Scholarships for Immigrant and Refugee Youth

The majority of immigrant and refugee youth aspire to complete post-secondary education. Krahn and Taylor (2006) found that 79 per cent of visible-minority immigrant 15 year olds hoped to earn at least one university degree as compared to 57 percent of Canadian non-visible minority students.  However, many very capable and motivated immigrant and refugee youth lack access to further education because of their particular life circumstances. We propose that scholarships be made available that recognize the social and economic barriers experienced by some immigrant and refugee youth. Adapting existing scholarships or creating new ones that take into account the life realities of these youth would contribute to equity and the effective utilization of human resources. 

A primary goal of academic award programs is to increase access to education for capable students. The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, for example, is dedicated to “improving access to post-secondary education for all Canadians, especially those facing economic or social barriers, and encouraging a high level of student achievement and engagement in Canadian society.”  There are a number of factors, however, that make it difficult for many capable immigrant and refugee youth to qualify for existing scholarships such as the Millennium Scholarships.
The reasons for and circumstances of a family’s migration to Canada, the resources they bring, and the family and community support available once they arrive are all factors in the ability of immigrant and refugee youth to pursue higher education. For example, 

· Family A came to Canada voluntarily 15 years ago. The family had time to prepare for emigration, so both parents spoke one of the official languages and the family had some financial resources. Once in Canada, the family became part of a large, established cultural community that offered various kinds of support including employment and other opportunities for the children once they became teenagers. 

· Family B arrived in Canada 7 years ago having lived for the 6 years prior to that in a refugee camp. They experienced unspeakable horrors in their country of birth and the experience has scarred the parents emotionally and physically. The parents have only rudimentary skills in English or French. The mother is at home with the six children and the father works evenings as a janitor. Their cultural community in Canada is new and small, composed of families and individuals much like themselves. 
The youth in each family may be equally capable and motivated to pursue post-secondary education but the circumstances of their lives would make it much less likely that the youth in family B would be successful. 
The barriers immigrant and refugee youth may encounter in accessing post-secondary education include:
· Poverty and/or underemployment: The Canadian Council on Social Development (2000) reports that over one-third of immigrants who have lived in Canada for under ten years have household incomes of under $20,000., compared with 16% of those who have lived in Canada for more than 10 years and 17% of persons who are Canadian born. When families are living in poverty, their children may be denied higher education not only because the costs are prohibitive but because the youth need to work in order to contribute to the family income. Student loans are not an option in some cases because of reluctance to incur debt, either because of the burden it places on the family or because of cultural prohibitions against borrowing money.

· Language skills: Immigrant and refugee children may not speak either of the two official languages when they arrive in Canada and this may affect their writing proficiency at the secondary and post-secondary level. Their grades may not qualify them for established scholarships even though they are very capable of further developing their writing skills and of being successful in a chosen field of study.

· Family responsibilities: There is often a culturally-based expectation that the needs of family and community take precedence over those of the individual. Because they are exposed to the mainstream culture through their school experiences, immigrant and refugee youth are often the first in their families to become proficient with the language and Canadian customs. They assume responsibility for interpreting for their parents and acting as brokers with the larger society. Both immigrant and refugee families may struggle with adapting to the new culture, despite any advance preparations they may have made or orientations they may have received. Refugee parents are apt, in addition, to suffer from emotional disorders such as depression and post-traumatic stress as well as poor physical health stemming from their pre-migration experience. The commitment to family, coupled with the very great needs of many families and communities, impacts the ability of many immigrant and refugee youth to undertake full course loads thus disqualifying them from many student awards. It also means that while mainstream youth are able to work to help cover educational costs, immigrant and refugee youth will frequently be spending substantial time caring for their families and community members. 

Immigrant and refugee youth live between two cultures, striving to reconcile the expectations and mores of each. Supporting their academic aspirations can help them achieve the credentials they need to be successful in mainstream society without repudiating their cultural heritage.
If we are to achieve equal access to post-secondary education on behalf of immigrant and refugee youth, we need to recognize the formidable barriers such as poverty, heavy family responsibilities and language learning experienced by many.  By adapting the qualification criteria for existing scholarships and instituting new ones that take these factors into account, we are working toward equity and allowing the youth to maximize their potential contribution to society. 
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