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Refugees, Higher Education, and 
Informational Barriers

Jaswant Kaur Bajwa, Sidonia Couto, Sean Kidd, Roula Markoulakis,  
Mulugeta Abai, and Kwame McKenzie

Abstract
The purpose of the qualitative study was to explore the 
experiences, needs, barriers, and expectations of survivors 
of torture and/or war, interested in entering post-secondary 
education in Canada. We conducted 38 interviews with 
participants from the Canadian Centre for Victims of 
Torture (CCVT), 10 interviews with CCVT staff, and 1 focus 
group with 3 participants, which followed a semi-structured 
interview guide, and were analyzed using a constant com-
parative method. Survivors of torture and/or war report 
experiencing informational barriers to navigating educa-
tional pathways, accessing professional supports, evaluating 
credentials, financing education, navigating immigration 
systems, using online resources, delaying their educational 
progress, and contributing to mental health distress. 

Résumé
L’objectif de cette étude qualitative était d’étudier les expé-
riences, les besoins, les obstacles et les attentes de survivants 
à la torture et/ou à la guerre souhaitant faire des études 
postsecondaires au Canada. Nous avons réalisé 38 entre-
tiens avec des participants provenant du Centre Canadien 
pour Victimes de la Torture (CCVT) et 10 entretiens avec des 
membres du personnel de ce centre; nous avons également 
travaillé avec un groupe cible de trois participants qui ont 
suivi les consignes d’un guide d’entretien semi-structuré et 
ont été évalués à l’aide d’une méthode comparative constante. 
Les survivants à la torture et/ou à la guerre ont fait état 
d’obstacles à type de manque d’information sur l’orientation 

dans les filières d’études, l’accès à des soutiens professionnels, 
l’évaluation des diplômes, le financement des études, l’orien-
tation dans les systèmes d’immigration et l’utilisation des 
ressources en ligne, l’ensemble de ces insuffisances retardant 
leur progression sur le plan des études et contribuant à des 
difficultés de santé mentale.

Background
Refugees experience lower rates of access to post-secondary 
education in Canada, in comparison to other newcomers.1 
Research demonstrates that refugee youth struggle during 
secondary school,2 while older refugees are more likely to 
drop out of secondary and post-secondary education than 
Canadian-born students, or students who immigrate to 
Canada as children.3 This lack of access to higher educa-
tion contributes to limited social and economic mobility, 
or downward occupational mobility, leaving many refugees 
experiencing unemployment, underemployment, and lower 
incomes, in comparison to other newcomers.4 This is prob-
lematic, as the experience of living in poverty can negatively 
contribute to refugees’ mental health outcomes and lead to 
social exclusion, further limiting successful settlement in 
their host country.5

Refugees are an integral part of the social fabric of Cana-
dian life, and investing in efforts to increase their educational 
attainment benefits the wider Canadian society, as educated 
populations are better able to contribute to the social and 
economic growth of a country.6 Attaining higher education 
plays a pivotal role in the integration and inclusion of refu-
gees into Canadian society, as it can have “wide ramifications 
for individual refugees, the refugee community, and the 
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general common good,”7 and can result in expanded con-
crete skills, increased empowerment, increased confidence, 
and community building.8 

Refugees and Barriers to Post-secondary Education
Although refugees may have high educational aspirations, 
many experience barriers in accessing post-secondary 
education.9 Although immigrants also experience settle-
ment barriers, refugees’ complex pre-migration, migration, 
and post-migration experiences present unique challenges. 
While immigrants decide to migrate for economic or familial 
reasons, refugees are forced to flee their countries of origin 
out of humanitarian concerns, leaving behind their homes, 
possessions, family, and friends.10 Immigrants are generally 
able to prepare for their migration, research educational or 
employment trajectories, and have financial and familial 
resources to rely on.11 Alternatively, refugees are generally 
not able to make preparations, often have little to no familial 
or social support, and may not receive adequate resettlement 
information about Canadian society after arrival.12 This lack 
of preparation and support can make refugees vulnerable 
to informational barriers. Indeed, refugees describe hav-
ing limited access to accurate and reliable information and 
guidance on navigating the educational system.13 Refugees 
also report receiving unclear and conflicting information, 
which reduces their access and results in disappointment 
and anger.14 In addition, as the result of Canada’s policies 
and requirements for economic immigrants, many arrive 
with English/French fluency and significant educational 
attainment.15 Alternatively, refugees may experience a lack of 
English/French fluency and difficulty navigating the Inter-
net, making it challenging to access information required for 
educational and career decisions.16 Lack of English fluency 
also influences success, as research based in Alberta dem-
onstrates that despite English language learners’ motivations, 
they are less prepared for the literacy demands of first-year 
university, graduate from university with lower GPAs, and 
take more semesters to complete their studies than native 
English speakers.17 Finally, although immigrants and refu-
gees may both experience difficulties accrediting their pre-
vious education experiences, refugees express struggles in 
accessing educational and identification documents from 
their countries of origin, which are required for post-sec-
ondary education applications.18 

The mental health of refugees also affects access to infor-
mation. Unlike most newcomers, refugees’ pre-migration 
and migration experiences may have included detention, 
torture, war, the disappearance and murder of family and 
friends, living in refugee camps, exploitation, and a lack of 
food, medicine, or housing.19 Refugees may also experience 
post-migration traumas in Canada, which immigrants are 

less likely to face, such as immigration detention, a lack of 
family reunification, and uncertainty about their immigra-
tion status.20 Given these stressors, refugees may experience 
vulnerable mental health and cognitive concerns that affect 
their learning, including insomnia, flashbacks, and problems 
with memory, concentration, and processing information.21 
Refugees who are survivors of torture may experience men-
tal health concerns, such as post-traumatic stress disorder, 
anxiety, and depression.22 In addition, the experience of tor-
ture can degrade survivors’ self-esteem and sense of agency 
and control, which could affect the ability to overcome edu-
cational barriers.23 

Study Objective
Scant research has examined the experiences of survivors of 
torture and/or war in accessing post-secondary education. 
This article stems from a larger community-based participa-
tory research project conducted through a unique partnership 
between George Brown College (GBC), a socially inclusive 
post-secondary institution, the Centre for Addiction and 
Mental Health (CAMH), a world-leading research organiza-
tion, and the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture (CCVT), 
a community organization working to enhance the settlement 
and integration of survivors in Toronto, Canada. The project’s 
objective was to identify how post-secondary institutions can 
support community groups in advancing the educational 
goals and social inclusion of survivors of torture and/or war. 
To meet this aim, this project consisted of three phases: (1) 
exploration of the experiences, needs, barriers, and expecta-
tions of survivors of torture and/or war, (2) development of 
innovative programming intended to address the higher edu-
cation needs and goals of survivors, and (3) pilot implementa-
tion of an educational program, offered to survivors through 
GBC, designed to facilitate refugees’ entry into the Canadian 
post-secondary education environment. More specifically, this 
article seeks to examine the initial results from the first phase 
of the project conducted in fall 2015, concerning the ways in 
which informational barriers affect refugees’ access to Cana-
dian post-secondary education. 

Methods
Study Design and Sample
This study was a community-based participatory action 
research partnership between GBC, CAMH, and CCVT and 
consisted of three distinct phases spread over two years. 
Community-based participatory research (CBPR) was the 
chosen method, as it is a framework that focuses on sup-
porting community partners in conducting research that is 
meaningful to them, so that the research is driven by and 
mobilized back into the community.24 Although the project 
consists of three phases, this article will focus on the first 
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phase: a qualitative exploration of the experiences, needs, 
barriers, and expectations of CCVT clients, who are survivors 
of torture and/or war, regarding pursuing post-secondary 
education in Canada. 

All study processes and materials received institutional 
research ethics approval. Past and current CCVT clients were 
recruited for participation in the study, through flyers in 
CCVT’s offices and shared spaces, and via CCVT staff during 
in-person visits, support groups, word-of-mouth, and e-mail 
distribution. CCVT staff were also invited to participate in the 
study. The majority of the recruitment was conducted within 
CCVT, because the centre is the only agency in Toronto that 
specializes in providing trauma-informed mental health and 
settlement support to survivors of torture and/or war. How-
ever, flyers were shared with other refugee-serving agencies 
via e-mail and word-of-mouth, and some participants, who 
were also survivors, were recruited in this manner. 

Participants had the option of participating in a one-on-
one semi-structured interview, or a focus group, in English 
or French. All interviews were conducted in English, except 
for one conducted in French and translated into English. A 
focus group was held for three Tamil-speaking participants, 
and translated into English. Participants were provided with 
a 25-dollar honorarium. Since survivors of torture and/or 
war often have concerns about confidentiality and experi-
ence mistrust of systems, due to past experiences of state 
violence, efforts were made to enhance participants’ sense of 
privacy and security. Participants were not requested to dis-
close detailed demographic information for this phase of the 
research. Efforts were made to attract representation from 
many refugee groups, as CCVT service providers advertised 
to linguistic communities they served (Amharic, Arabic, 
Dari, Farsi, French, Somali, Spanish, Tamil, and Tigrinya). 

Consistent with a grounded theory approach, an inter-
view guide was developed by a research steering commit-
tee, consisting of representatives from GBC, CAMH, CCVT, 
and three CCVT clients, and was refined as data collection 
proceeded, to reflect findings and explore emerging themes. 
Research assistants were recruited from the GBC student 
body, trained on conducting qualitative interviews and 
focus groups, and on cultural sensitivity and lay knowledge 
pertinent to the participant population. The interview guide 
consisted of questions intended to identify the unique needs 
of survivors of torture and/or war in accessing higher edu-
cation, their experiences with services and systems in the 
process of accessing higher education, the gaps in addressing 
their needs and supporting their goals, the type of support 
they would benefit from to attain post-secondary education, 
their perspectives on the meaning of education, and beliefs 
or expectations regarding the opportunities afforded by edu-
cational attainment. 

Data Analysis
Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was 
reached.25 The interviews were digitally recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. A constant comparative method was used, 
as data were analyzed simultaneously with data collection, 
through constant comparison of emerging and existing find-
ings.26 Research assistants and the research steering com-
mittee met to discuss emerging ideas and interpretations of 
interviews conducted to that point. Subsequent interviews 
were informed by these meetings, as the group identified 
areas that required greater exploration, and attempted to 
bridge gaps in the data. 

When transcriptions were completed, data analysis 
continued as the research steering committee and research 
assistants conducted open coding of the same sample of 
interview transcripts, to identify emerging properties and 
dimensions in the data, and create an initial codebook. 
Codes were added and defined until the codebook was final-
ized and then provided to the research assistants to code all 
the transcripts. Axial coding was then conducted, allowing 
for themes and connections to be made, and to identify spe-
cific codes related to the informational barriers that partici-
pants experienced, such as barriers to accessing professional 
supports and to navigating educational pathways. Once 
core themes and concepts were identified, selective coding 
further explained participants’ experiences in encountering 
barriers, the impact of these barriers, and participants’ sup-
port needs.27 Throughout the data analysis, analytic memos 
were also used to record ideas and reflections that arose 
from the transcripts, and these ideas were discussed within 
the research committee team meetings, enabling members 
to provide feedback about the connections between vari-
ous informational barriers and participants’ support needs, 
ensuring investigator triangulation.28 

Results
Thirty-eight survivors of torture and/or war and 10 CCVT 
service providers participated in semi-structured one-on-
one interviews, and 3 Tamil-speaking survivors of torture 
and/or war participated in a focus group, bringing the total 
number of participants to 51. All were over 18 years of age. 
Detailed demographic information of participants was not 
collected, to enhance participants’ sense of security. Never-
theless, participants represented various categories such as 
age groups, genders, sexual orientations, languages, length of 
time in Canada, and countries of origin as participants were 
from Central and South America, Africa, the Middle East, 
and Asia. CCVT service providers also represented various 
communities, as many were fluent in languages specific to 
refugee communities (Amharic, Arabic, Dari, Farsi, French, 
Somali, Spanish, Tamil, and Tigrinya). Out of the 41 client 
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participants, 18 were men and 23 were women. The major-
ity of participants were under the age of 40. Some did speak 
English or French upon arrival to Canada, others had lower 
English levels and were upgrading their language skills via 
LINC classes or adult high school courses, while 3 participants 
required interpretation to participate in the research study. 
Participants who spoke English were at Canadian Language 
Benchmark Levels 5, 6, or 7. The majority of participants had 
been in Canada for one to five years, and a smaller group had 
been in the country for less than one year. 

All participants involved in the study had completed 
secondary school, either in their country of origin or in 
Canada. Many had also completed or started post-second-
ary programs in their country of origin. Of those that had 
completed degrees, participants had diverse educational 
backgrounds (examples include nursing, engineering, busi-
ness, etc.), and many had been employed in those fields in 
their country of origin. Some had experienced gaps in their 
primary, secondary, or post-secondary education, due to 
war/torture or fear of persecution and being forced to flee 
their country of origin as a result. After arriving in Canada, 
some had their education interrupted as they encountered 
challenges in regularizing their status, or in assessing their 
credentials. These gaps ranged from several months to sev-
eral years. The participants in the study also had diverse edu-
cational goals in Canada, some of whom wanted to attain 
degrees to continue in their field in Canada, others wanted 
to attain degrees in different educational disciplines that they 
had studied in their country of origin, while some sought to 
pursue technical/diploma training.

Our analysis identified various themes in the types of 
informational barriers that survivors of torture and/or war 
experience when trying to access post-secondary education, 
the impact of these barriers, and the types of supports that 
may be needed to mitigate some of these barriers. 

Informational Barriers
Navigating Educational Pathways
Many participants reported that they lack information about 
how to navigate educational pathways. This included a lack 
of information on what types of secondary school and/or 
post-secondary education programs are available to them 
and for what purpose, what requirements they must meet 
in order to pursue post-secondary education, how to apply 
to post-secondary education, which institutions are better 
suited to their needs, the differences between private and 
public post-secondary institutions, what educational options 
they have to continue in the professional careers they had in 
their country of origin, and how future employment might 
be linked to their educational choices. Both CCVT staff and 
participants also described how clients may have difficulty 

with navigating the form-filling required to apply to post-
secondary education programs. One participant shared the 
challenge of trying to start pursuing education in Canada: 

“You don’t know where to begin. As we say, we face a lot of 
challenges. We don’t know who to approach for the first time.” 

This was also evident during interviews, as many par-
ticipants asked the research assistants for educational advice. 
This pointed to an interest and enthusiasm for education, 
while also suggesting that participants had minimal access 
to formal supports to help them make decisions about their 
education. 

Access to Professional Support
Some participants explained that they had accessed helpful 
professional support, from both social service and education 
service providers, which guided them in the appropriate 
direction. For example, some participants explained that 
their shelter or settlement workers referred them to college 
upgrading programs or adult secondary schools; that they 
met with secondary school guidance counsellors or aca-
demic advisors at post-secondary institutions who informed 
them of program options, that they attended education fairs, 
or took tours of post-secondary campuses.

However, many other participants reported that they 
received unreliable, unhelpful, or inaccurate guidance, from 
social service, education, and government institutions. They 
sometimes met with providers at secondary and post-sec-
ondary institutions with little knowledge, who were not able 
to give advice on courses that participants should pursue. 
As one participant described it, “So, I talked to a counsellor 
[at adult secondary school], I don’t know whether she was a 
counsellor, but she was the one in charge of the registering, 
about the next courses which I will be taking for the next 
quad. So, she told me ‘I don’t think you need the diploma, I 
think you only need those credits,’ but she looked like she 
wasn’t sure.”

Another participant shared the experience of attaining 
limited support from the government income support office, 
about how to continue in a professional field: 

Sometimes information available at [government social assistance 
services] is for basic jobs, and not for professionals needing educa-
tion support. The people at the government, they don’t give that 
much information at all. The only thing they say is, “We can help 
you if you are unemployed, we can get you a course for one year, 
and you can do hair dressing or something like that.” It’s a survival 
job. But there is not any centre like that “OK, you people who come 
with this degree,” they check the degree, and then say, “OK, this is 
the field, these are the ways, the options. Which one do you want 
to do?’” 
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Others described how they received misinformation 
from post-secondary institutions, how their immigration 
status affected their ability to study in Canada. Participants 
reported being commonly mistaken for international stu-
dents by post-secondary institutions, despite having appro-
priate immigration paperwork (convention refugee or per-
manent resident status) demonstrating they were domestic 
students. 

Reliance on Word-of-Mouth
Participants reported that it was common to attain informa-
tion about accessing post-secondary education via word-of-
mouth, through friends, family, and community members. 
They gathered advice on what types of upgrading and/or 
educational programs to pursue, the quality of educational 
institutions, evaluating international credentials, applying 
for study permits, and navigating the educational system. 
Some participants found this guidance useful in directing 
their decision-making.

Alternatively, other participants described how their reli-
ance on word-of-mouth made them vulnerable to misinfor-
mation, and they had difficulty understanding what infor-
mation was valid and what may be relevant for them on the 
basis of their own situations and immigration status. Many 
also felt confused by the differing word-of-mouth messages 
they received: “So I’ve had a challenge of … been thinking 
a lot and people have been telling me, so I have a too many 
ideas in my head and don’t know exactly what to do, because 
I’ve been getting advice from different kinds of people—not 
really counsellors, just people who have been here, yeah, fel-
low [people of home country], yeah. And they have been 
advising, “Do this,” “Do that,” “Do that.” 

Credential Evaluation
Some participants with professional qualifications in their 
country of origin described a lack of transparency about how 
their educational history and credentials would be assessed. 
Several participants also explained that they did not know 
how to have their prior educational credentials recognized, 
and whether this was necessary for them to do. This also left 
some participants with the impression of needing to start 
over from scratch: “But even if I had high school from back 
home, I’m told I’m required to do high school from here. I 
don’t know whether it’s true, but I just hear from, you know, 
people, friends who have come from the same place that 
I have come from. It’s like what we started from that side 
doesn’t count.”

Study Permits/Immigration
Several participants reported that they did not have access 
to information about the relationship between study permits 
and one’s immigration status. There was some confusion 
about what programs required study permits, as they are 
not required for English as a Second Language classes and 
youth secondary school, but are required for refugee claim-
ants and convention refugees looking to attend adult second-
ary school or post-secondary education. As one participant 
described it, “The problem was I didn’t get the right infor-
mation before going there [school], because if I knew that I 
needed a study permit I would have applied way before. But 
I didn’t know that I needed a study permit when I went to 
that school to apply. I was told I can’t start until I get a study 
permit. So I applied. I’m not sure I’ll get in this year because 
of when I applied. The study permit takes time.”

Another participant described how a peer wrongly 
believed she needed a study permit to access ESL: “She told 
me she is looking for school because of English. She looked 
stressed, and then I’m like, ‘Why don’t you go find one? There 
are many.’ And she said, ‘Because I don’t have a study permit.’ 
But I think here you can come to do that ESL without a study 
permit, but not everybody knows about such organizations. 
That’s the biggest problem.”

English and Computer Literacy
Some participants explained they could research informa-
tion on educational supports, educational programming, 
and planning their education pathway as a result of their 
English language skills and computer literacy. One partici-
pant reported, “I can understand the language, so if I don’t 
understand something, I can still go online and start to read 
and help myself.”

For several others, a lack of English language and com-
puter skills affected their ability to access information. Partic-
ipants were dismayed when educational institutions repeat-
edly pointed them to their websites, after they approached 
schools for support, as participants found it challenging to 
navigate the wealth of information on these websites: “If 
there is something online and it’s posted there and you are 
asking about it, it seems that they will refer to you the web-
site. So, everything is online here, and everything you have 
to search it by yourself, and it’s very detailed, so you are lost. 
I feel lost.” 

Financial Aid
Participants described a general lack of understanding about 
what types of financial supports could be available to them if 
they were to attend post-secondary education. This included 
a lack of information about accessing government loans such 
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as OSAP, bursaries, and scholarships, and how these various 
supports function. One participant noted, “The other thing 
I want to know is if there are scholarships afforded. As an 
immigrant landed here, so I’m considered as domestic, not 
international student, so I want to know if I can have scholar-
ships in the fields I’m applying, and even if I go to the website 
about scholarships, a lot of options, and I don’t know how to 
proceed.”

Impact of Informational Barriers
As the result of informational barriers and exposure to mis-
information, participants reported being disappointed, con-
fused, frustrated, and overwhelmed. They became mistrust-
ful after trying to unsuccessfully access appropriate guidance. 
Participants often described experiencing a “waste of time” 
and thought that their educational process was stalled or 
frozen, because of not getting access to timely and reliable 
information. One participant explained how misinforma-
tion from a legal professional delayed attainment of a study 
permit, which affected the ability to start schooling in a 
timely fashion and created a sense of confusion and upset: 

So, I couldn’t study for three months, I was waiting for the study 
permit. I didn’t know, because I asked a lawyer, and she said, “No 
you don’t need a study permit because you’re just doing high school. 
If you were going to university or something, you do. But because 
you’re doing high school, you don’t.” And she told me that in July. So, 
if she had told me the opposite, I could have applied for my study 
permit in July and have it for September. But because I trusted her 
very much, so I said, “OK.” Then in September when I went to high 
school, the director, he said, “No you can’t, you need a study permit.” 
So, I was like, “I know. But my lawyer told me I don’t need.” And 
he’s like, “You do.” And then I couldn’t start. So, it was like I was 
going from place to place, people telling me different things, and it 
was just chaos at some point.

Supports
Need for Individualized Assistance
Many participants expressed a desire to access a specific 
trusted support place or person, where they could receive 
individualized support, to mitigate the informational bar-
riers they experienced in accessing and navigating the 
educational system. Participants wished they could speak 
one-on-one to a program administrator at a post-secondary 
institution, or at other institutions, to understand the pre-
requisites for programming, and to learn about different 
avenues for accessing post-secondary education while con-
sidering their unique educational history. As one participant 
described it, “I think I want to have a counsellor who can help 
me, and test me about where I should be placed. Because I 
might think I need university, or college, but maybe there is 

another way that I could reach my goals that I’m not aware of. 
I’m not sure if it is possible to have education counsellors?”

Participants found it inappropriate to send all refugees 
to access information online. They suggested having easier 
access to school administrators to learn about options to 
students and to mitigate confusion when participants are left 
to find information on their own. 

[I need to know] how to find out about different subjects, and 
sub-subjects. [I] need for universities to be more accessible with 
assistance and information. And which field shall I choose, because 
there are a lot of subspecialties and which is the right track for 
me. So, I need to communicate with people, with the faculty, with 
admission. I want them to, if there is an orientation session, let us 
be aware of them. Instead of “Just go online and read.” We need 
to feel the human flavour, the humanity. We have questions in our 
mind and we want answers instead of emails because I feel difficult 
with emails. Why don’t we have open doors between the faculty and 
the immigrant students, sessions to inform them about the subspe-
cialties, about the programs in Canada, so that we can understand 
the system? Because it looks very complicated for me.

Participants also requested customized and tailored 
informational support to assist them with filling out school 
applications, accessing financial aid, obtaining study permits, 
and other settlement-related needs. They also described the 
usefulness of emotional support from a service provider, and 
a better understanding of the support services they could 
access while in school: “I want somebody to be with me, and 

… you know? Keep pushing me, supporting me: ‘OK, there it 
is—this is the map. You can go to that place like this.’”

Peer Mentorship
Many participants described how having access to peer men-
torship, from newcomers who had similar experiences and 
challenges, would be a useful source of information. They 
expected that they would benefit from hearing mentors 
share stories of how they decided which program to pursue 
and which institution to attend, how their field of study 
might enable their job search or security in the future, and 
their perceptions of what post-secondary education culture 
is like. Participants also noted that peer mentors could serve 
as a source of emotional support: “I need somebody like, we 
are sitting one-to-one, you know? If I face any difficulty in 
understanding, someone to help me, you know. In home-
work and this. I need this. ’Cause alone, then I am lost. When 
I am with somebody, so, it makes me minimize my worries, 
you know? So, I can go [motions hands in the air, acting out 
mind drifting] less [referring to trauma, difficulty focusing, 
and memory loss].”
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Discussion
The pervasive lack of access to accurate and reliable informa-
tion experienced by refugees in Canada presents barriers to 
accessing post-secondary education, along with the social 
and economic advantages that such access affords. Our find-
ings suggest that many survivors of torture and/or war face 
challenges in accessing appropriate professional supports 
and information to navigate educational pathways, and to 
make informed decisions about what type of post-secondary 
programs or career training to pursue. Given such lack of 
resources, refugees often rely on word-of-mouth informa-
tion, which may not always be trustworthy. Their dilemma 
is further complicated by the fact that refugees have diverse 
and unique informational needs, as their immigration sta-
tuses, prior credentials and experiences, and specific finan-
cial situations all affect the type of information they require 
to pursue educational goals. Misinformation prolonged their 
ability to embark on an appropriate educational pathway, 
thus hindering their timely settlement. These obstacles are 
troubling, as survivors are often under profound internal 
and external pressures to secure appropriate employment, 
which will help them support themselves, and often family 
who have been left in precarious conditions in their country 
of origin or in other countries of displacement. These barri-
ers also harm the mental health of survivors, as they often 
felt frustrated, overwhelmed, and confused by their inability 
to access appropriate information. This is problematic and 
concerning, as the mental health and well-being of survivors 
is already vulnerable, as the result of past trauma as well as 
the many other structural barriers experienced during reset-
tlement in a new country.

Our findings highlight practical supports that can assist 
survivors in their educational process. Participants pro-
posed the need for educational support that is tailored to 
their specific needs, to ensure they receive comprehensive 
and accurate information. Relying on online information 
was inadequate for them, because they reported the need 
in-person guidance from educational institutions or collabo-
rating service providers/agencies to navigate complex inter-
secting systems, including education, immigration, financial 
aid, and credential evaluation institutions. These findings 
support previous research, which demonstrates that educa-
tional institutions should provide holistic and comprehen-
sive support, with the input and collaboration of refugees, to 
respond to their needs and enable their success. For example, 
Woods has noted that educational institutions should play a 
role in addressing refugees’ complex resettlement issues, to 
build a sense of community for this population of students.29 
Woods and Finn have also asserted that educational insti-
tutions should acknowledge the impact of past trauma on 

learning and provide emotional and social support to this 
community, to heighten educational success.30 

Survivors also discussed the need to have a human con-
nection during the information-seeking process, to feel sup-
ported, encouraged, and confident in their decision-making. 
They described the potential benefits of having access to peer 
mentors who were also refugees, who could assist them in 
navigating educational pathways, inform them of what to 
expect within post-secondary institutions, and provide tips, 
support, and inspiration. This is in line with research into 
how building comprehensive support networks with local 
staff, faculty, students, and peer mentors can facilitate the 
effective resettlement and education process for refugees.31 
It may also be beneficial for refugees to have access to cul-
turally specific peer mentorship, which provides them with 
information about what structures and behaviours to expect 
within classrooms.32 Furthermore, the potential benefits of 
peer mentorship for survivors of torture and/or war are sup-
ported by research that describes how access to social sup-
ports from other refugees can provide insight about how to 
cope with problems and how to seek formal supports from 
organizations and government.33

Strengths and Limitations
Limitations of the study include the possibility of response 
bias and sampling bias. Although all participants were 
assured of their confidentiality, many survivors live with 
the psychological after-effects of state-sanctioned violence, 
which can include the distrust of state or state-related sys-
tems. Accordingly, some participants may not have felt com-
fortable sharing their personal experiences and challenges. 
Also, even though the research assistants were not associated 
with CCVT participants may have responded more positively 
about their experiences accessing post-secondary education 
because the interviews were located at CCVT, a settlement 
agency that provides them with support. Conversely, given 
the participants’ sense of trust and comfort with CCVT, it is 
also possible that participants felt more comfortable sharing 
their actual experiences. In addition, because the partici-
pants involved in the study were survivors who are or have 
previously been clients of refugee-serving agencies, the sam-
ple involved in the study may have been biased in two ways. 
The sample have missed the survivor population that is not 
accessing services, and who may face even greater margin-
alization or barriers to settlement. These may be newcomer 
survivors in the community who are unaware of services, or 
who may experience other challenges that limit their involve-
ment, such as family or financial responsibilities, severe mis-
trust of service providers, or reluctance to “out” themselves 
as survivors. Alternatively, this study may have oversampled 
survivors who are experiencing very complex challenges, 
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such that they are seeking out services. The participants in 
the study may then reflect a highly marginalized group of 
survivors, and other survivors in the community may have 
the capacity to address barriers to post-secondary education 
on their own, through appropriate formal networks or other 
effective methods. Another limitation is that the study did 
not collect detailed demographic information, which could 
have also elucidated the findings. 

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study are 
supported by and build on prior research with various refu-
gee communities, concerning challenges they experience in 
accessing post-secondary education. To our knowledge, this 
is also the first study of its kind in Canada to partner a post-
secondary institution, a mental health and research hospi-
tal, and a refugee-serving community organization, and to 
explore the experiences of refugees in accessing education, 
collaborating with the study population to create innovative 
programming that can help bridge the gaps to education that 
are experienced. These findings of this article have already 
had practical implications, as they have been integrated into 
the educational programming created during the second 
phase of the research project. 

Conclusion
This study expands on previous explorations of the barriers 
experienced by refugees who try to access higher education 
and highlights the urgent need for educational institutions 
and collaborating service providers/agencies to improve 
access to appropriate supports that mitigate these barriers. 
The study’s findings point to potential areas for improve-
ment across educational institutions, as refugees suggested 
that access to individualized and holistic supports, and 
to peer mentorship, could alleviate many of these infor-
mational barriers. As examples, educational institutions 
can enhance their ability to provide individualized sup-
port to prospective refugee students by ensuring that their 
recruitment, entry advisement and registration staff are 
well trained, knowledgeable, and sensitive to the reality of 
refugees and their educational resettlement process. Educa-
tional institutions can also explore how to improve culturally 
sensitive and trauma-informed holistic supports to refugee 
students. This can be accomplished through partnerships 
between appropriate agencies to provide settlement and 
mental-health-related services on campus. Drawing on the 
successes of other mentorship programming within post-
secondary institutions, schools could also implement peer 
mentorship for prospective or new post-secondary refugee 
students, to enhance their sense of belonging and increase 
their social support network. Finally, educational institu-
tions can take up the findings in this study to evaluate and 
modify their policies, procedures, and programs to explore 

how to enhance their own outreach to refugee communities 
and how to improve the academic success and experiences 
of their refugee students.
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