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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

 Over the past several years, there has been a mounting trend of 

immigrant students joining the population of traditional college students in the 

U.S. universities. These immigrant college students are coming either as 

refugees who were forced to leave their nation or as those who voluntarily left 

their native country seeking a better place. Recently, the U.S. refugee program 

has become wider and more diverse, as far as the number and the nationalities 

of the refugees admitted to the United States (Terraza, 2009). Most of these 

immigrants and refugee students have completed some or most of their 

secondary education in their native country. With English being the universal 

language, one may easily assume that these learners are rather proficient in 

English; however, this is not necessarily true. Traditional English as Second 

Language (ESL) students who enter U.S. schools at late elementary and early 

secondary level usually have strong first language (L1) literacy that can help 

them gain literacy in English as their second language (L2). Older immigrant 

students who join the U.S. schools at late secondary to post-secondary level are 

generally caught between languages and literacies, resulting in a fractured type 

of education (Reid, 1997). 

 The immigrants and refugee students admitted at the U.S. secondary 

schools and universities come from different backgrounds where literacy is 

viewed and defined differently. They have to face great challenges both 
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linguistically and academically because of being placed in a new environment 

where everything is different from what they are used to. Additionally, most of 

them have to assume full and adult-like responsibility to help their families and 

relatives adjust to the new life (Igoa, 1995, Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-Orozco, & 

Todorova, 2008). For such students, traditional college education poses 

numerous problems. They have special linguistic and academic needs that need 

to be recognized to allow them to bridge the gap between the two environments. 

In this study, I focus on such learners and follow their academic journey as they 

construct new understanding of what literacy means to them in the new context. 

Various Views of Literacy 

 Ogbu (1990), defined literacy as “the ability to read and write and compute 

in the form taught and expected in formal education” (Ogbu, 1990, as cited in 

Street & Street, 1995, p. 107). This definition of literacy was sustained for quite a 

while across the curriculum in school systems until Street and Street (1995) 

argued that there are other varieties of literacies that students experience and 

practice outside of school. These literacies, they claimed, are tied to the students’ 

cultures and affect their academic performance. Students in many agricultural 

countries for example, are not likely to come across the same kinds of texts and 

documents with which students in industrial societies may be familiar. Gail 

Weinstein-Shr (1993) studied the literacy practices among the Hmong refugee 

community in Philadelphia as an example. She mentioned that “Hmong refugees 

are often portrayed in the American media as helpless peasants who have been 
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thrust empty-handed into the brutal realities of civilization. In fact, if Hmong 

refugees had not been resourceful they would have not been here” (p.272). She 

gave them credit for adjusting to extreme changes and for the wealth of 

resources they brought to their new society.  

Doronila (1996) investigated literacy practices in the Philippines as a 

typical case. Her ethnography provided evidence that in some communities, 

literacy practices are found to be only related to religious services, community-

building, people empowerment, and other “political” activities. Therefore, it is 

highly probable that individuals are more proficient at processing information in 

these task domains but not in the task domains related to a school setting.  

Recently, researchers have moved away from the traditional skills-based 

model of literacy, towards the consideration of the different literacies practices in 

the society. Referring to the four pillars of education characterized in the Delors 

Report (Delors 1996), the new definition of literacy has moved beyond the 

commonly-known one. The commonly-known definition implies that acquiring 

literacy involves “learning to know” while the new definition implies that literacy 

acquisition also involves “learning to do”, “learning to live with others” and 

“learning to be” as well. 

Lea and Street’s (2000) Academic Literacy Model addresses the issue of 

student writing in higher education. This model views academic literacy as social 

practice within a variety of contexts where multiple literacies are presented as a 

variety of communicative practices. According to this model, all definitions and 
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characteristics of literacy play an important role in the students’ academic 

achievement. The students’ academic socialization along with their discovery of 

their identities and positions in the socials institutions help shape their academic 

performance and literacy practices. The Academic Literacy Model focuses on the 

process of acquiring academic literacy by shedding light on how students 

develop new academic literacies practices to effectively participate in an 

academic environment. In this study, I explored this model further as it applies to 

refugee and involuntary immigrant population. 

 Traditional notions of academic literacy (Bartholomae, 1985) focused on 

rules, conventions, and ways of knowing required for success, rather than on 

how students negotiate and make sense of academic learning as they become 

effective members of academic discourse communities.  Unlike these traditional 

notions of academic literacy, this study took its origin from Ogbu’s refugee-

related Voluntary and Involuntary Minorities Theory (1974) and Lea and Street’s 

Academic Literacy Model (2000). Ogbu studied whether being a voluntary or an 

involuntary immigrant can affect the adjustment in the new society along with the 

academic performance. Lea and Street’s Academic Literacy Model views 

academic literacy as a practice and presents institutions with a variety of 

communicative practices.  This model sheds light on how students develop new 

academic literacy practices, which help instructors understand the socialization 

experiences students go through to effectively participate in academic 

communities. One of the main reasons the Academic Literacy Model was chosen 
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as a backbone for the theoretical framework of this study is that it offers an 

understanding of the nonlinear and the unpredictable process of acquiring 

academic literacy as well as helps us to better see what the participants’ notions 

of academic literacy were and how they might differ from the dominant culture’s 

definition of literacy. 

Immigrant Students and Literacy 

Little research addresses the academic needs of refugee students at the 

college level. Black (2001) reviewed progression in the field of refugees’ studies 

over a period of fifty years to link its institutional development and critical 

academic reflection to policymaking. He found that over the period of fifty years 

there was a rapid development of centers and programs serving the social and 

financial needs of this minority group. Therein, school-aged immigrants were 

encouraged to settle in the scholarly realm. However, immigrants at the post-

secondary level had a tendency to seek employment and financial stability, as 

opposed to continuing their education in post-secondary institutions. This lack of 

immigrant students at the college level results in a parallel lack of research 

addressing the college education of refugees that arrive in the host nation at the 

post-secondary level.  

 Both Schwartz (2004) and Vasquez (2007) studied first generation 

immigrant students at the college level. Schwartz’s study was done in a college 

composition class and Vasquez’s was in a college IEP (Intensive English 
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Program) class. Both researchers were investigating patterns of classroom 

interaction of immigrant college students. They found their research participants 

to be orally interacting at an average level while producing poor to average 

written work. They lacked interest in the subject matter and struggled to finish the 

course. Their findings were somewhat similar and interesting, as they concluded 

that refugee college students tend to drop out of their classes (Vasquez, p. 347). 

These students “are not just struggling for command over the English language, 

but they are also learning how to balance school, work and home” (Schwartz, p. 

52). 

Refugee Theories and Academic Performance 

 John Uzo Ogbu (1939-2003), was an anthropologist and a professor 

whose studies focused on minority groups, immigrants, and refugees and their 

school performance. He identified two groups of immigrants: voluntary 

immigrants who make the choice to relocate and involuntary immigrants or 

refugees who are forced to move against their own will (Ogbu and Simons 1988). 

Ogbu’s “cultural-ecological” theory (1981) talks about how minorities “see their 

world and behave in it” (p.158). It states that the way minority groups are 

accepted and treated in a society can affect their school performance. 

Furthermore, their attitude toward learning and achieving is influenced by 

whether or not it was their choice to leave their homeland or if the choice was 

made for them.  
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 In his “Exile and Resettlement: Refugee Theory”, Kunz (1981) argues that 

when it comes to resettlement “many of the refugees’ problems could be tracked 

back to their emotional links with and dependence on their past, the refugees’ 

marginality within or identification with their former home country” (p.43). Kunz 

identified three groups of refugees: first, the majority-identified refugees, who 

identify themselves enthusiastically with the nation. Second, the events-alienated 

refugees, who are marginalized and unwanted in their homeland. And third, the 

self-alienated refugees, who might retain some attachment to their homeland. 

Each of these groups’ emotional links with their homeland affects their 

educational performance and school achievement, according to Kunz. In this 

study I will further explore the link between the emotional attachment of the 

research participants and the effect it may have on any occurring academic 

problems. 

Statement of the Problem 

The increased diversity among college students on university campuses, 

especially from immigrants, involuntary immigrants, and refugees presents 

instructors with the dilemma of how to place and instruct this student population. 

This diverse population of college students needs to be recognized as a distinct 

group of students with distinct needs to be met. A commitment to help these 

students succeed and integrate their global perspectives into our academic 

systems is needed across the curriculums of our academic institutions. In her 

case study of college immigrant students, Johns (1992) pointed out how college 
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years represent major literacy transformations in their academic life. She noted 

how immigrant students come across different types of academic literacies they 

may not have experienced in their U.S. or foreign school years.  

During the first two years of college most college students take required 

general education courses to fulfill the universities’ graduation requirements. 

Consequently, it is during these first few college semesters that students’ 

academic literacy difficulties become more apparent and receive their greatest 

attention because of the formal shift in their study habits. The academic literacies 

research that has been associated with second language learners at the 

university levels has its main focus on traditional ESL learners. Little research 

has focused on the academic literacies difficulties and practices that immigrants, 

involuntary immigrants, or refugee college students face across various 

disciplines during their first years of university life. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to first, examine the difference between the 

academic literacy definition and views of the involuntary immigrant college 

students and the academic literacy definition and views of the hosting country. 

Second, is to examine how these students acquire academic literacy in a college 

course in relation to their own definition of literacy. In doing so, this study 

extended the existing research on academic literacies for refugees and 

involuntary immigrants in the hope of developing programs and student services 

that would be beneficial for this population of college students. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The following research questions were developed to fulfill the previously stated 

objective: 

a. What is the definition of academic literacy according to forced immigrants 

and refugee college students in relation to their cultural and educational 

background? 

b. How do forced immigrants and refugee college students’ definition and 

views of academic literacy change over the course of an academic 

semester? 

c. What new academic literacy practices do forced immigrants and refugee 

college students develop over the course of an academic semester?  

Significance of the Study 

Little research addresses the academic needs of involuntary immigrants 

and refugee students at the college level. Therefore, this study focused the 

attention on this growing college population. The 2000 U.S. Census found that 

the population of foreign-born nationals is 28.4 million, and this represents over 

10% of the country’s population (United States Department of Commerce, 2001, 

p.2). These numbers justify the attention to this population and their needs in 

general and at the higher education level in particular. Understanding these 

students’ background and culture and how they understand literacy is essential 

for providing more successful educational experience to them. This study is 

significant because it helped give dignity and voice to this minority group of 
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students. Moreover, this study is significant because it provided understanding of 

how involuntary immigrants and refugee learners develop new academic 

literacies practices as they go through the academic socialization process, rather 

than focusing just on what they should know in order to become successful 

educated members of the new community. This study was intended to focus on 

the process of their learning and not just on the outcome. 

Limitations 

This case study research included purposively selected participants from 

an all-immigrant population where I volunteer to serve my community. Also, the 

study focused on only four individuals who were all from the same cultural 

background. They were all speakers of English who did not need additional 

English classes. These participants may be told not to or may be hesitant to 

share their difficulties and concerns, partially because some cultures discourage 

speaking about family affairs outside of the family. Both, Fishman’s (1991) study 

of literacy experiences among Amish refugees and Weinstein-Shr’s (1993) study 

of literacy experiences among Hmong refugees in Philadelphia were good 

examples of two different cultures that do not believe in sharing family matters 

with non-family members or in documenting any of them for outsider use. 

Although this group was chosen for maximum representation of first year 

immigrant college students, it is a limited size sample and care should be taken 

in generalizing the study’s results to a bigger population of immigrants. Further, 

their academic socialization journey was documented for only one semester. 
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Future studies should be conducted so that a longer academic period may be 

documented.    

Organization of the Study 

 This study employed a case study methodology and used multiple data 

resources to establish reliability and validity of data (Yin, 2009). Data collection 

occurred over one academic semester, approximately 16 weeks in length, in the 

belief that a prolonged engagement with the case study participants would 

increase the reliability and validity of the data collected (Stake, 2000). Data 

sources included field notes, participant interviews, researcher’s reflective 

journal, and course artifacts. Data for the study was analyzed for emergent 

themes and/or patterns related to the purpose of the study. 

The first chapter presents the background of the study, statement of the 

problem, purpose of the study, research questions and hypotheses, significance 

of the study, limitations, and organization of the study. Review of the related 

literature included in the second chapter presents research on immigration and 

refugee theories along with other theories and research related to academic 

literacies. The methodology used to collect and analyze the data is presented in 

the third chapter. A display of the data collection findings is presented in the 

fourth chapter. Lastly, discussion of the study findings, conclusions, and 

suggestions for future research are obtainable in the fifth chapter. 
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Definition of Terms 

Refugees: People who fled their homeland seeking asylum in a foreign country.   

Involuntary immigrants: People who were forced to move and relocate against 

their own will.  

[Considering the terminology used in relevant literature, and for the purposes of 

this dissertation, the terms refugees and involuntary immigrants will be used 

interchangeably.] 

Academic literacy: Traditionally known as the ability to read, write, and compute 

in an expected formal education setting. 

Academic literacy practices: Academic literacy (as previously defined) 

purposefully practiced and embedded in social goals and cultural practices. 

These practices change and new ones are frequently acquired through 

processes of informal learning and sense making. 

Cultural background: “The context of one’s life experience as shaped by 

membership in a social group and a geographical area based on race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, language, religion, sexual orientation.” (Retrieved from 

NCATE Glossary) 

Educational background: One’s history of all received education. 
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Host country: A nation that permits individuals, government representatives, or 

agencies from another nation to operate, under specific conditions, within its 

boundaries.    
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 CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Despite the existence of research in U.S. schools and universities with 

regard to second language acquisition, there has been a renewed interest in this 

topic in recent years with the incessant arrival of immigrants and refugees. 

Refugees, immigrants, and asylum seekers from different parts of the world 

continue to come to the United States. As the nation’s population of these 

diverse groups increases, researchers in the education field are continuously 

challenged to revisit the status of academic performance of these newcomers. 

 In my attempt to portray the status of research on refugees and 

involuntary immigrants among college students and their academic achievement, 

I created four categories to organize my review of literature. First, I looked into 

the literature linked to refugee and involuntary immigrants’ theories and the 

related issues of relocation, resettlement, and academic performance in the 

hosting country; second, I searched the literature for theories related to second 

language acquisition at the academic level; third, I presented some views of 

academic literacy; fourth, I examined research that has applied these concepts. 

Refugee Theories and Academic Performance 

Ogbu’s Voluntary and Involuntary Minorities Theory 

John Ogbu (1981) studied the effect of immigration and resettlement on 

receiving equal educational opportunities and on school performance. His studies 
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were mainly concerned with minority groups such as immigrants, and refugees. 

He identified two groups of immigrants: voluntary immigrants who make the 

choice to relocate and involuntary immigrants who are forced to move against 

their own will (Ogbu and Simons 1988). Ogbu developed his “cultural-ecological” 

theory (1981), as he called it. It talks about how minorities perform in schools 

according to how they see themselves fit in the new society (p.158). It states that 

the academic achievement of minority groups is greatly affected by the way they 

are accepted and treated in a society. Furthermore, their attitude toward learning 

and achieving is influenced by whether or not their immigration was voluntary or 

involuntary. Ogbu’s research also pointed to the variations in school performance 

among the diversity of minority groups (p. 164). He suggested that the 

differences appear as a result of what “Community Forces” are operative in the 

disparate groups.  

 Ogbu defines “Voluntary Immigrants” as groups of people who move to 

U.S. to improve their lives willingly. They are more likely not to experience long-

term language, cultural, economic, and educational dilemmas. They don’t 

perceive their presence to have been motivated by white America, the hosting 

society. Ogbu found that the education of subsequent generations of minorities 

who are American-born continue to be influenced by the community forces of 

their forebears, those who immigrated to take advantage of education and its 

rewards that may or may not be offered in their home countries. These groups of 

immigrants, in Ogbu’s study, included immigrants from Africa, Cuba, China, 
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India, Japan, Korea, Central and South Americas, Caribbean countries, and 

Mexico. 

 Conversely, Ogbu’s definition of “Involuntary Immigrants” includes groups 

who’ve been conquered, colonized, or enslaved and moved to U.S. against their 

will (p. 165). They are more likely to experience school performance issues. They 

perceive their presence to be due to some external force. They tend to be “less 

economically successful than voluntary minorities” (p.166). These groups of 

involuntary immigrants, in Ogbu’s study, included American Indians, Alaska 

Natives, Mexican-Americans, Native Hawaiians, Puerto Ricans, and black 

Americans. They usually lack the “back home” experience that voluntary 

immigrants have and they tend to perceive “discrimination” because of their 

parents’ experiences. 

 Ogbu asserts that his classification system is not based on race; however, 

his comparative study excludes white (European) ethnic immigrants. His focus of 

analysis is rooted in variability of “the dominant patterns of belief and behavior 

within a variety of minority groups…. Some beliefs and behavior apply to enough 

members of a minority group or a type of minority group to form a visible pattern.” 

(p.168) He has found that similar treatment among various minority groups 

results in a variety of responses and interpretations. His research proposed that 

different cultural models of American society are differentiated by the beliefs and 

behaviors evidenced among minority groups in both voluntary and involuntary 

samplings. Ogbu’s theory highlights differences in school performance between 



www.manaraa.com

17 

 

 

 

voluntary and involuntary immigrants, yet offers no pedagogies for application in 

classrooms among minorities. However, he offered some suggestions such as: 

a) treat each student as an individual; b) establish trust; c) develop culturally 

responsive instruction; d) guide writing and discussion projects in order to 

achieve success; e) encourage students to value school success while retaining 

cultural identity. 

Kunz’s Exile and Resettlement Refugee Theory 

 Kunz (1981) argued that when it comes to resettlement “many of the 

refugees’ problems could be tracked back to their emotional links with and 

dependence on their past, the refugees’ marginality within or identification with 

their former home country” (p.43). Kunz identified three groups of refugees: a) 

the majority-identified refugees, who identify themselves enthusiastically with the 

nation; b) the events-alienated refugees, who are marginalized and unwanted in 

their homeland; c) the self-alienated refugees, who might retain some attachment 

to their homeland. Each of these groups’ emotional links with their homeland 

affects their educational performance and school achievement, according to 

Kunz. 

Second Language Acquisition and Academic Proficiency 

The complex nature of second language literacy has recently become an 

area of special concern to applied linguists and second language acquisition 

researchers. The process of second language literacy development is a highly 
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involved one. Studies of reading-writing relationships between the first and 

second languages suggested that the second language literacy acquisition may 

result in varying outcomes depending on the nature of the first language literacy 

and on the extent to which it has been mastered. Perhaps one of the most 

controversial issues in second language acquisition is biliteracy, which is the 

ability to use and comprehend written print in two languages. Stephen Krashen 

and James Cummins both addressed the importance of second language 

acquisition for reaching literacy level in the target language. First, I summarize 

Krashen’s Monitor Theory and the different ways it can be used to help learners 

acquire literacy in the second language.  Next, a brief review of Cummin’s model 

for second language acquisition is discussed along with a brief display of its 

application.  

Krashen’s Monitor Theory 

 Although Stephen Krashen’s Monitor Theory is relatively old (it was 

devised in the late 1970s and early 1980s), it still has a great impact on 

educators and researchers in the language field.  The Monitor Theory is related 

to Chomsky’s theory of language, which states that humans naturally have a 

specific faculty for language acquisition or an innate ability to learn and process 

languages, a feature that distinguishes them from animals. Five principle 

hypotheses comprise the Monitor Theory, and according to Krashen, they 

include: The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis, the Monitor Hypothesis, the 
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Natural Order Hypothesis, the Comprehensible Input Hypothesis, and the 

Affective Filter Hypothesis. 

 The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis differentiates between acquisition 

and learning.  Acquisition takes place naturally when learners engage in normal 

interactions in the second language.  Learners often cannot articulate specific 

language rules; rather, they use what feels right to them.  Acquisition can take 

place unintentionally and unconsciously.  Learning, on the other hand, entails 

gaining explicit knowledge about a language and its rules. When second 

language is the object of instruction, knowledge is gained intentionally. 

 One aspect of the Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis that Krashen 

emphasized was the non-interface hypothesis, which states that the learned 

knowledge and the acquired knowledge are independent of one another.  They 

do not interact in any way.  Knowledge that is learned is not available for 

spontaneous usage as the knowledge acquired (Krashen 1995).  When grammar 

is acquired, second language learners are incapable of verbalizing the learned 

rules.  This explains why knowledge that is learned cannot be acquired and vice 

versa. 

 The Monitor Hypothesis addresses the language learners’ ability to edit 

their utterances.  An internal “monitor” faculty is used to do this.  Learners use 

learned knowledge to edit speech during production.  This monitor faculty works 

when a learner has sufficient time and has a need to pay attention to accuracy.  
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While the monitor is a necessary tool that can aid the learner towards accurate 

speech, at times it can be a burden and a cause for hindrance.  If a learner relies 

too heavily upon the monitor faculty, speech will be slow and laborious.  It is 

imperative that the monitor be used at a rate in which speech is fluent but 

relatively error-free. 

 Krashen’s Natural Order Hypothesis posits that language is acquired in a 

predictable sequence.  It is the innate language acquisition device (LAD) that 

allows for this to occur naturally.  The order of language acquisition has nothing 

to do with the order of the language instruction received.    

 The fourth component of Krashen’s theory, the Comprehensible Input 

Hypothesis simply states that input must be comprehensible in order for it to be 

acquired.  Comprehensible input is defined as speech that is understandable to 

the learner.  Krashen uses the [i+1] formula to represent comprehensible input.  

In this equation, “i” signifies the learner’s current level of proficiency and “1” 

represents one level above the learner’s current proficiency level.  According to 

Krashen, ideally learners should receive input that is one level above their 

current level of proficiency.  If input is higher than one level above the learner’s 

current proficiency, the learner can still process some of it, but he or she will 

merely disregard the input that is incomprehensible. 

 The final hypothesis of Krashen’s Monitor Theory is the Affective Filter 

Hypothesis, which notes that the learners’ attitudes and feelings toward learning 
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have a great influence on their second language acquisition.  Each learner has 

an intuitive affective filter.  When the learner has a positive attitude or feeling 

towards the learned language, the affective filter is said to be low.  When the 

learner has a negative attitude or feeling towards this language, the affective filter 

is raised higher.  A high affective filter causes the learner to be very 

conscientious about any mistake made in the process of language production 

which causes a great barrier to second language learning. 

 In order to create an optimal environment for second language acquisition 

to take place, educators are advised to use all five hypotheses of the Krashen’s 

Monitor Theory in their classrooms. It is preferable that they be aware of all five 

components of Krashen’s theory and of the significant difference between 

acquisition and learning.  Because of the fact that acquisition results in a higher 

fluency level and a more authentic, meaningful understanding of the second 

language, educators must strive to create a natural environment that mimics the 

natural setting in which acquisition occurs.  An understanding of the monitor 

faculty function is also imperative.  Teachers should recognize that students 

need ample time and learned knowledge in order to make use of their monitor’s 

innate sense.  They must realize that error-free speech production is unlikely in 

situations where the student does not have ample time to apply their monitors. 

 An understanding of the Natural Order Hypothesis and the way it is 

processed by the learner is important to teachers for two reasons:  First, teachers 

can use knowledge of this hypothesis to design or modify curriculum so that 
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classroom instruction reflects the natural order in which language is acquired.  

When this is not possible (due to district or curriculum requirements) teachers 

must realize that, although they are teaching a given structure, this structure may 

be out of sequence in the natural order.  Thus, it would not be possible for the 

student to acquire that structure.   

 Educators of any second language should constantly be aware of the 

input they supply their students with.  Because of the fact that the input must be 

comprehensible in order for acquisition to take place (Krashen 1998), teachers 

must be cognizant of their students’ proficiency levels and modify their own 

speech and language instruction to ensure comprehensibility.  Another way for 

teachers to aid second language learning is by providing an environment in 

which the students feel safe and comfortable.  The classroom atmosphere should 

be designed to keep the students’ affective filters low.  If the students feel tense 

or have negative attitudes towards their language learning, it will be virtually 

impossible for them to acquire anything.  

Cummins’ Model of Second Language Acquisition 

 James Cummins (1996) believed that there are three processes that 

influence second language acquisition.  These processes are: the different 

cognitive and contextual demands on language competence, the development of 

communicative competence in the target language and the correlations between 

the first and the second language. 
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 According to Cummins, academic tasks can be described in relation to 

how difficult they are cognitively.  A task is said to be cognitively undemanding if 

it requires students to process small amounts of information using little cognitive 

engagement.  An example of a cognitively undemanding task would be reading a 

big book as a class in an elementary ESL class.  A cognitively demanding task is 

one in which the students must assimilate and process complex information.  

These tasks require considerable cognitive development.  An example of a 

cognitively demanding task would be for a student in a high school ESL course to 

write an essay discussing the theme of love in Romeo and Juliet.  

 Just as academic tasks can be described in terms of their cognitive 

demands, they can also be described in relation to the amount of context that is 

available to the learner completing the task.  Context-embedded tasks are those 

which offer sufficient context (such as body language, visual cues, or prior 

knowledge) for the learner to construct meaning with relative ease.  A reading 

passage would be context-embedded if it offered pictures depicting the action, if 

the instructor pantomimed the actions of the passage, or if the students role-

played the action.  Context-reduced tasks are tasks which offer few clues to aid 

in meaning construction.  A context reduced task might be reading a lengthy 

chapter in a typical college textbook. 
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Figure 2:1 - Context–embedded task difficulty – by Cummins 

To facilitate the discussion of the different cognitive and contextual 

demands on language competence, Cummins proposed a framework created by 

two intersecting lines (see Fig. 2:1).  The y-axis referred to the cognitive 

demands of the task and the x-axis referred to the nature of the context of the 

task.  Each axis represented a continuum of the cognitive demands and the 

nature of the context.  Cummins noted that as learners gain more and more 
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proficiency in the second language, they move along the right direction to acquire 

literacy in that language.  Tasks that were once cognitively demanding to them 

become less demanding and assignments that once needed large amounts of 

context to complete become comprehensible with less context.  

 While cognitive and contextual demands are important factors in second 

language acquisition, Cummins (1996) also stressed on the importance of 

communicative competence in the target language.  Cummins divided language 

competence into two separate categories: basic interpersonal communicative 

skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP).  The BICS 

are comprised of the conversational language that is used every day to interact 

with one’s peers.  Once learners acquire BICS, they are able to communicate 

interactively in context embedded familiar situations.  Learners who have 

acquired BICS appear to be fluent speakers of the second language.  However, 

typically, it takes them between one to three years to acquire BICS and feel 

comfortable communicating with others in daily familiar situations.   

 Although BICS are acquired relatively quickly, it takes learners much 

longer to learn the academic language, or CALP. An example to help 

monolingual English speakers understand the concept of CALP from a bilingual 

perspective would be to give monolingual English speakers a computer 

programming textbook to read and then explain its contents.  While the English 

speakers would be able to read the words in the textbook with relative ease, they 

would find it very difficult to explain the content of the text (unless they had 
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computer programming training).  In order to learn CALP, learners must have the 

capacity to understand and produce abstract context reduced language.  This is 

hard to achieve before learners have reached an advanced level of language 

development.  Cummins offered two different time frames in order for CALP to 

occur.  When a learner is schooled only in the second language, it takes between 

five to ten years for the CALP to develop and longer if the learner has no first 

language literacy base.  For others who are schooled in both first and second 

language, through fifth or sixth grade, the CALP can develop in four to seven 

years.  Cummins was very clear in his argument that CALP instruction in the 

native language accelerates learners’ second language acquisition. 

 In addition to the importance of both cognition and context as well as the 

importance of communicative competence, Cummins also discussed the 

correlation between the first and the second language and the effect this 

correlation has on second language acquisition. Cummins favored the idea of 

common underlying proficiency (CUP), which explains that there is a strong 

correlation between the first and the second language learned.  According to 

Cummins’ CUP, most reading and writing skills learned in the native language 

will eventually transfer to the second language and they do not need to be 

redeveloped.  Although literacy in each of the first and second languages may 

seem separate on the surface, they are interdependent at the level of cognitive 

functions.  Cummins (1991) used an iceberg metaphor to illustrate this idea, with 

the relatively few surface features of the different languages visible above the 
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“water” and the much larger cognitive features hidden below the “water.”  Once a 

learner has a satisfying proficiency level in the second language, he or she is 

able to access the previously learned materials from the first language and apply 

them to the second one. This transfer of knowledge applies to reading, writing, 

math, and science.  

In order for learners to attain high levels of proficiency in both their native 

language and the second language, Cummins strongly recommended 

curriculums that promote bilingualism.  These programs use both the first and the 

second languages for academic instruction.  They foster high academic 

achievement among participating learners and communicate the value of their 

cultural and linguistic identity.  Bilingual programs support many aspects of 

Cummins’ model for second language acquisition, including aiding in the 

development of CALP and the transfer of cognitive language features through the 

CUP. 

 Teachers in a bilingual classroom should present grade-appropriate 

content material in the learners’ first language as a way of accelerating the 

acquisition of the second one and ensuring that learners do not fall behind their 

monolingual peers while developing the necessary CALP.  They must also 

promote literacy, including both reading and writing in the learners’ native 

language, as the skills of reading and writing ability will eventually transfer to the 

second language.  While teachers are helping the learners to develop their first 

language, they must also remember that those learners need the opportunity to 
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use English in order to negotiate meaning and solve problems, which will help 

them develop CALP in the second language. 

Another way Cummins’ method can be applied to promote second 

language acquisition is to recognize the differences between BICS and CALP 

and to work specifically on helping learners develop CALP.  Often, teachers 

erroneously assume that once a student has acquired BICS, he or she has 

reached fluency level in the second language.  Cummins cautions educators that, 

while the learners seem proficient in the every-day-use language, they are still 

lacking the ability to effectively negotiate the meaning of academic language. 

According to Cummins (1991), teachers must be prepared to use instructional 

aides, student interaction activities, role-playing, and other lesson modification in 

order to ensure that tasks are context embedded.  Additionally, teachers should 

create student groupings that involve individuals of different language 

backgrounds so that students have to use their second language for problem 

solving, thus developing their CALP.  Finally, educators can also create groups 

with learners of varying ability levels so that those with more second language 

proficiency can provide a good linguistic model for the less proficient ones.   

Krashen and Cummins have both made important contributions to the field 

of second language acquisition. Both, the Monitor Theory and Cummins’ model 

of reaching acquisition in the target language are especially important to 

language educators.  Teachers who are cognizant of the work of Krashen and 

Cummins can tremendously enhance their learners’ ability to acquire literacy in 
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the learned language by applying this knowledge to their teaching as well as their 

every day teaching activities.  

Views of Academic Literacy 

The original definition of the word literacy is the ability to read and write in 

a language. This definition can and does certainly change according to many 

perceptions and views. In a survey conducted for the National Census, literacy 

was defined as "the ability to respond to practical tasks of daily life." (Heath, 

1986, p.15). The National Census asserts that individuals are literate if they have 

finished six grades of school or more and can "read and write a simple message 

in any language" According to Heath, "public schools see literacy as an individual 

accomplishment measured by psychometric scales of reading ability" (p. 15). In a 

historical perspective, it is possible to identify several views of literacy that are 

reflected in educational and language teaching methodologies (p. 21).  

In the late 19th century, literacy was associated with high culture and was 
reproduced in the classical method in which foreign languages were 
studied as a part of an individual's formal education. In the early 20th 
century, literacy was seen as interpersonal communication, and the 
emphasis was on the democratic side of the culture. (p.21) 

 Many changes nowadays affect the ways we learn and use languages. 

They also challenge our traditional understanding of literacy, which goes well 

beyond the skills of encoding and decoding texts. The challenges of multicultural 

forms of communication call for a revised definition of literacy. Literacy redefined 

must embrace complex interactions among language, cognition, society, and 

culture. According to Currie and Cray (2004): 
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Our current understanding of what it means to be literate centers not only 

on an individual’s ability to read and write, but on the ability to understand 

or produce written texts which are embedded in and appropriate to a 

particular social context. (p. 111)  

They later explained that significant consideration has been given recently to the 

ways people in a particular social environment acquire literacy just by 

participating or being part of their own social practices. They claimed to be great 

advocates of the fact that social situations sometimes force individuals to be 

literate in order to be able to participate in the social happenings. (p. 112) 

The Academic Literacy Model 

Lea and Street (2000) presented the Academic Literacy Model which 

views literacy as a practice that includes cultural and contextual aspects of 

writing (Lea & Street, 2000). This model focuses on students’ identities as writers 

and how writing should be a tool to express their academic knowledge rather 

than focusing on how to write “correctly”. It views writing as a mean or channel to 

create a presentation of the students’ understanding of the context. In doing so, 

the Academic Literacy Model allows the students’ first language literacy to 

influence their second language literacy acquisition (Frodesen, 1999). This is in 

keeping with Krashen’s Monitor Theory and Cummins notion of BICS and CALP. 
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Application of Theories and Models 

The Role of Instruction in Developing Literacy 

Teaching is one of the main elements that have an effect on developing 

literacy. Instruction that focuses on text comprehension, phonetic awareness, 

vocabulary knowledge, reading fluency and clear writing instruction has an equal 

effect on developing literacy in the second language as it does on the native one.  

Bosher and Rowekamp (1998) conducted a study at the University of 

Minnesota investigating the role of educational background and instruction on the 

academic success of 57 refugee/immigrant college students. Their three-year 

research concluded that immigrant college students who completed high school 

in their native countries were the most successful ones academically in the U. S. 

among all immigrants. Measured by their Grade Point Average (GPA) and other 

tests’ scores, they referred this success to the more formal language classroom 

instructions overseas. They stressed that the teaching instruction in language 

classes overseas and the focus on reading and grammar based activities are the 

main elements in the students’ success. It better prepares students for college 

than the communicatively oriented language classes in the U. S. that tend to 

focus on listening and speaking. 

A micro-ethnographic study of two adult learners of English was 

conducted by Hellermann (2006). The study concluded that the two learners 

were able to develop an interactive competence through vocabulary knowledge, 
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and the clear reading and writing instruction they received. They were also able 

to interact and socialize through classroom literacy events and the help of their 

instructor, which affected their literacy level. When interviewed, they both stated 

that because of their instructor’s awareness of language teaching and the 

importance of interacting with others in the new society they were able to 

recognize the languages’ structure differences, and were introduced to the 

effective learning approaches that match the structure of the new language. 

Throughout the learning process, the teacher facilitated the literacy transfer 

process by making the needed adjustments to the previously learned language 

rules to maximize L2 learning achievement. 

These results can be explained by Cummins (1991) who proposed the 

common underlying proficiency model whereby skills, knowledge, and concepts 

learned in any language can be retrieved and applied through different 

languages. He explained that “there is no need to relearn acquired knowledge; 

consequently, time spent developing conceptual knowledge in the L1, including a 

multidimensional concept such as literacy, is not wasted time” (p. 79) 

The link between language and culture in classroom instruction can 

become evident in the students’ social and academic interactions if the teacher 

makes an effort to engage the students in cross-cultural activities (Cummins). 

Having to function in a learning community where the awareness of diversity and 

multicultural respect is always promoted and expected can help all students 

recognize the value of bilingualism and bilateralism (Cummins). Teachers play an 
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immense role in helping students with the process of biliteracy development. 

Together with all their students, monolinguals and bilinguals, teachers can help 

construct a more positive definition of bilingualism, one that views bilingualism as 

an asset and a privilege rather than an obstacle and a hindrance. This means 

that when educators are promoting respect and acceptance of others and their 

backgrounds, it helps the bilingual students achieve better in the class and 

overall within the learning society.   

The Role of First Language Literacy 

First language literacy does not have to be fully and perfectly acquired to 

be transferred to the second language. In fact, all learners enter the classroom 

with a degree of proficiency and literacy in their native language. This degree of 

proficiency can be used to acquire literacy in the second language in many ways.  

In her research paradigm for acquisition of literacy in bilingual learners, 

Ellen Bialystok (2002) studied the effect of first language literacy on the literacy 

acquired in the second language. Her framework included learners of different 

ages and from different native language backgrounds. When they entered school 

and were required to learn and interact in English, each and every one of them 

had their own way of connecting previously learned language strategies to the 

new ones. The transition for some of them was easier than others depending on 

the level of literacy developed in their native language. Yet they all used the 

attained literacy level in their native language as a starting point to their English 
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literacy. Bialystok concluded that providing students with opportunities to develop 

literacy in their native language can be an effective tool for expanding this literacy 

to the second language because language learners automatically transfer the 

language learning skills, patterns, and approaches among learned languages. 

She also emphasized that the idea of a strong first language leading to a 

stronger second language does not necessarily imply that the first language must 

be fully developed before the second language is introduced.  

Correspondingly in her article about connections between emergent 

biliteracy and bilingualism, Iliana Reyes (2006) explored the ways emergent 

bilingual learners begin to develop literacy in both Spanish and English 

simultaneously. She claimed to witness how the methods involved in becoming 

biliterate are multiple and perceived to be personal in comparison to becoming 

literate in one language. When Reyes analyzed the learners’ activities from an 

emergent bilingual and a transactional perspective, it became clear that these 

learners were making sense of language and literacy as they brought their 

knowledge together to organize it in a meaningful way. Reyes concluded that the 

development of biliteracy involves varying degrees of first language 

development. She mentioned some examples of cases where transitional 

bilingual educations build second language literacy on minimal first language 

literacy development. In some secondary schooling in a language of wider 

communication, such as English in many African nations, literacy was built on 

moderate first language development levels, while foreign language studies at a 
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college level build second language literacy on highly developed stages of first 

language literacy.  

A similar study was conducted by a set of researchers in New Zealand to 

scrutinize the bilingual and biliteracy development of a group of young learners 

during their transition to school. Tagoilelagi-Leota, McNaughton, MacDonald, and 

Farry (2005) examined how a group of learners were developing as incipient 

bilinguals. They noted that an incipient biliteracy paralleled their bilingual 

development, although, upon entry to school, there were large discrepancies in 

the learners’ profiles. After one month at school, there was evidence of faster 

progress in both English as the second language and in the students’ native 

language. These findings were confirmed by the results at the end of the first 

year. Burgeoning levels of literacy and comprehension knowledge in both English 

and the native language throughout the year reflected the effectiveness of the 

school program. The resulting patterns suggested that learners were able to 

develop relationships and made academic connections between literacy in two 

languages. The researchers were therefore able to conclude that the possible 

transfer effects from one set of literacy skills to another occurred quickly, both at 

the time of assessment and near the end of the school year. Another even more 

interesting finding was the similarity of patterns in development of literacy in the 

two languages. Researchers were able to confidently state that an incipient 

biliteracy paralleled incipient bilingualism. 
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The Role of Cultural, Social, and Individual Differences 

Every language learner’s cultural and social background has a great effect 

on literacy development in any language. The cultural views and interpretations 

of literacy, the social recognitions and expectations for the language learners, 

their family and community involvement in the learning process, and their 

individual abilities have vast consequences on developing literacy. 

The role and effect of family and community experiences on learners’ 

biliteracy development, and how these relate to learning instinctively or within the 

formal educational context, need to be further examined within the bilingual 

communities. Iliana Reyes (2006) claimed to obtain an important finding from her 

study asserting that when learners had access to writing systems and to various 

literacy activities in both their languages at home, they were more likely to 

become biliterate rather than literate only in the dominant language. Learners 

alternated between the languages they use to speak, write in, and listen to, and 

they constantly code-switched throughout all their activities. She even suggested 

that code-switching probably contributed to their high metalinguistic and 

pragmatic awareness. Most importantly, she explained that if learners continued 

to have access to and opportunities to function in and utilize both languages in 

their writing systems, they will be more likely to maintain and continue to develop 

their bilingualism and biliteracy. 

In an effort to compare literacy development in early versus late starts in 

foreign language education, Domínguez and Pessoa (2005) recognized an over 
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achievement in the literacy levels among the students receiving support and help 

from family and community members. Their study focused on comparing 27 sixth 

grade students, who had been learning Spanish since kindergarten, with five 

sixth grade peers who only had one year of Spanish language. The early starters 

outperformed the new students in listening, speaking, and writing skills in the 

beginning of the year. But with the help of recommended school volunteers, 

family members, and some community personnel (such as librarians) the five 

students were able to achieve a comparable literacy level to the one of their 

peers in the Spanish language class.  

Due to the fact that our society is becoming more and more diverse and 

because people are at the same time members of multiple communities and 

activities, their identities have multiple layers that are in a complex relation to 

each other. Just as there are multiple layers to everyone's involvement and 

activities in the community, there are multiple discourses of language usage and 

literacy development. This creates a new challenge for literacy pedagogy. 

Parents play an essential role in bringing the gaps together and making 

transitional period easier for their children. Provided that parents themselves are 

literate in the foreign and learned languages, they can also be of great support to 

the school system and work together with their children’s teachers on second 

language literacy development. Correspondingly teachers sometimes find their 

cultural and linguistic messages losing power and relevance if not enforced and 

complemented at home. As they compete with the global language growth and 
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the invasion of the mass media and its channels, language learners need all the 

support they can receive from family and community members to get past the 

transitional period before they feel comfortable and entirely fit in a new society. 

Hornberger (1994) found that the interrelationship among individuals, the 

social context, and acquisition of social knowledge helped establish the 

conditions for social growth and literacy development. Due to the fact that 

beyond the need to improve students’ academic performance is the parents’ 

desire for their children to fit in the society, parents can be of a great support 

during the learning process. Family and community support bring the students’ 

participation closer and break patterns of social isolation. This means that the 

learners’ involvement in their social life help them blend better in the community 

and achieve higher academic levels in the target language. 

Despite the complexity in defining literacy, research evidence confirmed 

that literacy skills developed in the native language can be transferred to any 

subsequently learned language. Ferdman (1990) mentioned that when literacy is 

regarded as a set of specific context-free skills, then mastering those skills can 

be seen as a personal achievement. While they may be acquired by most 

members of a culture, literacy skills, once attained, become part of the 

individual’s permanent assets. Ferdman provided a useful summary of the 

implication of this model of literacy: 

Literacy is experienced as a characteristic inherent in the individual. Once 

a person acquires the requisite skills, she also acquires the quality of mind 
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known as literacy, and the right to be labeled a literate person. Judgments 

about a person’s degree of literacy are not dependent on the situation. 

Rather, because there is wide agreement on what constitutes a literate 

individual, a person carries the label regardless of whether or not she 

continues to demonstrate the behaviors that first earned her the 

designation. (p. 186) 

Kiang (1992), studied a group of Asian American refugee college 

students. His study was concerned with how these students view and shape their 

college experience in the United States in relation to their cultural values and 

background. Findings from his study were very interesting. They were in keeping 

with the findings of Ferdman (1990) that literacy skills once attained become part 

of one’s permanent assets. However, Kiang’s study concluded that literacy 

practices may change according to different circumstances. He noted the 

obvious change of his participants’ literacy practices. According to their cultural 

background, learning in the classroom was very much spoon fed to them and 

based on individual efforts. They were used to be given lots of detailed 

instruction with every given task. They were also taught not to speak in class 

unless they were asked to do so. Kiang found that most refugee college students 

are working class. They spend long hours working, which play a critical role in 

enabling their families survive in the host country. When they joined college in 

the U. S. they learned to adapt some new literacy practices in the process of 

balancing their responsibilities in the new society. They were encouraged by 

instructors in the host society to work in groups and to have project partners. This 

opened their eyes to the importance of exchanging knowledge and information 
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which they did not experience before. They were also urged by their instructors 

to ask questions and seek outside resources for help whenever needed.  

Brown, Miller and Mitchell (2006) studied the effect of students’ social 

backgrounds and practices on their academic literacy success. Their research 

included eight Sudanese refugee secondary students in mainstream classrooms. 

Their findings revealed that their participants’ consciousness to engage in the 

mainstream academic and social practices was as equal as their desire to keep 

their own ones. Researchers in this study found that the participants’ social and 

academic behavior is an important part of their identity. 

Similarly, on the effect of social and cultural background on academic 

literacy and its practices, Bosher (1997) studied the process of acculturation and 

its effect on the academic success among a group of Hmong college students. 

While studying their academic behavior and practices, she noted that “they were 

Hmong in some practices and American in others,” which helped them blend in 

with dignity. Her findings suggested that it is almost impossible for immigrants to 

lose their native identity, including their social and cultural beliefs and practices, 

while assimilating into a new society. Immigrants, most likely, tend to keep both 

ethnic identities, which are recommended for their academic success. She said, 

The degree to which immigrant youth are able to maintain their ethnic 
identity while adapting to the majority culture has often been cited as 
critical to their self-esteem, psychological well-being, successful 
adjustment to the new society, and academic success. (p. 593)  
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a related literature review of the theoretical 

framework for this case study research. Literature linked to refugee theories and 

issues of resettlement were discussed. Literatures related to theories of second 

language acquisition and the academic literacy model was also examined. 

Additional research was inspected to determine factors that could account for 

academic achievement of immigrant college students, such as the role of 

instruction and the role of first language literacy. Also, research related to the role 

of cultural, social, and individual differences on academic achievement was 

discussed. 

This study extends the literature by shedding light on how involuntary 

immigrant college students view academic literacy, and by examining the new 

academic literacy practices or strategies they develop to succeed academically in 

their new society. In the following chapter, the methodological framework of this 

study will be discussed in detail. 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter portrays the methodology used in conducting this study on 

refugees and involuntary immigrant minority college students during an academic 

semester in one of their classes. This case study research was intended to 

inspect these students’ academic achievement according to what both Ogbu 

(1988) and Kunz (1981) argued regarding the issues of school performance 

among voluntary and involuntary immigrants. The chapter begins with a 

presentation of the research design, followed by a discussion about the involved 

participants and the research site. Data collection methods, which include 

participant observation, field notes, interviews, and reflective journal, are 

described next. The chapter ends with an explanation of the study’s data analysis 

followed by a description of the study’s trustworthiness. 

Research Design and Rationale 

 A qualitative case study was used as a research design for this study. In 

order to explain the appropriateness of this design for this specific study, a 

definition of a case study followed by an examination of its features and 

characteristics are indispensable. Merriam (1998) defined a case study as a 

process, a unit of analysis, and a product. 

a. A process: Merriam explained that a case study has a procedural nature 

just like any experiential study. Its success relies mainly on whether or not 

all the steps are followed authentically. This also goes along with Yin’s 

(1994) definition “A case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates a 
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contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 

13). In Yin’s (2009) research method, he defines case study as described 

above but gives specific examples of real-life events such as “individual 

life cycles, small group behavior, organization and managerial processes, 

neighborhood changes, schools performance, international relations and 

maturation of industries.”  

b. A unit of analysis: In this part of her definition, Merriam gave details about 

the particularity of a case study. She mentioned that “Case study is the 

study of particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to 

understand its activity within important circumstances” (p. xi).  

c. A product: A case study, according to Merriam, is a product of a chain of 

discoveries that does not assume answers. Wolcott (1992) also mentioned 

that a case study is “an end-product of field-oriented research” (p.36). 

I chose to use a case study research design because this allowed me to 

focus on how individuals interacted with each other in their environment. It 

allowed the construction of meaning through capturing as much as possible the 

participants’ thoughts and views regarding their academic experience from their 

perspective. This allowed me, as a researcher to gather information to identify 

behavior without any assumption and to give voice to my research participants. It 

also let me understand what participants’ behaviors mean to them (to the 
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participants themselves), rather than me imposing potentially irrelevant 

interpretations on those behaviors.  

Participants and Site Summary 

My study’s participants consisted of four students in their first year of 

college. They were selected out of an all-immigrant population where I volunteer 

to serve the community. This population was interesting to study given that they 

have strong family networks, tend to know one another, and live in proximity to 

one another in their new environment.  

  The process of selecting started by introducing myself and my research to 

this population a few weeks before the beginning of the study. A consent form 

was handed out to those who chose to participate in the study. I then, 

purposefully selected (Merriam, 1998) the four participants needed for my study, 

using “criterion-based selections” (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) whereby a list of 

criteria necessary for the success of the research was created. This list included: 

a. Being a forced immigrant (as defined by Ogbu, 1988 and Kunz, 1981) 

b. Been in the United States of America for no longer than one year. 

c. Not have attended high school in the United States of America or received 

any ESL services or instruction. 

d. Being a first or second semester college student. 

e. Attending the same southeast urban university in Michigan, that is the 

chosen research site. 

f. Being from the same cultural background as other research participants. 
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This study was conducted at an urban public research university located in 

southeast Michigan. This university consists of thirteen schools and colleges, 

serving a diverse body of 31,000 graduate and undergraduate students, with six 

extension centers located throughout the southeast Michigan. Students from 50 

states and more than 70 countries make this university the one with the most 

diverse student body in Michigan. Its affiliation with more than 100 institutions 

around the world adds to its popularity. 

Participants’ Privacy and Confidentiality 

 A draft of the proposed study was shared with the selected participants for 

their review and feedback before data collection, to have well informed 

participants, thus, increasing the validity and reliability of the data interpretation. 

All data collected from my research participants, throughout the course of the 

study, was kept in a secure place in my home office and was not shared with 

other participants, instructors, parents or any person other than myself. It will 

then be destroyed two years after the completion of the study and/or after its 

purpose for the study is no longer valid. All participants in the study were referred 

to only by the use of pseudonym and never by their real names. This study did 

not intend to deliberately place the participants at any physical, mental, social, or 

financial risk nor did it intend to affect their reputation among their peers. 
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Data Collection and the Researcher’s Role 

 Merriam (1998), stressed on the importance of having both breadth and 

depth of coverage, when collecting data, in order for case study research to be 

successful. Yin (2009), also talked about three main principles of data collection: 

“a) using multiple, not just single, source of evidence; b) creating a case study 

database; and c) maintaining a chain of evidence” (p. 101). Following both of 

Merriam’s and Yin’s guidance, data collection for this study included participant 

observation, field notes, interviews, and in-class discussions from multiple 

subjects. 

Participant Observation 

Doing a participant observation, as Spradley (1980) explained has a lot to 

do with what we usually do when we come across a new social situation (p.53) 

that is; we observe the surroundings while still being an active part of it. It is also 

one of the primary research methods of data collection. Participant observation 

means that the researcher would be personally involved in the social setting he 

or she chooses for the study. This total involvement in the study setting allows 

the researcher to experience all the research surroundings as the members of 

the study do. Personal reflections thus are important in order to analyze the 

behavior and culture of the observed group. Reflections also provide the 

researcher with new interest points and with opportunities to make strange things 

about the observed group familiar to him/her. Most importantly, Spradley (1980) 

advises: 
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Make yourself explicitly aware of things that others take for granted. You 
will experience the feeling of being both an insider and an outsider 
simultaneously… You will need to keep a record of what you see and 
experience. (p.58) 

 Case study researchers consider the level of involvement of a researcher 

as crucial. As a participant observer, I observed my students for the whole class 

period and for every class meeting during a full academic semester. I observed 

the students’ class participation, specifically their interaction with peers and 

instructor in terms of asking probing questions about course content, clarifying 

questions about assignments; facial expressions; outward behavior of struggling 

with content, etc. These were collected during all the activities related to class 

assignments, such as field trips, lab practices, discussion sections, etc. The 

researcher’s unique relationship with key individuals in the group and participants 

in general helped bring insights to understand the process they went through as 

they acquired academic literacies necessary to succeed in a class and the 

strategies they actually employed to achieve this (Merriam, 1998). 

Field Notes 

Spradley explains that taking field notes means “encoding things in 

language” (p.64). He emphasizes the importance of the researcher to observe 

his/her tendency to translate and simplify. He suggests three principles to help 

stay on track during research: 
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a. The language identification principle: The goal within this principle is to 

keep records that reflect the same differences in language usages as the 

actual field situation.  

b. The verbatim principle: The goal within this one is to write things down 

word-by-word as they are observed. 

c. The concrete principle: The goal here is to use concrete language when 

describing a situation or an observation. 

In accordance with Merriam’s (1998) definition, field notes include the 

researcher’s observations of the actual settings and activities as well as some 

reflections on these observations. Participant observation and field notes were 

part of my data collection tools that I used to capture the complexity of 

involuntary immigrant youth acquiring academic literacy in the host country after 

being uprooted from their familiar environment and taken to a land that is 

unfamiliar to them in terms of the people, the culture, and the education system. I 

recorded field notes as I observed the students in their college classes for one 

academic semester. Collected field notes were related to the physical setting of 

the classroom, students’ in-class behavior and interactions with their peers and 

instructor, signs of engagement, signs of struggling with the content and signs of 

distress. 

Interviews 

 Qualitative researches rely very much on in-depth interviewing. The 

researcher usually investigates the topic(s) of interest to help discover the 
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participant’s views, while still regarding the way in which the participant displays 

and organizes the responses. The most important goal a research interviewer 

should keep in mind is to value the participant’s views and to work on reinforcing 

them. The interviewer’s success in collecting valuable data depends on how well 

he or she has anticipated the importance of the interviewee’s role for the 

research (Merriam, 1998). 

For my research, I used interviews in three different ways: a) Semi-

structured interviews were used in the beginning of my research during the 

process of choosing my participants; b) Informal interviews and oral conversation 

were used continuously to help clarify emotions and capture any details related 

to field notes as they were collected. Yin (1994) argued that it is very important to 

consistently ask why events appear to have happened or to be happening; c) 

Finally, semi-structured interviews were used once again at the end of the 

semester as reflective interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews as a technique for collecting data can also be 

used depending on the participants’ acquisition of English, the language that will 

be used to collect data (Lofland & Lofland 1984; Patton, 1990). I used semi-

structured interviews twice throughout my research. Once in the beginning of the 

data collection semester to learn about my participants’ views and understanding 

of academic literacy, and once at the end of the same semester to capture the 

changes in those views. To further accentuate the research, I used informal 

interviews and oral conversation to capture information that I consider to be 
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important for the study. Informal interviews (Mertens, 1998; Patton, 1990) have 

been described as the kind of interview that occurs spontaneously so that a 

participant may not know that an interview is taking place.  

Documents and Artifacts 

 Documents and artifacts related to the participants’ classes were collected 

and used to support data collected from participant observations, field notes, and 

interviews. These included: a) the class syllabus; b) assignments; c) written 

notes by the students regarding the assignments or the process of completing it; 

d) notes or pictures with captions; e) notes written by participants during class 

discussions… etc. These collected documents and artifacts are important to the 

study because they helped portray the learning process as it occurred and the 

socialization that took place with it. They also helped develop a clear idea of the 

tasks expected from the participants and the context in which these tasks were 

carried out by the participants. All course documents and artifacts were gathered, 

photocopied for the purpose of the study only, and then promptly returned to the 

participants. 

Reflective Journal 

 Regardless of the method of data collection, a researcher should take 

personal notes in a reflective journal after each session of data collection to 

facilitate data analysis. Throughout my research, I kept a reflective journal. This 

journal helped keep track of my own thoughts, ideas, insights and connections 
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with a specific situation or event, as well as any emerging speculations or 

inferences during the fieldwork as data was being collected and analyzed. This 

journal also helped me rule out any subjective tendencies that are considered to 

be a normal part of the participant observation process (Spradley, 1980).  

Adaptation and Flexibility 

Yin (1994, 2009) argued that it is very important for a researcher to be 

adaptive and flexible. Following Yin’s advice, I paid careful attention to the 

purpose of this research and at the same time willingly changed procedures or 

plans if unanticipated events occurred.  

Data Analysis 

According to Merriam (1998), analyzing the research data is attained by 

data management and data analysis. Merriam advises the researcher to do an 

ongoing analysis as the data is collected piece by piece and the researcher’s 

observation is added to it. She explains how this process of simultaneous 

collecting, observing, managing, and analyzing can bring the findings of the 

research close together. Spradley in his Cyclical Research Design (1980) also 

advocates the ongoing process of collecting data, making records, analyzing 

data, asking research questions that will feed into data collection, and going back 

to collecting more data. This allows the researcher to “systematically examine 

something to determine its parts, the relationship among parts, and their 

relationship to the whole” (p. 85). Something similar is presented by Leech & 
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Onwuegbuzie (2007) called Constant Comparison Analysis. They suggested that 

the researcher analyze the data as it is collected by reading through it, making 

meaning, and chunking the data into similar parts.  

To understand the complex process my participants went through to 

acquire academic literacy, I deployed Spradley’s data analysis strategy. This 

included the use of cultural domain analysis, taxonomic analysis, and finally a 

componential and theme analysis. 

 

 

Figure 3:1 - Cyclical Research Design - by Spradley 
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A Cultural Domain Analysis, according to Spradley, is a “category of 

cultural meanings that includes other smaller categories” (p. 88). Therefore, it is 

made up of three parts: a) the cover term, which is the name of the main cultural 

domain; b) the included terms, which are the smaller categories inside the main 

domain; c) the semantic relationship, which is the liking theme of the two 

categories. In applying this to my research, I looked for patterns of sameness in 

my field notes trying to preserve the internal meaning, in preparation for the 

taxonomic analysis which is locating sub-domains within the domain. 

Taxonomic Analysis is usually used to locate sub-categories within 

domains that are related to each other by shedding light on the relationships 

among included terms within a cultural domain, as well as relationships among 

domains themselves. The main difference between cultural domain analysis and 

taxonomic analysis is that “taxonomy shows more of the relationships among the 

things inside the cultural domain… taxonomy reveals subsets and the way they 

are related to the whole” (p.112 & 113).   

Componential Analysis is commonly used to “systematically search for the 

attributes associated with cultural categories… componential analysis is looking 

for the units of meaning that people have assigned to their cultural categories” (p. 

131). Componential analysis is about comparing the differences in the domains. 

In order to apply this in my study, I looked for patterns within and across the 

domains. This allowed me to determine which chunks of data are similar and are 

within one given theme. 
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The following table illustrates the instruments used for data collection and 

data analysis: 

Instrument Data collection using 
the following: 

Data analysis using the 
following: 

Observation and field 
notes 

Observation of the 
physical setting, students’ 
behavior, action, 
participation, signs of 
engagement, and signs 
of distress. 

Transcripts, chunk terms, 
themes, codes for 
domain analysis, sub-
codes for taxonomic 
analysis, find relationship 
between sub-codes 
across domains for 
componential analysis. 
 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Definition of academic 
literacy, literacy practices 
in the native society and 
their value, literacy 
practices in the family, 
the impact of these 
practices on literacy. 

Transcripts, chunk terms, 
themes, codes for 
domain analysis, sub-
codes for taxonomic 
analysis, find relationship 
between sub-codes 
across domains for 
componential analysis. 
 

Informal interviews with 
participants 

Casual information, 
questions, comments, 
connections and 
clarification 

Chunk terms, themes, 
codes for relation with 
previous domain, 
taxonomic and 
componential analysis. 
 

Documents and Artifacts Class syllabus, students’ 
written notes, 
assignments, pictures, 
and captions. 
 

Used as a reference and 
support for findings. 
 

Reflective journal Thoughts, ideas, 
emerging speculations, 
comments, insights and 
connections. 
 

Used as a reference and 
support for findings. 

 

Table 3:1 - Data Collection and Analysis Matrix 
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Observations and Field Notes 

Prior to sorting the data, I utilized the research questions to identify key 

ideas. I made multiple copies of all the notes to guarantee precision of the 

collected data. When main key ideas were identified from the research questions, 

I read through all of the notes few times searching for additional key ideas. A 

Cultural Domain Analysis, according to Spradley, which is a “category of cultural 

meanings that includes other smaller categories” (p. 88), was then generated. 

Each one of the main category with its subcategories were color coded by a 

different color marker. All the raw data was then coded and sub coded in different 

categories and subcategories. I was then able to create charts connecting each 

research question with its main idea and subcategories. 

Interviews 

In the initial semi-structured interview, which was conducted in the 

beginning of the data collection semester, research participants were asked a set 

of pre-determined open-ended questions. These questions focused on their initial 

definition of academic literacy and on the way they originally perceived it. In the 

final semi-structured interview, which was conducted at the end of the same 

semester, the participants were asked another set of pre-determined open-ended 

questions to capture the similarity and/or differences in their views and definition 

of academic literacy at the end of their college semester. Numerous informal 

interviews were conducted with each of the research participants throughout the 

semester to ensure documentation of all details. These informal interviews 
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periodically ensured the accuracy of the collected data and served as a method 

of completing member checks.  

Reflective Journal 

A reflective journal was kept to help document my own thoughts, ideas, 

insights and connections with any specific situation or event. This journal also 

helped rule out any subjective tendencies that are considered to be a normal part 

of the participant observation process (Spradley, 1980). 

Documents and Artifacts 

In this study, very little course documents and artifacts were collected. 

Three of the research participants were observed while attending science 

classes. All the class material was posted online and the students did not feel the 

needs to take notes. The fourth student was observed while attending a class for 

oral communication. The teacher posted the material online as well, and asked 

them to make assignments and presentations about all known subjects to them. 

Therefore, only the technique of presenting the material was taught during class 

and no new material was presented. 

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) presented a unique trustworthiness framework 

for researchers to follow. Trustworthiness, as they described in details, is the 

ability to persuade researchers that one’s findings of an investigation are worth 

paying attention to and taking account of. Trustworthiness also consists of the 
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credibility and the validity of any qualitative research. Some of the things that 

increase the credibility of any research findings, as suggested by Lincoln and 

Guba are prolonged engagement, persistent observation, and triangulation 

(p.301). Although the requirements of validity and credibility of a research are 

under an ongoing discussion, clear criteria stated by the researcher makes it 

more valid for the reader to evaluate the trustworthiness of the research. 

Therefore it is very important that the researcher him/herself will set a clear basis 

for the evaluation.  

In order for any research to be credible, a researcher must fully engage 

him/herself in the field of research until data saturation occurs. This is what 

Lincoln and Guba mean by “prolonged engagement”, which they described as 

“the investment of sufficient time to achieve certain purposes” (p. 301). This gives 

the researcher a complete and realistic idea about the field of study and helps 

eliminate biases as well as balances the effects of any unusual events. As a 

result, I observed the participants in this study for an entire academic semester. 

A researcher must also be persistent in observing the field of study. 

Constant observations along with steady analysis help investigate what counts 

and what doesn’t count towards valuable findings. Lincoln and Guba refer to this 

as the “persistent observation” (p.304). The purpose of persistent observation is 

to closely identify the details that are most related to the phenomenon being 

studied to primarily focus on them, which adds to the credibility of the findings. 
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Throughout this study, I closely observed all the details related to academic 

performance of my participants, such as participation and interaction in class.  

Another important component of credible research is “triangulation”, which 

is defined as cross-checking information and conclusions through the use of 

multiple procedures and sources. When the different procedures and sources are 

in agreement, they lead the study to credibility. Triangulation, as Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) described, can be attained by using multiple methods of data 

collection (interviews, observations, field notes in this study), and multiple 

resources (documents and artifacts from classes). 

Peer debriefing and member checks are two other traits of a credible 

study. The first is done with a similar-status colleague who is outside the context 

of the study and who has a general understanding of the nature of the study and 

with whom the researcher can review perceptions, insights, and analyses. The 

second is done when the researcher turns back to the source of the information 

and checking both the data collected and the interpretation, seeking accuracy 

and precision. Throughout the data collection semester, and for the purpose of 

establishing peer debriefing, I met with other professionals in the field such as 

peer researchers, colleagues, university professors, and instructors of similar 

courses to those studied by the research participants to have them look at the 

patterns of similarities and differences in the collected data. Periodically, I also 

shared my observations and notes with the participants in the study for member 

checks and to ensure the accuracy of the collected data. 



www.manaraa.com

59 

 

 

 

A main reason to believe in the trustworthiness of any research is its 

transferability. This involves the extent to which the findings can be applied in 

other contexts or with other respondents. One way to ensure that is for the 

researcher to use thick and detailed description along with purposive sampling, 

as I did in this study.  

Dependability is another important quality of a trustworthy study. It relies 

on the fact that an inquiry must provide the evidence that if it were replicated with 

the same or similar respondents (subjects) in the same (or a similar) context, its 

findings would be repeated. 

Throughout the course of the semester and while collecting data for the 

study, I was carefully following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) guidelines for 

trustworthiness. The trustworthiness criteria they mentioned of credibility, 

dependability, and transferability were attained by the precise effort to adhere to 

the following techniques they advised to follow: “prolonged engagement, 

persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, member checks, providing 

thick description, compiling an audit trail, and producing a reflexive journal. In 

conclusion, it is important when discussing trustworthiness to note its open-

ended nature:”  

Naturalistic criteria of trustworthiness are open-ended; they can never be 
satisfied to such an extent that the trustworthiness of the inquiry could be 
labeled as unassailable . . . naturalistic inquiry operates as an open 
system; no amount of member checking, triangulation, persistent 
observation, auditing, or whatever can ever compel; it can at best 
persuade. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 329, emphasis in original)  
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Chapter Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to provide the methodological framework 

which shaped the design for this case study research. Over the course of this 

study I researched participants who are involuntary immigrants attending their 

first year in college. Data collection, as mentioned earlier in the chapter included 

participant observation, field notes, interviews, documents and artifacts. Two 

different kinds of interviews were used for this research. The first was semi-

structured interviews that were used once in the beginning of the research during 

the process of choosing the participants, and another time at the end of the 

research, as a reflective interview. The second is informal interviews that were 

used throughout the semester of the data collection to help clarify and expand 

the collected field notes. The data collected for this study was analyzed using 

Spradley’s (1980) data analysis strategy which includes cultural domain analysis, 

taxonomic analysis, and componential analysis. 
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

 

 This dissertation reflects four highly personalized accounts of involuntary 

immigrant students attending their first year of college in the United States of 

America. In this case study research, although observed during the same 

academic semester, each participant’s views of academic literacy is colored by 

his or her personal characteristics and life experiences which brought a unique 

and valuable meaning to the research. 

 The findings in this chapter were constructed from initial and final 

interviews with the research participants, informal interviews throughout the 

semester, field notes, participant observation, reflective journals, and courses 

documents and artifacts. The data analysis was primarily guided by the following 

research questions: 

d. What is the definition of academic literacy according to forced immigrants 

and refugee college students in relation to their cultural and educational 

background? 

e. How do forced immigrants and refugee college students’ definition and 

views of academic literacy change over the course of an academic 

semester? 

f. What new academic literacy practices do forced immigrants and refugee 

college students develop over the course of an academic semester?  
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Initially, while collecting data and going through the analysis process, the 

researcher continually made connections between the raw data and the research 

questions. As data was collected, the researcher organized and put all the dated 

interviews, field notes, and reflective journal in a binder according to the date of 

collection and the type of data, such as formal and informal interviews, field 

notes, and reflective journal. The research questions were constantly compared 

with the raw data as it was collected to ensure accuracy. 

Participants’ Profile 

Participant #1:  

Randy (pseudonym) is a 19-year-old male, first-year college student, who 

graduated high school in Egypt and moved to the United States with his family, 

seeking asylum because of religious persecution in his homeland. His family 

consists of his father, his mother, and his older brother who is also a college 

student. Randy knows Arabic, French, and English. Randy’s main study interest 

is Science and he is considering majoring in Pre-Pharmacy or in Physical 

Therapy. 

Growing up in a small family, Randy experienced the close involvement of 

his parents in most of his school activities. They always participated in and 

attended school events, volunteered some of their time at school, and were most 

importantly interested in his academic success. During the initial interview Randy 

said, “My parents used to check my grades all the time, contacted my teachers to 
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see how I was doing at school, and used to go to conferences and stuff like that. 

They had a big impact on my education by being always involved.” Randy’s 

parents perceived literacy as something very important and that one must have. 

They also perceived literacy as the gateway to a good job and a better career. 

Randy said that his parents believed that “without it, you would be treated 

differently.” This was the same way Randy perceived literacy himself. When he 

was asked during the initial interview, “How do you perceive literacy?,” he said, “I 

perceive literacy as something a person must have in order to be successful in 

life and to always aim for career advancement.” 

 Back in his home country and since his preschool years, Randy always 

attended private schools. When he was asked to talk about school in his home 

country he mentioned that he always went to “all boys” private schools, he had to 

wear a uniform, school was very strict but fun, and everyone in school was very 

friendly. During the initial interview Randy described the classroom, in his native 

country’s school, as a small size cozy room that was neither too big nor too 

small. Every classroom had a chalk board, teacher’s desk in the front, about 25 

to 30 students’ desks, a small library and a window. 

 Remembering all the teachers throughout the years of schooling he had in 

his home country, Randy mentioned that his teachers were always very caring. 

Randy said that, “I was never afraid to go talk to my teacher about anything, I 

liked all my teachers and I liked learning from them.” Also, “Teachers used to 

write everything on the board and they made sure that we understood everything 
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they said.” He remembered having lots of structure in the classroom, and lots of 

instruction on how to complete every given task. As a student, Randy mentioned 

that throughout all the years of school and the different levels of education he 

had (elementary, middle, and high), he was never allowed to speak in class 

without raising his hand and being granted the permission to do so. Teachers 

also gave their students frequent quizzes and exams to make sure they acquired 

the concept before moving further. Randy’s favorite school subject was math.  

 When asked about social or cultural out-of-school activities back home, 

Randy said that he liked going to the community center with his friends. He liked 

playing soccer with his friends in the park, and they used to arrange their own 

tournaments, “that was fun,” said Randy. He was also involved in church and in 

its activities back home. He regularly went to church meetings and went on field 

trips with friends and church members. Working outside of home was never an 

option for Randy or another school student in Randy’s culture. Students were not 

allowed to work before 18 years of age and before they obtained a degree. 

Therefore, Randy never worked as he was going to school in his home country.  

 I observed Randy attending a Biology class for a whole college semester 

in the United States. Based on his experience, in college in the United States, 

Randy mentioned during the final interview that school in the US is totally 

different than it was in his home country. Starting from a class size of about 300 

students in a big lecture hall verses 25 students in a private school’s classroom 

all the way to the responsibility of the students and the expectation of the society 
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was something new he never experienced before. This is clearly seen in what he 

said during the final interview: “Sitting in a lecture hall with 300 students makes it 

tough to pay attention; I am so shocked with the amount of students here. I have 

never seen anything like this before… too many students in one place.” Even the 

layout of the classroom, being in a spacious auditorium with many seats, big 

stage in the front, and a big white screen for projection instead of the blackboard 

was a new experience for Randy. 

As a result of these new experiences, Randy had to make a number of 

adjustments related to classroom rules and the teachers’ expectations. Randy 

said in the final interview,  

I think here few people care about each other in the classroom. The 
teacher walked in, laid down all the rules in the beginning of the semester, 
and you’re very much on your own after this, even attendance is 
recommended but not mandatory. (Fin. Int. p. 3) 

Randy mentioned in the final interview that he missed the personal interaction 

with his teacher and the quality teaching which he was used to back home. He 

said, “Teachers here don’t care much… I wonder how the teacher would ever 

have a personal relationship with all these students.” During one of the several 

informal interviews throughout the semester Randy said,  

It’s the third week and the teacher is going over the material very fast in 
the lecture, he is just reciting, this is not teaching. I don’t feel that the 
teacher is putting any effort in the lecture. Often times he’s not prepared, 
walking up and down the auditorium and all over the place, I personally 
find it distracting. (Inf. Int. 6 p. 2) 
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Compared to a private school’s specific structure and students being given one-

on-one instruction for every task on hand, this was quite a change for Randy.  

Additionally, Randy mentioned few times during informal interviews that it 

took him a while to get used to the students’ behavior among themselves and 

with the teacher. Most of the students were not fully engaged during class. In my 

observations, I noticed that they were either on their phones texting or on their 

laptop surfing the net, blogging or doing something else. I wrote in my reflective 

journal, few times and after the observations, that even taking notes during class 

was replaced by the electronic posting of the material and note taking was rarely 

seen throughout the semester. According to what Randy shared with me during 

the final interview, it was his first time ever to see students walking in the 

classroom after the teacher or getting up and leaving in the middle of class even 

when the teacher was talking. He further added his surprise about “the students 

standing in the middle of the auditorium and yelling at the teacher about the 

exam. They got very mad when the teacher said he thinks that the test was easy 

and the next one will be harder.”  

However, his behavior was different from his peers. Throughout the 

semester I noticed Randy’s positive behavior in the classroom. He always came 

to class ready to learn something new. He brought with him a copy of the 

electronically posted class material to look at while the teacher was lecturing. He 

had a notebook but I rarely saw him taking notes. This could be because he had 

the printouts of the lectures. Sometimes he would underline, highlight, or write 
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down a few notes on his printouts. I noticed that he always had a box of colored 

pencils or markers and he often colored the pictures in his printouts as the 

teacher was lecturing. When I asked him about it during one of the informal 

interviews he said, “Coloring in class helps me focus a little because this guy is 

so boring and it’s so hard to focus with him. I’m not used to talking with others 

during class like people around me do all the time.” Unlike the majority of the 

students around him, and maybe by force of habit or because he does not own 

one, I noticed that Randy never brought a laptop with him to class. Even though 

the class was much harder than Randy expected, when I asked him at the end of 

the semester about his favorite subject, Science was still a winner, as evidenced 

in the following statement. “Class was very interesting… the subject itself. 

Learning new things in life about science is always interesting to me,” said 

Randy.  

Although working outside during school years was never an option for 

students like Randy back in his home country, things were different for him here 

in the United States. Shortly after all four of his family members (including 

Randy) arrived in this country, they each had to take up one or two part time jobs 

to support each other and to survive. Randy said, “I got a job here and one that I 

don’t really appreciate it. I have to work to support my family and to support my 

tuition… it was a new experience, having to support my family.” During one of the 

informal interviews I asked Randy to elaborate a little on this new experience and 

how it impacted his definition of literacy. He said that he is willing to do whatever 
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it takes to help his family settle into the new society, but it will never change his 

views of academic literacy and the importance of doing well in school towards a 

successful life.  

At the beginning of the semester and during the initial interview I asked 

Randy, “Now as you came to a new place and a new school, do you think people 

here in this society think of literacy the same way you do or differently?” Initially 

he believed that people in this society view literacy and schooling differently. 

Randy said,  

People here have different minds… they have different opportunities that’s 
why they don’t really care. They could make money and live a good life 
without going to school. They think that school is not as important as it is 
in other countries. They engage themselves in the work environment… 
which has a negative impact on them, it might keep them busy all the time 
and they will not be able to get good grades and achieve a well educated 
life. (Int. Int. p. 5-6)  

At the end of the semester after Randy had a chance to interact with people for a 

while, I was interested in knowing if his opinion regarding the way this society 

perceives literacy had changed, but he replied that it had not. Neither did the way 

he personally perceived literacy change. After attending school in the United 

States and having very different experiences, Randy stated during the final 

interview that,  

The way I perceive literacy now [at the end of the semester] is the same 
as before, nothing changed for me. This is the way I thought about literacy 
in my own country and I still think it’s the same now. I still have the same, 
um… the same goal. I think it’s important for me to still go to school and 
be successful in life. (Fin. Int. p. 4) 
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I was also interested in knowing what new or different literacy practices 

Randy had acquired by the end of the semester, if any. He was very specific 

when he said that he would definitely keep the same study habits he was used to 

from when he was in school in Egypt. During one of the informal interviews 

Randy shared stories from his childhood memory about his favorite teachers 

back home and how they taught him good study habits. He mentioned that he 

learned from a young age to take detailed notes, pace his study load evenly, 

avoid procrastinating, and prepare well before tests. The one thing he said he did 

and will continue on doing differently is “how to study.” Here, in the United States, 

he learned to study in groups more than individually. Randy said, “Studying in the 

library with my friends instead of studying alone at home like I used to do back in 

my country also helped me a lot.” Some of the other literacy practices he 

experienced were learning to participate in group discussions, sharing ideas and 

thoughts with friends, and attending tutoring sessions whenever available.  

In conclusion, Randy perceived literacy as being educated, getting a good 

degree, and having a successful career. His parents valued education and 

encouraged him to do his best in school. When Randy immigrated to the United 

States and went to school in this country he noticed that people in this society 

perceived literacy differently. According to Randy, people here in this country 

take education lightly and education is not as valuable to them as it is for people 

from different cultures. Randy’s definition of literacy and the way he personally 

perceives it did not change over the course of an academic semester in the U. S. 
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As for his literacy practices, Randy decided to keep his studying habits the same 

as he always practiced them. He did learn some new literacy practices such as, 

socializing and interacting with new friends, students, teachers, and other people 

a little more at school. As well as studying in groups and being open to new study 

practices. I noted in my reflective journal the changes in these practices as I 

observed them taking place over the course of the semester.  

Participant #2:  

Lily (pseudonym) is a 19-year-old female, first-year college student, who 

graduated high school from Iraq. Lily moved to the United States with her family 

of five people: her father, her mother, her two younger brothers, and herself. 

They were all seeking asylum because of religious persecution in their homeland. 

Lily knows Arabic, Chaldean, and English. Lily’s main study interest is Science. 

She wants to major in Pre-Pharmacy. 

Lily grew up in a “tight family,” as she said, as far as relation and 

involvement of each member in the others’ lives. Lily said during the initial 

interview,  

My parents are always those kinds of people who support us to be on the 
high level of literacy and always do well in school. They always pushed us 
to do our best. They were always there to help me out and support me. 
Growing up, I remember we were always sitting around each other, 
discussing everything and helping each other out. (Int. Int. p. 4) 

Lily also shared with me a few funny stories and incidents that she recalled from 

a long time ago when her parents used to volunteer in some school events. I 
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asked Lily during the initial interview how she thought her parents perceived 

literacy. Although Lily did not recall her parents talking to her about literacy in 

particular, she knew for sure that she and her brothers always “lived the 

concept,” as she worded it. She assumed that her parents perceive literacy as 

“being very highly educated” and “being always aware of what’s going on around 

you, don’t just ignore things but learn about them,” as Lily explained. 

Back in her home country, Lily always attended all-girls private schools 

throughout her years of elementary, middle, and high school education. Lily 

described her school back home as one of the very good schools that was 

coordinated by a very strict principal and teachers. “It was actually harder than 

here… The whole thing was much, much harder. They expected a lot from you,” 

she said. Lily described the school system and schedule back home as rigorous 

and intense, “real school” as she called it during the initial interview. She always 

attended school six days a week and she had an average of seven to eight 

classes a day. She said during the initial interview, “we were in school most of 

the week and almost all day but I loved it… all my teachers were so nice to us, 

almost like a second mother to all of us.” Lily described her classroom as, “a nice 

and comfy place, bright with windows, decorated and colorful walls, and no more 

than 25 student’s desks.” Her school had a discretionary “after school homework 

program” for students to work together on assignments in a supervised 

environment. Lily said she always made use of this program and even 

considered it to be the best part of her school day when she could socialize with 



www.manaraa.com

72 

 

 

 

her friends while still working on homework and studying. “It was something I 

looked forward to all day,” she said. 

I asked Lily during the initial interview about her involvement in out-of-

school activities back home and she said, “We used to have lots of school 

activities and clubs but I only participated in very few activities because I was 

always studying.” The only social or cultural activities that Lily was involved in 

were church choir and catechism classes. She mentioned during the initial 

interview that she used to attend the classes related to these activities and 

participated in these two activities regularly.  

I observed Lily attending a Chemistry class for a whole college semester. 

During the final interview Lily shared with me that her experience with attending 

school in the United States was quite different than what she expected. Lily said, 

“Everything here is different, starting from the classroom layout all the way to the 

teacher’s expectation and the students’ behavior… just, the whole thing is 

different.” For example, the Chemistry lecture was held in a big lecture hall. Lily 

said during the final interview,  

This place is very big; about 500 seats are in here… I’m not sure how 
many students are here but this auditorium is big and almost full with 
students. Layout of the classrooms in college here is so weird; it doesn’t 
feel like a classroom. I’m not sure how I feel about being in a big class like 
this, I feel lost. (Fin. Int. p. 4)  

Coming from a small classroom in a private school with no more than 24 

classmates back in her home country Iraq, Lily had to make some adjustments 
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throughout the semester. Also, the lack of the personal attention from the teacher 

was one of the main concerns Lily had. Throughout the semester and during the 

informal interviews I had with Lily, she talked about this several times. During the 

final interview, as well, she commented about it: 

The teacher walked in the first day, read aloud all the rules about 
attendance, assignments, tests, cheating and you’re very much on your 
own from that point on. It surprises me that the teacher doesn’t even know 
one single student on his list; every student is just a number not a name 
for the teacher. This is really sad compared to what I’m used to in my old 
school. (Fin. Int. p. 5)  

Lily heard about the Chemistry SI (supplemental instruction) sessions from her 

friends and started attending them. She once shared with me during one of the 

informal interviews that being in a small group of students, such as that of SI, 

made her feel better and more focused. “It reminded me with the small classroom 

I’m used to. Right away I felt more focused,” said Lily. 

 Other students’ behavior in the classroom was one of the many new 

things Lily became accustomed to for the duration of the semester. She was 

surprised at “the way the students are treating each other, the teacher, and the 

place they are in,” as she worded it. Lily said, “I see students taking out their cell 

phones and texting each other like, they really don’t care… I don’t think they 

have any respect for the teacher or for the learning that they came here for.” 

Although Lily never had a laptop with her in class, I noticed that most other 

students did. The majority of the students were engaged with their laptops, their 

mobile phones, or their other electronic devices during the lecture. I did not see a 
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big number of students taking notes during each lecture; this was perhaps 

because of the teacher’s announcement during the first class that all lectures 

would be posted on Blackboard.  

 All throughout the semester, Lily displayed positive behavior and 

willingness to learn something new. She always came to class on time. She had 

her notebook with her and often times brought a printout from the posted material 

with her to class as well. Lily turned off her mobile phone before the teacher 

started talking and always listened to the teacher attentively. She mentioned few 

times during informal interviews that she was interested in the material, “I like 

Chemistry… I just like to listen to his teaching and focus with him.” 

 During the initial interview I asked Lily about whether or not she had to 

work outside of home while going to school back in Iraq. She replied saying, “No, 

I never worked until I came here. In my culture you don’t work if you are a 

student.” Things changed a little for Lily when she arrived in the United States. 

She had to take up a part time job to help support her family and her school 

tuition. Lily said during the final interview,  

Right after I came here I had to get a job to help my dad a little. I worked a 
lot; I worked about five to six days a week. I am still working now, work is 
taking most of the time, it is a lot, but I have to. This is one of the many 
new things I had to experience during the short time I’ve been here. (Fin. 
Int. p. 5)   

One week before the final exam, Lily was not prepared to take the test, she 

decided to drop the class and retake it the following semester. Near the end of 
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the semester Lily shared with me once, during an informal interview, that 

although work is affecting her school performance because she’s always tired, 

she does not regret working. She believes that work allowed her the opportunity 

to learn some new social skills and enabled her to blend better in the new 

community.  

 Early on in the semester, at the time of the initial interview, Lily was asked, 

“Now as you came to a new place and a new school, do you think people here in 

this society think of literacy the same way you do or differently?” At that time she 

had answered, “I don’t really think that people here perceive literacy the way we 

do in our country.” She also went on to explain how she thought that the society 

here, in this country, is divided between younger adults or students and older 

adults. According to Lily, each of these two groups views literacy differently than 

the other does. Lily said during the initial interview, “I see students here 

irresponsible, lazy, they don’t do what they’re supposed to be doing, they don’t 

care about literacy and they don’t know how to plan their future.” The older 

people on the other hand according to Lily, “are more responsible, they perceive 

literacy as something important, and they value education and learning.” After the 

course of the semester I was interested in knowing if Lily’s opinion about the way 

this society perceives literacy had changed or not. Lily confirmed that her opinion 

was still the same and it did not change. The way she perceived literacy herself 

did not change either. Lily explained,  
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It really doesn’t matter to me if I think the same way they think. Literacy is 
always defined as being able to read and write, you have to be 
educated… the same thing for me; nothing changed. To me, it’s always 
my education and my hard work that will help me accomplish what I want. 
My opinion will never change about this. (Fin. Int. p. 3) 

 After Lily had attended a whole semester in college in the United States I 

wanted to know about her literacy practices and what new ones she had 

acquired, if any. I asked her about this during the final interview and she 

explained that she was taught “some rigorous study techniques,” back home that 

she is planning on keeping for sure. Lily said, “I am used to studying two to three 

hours every day… study everything cover-to-cover before exams… I am 

definitely keeping all this.” As was Lily used to studying in small groups from 

attending the after school program back in her home country, attending SI 

sessions, discussing things, and sharing ideas with a group of students was not 

something new for her but it certainly helped her “survive the semester,” as she 

said. When I asked Lily about any new literacy practices that she may have 

learned during the semester, she said, 

I learned that doing my homework and practicing the mechanism with 
someone else is very helpful. I was always taught never to share my 
homework with anyone but you actually learn more when you do it with 
friends and we get to explain it to each other. I also learned to ask for help 
if I need it. I was shyer before than I am now and I was so used to help 
coming my way I never learned to reach out for it. These are the two main 
things I learned this semester. (Fin. Int. p. 4) 

 In conclusion, Lily perceived literacy as being well educated and 

successful in life. She learned about literacy from her parents and her teachers 

back in her home country. Lily came to the United States and went to school 
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here. She noticed that people in this society perceived literacy in a different way. 

She also noticed that students here are not as serious about education as she 

thought they would be. Lily’s views and definition of literacy did not change after 

attending school here. She decided to continue studying the way she always did, 

keeping her own studying habits. However, she did learn that it is better 

sometimes to share the knowledge and the experience with friends she trusts. 

She learned to ask for help and clarification whenever needed, as well. 

Participant #3:  

Alfred (pseudonym) is a 19-year-old male, first-year college student. He 

spent most of his school years in Lebanon and graduated high school from 

Senegal. Alfred moved to the United States with his mother, seeking asylum 

because of the lack of equal employment opportunity in his homeland. He is an 

only child. Alfred knows Arabic, French, and English. His study interests revolve 

around all Science subjects. Alfred wants to major in Pre-Med and become a 

doctor like his father, who still lives and works overseas. 

 Alfred grew up very close to his parents, as he shared with me during the 

initial interview. His father always provided him with all the academic and 

financial support he needed. Alfred said, “I have to admit that I am a spoiled 

child. My dad spoils me and showers me with everything before I even ask for 

them.” As an only child of a physician father who’s always working long hours, 

Alfred said that he was very close to his mother. “My mom was always, and still 
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is, very involved in my life. I’m like, the only thing she has in life,” said Alfred. She 

always volunteered at school when Alfred was little and never missed a school 

event or activity he was involved in. Alfred said during the initial interview,  

My mom knew all my teachers and always contacted them to ask about 
me. I appreciate how she was always there for me and encouraged me to 
do my best, but never pushed me further than I can go so I would lose my 
self-esteem. My mom is a pretty wise lady. (Int. Int. p. 3)  

When I asked Alfred during the initial interview how he thinks his parents 

perceived literacy, he said, “I don’t understand the question… I’ve never really 

gone through that with my mom, to be honest. I just don’t know… you don’t talk 

about things like these, you just do them.” As for the way Alfred himself perceives 

literacy he said, “except for the definition of the word itself, I wouldn’t know how 

to describe it any other way. Literacy in our country is perceived as knowledge 

and education and education, it’s all about education.” He went on to explain how 

he was taught from a young age that literacy and education are always tied 

together and they are the only path to success. 

 When I asked Alfred to tell me a little about his school in his home country, 

he smiled, leaned back in his chair and said, “I would love to talk about my 

school.” Alfred said that he went to one big private school all his life. It was an 

“expensive school,” as he described it, and he was there from his elementary 

years all the way to high school. He said, “It wasn’t separated into middle school 

or preschool or anything like that, it was all in one school, one private school from 

first grade until like, senior year.” He remembered that he had to wear a uniform 
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and follow very strict rules all the time. Since it was an “all-grades school,” as he 

called it, everybody – students, teachers, staff, and parents – knew each other 

very well. “Being at school always felt like being a member of a big huge family to 

me. It almost made me feel lonely every time I went home,” said Alfred with a big 

smile.  When asked to describe the classrooms and the physical layout of the 

school, Alfred did not say much. The only thing he remembered was that classes 

were never too big, never more than 20 to 25 students in one room.  

 All throughout the years of schooling, back in his home country, Alfred had 

great teachers, as he shared with me during the initial interview. His teachers 

were kind and caring. They were very strict, as he said, but Alfred claimed to 

learn a lot from them and from their strict routine. He said, “Some of them were 

really tough but approachable, I learned a lot from them and some of them really 

helped shape my personality.” Some of the common practices among teachers 

back in Alfred’s home school were to give lots of instruction about every 

homework or task. “They used to write everything on the board and they made 

sure everyone wrote down the due homework before we leave the class,” added 

Alfred. Alfred remembered that he had to take frequent quizzes, tests, and 

exams, after every chapter or unit. He said, “The teacher would not start a new 

chapter or unit before we all get a good grade on the test or quiz.” Alfred’s 

favorite school subject is Science. He said, “I love science, I just find biology… 

just amazing how the body works and how everything is structured.” 
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 When asked, during the initial interview, about social or cultural out-of-

school activities back home, Alfred said, “There wasn’t much to be involved in 

like here in America. Africa is a little different… just hanging out with friends and 

playing a little sports with them, that’s all.” Alfred talked about how lengthy the 

school day was, back home. He said that he used to spend most of the day at 

school, “I almost lived my whole life at school, not much time to do anything 

else.” When asked about working outside of home while going to school, Alfred 

said that in his culture this was never an option for students his age. “Back home 

I never worked because there was no working for us, the idea was never thought 

of for students my age, it was all about studying and that’s it,” he stated during 

the initial interview. 

 I observed Alfred attending a Chemistry class for a whole college 

semester. During the numerous informal interviews I had with Alfred throughout 

the semester, he expressed how different school seemed to be for him here in 

this country than it was back in his home country. Alfred said that the workload 

back in his old school was much heavier and much more rigorous than it was 

here in college. He shared with me how thankful he felt for his teachers back 

home because they prepared him well for college. Alfred said,  

College has a good level here in America but not as good as I expected 
it… much less work and much less expectation from the teachers. Coming 
from a foreign country, you know, coming from overseas and having that 
really tough workload, to me, the expectation here is much lower than the 
standard I’m used to. To me, this is a continuation of high school; even my 
middle school was tougher than this. Students here are so spoiled in 
schools. They are so used to easy school life. (Inf. Int. 3 p. 6)  
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Alfred was surprised with how big and spacious the lecture hall was. “These are 

just way too many students in one place, no wonder they’re not learning like 

they’re supposed to.” Alfred talked during one of the informal interviews about 

how expensive school was back in his home country. He stressed to me that 

education was much more appreciated in his culture because of all the sacrifices 

parents make to put their children through school. In Alfred’s opinion, literacy in 

the United States is taken for granted and maybe much less appreciated 

because of the fact that education is free. 

 Because of the differences between what Alfred is used to and what he 

actually experienced in school here, he had to make some adjustments. For 

example, it took him a while to get used to attending the lecture in an auditorium 

verses a small classroom. The lack of personal relation and interaction between 

the students and the teacher was new to Alfred. “This is not teaching at all, this is 

more like mass production,” he once said. Also, the lack of respect that students 

had for each other and for the teacher was something Alfred never experienced 

before. He said during the final interview, “How can a student get up and leave in 

the middle of class while the teacher is still talking? This is so rude!”  

 Alfred displayed a positive behavior throughout the whole semester. He 

displayed his punctuality and commitment by always coming to class on time. I 

noticed that Alfred sat quietly during the lecture; he did not talk to anyone even 

when other students talked to him. In all my observations, I did not see him take 

his phone out of his pocket once during a lecture. I observed him being focused 
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in class, always monitoring every move the teacher made and everything he 

said. I noticed, while observing Alfred, that not too many students took notes 

during the lecture. A possible explanation might be that the class material was 

posted on Blackboard and that is why note-taking was not a priority for students. 

Most of the students I saw in the auditorium had their laptops with them. They 

seemed busy, most of the lecture time, with their laptops or their mobile phones. I 

noticed that Alfred never brought a laptop with him to school. When I asked him if 

he had one, he said yes. 

During the final interview I asked him how he spent his time outside of 

school. Alfred said that he likes to socialize with his cousins and friends, and 

sometimes volunteers with the Red Cross. I asked him if he had a job while going 

to college in the U. S. and he said that, “I am not working, I don’t need to work.” 

 One of the questions I asked Alfred at the beginning of the semester and 

during the initial interview was, “Now as you came to a new place and a new 

school, do you think people here in this society think of literacy the same way you 

do or differently?” Alfred answered by saying,  

People here think of school as something given, so it’s not so important… 
they don’t think much about education, I suppose. I think in America 
literacy is a little different, I think you know people perceive it a little 
differently, it’s just like talking about the American dream. It’s all about 
succeeding in America, as long as you’re successful you’re considered 
literate, I mean, it’s not always school, school, school to them like I was 
taught. (Int. Int. p. 2) 



www.manaraa.com

83 

 

 

 

At the end of the semester and during the final interview I asked Alfred if his 

opinion regarding the way this society perceives literacy had changed and he 

said, “No, it didn’t.” He also added that he did not change the way he personally 

perceived literacy either. Alfred stated,  

It doesn’t really matter to me how people here think of literacy, what 
matters to me is just to be able to adapt. As long as I can keep my values 
and the way I’m studying and adapt so that I can interact with other 
people, then I think that’s what’s most important to me. (Fin. Int. p. 5) 

Alfred further explained how much his parents valued education, the things they 

had to go through in order for him to go to school, and how much he appreciated 

all that. Education and literacy are important to him and he expressed that he is 

not willing to change his values so he can blend in a society that perceives 

literacy differently.  

 The last question I asked Alfred during the final interview was about his 

literacy practices and if he had acquired any new ones over the course of the 

semester. In this regard Alfred said that he would, for sure, keep his study ethics 

that he was used to and that he would never slack because slacking is not 

acceptable for him. He did learn to do things a little differently and it worked 

better for him this way. He said, “I learned to get out of my personal circle, this 

was something new for me… to socialize more and study more in groups than 

alone. It helped me learn from other people and from the way they learn.” 

 In summary, Alfred perceived literacy as being educated, doing the best 

possible in school, achieving high goals, and having a successful career. He 
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learned about literacy from his parents and his school. After going to school here 

in the United States, Alfred noticed a difference in the way this society perceived 

literacy. However, his own opinion about literacy did not change over time. About 

his literacy practices, Alfred made a decision to always study the way he learned, 

without slacking. He also learned that sometimes it is better to study with friends 

because one can always learn new studying techniques by watching others 

study. 

Participant #4:  

Sabrina (pseudonym) is a 19-year-old female, first-year college student, 

who graduated high school from Pakistan. Sabrina moved to the United States to 

live with her older married brother while attending college; she was seeking 

asylum because of the lack of equal educational opportunity in her homeland. 

Her father and her mother are still living back home. Sabrina also has an older 

sister who is married and works as a physician. Sabrina knows Urdu, Arabic, 

Punjabi, and English. Her main study interest is Business and she wants to major 

in Business Administration. 

Growing up, Sabrina was the youngest in her family. Her brother and 

sister were 7 and 8 years older than her, so she always had a lot to look up to. 

She mentioned, during the initial interview, that after raising her older siblings her 

parents were not too interested in being involved in her school activities and 

events. However, they were always very supportive of education. They always 
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encouraged her to never settle for less than her best. “In fact, they have forced 

me to come over here to stay with my brother, and to study over here because 

they know it’s better for me,” explained Sabrina. Her parents perceive literacy as 

a right and the only path to success. “My parents always taught me that literacy 

is the basic right of every man and woman,” said Sabrina. She also learned that 

literacy and being literate is not just about degrees, “but it also comes from basic 

sense of consciousness.” 

Sabrina talked about her school back in Pakistan, during the initial 

interview. She said that she went to an “all-girls private college.” She 

remembered everyone at school being very strict, but fun and friendly. She had 

to wear a special uniform to school and she went to school six days a week. She 

described her classroom as a reasonable size room, not too small and not too 

big. She said that she always felt comfortable in her classroom. Every classroom 

had windows, at least two doors, a blackboard, teacher’s desk, about 25 to 30 

student’s desks, and a library. Sabrina said, “I used to love the small library we 

had in class. The teacher allowed us to bring books to share and we used to look 

forward to reading each other’s books.”  

Sabrina considered herself blessed with every single teacher she had 

throughout her school years. She remembered having very bright and caring 

teachers, “they were all nice to us, always like a second mother at school,” said 

Sabrina. “My teacher used to stand and teach us all day, always walking around 

the classroom and checking on us. I don’t remember seeing my teacher sitting at 



www.manaraa.com

86 

 

 

 

her desk,” she said. Sabrina also mentioned that her teacher used to write 

everything on the board and she always made the students copy what she wrote 

in their notebooks. The teacher always made sure that all students wrote down 

their due homework before they left the class. Sabrina remembered having 

frequent tests and quizzes, almost every week. No one was ever allowed to 

speak in class without permission, according to what Sabrina said during the 

initial interview. “Everything was so strict, but good… I liked how the rules were 

strict in the class, it helps you focus,” she added. Sabrina’s favorite school 

subjects were always languages. She said she liked studying English and her 

native language, Urdu. 

After-school activities were Sabrina’s favorite thing to do. She participated 

in several of these, and she always looked forward to them. She played sports 

and participated in many tournaments. She was always involved in the yearly 

festivals and carnivals. She went on numerous field trips and she collected a 

wealth of related memories. Sabrina likes cooking a lot; she considers it to be her 

favorite hobby. When she was in school she never missed a cooking contest and 

always went to the “bring-a-dish” parties held by her friends and family. I asked 

Sabrina if she ever worked outside of home when she was back in Pakistan and 

she said no. Sabrina said, “In my culture students don’t work until their 

graduation.”  

I observed Sabrina attending an Oral Conversation class for a whole 

semester. Based on her experience of attending college in the United States, 
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Sabrina pointed out during the final interview that school in the U. S. was quite 

different than it was in Pakistan. The class size was bigger than she was used to. 

Talking about the teacher’s expectation Sabrina said, “They don’t expect enough 

from the students here and that’s why the students are lazy to do their work. 

They don’t have a strict reward and punishment system either so students don’t 

really care much.” Sabrina had to make few adjustments related to classroom 

rules and teachers’ expectations. One of them was getting used to less frequent 

tests and quizzes. For most of the classes she enrolled in, she only had a 

midterm and a final exam. Sabrina mentioned during the final interview that this 

was quite a change for her. The frequent assessments, she had back in her 

home country kept her on track and enabled her to better calculate her grade. 

Sabrina felt that students here in the US are very open when it comes to 

dealing with each other and with the teacher. She mentioned during the final 

interview that this has its pros and cons. She didn’t like the lack of respect in 

general that students showed to the school rules and school authorities. “I 

noticed that the students are not taking school seriously and they’re not treating 

the rules and the school personnel with the respect they deserve,” said Sabrina. 

On the positive side, Sabrina learned from her classmates how to approach the 

instructor and ask questions or ask for help if needed. To her surprise, as she 

shared during the final interview, she found out that most instructors and 

professors are more approachable than she thought they are. “This was a new 
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experience for me and one of the pleasant adjustments I had to make,” said 

Sabrina.  

Throughout the semester Sabrina had a positive attitude toward learning 

and she always behaved constructively in class. Sabrina always came to class 

on time. During class, I noticed that she did not take a lot of notes. The teacher 

had all the lectures posted on Blackboard and the students probably did not feel 

the need for note-taking. Unlike other students in the classroom who were always 

talking to each other, I observed Sabrina not talking to anyone while the teacher 

was in the room. On oral presentation days and while other students were 

presenting their speech, Sabrina was always attentive and gave the presenter 

her full attention. I noticed throughout the semester and over the course of the 

five speeches assigned in this class that Sabrina’s confidence and public 

speaking skills improved significantly. Also, near the end of the semester I 

noticed that Sabrina felt less shy talking to the teacher after class or talking to a 

classmate. She mentioned during one of the informal interviews, “I’m surprised at 

how this class gave me confidence to speak in public in front of total strangers.” 

She also said during the final interview, “this class was a little hard for me 

because I’m not used to speaking in public and that was the hardest thing for me. 

Writing all these speeches was not easy for me either, but I learned a lot.” 

I asked Sabrina during the final interview how she spent her time outside 

of school in the U. S. I was interested in knowing whether or not she was 

involved in any social activities. She shared with me that she had gotten her 
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driver license and she was having fun driving around and spending time in the 

shopping malls. She also mentioned that she went to the gym and worked out a 

lot over the semester, it helped her stay energetic and focused, she said. I asked 

her if she was working outside of home while going to school here in this country 

and she said no. 

During the initial interview I asked Sabrina “Now as you came to a new 

place and a new school, do you think people here in this society think of literacy 

the same way you do or differently?” She then replied saying,  

I don’t think people here are really into schools like people in my country. 
There’s lack of emotion and passion for learning… I think school is not 
important here because it’s free… in my country everyone has to pay for 
school that’s why we have to strive and it’s important to us. (Int. Int. p. 3) 

I reminded Sabrina during the final interview with what she had said initially. I 

was then interested in knowing if her opinion regarding the way this society 

perceived literacy had changed and she replied that it had not. Moreover, 

Sabrina added that the way she personally perceived literacy did not change. “I 

will never change the way I think of literacy no matter where I go,” she said. 

 When asked about her literacy practices during the final interview Sabrina 

mentioned that she kept some old ones and learned some new ones. Sabrina 

said that she was comfortable with study habits and the way she learned to 

organize her thoughts and assignments. She added that going to college here in 

the United States and having to deal with a different culture had taught her to be 

more flexible and accepting of new things. Sabrina said, “I am so glad I learned 
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to reach out for help when I need it, I mean at school… I learned that it’s OK to 

go talk to the teacher and to ask my friends for help.” During one of the informal 

interviews, Sabrina mentioned that she also learned to use the different 

resources available on campus. She said that she liked studying in the library 

with her friends, going out to lunch with them, and talking about school-related 

topics. Sabrina’s academic and social practices’ changes were noted in my 

reflective journal throughout the semester. 

 In conclusion, Sabrina perceived literacy as being educated and having 

the basic sense of consciousness. She learned about literacy from her parents, 

her society, and her teachers back in her home country. Sabrina came to the 

United States to go to school here. She noticed that people in this society viewed 

literacy differently. Sabrina chose to keep her own literacy practices that she 

learned back home and she learned new ones as well. She learned to get out of 

her own circle, to socialize with friends from school and classmates, and to reach 

out for help. 

Chapter Summary 

 The purpose of this chapter was to provide an overview of the findings 

from the collected and analyzed data over the course of one college semester. 

Raw data was carefully assembled from four involuntary immigrant students 

attending their first year of college in the United States of America. This was 

prepared using initial and final interviews, informal interviews, field notes, 



www.manaraa.com

91 

 

 

 

participant observation, reflective journals, and guided by the research questions. 

These data sources were used to focus on the process of learning and not just 

on the outcome. In my reflective journal I documented the changes participants in 

this study made to their academic practices and adjustments they needed to 

make in the process of adapting to the new society. 

Very little course documents and artifacts were collected from the 

participants in this study because most of the course documents and material 

were posted online. Instructors made the lectures, PowerPoint, discussion 

questions, and other course material available for students to access and print as 

needed. Therefore, I noted in my reflective journal, almost following every 

observation, that students did not see the need to take notes during class. 

Courses syllabi were the only collected documents and artifacts. 

A discussion of the findings, the conclusion, and suggestions for further 

research will be presented in chapter five. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 The first aim of this study was to examine the difference between the 

academic literacy definition and views of the involuntary immigrant college 

students and the academic literacy definition and views of the hosting country. 

The second aim was to study how these students acquired academic literacy in a 

college course in relation to their own definition of literacy. The third aim was to 

document the differences in academic literacy practices acquired by the 

participants in this study as part of the process of adaptation over the course of a 

college semester. This chapter will help situate insights gained from both the 

collected data and the data within the research literature that framed this study. 

As the research questions were used to guide the collection of data, similarly the 

research questions were used in this chapter to create themes for discussion and 

recommendations for future research. 

Involuntary Immigrants and Resettlement  

 As it was mentioned in the first chapter, this study is significant because it 

focuses on the involuntary group among all immigrant college students. 

According to Ogbu’s “cultural-ecological” theory (1981), academic achievement 

and attitude towards learning are influenced by the way immigrants are accepted 

and treated in the host society. Furthermore, their academic achievement and 

attitude toward learning and succeeding in the host society are influenced by 

whether or not their immigration was voluntary or involuntary. Ogbu asserted that 

involuntary immigrants perceive their presence in the host country as a result of 
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an external force. Therefore, they tend to be less economically successful and 

are more likely to experience school performance issues. Although all 

participants in this study were involuntary immigrants, they felt accepted in the 

society in the United States.  

Randy and Lily were members of less economically successful families 

than the families Alfred and Sabrina belonged to. Consequently, Randy and Lily 

had to hold jobs outside of college to help support their families, while Alfred and 

Sabrina did not have to work as they were going to school. The researcher 

documented, in her reflective journal, some issues related to Randy’s and Lily’s 

school performance that arose during the process of collecting and analyzing 

data over the period of the college semester. These issues were related to the 

fact that both Randy and Lily were working long hours. Although they tried their 

best, throughout the semester, to keep their attendance high and not to miss 

classes, they often times were tired and looked like they lacked the energy to 

focus. Randy had to miss few discussion sessions because of his work schedule, 

which reflected on his grade. Lily had to make up a quiz that she missed because 

of her work schedule, and still did not have time to study for it before the make up 

date. Even though they were both hard working students and were both 

committed to school and to their studies, their financial commitment towards their 

families hindered their school performance.  

At the end of the semester, both Randy and Lily received less than the 

desired grade in their classes unlike Alfred and Sabrina who received the 
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expected grades, as they all shared with me during an informal interview. 

Therefore, the results of this study are in keeping with Ogbu’s “cultural-

ecological” theory. They are also in accordance with Schwartz’s (2004) and 

Vasquez’s (2007) research findings. Interestingly, when studying involuntary 

immigrant college students, their findings were somewhat similar. They both 

concluded that involuntary immigrant college students struggle to balance 

between school, work, home activities, and they tend to drop out of their classes. 

In this study, this was true in Lily’s case. A week before the final exam, and after 

receiving less than satisfactory grades overall on homework, quizzes, and other 

assignments, Lily decided to drop the class. 

 As new immigrants in the United States, all four participants in this study 

were strongly attached to their home country. They mentioned during informal 

interviews that they were always in touch with friends and relatives back home 

because it made them feel as if they were still with them. Kunz’s (1981) “Exile 

and Resettlement Refugee Theory” argued that most of the involuntary 

immigrants’ resettlement problems could be tracked back to their emotional 

attachment to their home country and dependence on their past. He also claimed 

that these issues of resettlement affect the involuntary immigrants’ educational 

performance and school achievement. The opposite was true in relation to the 

participants in this study, as all four participants expressed positive influences of 

their ties to family. 
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Randy once said, “My cousins back home support me a lot. I always talk 

to them and they always encourage me to keep doing well in school and keep 

supporting my family. I hope I see them again soon.” Lily’s grandmother, back 

home, was her great support system, as Lily stated once. Lily called her 

grandmother at least once a day to hear her encouraging voice and get 

continuous advice from her. Alfred’s father was his role model, career wise. 

Alfred wanted to become a successful physician like his father. He mentioned 

several times that he was constantly in touch with his father during the day, 

contacting his father from his mobile phone. Sabrina lived with her older brother 

here in the United States and contacted her parents, back home, several times 

daily, as she said. She also had lots of friends back home that she was always 

calling, chatting with, or otherwise contacting through electronic media. She was 

always asking them about their school, comparing their performance with hers in 

a positive and challenging way, as she once shared with me during one of the 

informal interviews. 

All four participants in this study had strong emotional ties to their home 

country and dependence on their past. As much as this emotional attachment 

caused them some resettlement problems, it did motivate them to push 

themselves to do their best and to make their extended family proud of their 

achievements. According to Kunz’s “Exile and Resettlement Refugee Theory”, 

emotional attachment to the homeland, family members, and friends may cause 

resettlement problems that may, in turn, affect the academic achievement. 
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However, in this study, this attachment worked as a great support and assurance 

to their home culture’s academic literacy values as well. The more they were 

attached to their friends and family members in their homeland, the more they 

were reminded of their previous academic literacy beliefs. They were always 

reminded of their previous success throughout their school years, which 

motivated them and helped boost their self esteem. Both Alfred and Sabrina 

shared with me, during informal interviews, that they were constantly reminded of 

their childhood academic dreams by family members and friends. After being 

disappointed for doing less than well on one of her Chemistry quizzes, Lily once 

told me during an informal interview that talking with her grandmother on the 

phone made her feel much better. Her grandmother reminded her with all the 

good grades Lily used to get in science and how much she loved this subject as 

a little girl. “This, right away, made me gain confidence back in myself,” said Lily. 

Randy was also reminded by his friends of how well he did in school back home 

and how he used to explain hard concepts to his friends, as he told me once 

during an informal interview. He said, “It makes me feel strong when I remember 

how well I did in school, I can’t thank my friends enough for supporting me.” 

Influence of Culture and Educational Experiences on Academic Literacy 

This study was concerned with the definition of academic literacy 

according to the participants in relation to their cultural and educational 

background. When asked to define literacy, participants of this study replied to 

the question expressing their opinion according to the way they were brought up 
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by their families and affected by their cultures. Randy said that he perceives 

literacy as something a person must have in order to be successful in life and to 

always aim for career advancement. Lily did not recall her parents talking to her 

specifically about literacy but she mentioned that she, and her brothers, always 

“lived the concept of being on a high level of literacy and to always do well in 

school.” In reply to the same question Alfred said that literacy in his culture is 

perceived as knowledge and education, “it’s all about education,” he said. As for 

Sabrina’s definition of literacy, she referred to it as “the basic right of every man 

and woman.” She also stated that her parents taught her that literacy is not just 

about degrees but “it also comes from basic sense of consciousness.”  

 All four participants in this study perceived literacy as doing well in school, 

being highly educated, and having a successful career. They all acquired literacy 

in their native language, as well as in English as a second language, in their 

home country. According to both Krashen’s (1980) and Cummins’ (1991) theories 

of second language acquisition, all four participants reached literacy level in 

English, as a target language, in their home country. Therefore, none of the study 

participants had language problems since second language acquisition steps 

happened before their college experience. 

 The role and effect of culture and educational experiences on learners’ 

biliteracy development were however evident across all four participants’ cases. 

Reyes (2006) claimed that when learners are exposed to biliteracy activities at an 

early age they are more likely to become successful biliterates. This was true for 
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all four participants in this study. They came from the same cultural background 

and they all attended private schools in their home country where they were 

exposed to learning English as a second language starting from their early 

elementary school years. Because of their exposure to biliteracy activities from 

an early age, and with the help of their families and community members, all four 

participants were literate in both languages before they entered college in the 

United States. They were not required to take English classes and they were 

granted the opportunity to focus on learning the content of the studied material. 

This in turn, helped them blend well in the new society of the host country. It also 

provided them the opportunity to take their time adapting to the new college life-

style and learning new academic practices. 

Additionally, a study conducted by Dominguez and Pessoa (2005) 

distinguished an over achievement in the literacy levels among students 

receiving support from family and community members. All four participants 

claimed a great deal of family involvement in their academic life. Lily mentioned 

several times during the initial and the informal interviews that her family always 

sat around the table together, helping and supporting each other during 

homework time. Randy said that his parents used to check his homework every 

night, always attended parent-teacher conferences and stayed in touch with 

teachers following up on his academic performance. Alfred mentioned several 

times during informal interviews that his mother always supported him and was 

constantly involved in school activities and events. Sabrina’s parents did not 
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participate as much in school activities as far as volunteering in events but they 

were continuously supporting her at home and overseeing her achievement, as 

she explained. 

Cummins (1996) explained the difference between basic interpersonal 

communicative skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency 

(CALP). He stated that BICS represents the language that is used every day to 

interact with one’s peers while CALP is acquired when the person reaches 

proficiency in the cognitive academic language. CALP, according to Cummins, 

takes longer to acquire but, once acquired, does not need to be relearned in a 

different society where BICS language is different from that of the learner’s. 

Furthermore, once acquired, CALP can be used to help the learner acquire BICS 

in a new society. Although all the study participants acquired English (BICS of 

the United States’ society) in their home country, their familiarity with CALP 

allowed them the time and chance to focus more on the academic practices 

around them. It should be noted that the participants’ familiarity with the content 

related to the subjects they were studying in college, in the host country, helped 

their self-esteem and allowed them the opportunity to merge in easily.  

Randy, Lily, and Alfred were observed, during this study, while attending a 

science class which they were quite familiar with its CALP. Sabrina was 

observed while attending a speech class, and she was given the choice to 

prepare all her speeches and presentations on topics that were familiar to her. 

Because of their familiarity with the subject learned, they did not take many notes 
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during class and very little artifacts and class documents were collected. 

Therefore, the participants’ familiarity with the cognitive language related to the 

studied context facilitated their analysis of the different academic literacy 

practices around them. It also allowed them the opportunity to better fit in the 

society by adapting some of the new practices.  

The Changes of Literacy Definition and Views  

 This study investigated whether or not the research participants changed 

their definition and views of academic literacy over the course of an academic 

semester and after they attended college in the United States. According to the 

results of this study, the students did not change their definition of literacy. When 

asked during the final interview, and at the end of the semester, about their 

definition and views of academic literacy in comparison to what they had said 

during the initial interview, they stated that they did not have any changes to 

report. They all agreed that being part of a new society required some 

adaptations but did not result in major changes in views and definition of literacy.  

 Randy said, during one of the informal interviews, “Being in a new place 

and a new society is giving me the opportunity to learn how to adjust to new 

situations. As for the meaning of literacy it is always the same for me.” Among 

the adjustments Randy had to make, and perhaps the most significant one, was 

having to hold a job while going to school in the United States to support his 

family and help pay his tuition. To Randy, this was a new experience he learned 
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to deal with. He never had to work before, since students were not supposed to 

have a job according to Randy’s culture.  

Similarly, Lily had to hold a job while going to school, but her views about 

literacy did not change. During the final interview Lily said, “No matter how much 

I have to change things around to adjust to my new life here, my views about 

literacy will always be the same. This is what my parents taught me.”  

Alfred too did not change his views about literacy. During the final 

interview he said, “personally, my views about literacy didn’t change and it 

doesn’t matter to me how people here think of literacy, what matters to me is just 

to be able to adapt.” Alfred learned to make adjustments to his schedule and his 

time management skills, but unlike Randy and Lily, he did not have to work while 

he was going to school in the United States.  

Sabrina’s views of literacy also remained the same at the end of the 

college semester. She mentioned during the final interview and one of the 

informal interviews as well that keeping her own views of literacy was a way of 

showing loyalty to her parents and to her culture. Sabrina made some 

adjustments to her new life-style in the United States like adding some social 

involvement and interaction. 

Therefore, this study suggests that policymakers involved in educational 

reforms within institutions of higher education should be considerate of the 

diverse body of students, as well as its definition and views of literacy. With this 
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in mind, universities and educators would most effectively welcome students of 

different cultural backgrounds by embracing differing connotations of literacy in 

their curricula and their practices. 

New Academic Literacy Practices 

 Given that the participants in this study did not change their definitions and 

views of academic literacy after attending college in the United States, it was 

noted that the changes in their academic literacy practices were not big. Lea and 

Street’s (2000) Academic Literacy Model views literacy as a practice that 

includes cultural and contextual aspects. This model focuses mostly on the 

process of acquiring academic literacy and the different practices developed by 

the students, while doing so, more than the outcomes. In this study I was 

interested in the new academic literacy practices the research participants 

developed over the course of the academic semester. The participants were 

asked during the final interview about any new literacy practices they may have 

acquired over the course of the college semester. They all claimed that none of 

their previously used literacy practices were totally omitted. They kept their own 

academic practices and study habits they always had and they added new ones 

that were very much tailored to the culture of the new society. 

 All four participants in this study came from the same cultural background 

where the individual’s performance represented the main element in their 

academic success. From their early elementary school years, they learned to 
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follow strict school rules and to develop rigorous study habits. They learned to 

eliminate noise and distraction while studying. They also learned to study alone. 

Attending college in the United States and being members of a diverse society 

opened their eyes to some different academic practices. Some of these practices 

were brought into this society by other students from other cultural backgrounds 

and some practices were introduced to them by the host society.  

 Although they were all determined to keep their old study habits and 

literacy practices, they claimed that they learned to open up to new ones. 

Collectively, they learned to study in groups and to share ideas, thoughts, and 

practices with other students. Randy found out that he learned the material better 

when he studied with his friends in the library. Lily became a member of one of 

the study groups created by the instructor, and also mentioned that she learned a 

lot from other students’ study habits. Alfred had his own group of friends who 

always met in the library to study after class. He said, “Sometimes when you 

explain something to someone it helps you to learn it even better. It’s good to 

have friends you can study with.” Sabrina made friends with two female students 

who happened to have the same schedule she had. They always met on campus 

during the day to study. Sabrina said, “It was great and new to me, studying with 

friends. We always encouraged each other, especially around exams time.” 

 One of the new practices the participants in this study learned is asking for 

help and seeking different resources. Sabrina said during the final interview, “I 

learned to go up to the teacher and ask instead of struggling on my own to get 
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the concept. Before I came here I was too shy to do that, now I learned a better 

and faster way.” Lily also mentioned during one of the informal interviews that 

she always counted on her study group members to explain things to her when 

she had to miss classes because of her work schedule. “I learned that it’s ok to 

ask my friends to explain things to me, and sometimes they explained it better 

than the teacher.” The Supplementary Instruction (SI) session that Alfred 

attended throughout the semester was led by a teacher assistant that Alfred 

thought was very helpful. “I used to ask her about anything if I didn’t get it from 

the lecture. Back home I learned to only ask the teacher but it’s not necessarily 

the case here,” stated Alfred. Randy too learned to seek his friends’ and his SI 

leader’s assistance to understand hard concepts when needed. He also learned 

to use the library resources and to look up things on the Internet.  

All four participants collectively agreed that getting out of their own circle, 

making new friends, and studying in groups not only helped them academically 

but also socially. They often times met their friends for lunch or for a meal 

together which helped them blend in better and faster in the new society. It also 

allowed them to learn some new social habits. This is in keeping with Kiang’s 

(1992) research findings related to refugee Asian American college students. The 

students in Kiang’s study were all from the same cultural background and had 

the same academic habits and practices, such as not asking questions and not 

speaking in classes at all unless being called on. When they entered college in 

the United States they had to change some of their academic habits and learn 
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some new ones. For example, they learned to ask questions, ask the teachers to 

write things on the board, and they learned to seek help through the available 

resources on campus. Thus, educators should be cognizant of the different 

academic practices of diverse students and should be constantly encouraged to 

practice eclectic teaching approaches.  

Implications and Recommendation for Future Research 

Implications of the study 

The study’s main goal was to extend the existing research on academic 

literacies for refugees and involuntary immigrants in the hope of developing 

programs and student services that would be beneficial for this population of 

college students. Implications of this study may include designing special 

orientation events and/or activities for involuntary immigrants’ college students 

upon their admission to college in the United States. During such events and/or 

activities they would be familiarized and made aware of the American colleges’ 

life style and the different help resources available for them. Participants in this 

study shared with me, several times during informal interviews, how they wished 

there was such events designed especially for them. They mentioned that they 

need more time to get familiar with most of the material presented in college 

orientation that their colleagues who graduated high school from the United 

States are already familiar. Such as calculating their GPA, test scores, 

scholarships, general education classes offered in college… etc. 
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Universities and colleges’ administration and advising staff may consider 

advising students to enroll in familiar subjects to them, such as science or math, 

during the first college semester. This will help them blend-in easier in a new 

society, will enhance their self-esteem, and it will allow them the chance to learn 

new practices that may be related to the learned subjects. This was true for all 

the participants of this study. Additionally, in keeping with Cummins’ language 

competence categories BICS and CALP, newly immigrant students should be 

advised to enroll in classes they are familiar with their CALP. Example of these 

classes would be science, math, computer… etc. The students’ familiarity with 

the content of such classes will allow them to focus on learning the language 

used to deliver the material rather than focusing on learning the material itself. It 

will also grant the immigrant students the time and the opportunity to focus on 

acquiring some new academic practices related to the learned subject. 

Instructors may also be encouraged to design more “group practice” 

activities where students get the chance to learn from each other and reach out 

for help among their peers. Students in this study benefited from such 

opportunities. In accordance with Cummins’ model, context-embedded tasks are 

the ones that offer sufficient context for students to construct meaning with 

relative ease. Instructors should be made aware of the nature of such tasks to 

incorporate them in class activities when designing the course assignments and 

material. 
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Recommendation for Future Research 

This case study research was designed to focus on a small size sample of 

involuntary immigrants, all from the same cultural background. Further research 

should be done with a bigger population of involuntary immigrants. Perhaps a 

whole class or a whole community of college students who were forced out of 

their homeland may be considered for future research. 

Since all participants in this study were from the same cultural 

background, involuntary immigrant college students from diverse backgrounds 

may also be considered in future research. It would be interesting to investigate 

the effect of different backgrounds and cultural beliefs on students’ views of 

academic literacy. 

It is also recommended to consider examining the results of this study 

when applied to a group of voluntary immigrants, such as international college 

students or students who are studying abroad and planning on staying away from 

their homeland for a period of time by their own will. Perhaps, the findings would 

be different when immigrant students are aware of their freedom to go back 

home upon their choice.  

Involuntary immigrant college students observed for a longer period of 

time is another recommendation for future research. One academic semester 

was set to be the period of observation and data collection for this study. 

Observing involuntary immigrant college students for longer than one academic 
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semester may shed light on more or different academic practices developed over 

a longer period of time. 

Finally, in future research involuntary immigrant college students should 

be observed in multiple classrooms. The participants in this study were observed 

only during one class each for a whole academic semester. Findings could be 

different if they were observed while attending more than one class each for a 

whole semester. The students may have adapted different academic practices in 

different classes, giving us a more complete view of changes in their academic 

behaviors. 

Chapter Summary 

The overall findings of this study extend the existing research addressing 

the college education of involuntary immigrants who arrive in the host nation at 

the post-secondary level. Issues of resettlement, according to involuntary 

immigrant refugee theories, were discussed in this chapter. Resettlement issues 

of participants in this study were only related to emotional attachment with friends 

and family members back home. In this study, these emotional bonds worked as 

motivational factors and encouraged the participants to keep pressing for their 

best in the new society. In this chapter, views and definition of academic literacy 

according to cultural background were discussed and measured up to existing 

theories and research. All participants in this study came from the same 

background and almost had the same academic literacy views. They tried their 
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best to fit in the new society by changing some existing practices and learning 

new ones, but their original views of academic literacy were not compromised.  

Lastly, implications of the study and recommendations for future research 

were suggested in this chapter hoping to create a more supportive learning 

environment for involuntary immigrant college students. This in turn may develop 

new voices for such growing body of college students and may eventually 

transform their college experience in the United States. 
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APPENDIX A: RESEARCH INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Title of Study: Involuntary Immigrant College Students Acquiring Academic Literacy: An 

Exploration of How Their Views of Academic Literacy Impact the Process 

 

Principal Investigator (PI):  Amal Essak 

 

Purpose:  

You are being asked to be in a research study about immigrant college students and their views 

of academic literacy and what strategies they develop over the course of a semester. This study 

is being conducted at Wayne State University and it includes four immigrant college students. 

Study Procedures: 

If you take part in the study, you will be asked to 

o Participate in a short interview (about 15 questions of about 30 minutes) in the 

beginning of the spring/summer semester. You will have the option of not answering 

any questions you don’t feel comfortable answering, and still remain in the study. 

o Allow me to attend all class meetings for one subject of your choice during the whole 

spring/summer semester to quietly observe and take notes (this will be about 40 to 45 

hours). 

o Share with me any documents/artifacts related to the class (example: syllabus, notes, 

homework, worksheets, pictures from a field trip, etc.) 

o Participate in a short interview (about 15 questions of about 30 minutes) at the end of 

the semester. You will have the option of not answering any questions you don’t feel 

comfortable answering, and still remain in the study. 

 

Benefits  

o As a participant in this research study, there will be no direct benefit for you; however, 

information from this study may benefit other immigrant students now or in the future. 

o Additionally, information from this study may benefit other people (society) now or in 

the future to better understand the academic needs of involuntary immigrants in their 

new society, and to extend the existing research on academic literacies for refugees and 

involuntary immigrants in the hope of developing programs and student services that 

would be beneficial for this population of college students. 
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Risks 

There are no known risks at this time to participation in this study.  

 

Costs  

o There will be no costs to you for participation in this research study. 

 

Compensation 

o You will not be paid for taking part in this study. 

 

Confidentiality: 

o You will be identified in the research records by a code name or number to ensure 

confidentiality. The list will be kept on the researcher’s (Amal Essak) computer, which is 

password protected. 

 

Voluntary Participation /Withdrawal:  

Taking part in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to take part in this study, or if you 

decide to take part, you can change your mind later and withdraw from the study. You are free 

to not answer any questions or withdraw at any time. Your decision will not change any present 

or future relationships with Wayne State University or its affiliates. Your decision will not affect 

your grade in the class and has no reflection on your grade. 

 

Questions: 

If you have any questions about this study now or in the future, you may contact Amal Essak at 

the following phone number. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research 

participant, the Chair of the Human Investigation Committee can be contacted. If you are unable 

to contact the research staff, or if you want to talk to someone other than the research staff, 

you may also call to ask questions or voice concerns or complaints. 

Participation: 

By completing the initial interview, the final interview, and by allowing me to observe you 

during class throughout the course of the spring/summer semester you are agreeing to 

participate in this study. 
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APPENDIX B: INITIAL SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 

PROTOCOL 
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APPENDIX C: FINAL SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 

PROTOCOL 
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APPENDIX D: BIOLOGY 1510 SYLLABUS 

Biology 1510 Syllabus 
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APPENDIX E: BIOLOGY 1510 LAB SYLLABUS 

Biology 1510 Lab Syllabus  
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APPENDIX F: CHEMISTRY 1240 SYLLABUS 

Chemistry 1240 Syllabus 
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APPENDIX G: CHEMISTRY 2220 SYLLABUS 

Chemistry 2220 Syllabus 
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APPENDIX H: COM 1010 SYLLABUS 

Com 1010 Syllabus 
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APPENDIX I: SAMPLE – ONE BIO 1510 LECTURE 

Sample – One BIO 1510 lecture posted online 
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APPENDIX J: SAMPLE – ONE CHM 1240 LECTURE 

Sample – One CHM 1240 lecture posted online
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APPENDIX K: SAMPLE – ONE CHM 2220 LECTURE 

Sample – One CHM 2220 lecture posted online 
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APPENDIX L: SAMPLE – ONE COM 1010 LECTURE 

Sample – One COM 1010 lecture posted online
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ABSTRACT 

REFUGEE COLLEGE STUDENTS ACQUIRING ACADEMIC LITERACY: AN 
EXPLORATION OF HOW THEIR VIEWS OF ACADEMIC LITERACY IMPACT 

THE PROCESS 
 

by 

AMAL H. ESSAK 

August 2012 
 

Advisor: Dr. Poonam Arya 

Major: Curriculum and Instruction 

Degree: Doctor of Philosophy 

The purpose of this study was to first, examine the difference between the 

academic literacy definition and views of the involuntary immigrant college 

students and the academic literacy definition and views of the hosting country; 

and second, to examine how these students acquire academic literacy over the 

course of one academic semester at a US college. This study provided 

understanding of how involuntary immigrant and refugee students develop new 

academic literacies practices as they go through the academic socialization 

process, rather than focusing just on what they should know in order to become 

successful educated members of the new community. The intent of the study 

was to focus on the process of their learning and not just on the outcome. 

Participants in this qualitative case study research were four involuntary 

immigrant college students attending their first year in college in the United 

States. All participants in this study came from the same background and had 
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very similar academic literacy views. This study was conducted over the course 

of one college semester. Data collection included participant observation, field 

notes, interviews, documents and course artifacts, and reflective journals. Data 

was analyzed using Spradley’s Cyclical Research Design. This included the use 

of cultural domain analysis, taxonomic analysis, and finally a componential and 

theme analysis. 

Findings of this study indicated that all four participants tried their best to 

fit in the new society by changing some existing practices and learning new ones, 

but their original views of academic literacy were not compromised. Resettlement 

issues of participants in this study were only related to emotional attachment with 

friends and family members back home. In this study, these emotional bonds 

worked as motivational factors and encouraged the participants to keep pressing 

for their best in the new society. 
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