower duration of attendance in language classes (B = -1.394, p < 0.001). This study's results also 

demonstrated a higher level of satisfaction with the language classes among the individuals who 

had a stronger sense of belonging to their ethnic community or cultural group in Canada (B = 

0.380, p = 0.004). Conclusions: This study's findings can help to understand key factors that 
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impact the duration of attendance and satisfaction in language classes for Syrian refugee parents 

resettling in Canada.  

Keywords: Syrian refugee, language classes attendance, satisfaction with language 

classes, integration, and time in Canada. 
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Introduction 

Following the start of the Syrian conflict in March 2011, Canada was an important host 

country for resettled Syrian refugees, accepting 40,081 Syrian refugees in 2015 and 2016 alone 

[5, 6]. The Syrian population speaks numerous languages, including Arabic, Kurdish, Armenian, 

and Circassian; ninety percent of Syrians speak Arabic, which is Syria’s official language [39]. 

Canada is officially bilingual in English and French [38].  The 2019 report from Immigration, 

Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) indicated that between 2011 and 2016, 65% of Syrian 

refugees arriving in Canada reported having no knowledge of either official language [10]. The 

report also indicated that these refugees, specifically those in their first year after arriving in 

Canada, felt pressure to develop their language skills in order to become financially independent 

[10]. Language acquisition is vital for socio-cultural integration, yet learning the language of 

one’s country of resettlement remains one of the most difficult challenges for refugee newcomers 

[14, 38, 40].  

The Canadian government offers English and French language classes to refugees and 

immigrants to improve their speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills [40, 45, 46].  These 

classes are offered free and may be part-time or full-time with flexible schedules and locations, 

including schools, colleges, and community organizations. IRCC noted that approximately 89% 

of adult Syrian refugees participated in government-funded language assessment programs, and 

77% of them attended an IRCC-funded language training program within three years of their 

arrival in Canada [10]. A study conducted by Ives et al. (2022) on adult Syrian refugees, who 

arrived in Canada between January 2015 and June 2017, found that younger individuals, women, 

employed individuals, those needing an interpreter, those without children under 18, and those 

reporting poor physical health had lower attendance in language classes. Interestingly,  the study 
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also found that individuals who perceived their mental health as poor had higher attendance in 

the language classes [43].  

Understanding the factors associated with participation in language classes is critical for 

promoting participation to support newcomers' language learning. Previous studies [14, 40, 41] 

have shown that language ability is one of the most significant domains of integration for Syrian 

refugees. Language acquisition among refugee newcomers is related to a range of factors. For 

example, studies [76, 77] on refugee populations have indicated that relationships within the 

same ethnic community enhance social connections, facilitating participation in various 

interventions, including the improving language proficiency skills necessary for integration into 

the host country. It might be assumed that this includes participation in language-learning 

classes, which are a key strategy for strengthening newcomers’ language skills. Satisfaction 

levels with government-provided English and French language classes for refugees may be an 

important factor in retaining of newcomer participants and in improving language-learning 

programs that cater to the specific needs of newcomer families. While most adult newcomer 

refugees expressed satisfaction with the language classes offered by federal and provincial 

governments, some newcomers have reported multiple challenges to attending these classes, 

including work, education, health, and the availability of space in the classes [7, 10, 14, 41]. 

Studies [10, 14, 43] also noted that attending language classes is particularly challenging for 

refugee parents due to several limitations. These include the lack of suitable childcare facilities, 

the need to care for sick children at home, and the responsibilities of managing household tasks 

such as cooking, cleaning, and providing regular care for their children.  

While there have been a few studies [14, 41, 43] demonstrating the factors associated 

with enrollment in language classes among the refugee population, including Syrian refugees, 
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none have specifically reported the specific factors related to duration of enrollment or 

satisfaction with language classes, particularly among Syrian refugee parents who have settled in 

Canada. There is a strong need to explore how various factors are associated with the duration of 

attendance and satisfaction with government-funded language classes among Syrian refugees in 

Canada. This exploration can provide valuable insights to improve the language-learning 

program, ensuring it better meets the specific needs of Syrian refugees during their resettlement. 

The specific objectives of this study were to investigate the factors associated with duration of 

enrollment and satisfaction with government-funded English or French language classes among 

Syrian refugee parents resettled in Canada.   

Methodology 

This study was cross-sectional in design. The inclusion criteria included being a Syrian 

refugee parent who resettled in Canada after 2015, having at least one child under 18 years at the 

time of the interview, and residing in Ontario. Participants were recruited between March 3, 

2021, and March 31, 2022, by convenience sampling with the help of two community 

organizations. Research Assistants (RAs) who could read, write, and speak Arabic, specifically in 

the Syrian dialect, recruited the participants and administered the survey. Participants responded 

to the survey questionnaire by telephone to comply with social distancing recommendations due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, and each participant received a $20 honorarium. Ethics approval 

was obtained from the Human Participants Review Committee at York University. Consent was 

received from all study participants. 

Measures 

The duration of attendance in language classes among the study participants who 

attended government-funded English/French language classes was determined based on the 
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question “Approximately how many months of English/French language classes have you taken 

in total?” If participants had not attended any language classes, their attendance duration was 

recorded as “0” months. 

 Satisfaction with language classes among the study participants was measured by asking, 

"Please rate your overall satisfaction with these language classes". The answers were based on a 

5-point Likert scale question ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5. 

The independent variables included several language, socio-demographic, health and 

migration related factors. Canadian language proficiency (English/French) level at arrival and at 

the time of the interview was measured by asking participants to state their Canadian Language 

Benchmark level, with responses ranging from Level 0=no proficiency to Level 10=highest 

proficiency. These benchmark levels were categorized based on the three stages utilized by the 

Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks, Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 

(IRCC): Stage I- Basic (Benchmark level 1-4), Stage II- Intermediate (Benchmark level 5-8), and 

Stage III- Advanced (Benchmark level 9 and above) [79].  The socio-demographic factors 

were age, gender, educational status (none=1 to PhD=10), current employment status 

(employed/unemployed), number of children, and age of the youngest child (≤4 years/>4 years). 

Furthermore, the strength of their sense of belonging to their ethnic community or cultural group 

in Canada was evaluated by asking the question, “How would you describe your sense of 

belonging to your ethnic community or cultural group here in Canada”, measured on a 4-point 

Likert Scale ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. The health-related factors were self-

perceived physical and mental health status, measured on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 

poor=1 to excellent=5. The migration-related factors were sponsorship type (GAR/PSR/Others) 

and time in Canada in years.  
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Statistical Analysis  

 Descriptive statistics were conducted to assess language, socio-demographic, health and 

migration related factors. Generalized Linear Mixed Models (GLMM) were conducted to assess 

the crude and adjusted relationships between each of the factors listed above and duration of 

attendance in government-funded English/French language classes. GLMM regression analyses 

were also performed to assess the crude and adjusted relationships between each of the factors 

listed above and participants’ level of satisfaction with language classes; for this analysis, data 

were restricted to those who took language classes. Multilevel models were introduced to take 

account of each participant (Level One) being nested within a family (Level Two). The 

unstandardized beta coefficients and 95% confidence intervals (95% CI) are reported. 

Results 

In this study, 540 Syrian refugee parents in Ontario were recruited. Descriptive statistics 

for the socio-demographic, health and migration related characteristics of these refugee parents 

are presented in Table 5. The results indicated that 75.7% of participants attended government-

offered language classes, and among them, the mean attendance duration was 14.5 months (SD = 

±15.1). The participants' mean age was 39.8 years, more than 50% were between 35 and 45 years 

of age, and 60.9% were mothers. In addition, more than 50% had less than a high school 

education. Approximately 58% came to Canada through the Privately Assisted Refugee program, 

37% through the Government Sponsored Refugee program, and 5% through other programs. The 

average stay period in Canada for these Syrian refugee parents was 3.9 years. At the time of the 

interview, about 65% were unemployed.  

Bivariate and multivariate analyses were conducted to assess the associations between 

socio-demographic, health, and migration related factors, and the duration of attendance in 
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language classes (measured in months) among the study participants (Table 6). For the outcome, 

duration of attendance in language classes, the model fit for the multivariate analysis was found 

to be reasonable. The Pearson residuals closely followed a normal distribution as needed. The 

Pearson correlation coefficient (R) for the predicted outcomes and observed outcomes was 0.876 

(n=507). In the multivariate analyses, this study found that participants with a higher Canadian 

language benchmark level at the time of arrival attended language classes for a shorter duration 

in months (B adj. = -1.394, p < 0.001). The duration of attendance in language classes was also 

found to be lower among male participants than among female participants (B adj. = -3.077, p = 

0.013). Furthermore, this study also demonstrated that individuals who had more children 

reported significantly lower duration of attendance in language classes (B adj. = -1.297, p = 

0.015), as did individuals who came through the PSR program compared to those who came 

through the GAR program (B adj. = -3.378, p = 0.046). On the other hand, the duration of 

attending language classes was found to be higher among older participants (B adj. = 0.266, p = 

0.012) and among individuals who had resided in Canada for a longer time (B adj. = 3.545, p < 

0.001). Moreover, this study found that individuals who had a stronger sense of belonging to 

their ethnic community or cultural group in Canada reported significantly longer duration of 

attendance in language classes (B adj. = 2.730, p < 0.001).   

 Out of the 540 participants, 411 attended the government-funded language classes, and 

68.9% of them reported that they were satisfied or very satisfied with the language classes (Table 

7). Bivariate and multivariate analyses were also conducted to evaluate the relationships between 

the different variables, including socio-demographic, health, and migration related factors, and 

the level of satisfaction with the language classes among the study participants who attended the 

language classes (Table 8). The multivariate analysis showed reasonable model fit, with an 
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overall correct classification percentage of 47.0%. The Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient 

(𝜌) for the predicted and observed outcomes was 0.205 (n=402). In the multivariate analyses, this 

study found a higher level of satisfaction with the language classes among individuals who had a 

stronger sense of belonging to their ethnic community or cultural group in Canada (B adj. = 

0.380, p = 0.004). 

Discussion 

This study examined the factors associated with the duration of attendance and 

satisfaction with government-funded English/French language classes among Syrian refugee 

mothers and fathers in Canada. The results indicated that 75.7% of the participants attended the 

language classes for an average duration of 19.1 (±14.5) months, and 68.9% of them expressed 

satisfaction with the classes. The findings revealed that participants with a higher baseline 

Canadian Language Benchmark level, males, individuals with more children, and those who 

entered through the PSR program tended to attend language classes for a shorter duration. In 

contrast, participants with were relatively older, had lived in Canada for a longer period, or had a 

strong sense of belonging to an ethnic community or cultural group in Canada tended to attend 

language classes for a longer duration. Additionally, the results found a higher level of 

satisfaction with language classes among individuals who had a stronger sense of belonging to 

their ethnic community or cultural group in Canada. These findings highlight the importance of 

understanding the factors associated with the duration of attendance and satisfaction with 

language classes, underscoring the need to develop effective strategies to address these issues. 

 Overall, 75.7% of participants attended the government-funded English/French language 

classes for an average duration of 19.1 (±14.5) months. According to a 2019 report by IRCC, 

approximately 77% of Syrian refugees participated in government-funded language classes 
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within three years of their arrival in Canada [10]. No previous studies have specified the total 

average duration of language class attendance, in months, among Syrian refugees throughout 

their time in Canada. However, the IRCC’s 2017 report noted that Syrian refugees attended 

language classes for an average of 215 hours during the 2015/2016 period [87].  Additionally, 

our study found that 68.9% of participants attending government-funded language classes were 

satisfied with the classes. The qualitative study by Feng et al. (2018), which focused on refugees, 

primarily Syrian refugees, in Newfoundland and Labrador, and reported that approximately 54% 

of adult newcomers were satisfied with the language programs offered by both federal and 

provincial governments [41, 88]. 

 This study found that participants with higher Canadian language benchmark levels upon 

arrival attended language classes for a shorter duration. Previous studies have shown that 

language proficiency is positively correlated with a higher level of education prior to migration. 

Individuals with a higher level of language proficiency upon arrival may be less inclined to 

enroll in language training programs in their new country because they do not need them (they 

could be fluent) or because they are fluent enough to be able to attain their goals, such as 

employment [6, 7, 44, 76]. Older participants attended language classes for a longer duration. 

This is consistent with findings from a study conducted by Ives et al. (2022) that analyzed data 

from three provinces: British Columbia, Ontario, and Quebec, and the findings showed that in 

both British Columbia and Quebec, older individuals were more likely to enroll in language 

classes compared to younger individuals [43]. One possible reason for the longer attendance 

duration among older people is that younger individuals are often more engaged in employment 

and have responsibilities, such as caring for young children, particularly in this study, where 

participants are parents [10, 25], which likely restricts their availability to attend language 
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classes. Our study also found that individuals with more children reported a significantly shorter 

duration of attendance in language classes. Research [10, 89] on Syrian refugees has pointed out 

that mothers with children, especially those with younger children, often face challenges in 

attending language classes due to a lack of suitable childcare facilities. The results of this study 

also indicated that male participants had a shorter duration of attendance in language classes than 

female participants, may be due to their greater likelihood of finding employment. Previous 

studies [90, 91] have shown that male members of the Syrian refugee population are often more 

engaged in employment or occupational training, which limits their ability to participate in 

government-funded language training programs. Studies [92, 93], including a qualitative one 

involving Syrian refugees living in Regina and Saskatchewan, found that male participants, 

especially those who had received informal education in their home country, were guided by 

experts through apprenticeships in mastering occupations rather than attending traditional 

classroom studies. These men believed that they could learn English while working and 

perceived formal language classes as a waste of time. This study also revealed that individuals 

with a stronger sense of belonging to the ethnic community or cultural group in Canada reported 

significantly higher attendance in language classes. Research on refugee populations noted that 

relationships and connections within the ethnic community strengthen social ties, which, in turn, 

facilitate participation in various programs, including those aimed at improving language skills 

necessary for integration into the host country [77]. Furthermore, other studies [94, 95] have also 

indicated that a strong connection to one's ethnic community or cultural group can significantly 

enhance a sense of belonging to the host country, which is important for social and mental well-

being. These feelings toward one’s own community, along with supportive peer environments, 
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can positively influence motivation to attend classes regularly, thereby increasing attendance and 

participation in language programs.  

 The results also indicated that individuals entering through the PSR program had lower 

attendance in language classes than those who entering through the GAR program. The report on 

Syrian refugees also showed that attendance in language classes was higher among those who 

came through the GAR program than among those who arrived through the PSR program [10]. 

This difference may be attributed to the fact that Syrian refugees entering through the GAR 

program are primarily selected based on vulnerability criteria, whereas those entering through 

the PSR program are often sponsored by family members in Canada, who generally have higher 

levels of education. PSR program participants may be less inclined to participate in government-

funded language classes because they are more motivated to seek work (and more likely to find 

it), but they may also be learning language from their sponsors [6, 10, 25]. Furthermore, the 

duration of attendance in language classes was found to be longer among individuals who had 

resided in Canada for longer periods. Previous studies also reported that the longer refugees stay 

in the host country, the more they need to (or perhaps are able to) participate in various 

intervention programs, such as language improvement programs, to better adapt to their new 

environment and achieve successful integration [14, 19, 40, 45, 46].  

 Satisfaction with government-provided English and French language classes for refugees 

is important for improving language-learning programs that cater to the unique needs of 

newcomer families. Our study found that individuals with a stronger sense of belonging to their 

ethnic community or cultural group in Canada reported a higher level of satisfaction with their 

language classes. While previous research has not specifically addressed the factors related to 

satisfaction with language classes among Syrian refugee parents in Canada, studies [76, 77] on 
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refugee populations suggest that building relationships within the ethnic community fosters 

social connections. These connections encourage engagement among individuals and increase 

their satisfaction with participating in various intervention programs, including those designed to 

improve the skills necessary for successful integration into a new country.  

 This study has limitations that need to be considered. First, results should be interpreted 

carefully due to the limited generalizability of the study's findings. Participants were recruited by 

convenience sampling to recruit easily available individuals. As a result, generalizability may be 

compromised to some extent due to the potential for selection bias. Second, this study is cross-

sectional in design, and it is therefore difficult to demonstrate causal relationships between 

specific variables and the outcomes of interest. Third, there is a risk of measurement bias because 

we assessed the satisfaction with language classes using a single self-reported item, instead of 

utilizing a validated and reliable scale. Fourth, the results may be influenced by confounding 

biases, such as participants caring for a sick person at home, as well as an individual's 

personality and coping abilities.  Finally, there may be information bias, as participants may have 

difficulty with self-report measures or accurately recall their language proficiency levels. 

Additionally, participants might have been reluctant to report negative views of the host country 

due to fear of possible retribution, or they may have felt the need to express gratitude for the 

resettlement opportunity.  

Conclusion 

 This study provides valuable insights into how various factors, including baseline 

Canadian language benchmark levels, gender, age, number of children, duration of time spent in 

Canada, and a strong sense of belonging to an ethnic community or cultural group, are related to 

participation in language classes in the host country. Additionally, it highlights the significant 
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connection between a stronger sense of belonging to one's ethnic community or cultural group 

and satisfaction with language classes. These findings can be used to develop effective learning 

tools to address the challenges, negative perceptions, and limitations faced by incoming refugees. 

Consequently, the results of this study, along with future research, may help create enhanced 

language learning services that meet the specific needs of newcomer families, which, in turn, can 

facilitate their successful integration into Canadian society.  
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Table 5: Characteristics of the study participants(N=540) 

Characteristics Mean(±SD), Minimum-Maximum 

/Number (%) 

Canadian language arrival benchmark level պ 2.42 (±2.5), 0-10 

     Missing 20 (3.7) 

Language classes attended in months 14.5 (±15.1), 0-60 

     Did not attend language classes 129 (23.9) 

     1-6 months 109 (20.2) 

     7-18 months 125 (23.1) 

     9 months or more 175 (32.4) 

     Missing 2 (0.4) 

Socio-demographic characteristics  

Age  39.8 (±7.3), 20-76 

     18-<35 153 (28.3) 

     35-<45 275 (50.9) 

     >45 111 (20.6) 

     Missing 1 (0.2) 

Gender  

    Mothers 329 (60.9) 

    Fathers 211 (39.1) 

    Missing 0 (0) 

Education  4.70 (±2.2), 1-10 

    0-6 years 101 (18.7) 

    7-12 years 199 (36.9) 

    College-trade 79 (14.6) 

    University-professional 161 (29.8) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Employment status  

     Employed 186 (34.4) 

     Unemployed 354 (65.6) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Number of children 3.4 (±1.5), 1-10 

     ≤2 170 (31.5) 

     3-4 264 (48.9) 

     >4 106 (19.6) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Age of the youngest child 6.1 (±4.4), 1-18 

     ≤4 years 202 (37.4) 

     >4 years 336 (62.2) 

    Missing 2 (0.4) 

Sense of belonging to ethnic community / 

cultural group in Canada ɛ 

2.7 (±0.8), 1-4 

      Very weak 25 (4.6) 

      Weak 177 (32.8) 
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      Strong 254 (47.0) 

      Very strong 79 (14.6) 

      Missing 5 (0.9) 

Health-related factors  

Physical health status θ 3.1 (±1.1), 1-5 

      Poor 39 (9.3) 

      Fair 78 (18.7) 

      Good 159 (38.0) 

      Very good 104 (24.9) 

      Excellent 38 (9.1) 

      Missing 0 (0) 

Mental health status θ 2.9 (±1.2), 1-5 

      Poor 52 (12.4) 

      Fair 97 (23.2) 

      Good 143 (34.2) 

      Very good 78 (18.7) 

      Excellent 48 (11.5) 

      Missing 0 (0) 

Migration-related factors  

Sponsorship type  

     GAR 202 (37.4) 

     PSR 312 (57.8) 

     Others 26 (4.8) 

     Missing 0 (0) 

Time in Canada in years 3.9 (±1.6) 0-7 

     Missing 5 (0.9) 
պ Based on the question asking about their English/French benchmark level of language skill 

from none=0 to Level 10=10 

ɛ Based on a 4-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. 
θ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from poor=1 to excellent=5. 
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Table 6: Bivariate and multivariate associations between different factors and the duration 

of the attendance in the language classes among the Syrian refugee parents resettled in 

Canada 

Characteristics Language classes attendance duration in months    

 

N (%) 

Beta (SE),  

P 

95% CI Adj. Beta (SE),  

P 

95% CI 

Language 

proficiency at 

arrival 
պ

 

518 (95.9) -1.896 (0.256) 

<0.001 

-2.400, 1.393 -1.394 (0.334) 

<0.001 

-2.050, -0.738 

Socio-

demographic 

factors 

     

Age 537 (99.4) -0.010 (0.088) 

0.908 

-0.182, 0.162 0.266 (0.106) 

0.012 

0.058, 0.473 

Gender 538 (99.6)     
 Female Reference 
 Male  -2.968 (0.938) 

0.002 

4.811, -1.125 -3.077 (1.232) 

0.013 

-5.497, -0.657 

Education level ֍ 538 (99.6) -1.804 (0.313) 

<0.001 

-2.418, -1.190 -0.729 (0.426) 

0.088 

-1.566, 0.108 

Employment 

status 
538 (99.6)     

 Employed  -3.942 (1.201) 

0.001 

-6.301, -1.582 -2.353 (1.317) 

0.075 

-4.940, 0.235 

 Unemployed Reference 
Number of 

children 
538 (99.6) 1.047 (0.502) 

0.037 

0.061, 2.033 -1.297 (0.531) 

0.015 

-2.341, -0.254 

Age of the 

youngest child 
536 (99.3)     

  Non school age 

(0-4 years) 
Reference 

  School age (>4 

years) 
 0.567 (1.520) 

0.709 

-2.419, 3.552 0.957 (1.456) 

0.511 

-1.976, 3.780 

Sense of 

belonging to 

ethnic 

community/ 

cultural group in 

Canada ɛ 

533 (98.7) 3.205 (0.812) 

<0.001 

1.611, 4.800 2.730 (0.761) 

<0.001 

1.234, 4.225 

Health-related 

factors 
     

Physical health 

status θ 
538 (99.6) -0.182 (0.571) 

0.750 

-1.304, 0.940 0.660 (0.597) 

0.270 

-0.513, 1.833 
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Mental health 

status θ 
538 (99.6) -0.257 (0.527) 

0.626 

-1.292, 0.778 0.372 (0.540) 

0.491 

-1.4,33 0.689 

Migration-related 

factors 
     

Sponsorship types  538 (99.6)     
 GAR Reference 
 PSR  -5.995 (1.563) 

<0.001 

-9.066, -2.925 -3.378 (1.690) 

0.046 

-6.698, -0.058 

 Others  -0.609 (3.421) 

0.076 

-12.811, 0.631 -4.620 (3.002) 

0.125 

-10.519, 1.279 

Time in Canada 533 (98.7) 3.613 (0.445) 

<0.001 

2.739, 4.487 3.545 (0.439) 

<0.001 

2.682, 4.409 

պ Based on the question asking about their English/French benchmark level of language skill 

from none=0 to Level 10=10 

֍Based on a 10-point Likert Scale questions ranging from none=0 to PhD=9 
θ Reference GAR  
ɛ Based on a 4-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. 
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Table 7: Satisfaction with Language Classes (N=411) 

Characteristics Overall 

Mean(±SD), Minimum-Maximum /Number (%) 

Satisfaction with language classes¶ 3.72, 1-5 

      Very unsatisfied 14 (3.4) 
      Unsatisfied 52 (12.7) 
      Neither satisfied nor unsatisfied 62 (15.1) 
      Satisfied 189 (46.0) 
      Very satisfied 94 (22.9) 
      Missing 0 (0) 

¶ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very unsatisfied=1 to very satisfied=5    
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Table 8: Bivariate and multivariate associations between socio-demographic, health, and 

migration related factors and the satisfaction with language classes (N=411) 

Characteristics Satisfaction with language classesꭀ 

 

N (%) 

Beta (SE),  

P 

95% CI Adj. Beta (SE),  

P 

95% CI 

Language 

proficiency at 

arrival 
պ

 

410 (99.8) -0.134 (0.485) 

0.009 

-0.232, -0.009 -0.122 (0.065) 

0.060 

-0.250, 0.005 

Socio-

demographic 

factors 

     

Age 411 (100) -0.023 (0.0135) 

0.097 

-0.049, 0.004 -0.001 (0.017) 

0.929 

-0.034, 0.031 

Gender 411 (100)     
 Female Reference 
 Male  -0.292 (0.160) 

0.165 

0.801, 0.217 -0.398 (0.2434) 

0.102 

-0.876, 0.080 

Education level ֍ 411 (100) -0.110 (0.050) 

0.035 

-0.212, -0.008 -0.055 (0.071) 

0.441 

-0.194, 0.084 

Employment 

status 
411 (100)     

 Employed  0.054 (0.186) 

0.792 

-0.645, 0.537 0.064 (0.229) 

0.779 

-0.385, 0.513 

 Unemployed Reference 
Number of 

children 
411 (100) 0.049 (0.069) 

0.478 

-0.091, 0.189 -0.043 (0.079) 

0.592 

-0.198, 0.113 

Age of the 

youngest child 
409 (99.5)     

  Non school age 

(0-4 years) 
Reference 

  School age (>4 

years) 
 -0.237 (0.211) 

0.343 

-0.907, 0.434 -0.115 (0.219) 

0600 

-0.544, 0.315 

Sense of 

belonging to 

ethnic 

community/ 

cultural group in 

Canada ɛ 

409 (99.5) 0.445 (0.263) 

0.118 

 0.380 (0.133) 

0.004 

0.119, 0.641 

Health-related 

factors 
     

Physical health 

status θ 
411 (100) 0.198 (0.110) 

0.092 

-0.036, 0.432 0.120 (0.102) 

0.239 

-0.080, 0.319 

Mental health 

status θ 
411 (100) 0.180 (0.136) 

0.205 

-0.110, 0.469 0.118 (0.096) 

0.218 

-0.070, 0.306 
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Migration-related 

factors 
     

Sponsorship types  411 (100)     
 GAR Reference 
 PSR  -0.208 (0.212) 

0.364 

-0.728, 0.311 0.046 (0.244) 

0.849 

-0.431, 0.524 

 Others  -0.416 (0.495) 

0.433 

-1.628, 0.796 -0.293 (0.452) 

0.517 

-1.180, 0.594 

Time in Canada 407 (99.0) 0.125 (0.093) 

0.191 

-0.066, 0.315 0.089 (0.073) 

0.221 

-0.054, 0.233 

պ Based on the question asking about their English/French benchmark level of language skill 

from none=0 to Level 10=10 

֍Based on a 10-point Likert Scale questions ranging from none=0 to PhD=9 
θ Based on a 5-point Likert Scale questions ranging from poor=1 to excellent=5 
ɛ Based on a 4-point Likert Scale questions ranging from very weak=1 to very strong=4. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

This study provides a valuable opportunity to gain insights into the intricate integration 

processes experienced by Syrian refugee parents in Canada. It explores how key factors, such as 

a sense of belonging, are linked to the welcoming attitudes of members of the host country, 

including perceptions of being treated with respect by local residents, and how language 

proficiency evolves over time. 

The research highlights the challenges and milestones that shape these domains during 

the transition to a new environment as refugees resettle. The study focused on Syrian refugee 

parents who have at least one child under 18 years of age. By evaluating their current 

experiences and future expectations while considering family dynamics, the study aimed to 

provide meaningful insights into how various aspects of integration relate to different factors in 

their new country of resettlement.  

The findings from the three research projects indicate that Syrian refugee parents in 

Canada experience a strong sense of belonging that is closely linked to their perceptions of being 

respected by Canadians, as well as the respect their spouses receive. Additionally, the research 

shows that the language skills of Syrian refugee parents have improved since their arrival in 

Canada. Furthermore, the study highlights the significant connections between various factors 

and different domains of integration, emphasizing the importance of promoting an inclusive 

integration process. 

Strengths and limitations  

This dissertation has made significant research contributions that clarify the current 

experiences and future expectations of Syrian refugee parents as they work to create a new life 

for their families in Canada. It offers a unique opportunity to understand how they can 
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effectively integrate into Canadian society. First, this survey was conducted exclusively among 

Syrian refugee parents who have resettled in Canada, aiming to gather specific information about 

their experiences, and challenges related to the resettlement process. Second, the interviews were 

carried out by research assistants fluent in Arabic, particularly the Syrian dialect, which helped to 

minimize the risk of information bias.  Finally, the findings of this study are important for 

gaining a deeper understanding of these families’ transitions to a new country, which could 

inform the development of social services tailored to the specific needs of newcomer families 

and facilitate their integration into Canadian society.  

This study has some potential limitations that should be considered. First, there is a 

possibility of selection bias since participants were enrolled using convenience sampling. 

Additionally, while Syrian refugees are spread across different provinces of Canada, but our 

study participants were recruited exclusively in Ontario. Furthermore, recruitment conducted by 

telephone during the pandemic may have led to the underrepresentation of more socially isolated 

or marginalized families. Therefore, the findings of the study should be interpreted cautiously 

due to their limited generalizability.  Second, this study is cross-sectional in design. Thus, it is 

difficult to demonstrate the direction of the causal relationships among variables and the 

outcomes of interest. Third, there is a risk of information bias, as we did not employ valid or 

reliable scales for some variables, such as sense of belonging and perceived respect among the 

participants. Fourth, there may be social desirability bias as participants may be reluctant to 

report negative feelings toward the new country due to fear of retribution, or a need to 

demonstrate gratitude for the resettlement opportunity. Finally, the results may be impacted by 

confounding variables, such as participants caring for a sick person at home, as well as each 
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individual's personality and coping abilities, which can influence both predictors and outcome 

variables, potentially leading to a false association. 

Implications and future directions 

Current research findings, along with insights from a qualitative study, may provide a 

valuable opportunity to explore the more comprehensive ways in which integration domains 

evolve and transform over time in a new country. This exploration aims to deepen our 

understanding of the factors and processes that shape successful integration experiences for a 

refugee population in a country of resettlement.  

Future research could also delve into the various elements that play a vital role in 

fostering strong and healthy relationships between spouses in the host country. By identifying 

these factors, we can gain insights into how they contribute to a greater sense of belonging and 

community for newcomers in Canada. Understanding these dynamics could ultimately lead to 

more supportive environments that help refugee families thrive and integrate into the Canadian 

society. 

The findings of the study results can serve as an effective educational tool in public 

settings to address challenges related to discrimination, racism, and negative perceptions of 

incoming refugees. Our study’s results are based on this model and align with findings from 

previous literature. These findings may assist stakeholders, including government agencies, 

sponsors, and policymakers, in addressing the challenges faced by Syrian refugee parents 

resettling in Canada.  

Additionally, these findings can be used to create practical learning resources, such as 

customized language programs for older refugees, and to improve educational materials that 
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emphasize the connection between mental health and language learning. This will help address 

the potential challenges and negative attitudes faced by incoming refugees. 

Further research into the nature of friendships, particularly within the Syrian community 

compared to those with English-speaking neighbors or colleagues, could enhance our 

understanding of how these relationships impact language acquisition.  

Ultimately, the findings from this study may contribute to the development of enhanced 

social services, including healthcare and settlement resources, that cater to the specific needs of 

newcomer families. This, in turn, would facilitate their successful integration into their new 

country of resettlement. 

Overall significance and conclusion 

This dissertation focuses on Syrian refugee parents who have at least one child under 18 

years of age. By exploring their current experiences and future expectations while tracking 

family dynamics, this research provides a unique opportunity to understand how integration 

processes evolve over time in a new country.  In particular, this research reveals important 

insights into how the degree to which participants and their spouses feel respected by Canadians 

influences the refugees' sense of belonging in their new host country. Furthermore, the study 

indicates that higher education, participation in language classes, and improved mental health are 

linked to progress in refugees' Canadian language benchmark levels over time. It also highlights 

that several factors influence participation in language classes within the host country, including 

initial Canadian language benchmark levels, gender, age, number of children, duration of time 

spent in Canada, and a strong sense of belonging to an ethnic community or cultural group. 

These findings can guide the development of effective learning tools to address the challenges 

and negative perceptions faced by incoming refugees. The results of this study, along with future 
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research, may contribute to the creation of enhanced learning services tailored to the specific 

needs of newcomer families, thereby facilitating their successful integration into Canadian 

society. 
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