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Syrian Refugee Children’s Language and Literacy 
Development in English and Arabic

This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.

Findings that refugee children performed poorly on the English standardized measures must be 
interpreted with caution. This sample was within their first 3 years of learning English, and 
research has shown that it takes five or more years for English as an Additional Language 
(EAL) learners to develop academic language proficiency.

This study shows the need to support refugee children’s language and literacy skills in English 
and Arabic, both at school and in the home.

Language programs should aim to be culturally responsive and include trauma-informed 
approaches.

For older youth, tutorial classes that combine academic content with language 
support can help familiarize youth with specific vocabulary needed for school.

For children of all ages, same-language peer pairing in schools can help the 
development of both languages.
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SUMMARY: The study looked at English and Arabic language and literacy development in a 
sample of 115 Syrian children with refugee experience, aged 6 to 13, who had recently resettled 
in Canada. It compared older (10-13 years old) and younger (6-9 years old) children’s language 
and literacy development and assessed the simple reading view model in English and Arabic.
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