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Abstract 
Previous research about refugee students’ experiences with online learning has focused on the 
challenges faced by refugee youth, their families, and schools without addressing what strengths 
families might bring to this type of learning. Further, while previous research has touched upon 
refugee youth and their families’ substantial digital literacies, these strengths have not been widely 
applied in support of online learning. In this paper, we advocate for a holistic, asset-based approach 
to support and develop refugee families’ digital literacy practices for use in online learning 
experiences. In doing so, we hope to countermand the suggestion that online learning is something 
refugee families can never benefit from or will only benefit from under an extremely narrow set 
of conditions. We begin by reviewing previous research about refugee populations and their digital 
literacies. Then we share Bronfenbrenner’s socio-ecological framework for thinking about shared 
responsibility in digital and online learning that does not rely on individual students, families, 
schools, or communities as independent actors. Next, we apply the socio-ecological thinking that 
we propose to online learning for refugee families across various systems and share theoretical, 
design, and pedagogical implications. We conclude by offering some implications for research and 
reiterating the importance of asset framing and shared work in serving refugee and other vulnerable 
populations well.  
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Distance learning, even with digital and online tools, was not a product of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The first documented use of distance learning in K-12 education was in 1910 
(Barbour, 2021). Subsequently, technological developments such as online technologies have 
enabled fully online K-12 schools as well as the use of online learning in various parts of the 
world during natural disasters, such as earthquakes, and health disasters, such as SARS in 2003 
and H1N1 in 2008 (Barbour, 2021). However, the goal of these emergency-based uses was 
typically to preserve instructional continuity for learners rather than provide the entire range of 
services of critical importance for some populations. Although COVID-19 did not produce 
online learning, it did create large-scale closure of school buildings and therefore, the context for 
increased reliance on digital and online tools for learning. The widespread and extended nature 
of school building closures and the challenges produced by severe illness and death created a 
need for practitioners, researchers, and policy makers to pay greater attention to the important 
role of schools to provide community stability in addition to providing instruction. However, 
while such large-scale, long-term closures could have been reasonably foreseen, given global 
patterns and recent outbreaks of SARS and other diseases, educational institutions and 
governments largely failed to plan appropriately to provide all the services that schools can 
provide while using online and distance modalities (Barbour, 2021; Rice & Zancanella, 2021).  

In the context of inadequate preparation, the COVID-19 pandemic meant that an 
estimated 1.5 billion children globally began receiving instruction using online devices, 
applications, tools, and/or programs with very little notice or advance preparation (Education 
Week, 2020; UNESCO, 2020). The intention of policy leaders was that, by using online and 
digital learning, youth would be able to continue learning without disruption. However, it 
became apparent that not all young people and their families were able to benefit from remote 
online learning. During school building closures, many learners who did not have access to 
internet connections or internet-ready devices, and populations who had been historically 
underserved in schools struggled the most to benefit from efforts to deliver instruction online 
(Maldonado & De Witte, 2020, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation [UNESCO], 2020). For example, in a brief paper submitted to the Australian 
Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment, Lamb et al., (2020) argued that 
while vulnerable children and families needed additional support to learn using digital and 
online tools, they were the least likely to receive these supports. It is also likely that these 
vulnerable families experienced additional negative effects from the pandemic such as increased 
illness and death, which would have made learning in any modality difficult.  

In another policy brief, Kollender and Nimer (2020) argued that instruction relying on 
the availability of digital and online programs and tools during COVID-19 brought opportunities 
for institutional discrimination against a specific population—refugees—because these learners 
were unable to find, enroll in, and access basic resources to begin learning. The population of 
refugees and their families is important to consider because in 2020, an estimated 80 million 
people were forcibly displaced across the globe, with 40% of these being youth under the age of 
18 (U.N. Refugee Agency, 2020). Also, the number of unaccompanied refugee youth making 
requests through the United Nations has been about 100,000 per year for several years (UNHCR, 
2015). The refugees described in this article refer to the youth and their families who were 
originally from different countries in the world and resettled in a host country (e.g., the United 
States).  
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These refugees have been forced to flee their country due to war, violence, persecution, 
or climate change (UN Refugee Agency, 2020). These displaced individuals come from and 
migrate to many countries. For example, 43.7 million have immigrated to the United States for 
various reasons, and this number comprises 13.6% of the US population, although Canada is the 
country currently receiving the most refugees (Zong et al., 2019). While “refugee” is a broad 
term representing a broad population with considerable diversity in migration experiences, many 
of these youth and their families experience trauma during the migration resettlement process 
when they arrive in a new country, regardless of their reason for fleeing the countries where they 
were living (e.g., Perreira & Ornelas, 2013; Bloem & Loveridge, 2018). 

Some previous research has explored refugee families’ experiences during their 
resettlements in host countries. For example, refugee families experience language barriers 
because most families speak English as a new or additional language in their households 
(Renzaho et al., 2011; Walsh et al., 2011; Watkins et al., 2012). Not all members of refugee 
families had formal educational experiences prior to leaving their country and it is common for 
families to have experienced interrupted schooling in their countries of origin. The lack of access 
to education prior to migration exacerbates refugee families’ struggles with learning in a host 
country (Brown et al., 2006; Dryden-Peterson, 2015; Dooley, 2008; Isik-Ercan, 2012; Mille et 
al., 2005). While acquiring a new language and facing a different culture, refugees also 
experience challenges in formal educational settings (Harris & Marlowe, 2011; Kanu, 2008; 
Miller et al., 2018). Recent research has examined refugee families’ displacement and health 
issues during the COVID-19 pandemic (Banati et al., 2020). Most of the research related to 
refugee families’ life experiences focused on the challenges faced by the families during 
resettlement in a host country. However, refugee families’ cultural practices and literacies in 
their current domestic settings also need scholarly attention (Cun, 2020; Bolander, 2023). 
Specifically, families have developed digital literacies that honor their cultural practices and 
values. These practices and values are assets when valued as multiple ways of knowing and 
communal responsibility (Flint & Jaggars, 2021). Understanding these assets as part of their 
digital literacies should be included in developing plans for refugees and their families. To 
understand what we mean by digital literacies, we offer the following definition.  

 
We should view digital literacies in a larger frame that resists over-attending to 
operational techniques and skills and, instead, emphasizes mobilizing and building on 
what learners acquire and know from their wider cultural participation and affinities 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2015, p.18).  
 

Understanding families’ digital literacies has become more crucial in the digital age and in the 
pandemic-stricken world because of the pervasiveness of the expectation to use online and 
digital means to connect, work, and learn. 

Studies about working with refugee students’ during the COVID-19 pandemic have been 
quicker to document deficits of refugee youth, their families, and schools and slower to mention 
strengths. For example, Mudwari et al., (2021) investigated online learning of Bhutanese 
adolescent refugees and identified factors that influenced their disengagement with learning, 
which included encountering perceptions about limited digital literacies of parents. Kasper 
(2021) examined teachers’ perspectives about teaching refugee students and found that teachers 
experienced challenges when helping students they believed had “limited digital literacy” (p.56). 
While pointing out the challenges experienced by refugee newcomer students, Santiago et al., 
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(2021) highlighted that “schools must attend to digital literacy” (p.355). However, existing 
literature also indicates the issues related to the internet, such as refugee students’ lack of access 
to internet n Syria (Menashy & Zakharia, 2022, p.3) and internet connectivity problems (Nisanci 
et al., 2020) were also barriers that posed thorny problems for teachers and schools.  

Although these studies have touched upon refugee students’ digital literacy, they 
concentrate attention on what the families do not have or do not bring to the online learning 
experience. However, the fact that studies mention digital literacies at all suggests a gap in 
research on this topic. The purpose of this paper is to advocate for a holistic, asset-based 
approach to support and develop refugee families’ digital literacy practices for online learning. In 
doing so, we hope to prevent the suggestion that online and digital learning is something refugee 
families can never benefit from or will only benefit from under an extremely narrow set of 
conditions. We begin by reviewing previous research about refugee populations and their digital 
literacies. Then we share Bronfenbrenner’s (1977; 1979) socio-ecological framework to think 
about shared responsibility in digital and online learning that does not rely on individual 
students, families, schools, or communities alone. Next, we apply the socio-ecological thinking 
that we propose to online learning for refugee families across various systems and share 
theoretical, design, and pedagogical implications. We conclude by offering some implications for 
research and reiterating the importance of asset framing and shared work in serving refugee and 
other vulnerable populations well.  

 
Review of Literature 

 In this review of literature, we report previous studies of refugee’s digital literacies in 
both home and formal education settings prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. We then turn to 
studies of refugee children’s learning with digital and online tools during the pandemic. In so 
doing, we set up a contrast between the assets that had been identified in previous research 
outside of the pandemic and the challenging experiences that young people had in trying to be 
successful in online learning during the pandemic. This comparison opens space for presenting 
the socio-ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner 1977; 1979) to support future planning for 
shared work to make learning with online tools and programs viable for refugee children and 
families in various contexts.  
 
Refugees’ Digital Literacies in Home Settings 

Even where refugee families have not participated extensively in formal online learning, 
studies have explored refugee families’ efforts to engage in various digital literacies in home 
settings prior to and during the pandemic (Duran, 2016; Gilhooly & Lee, 2014; Kaur, 2016; 
Kendrick et al., 2022; Traxler, 2018; Vollmer, 2017). In these settings, adults and children had 
used the internet to achieve a variety of personal and practical goals. Notably, Lloyd and 
Wilkinson (2019) examined how refugee youth navigated information in their everyday lives and 
found that the participants enacted digital literacies to search for information related to job 
opportunities and maintain relationships with family members overseas. These researchers 
suggested that the refugee youth’s use of these types of practical digital literacies facilitated their 
informal learning. 

 Similarly, Gilhooly and Lee (2014) used data from three Karen brothers to highlight the 
youth’s use of their existing digital literacies for different social practices, such as “maintaining 
and building coethnic friendships,” or “connecting to the broader Karen diaspora community” 
(p.391). The authors described the Karen brothers as resettled refugees in the United States 
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(Gilhooly & Lee, 2014). The brothers’ parents had to leave Burma due to ongoing wars and all 
three brothers were born in refugee camps in Thailand. In 2007, their family resettled in the 
United States. While living in the host country, digital tools allowed them to communicate with 
their friends and other Karen community members across geographic borders. The findings of 
these studies reveal that refugee families and children’s digital literacies are not always new 
skills to acquire. Instead, many refugee individuals have utilized their digital literacies for 
various social practices in home settings. As Warriner and colleagues (2020) stated, “a more 
nuanced view of who refugee-background learners are, their existing linguistic resources, and 
their uniquely challenging life experiences will help teachers recognize possible ways to leverage 
resources such as multilingualism, familiarity with multimodal practices, digital literacies, or life 
experience” (p.38). Indeed, acknowledging and valuing the students’ existing digital literacies 
within their microsystem environments can help contribute to practical implications. 

Scholars have conducted research to offer space for refugee students to gain more 
experiences related to digital literacies in community settings (Emert, 2013, 2014; Johnson & 
Kendrick, 2017; Omerbašić, 2015; Vecchio et al., 2017). For example, Emert (2013) described a 
community-based summer literacy program for refugee students to employ digital tools, such as 
Windows MovieMaker®, to compose their digital stories. Students in this program gained digital 
literacy experiences while constructing multiple identities as collaborators, experts, and meaning 
makers. Similarly, Johnson and Kendrick (2017) involved refugee students in their digital 
storytelling project in a school district and found that the students represented themselves and 
enhanced their confidence while engaging in multimodal literacies.  

In their research, Johnson and Kendrick (2017) argued that digital storytelling served as a 
literacy pedagogy offering more possibilities for refugee students to express their identities, 
strengths, and experiences. Also, Omerbašić (2015) explored Karen refugee girls’ digital literacy 
practices, which facilitated their language maintenance and helped them engage in translocal 
practices. Participants in the study were originally from “the Thailand/Burma border” (p.475) 
and resettled in the United States. After describing the ways that participants engaged in literacy 
practices on social media (e.g., building social networks and posting comments on Facebook), 
Omerbašić (2015) offered several pedagogical recommendations, such as providing opportunities 
for refugee students to reflect on their digital literacy practices and encouraging them to 
collaborate on digital projects as being beneficial for students. All these studies acknowledged 
the refugee families’ various digital literacies through asset-based lenses, revealing that refugee 
youth and families were skillful at engaging in various digital literacies, such as establishing 
social networks, communicating with friends and community members who shared similar 
cultural backgrounds, and mobilizing languages across geographic boundaries. These studies 
also have shown the educational value of efforts to support refugee students in making sense of 
self, telling their stories, and engaging multimodal literacies in various ways, such as through 
summer literacy programs, digital storytelling projects, and afterschool programs. 

 
Digital Literacies in Formal School Settings  

Limited research has examined refugee students’ digital literacies in formal school 
settings (Kendrick et al., 2022). In one such study, Karam (2017) studied a case of a refugee 
student’s digital literacies in a ninth-grade classroom and found that the adolescent used 
multimodal and multilingual resources to construct identities in digital spaces. The researcher 
recommended providing opportunities for refugee students to “exercise their agency in 
negotiating their engagement in classroom tasks” (p. 520). In another study, Bigelow et al., 
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(2017) collaborated with teachers to design a curriculum unit which allowed refugee youth to use 
their home languages and employ various modes to make their remixed digital texts related to 
their culture. Even though the term “digital literacies” was not the focus of their study, their work 
depicted students who used languages, selected modes, and composed posts on Facebook® to 
learn and communicate. In a more recent study, Kendrick et al., (2022) investigated the digital 
literacies of refugee youth through digital storytelling and found that drawing upon the students’ 
everyday digital literacies helped engage these students in English language learning and identity 
conduction.  

Together, these studies have shown how refugee youth brought their linguistic and 
cultural practices to formal classrooms. Further, these studies illustrate the affordances that 
digital tools might provide for offering more possibilities to refugee students to draw upon 
various semiotic resources. These resources can be leveraged to connect to their everyday lives 
and experiences, as well as exercise their agencies, and simultaneously bring various digital 
literacies to classroom settings. 

Also, these studies indicate a strong presence of refugee students’ digital literacies 
practices in home, community, and school settings. However, little of this literature has 
examined digital literacies and practices wider than the individual classroom level. Valuing 
students’ digital literacies and advocating for students to have access to online learning 
experiences requires efforts from families, communities, schools, and teachers, but these 
important actions also need policy makers’ attention. What is needed is a conception of home, 
school, community, and policy that shows how digital literacies might be identified, built upon, 
and leveraged in online learning.  

 
Refugee Children and Families Remote Learning During the Emergency of the Pandemic 

While some of the research about families' digital literacies has produced asset-based 
findings, previous research about refugee’s experiences and learning outcomes in the remote 
learning done online during the pandemic emergency has focused on documenting the challenges 
that refugee children and their families faced during the period of the pandemic where most 
school buildings were closed. Scholars have noted how many of these challenges existed prior to 
the pandemic and made it more difficult for them to access educational opportunities at all, let 
alone online educational ones. For example, Banati et al., (2020) documented chronic poverty, 
protracted violence, conflict and displacement, weak health, and inadequate protection systems 
as barriers faced by refugees who were living in middle- and low-income countries during the 
early part of the pandemic. The authors argued for greater attention to identifying and providing 
access to support in addition to online learning support (e.g., devices, internet connection) for 
giving these children and their families a real opportunity for success. For many researchers, 
being poor accompanied an assumption that if children could not access devices, internet, and 
instructional materials on their own, they should not expect to be able to learn online. Although 
these published articles focused on the challenges experienced by the families during the Covid-
19 pandemic, that focus not mean that the families did not have cultural assets in their 
households—it could also mean that researchers were not focused on looking for these strengths.   

Mudwari et al., (2021) also documented adolescent refugees from Bhutan living in 
Australia and the disengagement and isolation they felt in trying to access and benefit from 
online instruction. These authors posited that without opportunities to use schooling to integrate 
into a community, refugee adolescents were left without a vision for their potential in a 
community. These findings were like what Tobin and Hieker (2021) found when they studied 
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fully and partially online learning in refugee camps and urban settings in Greece, Jordan, Kenya, 
and Rwanda. These researchers argued that online instruction cannot be the only educational 
services offered to students. In their view, blended (partly online) learning programs need to be 
context-specific, modular, optimized for mobile technologies, and delivered by prepared and 
supported teachers to be effective. However, that chain of needs requires shared responsibility 
and close coordination by teachers and school leaders.   

In addition to what schools can do for refugee students, there has also been research 
about how families coped and managed the challenges they faced. Santiago et al., (2021) studied 
refugee families in the United States and found that they relied heavily on recreational activities, 
including video games, painting, cooking, their faith and religious routines, and family 
connections to move forward during the pandemic. These refugee families were able to engage 
in other activities, even those that required technological access and internet, while they 
struggled at school. Being successful in completing schoolwork and reaping the benefits of 
school required more than merely offering online instruction. Ensuring that online learning is 
viable for refugees demands comprehensive strategies to integrate and resettle these families. For 
example, Ngwacho (2020) described the need for the African country of Kenya to improve 
online educational opportunities for vulnerable populations, including those families displaced 
by war, by increasing internet connectivity and access to open-source educational resources as 
well as access to quality water, sanitation, and health resources (Ngwacho, 2020).  In response to 
these understandings about the integrated nature of instructional and non-instructional supports 
for successful online learning, we suggest a multi-layered and community-responsive approach 
to supporting refugee families.  

 
Understanding Socio-Ecological Theory 

Previous research on digital literacies has revealed some assets that individual refugees 
and families bring to online learning. However, research about how these youth and their 
families experienced remote online learning during the pandemic has focused on depicting social 
challenges and barriers that must be overcome. To bridge the gap between what refugee families 
bring and what schools, communities, and governments can or should provide, we drew on 
socio-ecological theory as the theoretical framework to support our exploration. This theory was 
initiated by the psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner, and it has been used to study human 
development, which is shaped by ecological environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979). 
Bronfenbrenner (1977) defined the ecological environment as “a nested arrangement of 
structures” (p.514). His initial work includes four environmental systems: microsystem, 
mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). At the microsystem level, an 
individual’s development is usually influenced by their immediate surroundings, such as 
families. For example, exposure to various texts available in a child’s home can help the child 
with literacy development. Next, the mesosystem is conceptualized as “the interrelations among 
major settings containing the developing person at a particular point in his or her life” 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p.515). For example, students’ digital literacy practices in home contexts 
may impact their academic literacy learning in school settings. The relationships among different 
settings in a person’s development are emphasized in this system. 

The third system, the exosystem, includes “one or more settings that do not involve the 
developing person as an active participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected 
by what happens in that setting” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.237). An example of the system 
environment includes educational policy agencies. While children are not directly involved in 
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educational policy-making processes, the decisions made by policymakers can influence the 
children’s learning, development, and achievement in school settings.  

Fourth, the macrosystem is “the overarching institutional patterns of the culture or 
subculture” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p.515). An example of the system includes cultural practices 
that influence a growing child’s sense-making of self, values, and beliefs. These cultural 
practices usually play crucial roles in a child’s interactions and involvements in their social 
surroundings at the micro-, meso-, and exo-levels.  

The fifth system, namely chronosystem, was added to examine “the influence on the 
person’s developmental changes over time in the environments in which the person is living” 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986, p.724). This additional system emphasizes how these changes within the 
above-described system environments can influence a child’s development across their lifespan 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1995). Table 1 provides an elaboration of this theoretical framework to help 
examine refugee students’ digital literacies, which are shaped by different system environments. 
Table 1 also offers additional details about the theoretical, design, and pedagogical implications 
for applying this thinking to work with refugee families in online learning settings.  
 
Table 1 
Summary of Systems, Understandings, and Implications 

System Theoretical 
Understandings about 
the Intersection of 
Online Learning and 
Digital Literacies 

Practical Implications for 
Designing Digital Literacies 
Curriculum for Online 
Settings 

Practical Implications for 
Teaching Digital Literacies 
in Online Settings 

Individual Refugee youth have 
different strengths, 
interests, and preferences 
in terms of digital 
literacies. 

Refugee youth recognize space 
to share their histories and 
demonstrate understandings in 
online settings using digital 
tools. 

Expressing individual 
interests related to digital and 
culturally relevant literacies 
and drawing teachers’ 
attention to consider more 
effective ways for teaching 
all learners in the online 
space.  

Interpersonal Refugee families bring a 
desire to build social 
networks, draw on 
multimodalities to 
function, and multilingual 
skills to online settings as 
well as culturally relevant 
literacies. 

Refugee families can help their 
children value their existing 
literacies and support them in 
represent these literacies 
digitally that are usually 
invisible in formal education, 
which emphasize standardized 
curriculum.  

Families deserve 
communication with teachers 
about digital and culturally 
relevant literacies and help 
teachers reflect on their 
teaching practices and 
provide more ways for better 
supporting students in the 
online space.  

Organizational Schools have roles as 
decision makers in 
choosing materials for 
online learning and in 
promoting a range of 
digital literacies that 
account for the needs and 
strengths of refugee 
families. 

Schools can acknowledge the 
students’ and families’ existing 
digital literacies and provide 
more possibilities for students 
to draw upon their existing 
digital literacy to build new 
knowledge.   
 
 
 

Schools should support 
teacher professional learning 
about online learning for 
refugee families that 
accounts for the literacies 
and technological expertise 
that might bring to schooling 
or that they are interested in 
developing.  
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Community Communities have 
obligations to 
acknowledge and support 
the digital literacies and 
access to online learning 
for all students. 

Communities should reach out 
to more families and provide 
more online learning resources 
for the families to sustain their 
culturally relevant literacies 
and advocate for the families.  

Communities should support 
schools in designing 
programs that support 
refugee families in gaining 
access to resources that 
support the use and 
development of their digital 
literacies and access to 
online learning.  

Public Policy Policy makers should 
support digital literacies 
through online learning 
by building infrastructure 
for online learning. They 
should also frame online 
learning policies to 
include all learners and be 
inclusive about standards 
for digital learning and 
literacies.  

Policy makers should make 
policies that encourage the 
development of accessible, 
responsive digital instruction 
materials for online settings.  

Policy makers should include 
digital literacies as part of 
efforts to support teacher 
professional learning about 
online teaching.  

 
 
Applying Socio-Ecological Thinking to Systems in Online Learning 

 Previously in this paper, we offered evidence that understanding refugee youth and 
families’ digital literacies needs additional theoretical consideration. In this section, we focus on 
applying socio-ecological thinking to the systems that Bronfenbrenner (1977; 1979) outlined in 
the context of online learning for refugee youth and families. These systems are the individual, 
interpersonal, organizational, community, and public policy arenas. The perspectives on assets 
are also discussed in these arenas. Advocating for refugee students’ digital literacies and online 
learning needs efforts from families, schools, communities, and other stakeholders as contextual 
influences in the areas all impact on individual student’s learning. The discussion of asset-based 
perspectives is integrated into each area to show that every area needs to value refugee students’ 
strengths and assets tied to their digital literacies and online learning. Figure 1 provides examples 
of key ideas for using socio-ecological theory to draw on families’ digital literacies to support 
online learning.  
 
Individual 

Planning quality experiences with a range of online learning models that support refugee 
youth, and their families requires understanding these learners as a population and as individual 
learners. In line with previous research, these young people will have different strengths, 
interests, and preferences in terms of digital literacies (Emert, 2013; Karan, 2017; Kendrick et 
al., 2022; Omerbašić, 2015; Vecchio et al., 2017). 

Archambault and colleagues (2022) have recommended personalization in digital 
learning as an important pillar of success in the range of online settings. While some definitions 
of personalization focus more on programs and tools that pinpoint cognitive deficit, an asset-
based model for these refugee youth must draw on personalization frameworks that center on the 
child rather than what is to be learned. Such frameworks ask questions in the following order: (1) 
Who is the child? (2) What are their needs but also, what are their strengths? (3) What programs 
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and services exist to serve the child? (4) What is useful for the child to learn? and then; (5) How 
should the learning be achieved? (Cun, 2020; Smith et al., 2004; Teemant et al., 2005). Notice 
how this framework places the issues of pedagogy after the need to learn about the child.  

Individual refugee youth may possess various strengths and needs associated with 
cognitive development, but important linguistic and social strengths and needs also exist because 
of their refugee status and their position as multilingual learners (Smith et al., 2004). For 
example, some of these children may not have been able to access formal schooling for some 
time, but they may have developed various strategies for supporting their own informal learning. 
In cases where youth have been traveling unaccompanied for some time, they may have 
strengths around making temporary social connections to achieve short-term goals, collaboration 
to meet group goals, and creative ways to solve problems (Dooley, 2008). Moreover, while some 
youth may be reluctant to discuss their journeys, many will be willing to tell their stories with 
digital tools and use their experiences as a basis for expanding their literacies (Emert, 2013; Cun, 
2022). They may also respond to stories about other refugee youth presented with various types 
of on- and offline media (Cun, 2020; Perea, 2020). Such strategies draw from individual assets 
and position those to be of benefit to other systems (interpersonal, organizational, community, 
public policy). For refugees and other vulnerable populations, learning cannot be left to the 
individual system.  

In line with attention to the individual level, youth should be encouraged to express 
individual interests related to digital learning and other types of literacies. When individual 
strengths are considered for digital learning, teachers have more opportunities to understand the 
need to engage with families; they also are positioned to learn strategies that help them serve all 
students more effectively (Smith et al., 2004; Teemant et al., 2005). For example, teachers who 
seek to understand why refugee children may display an unwillingness to work with certain 
groups might learn something about cultural customs for group organization or historic rivalries 
that support decision making for instruction. Such was the case in research from Roy and Roxas 
(2011) where teachers engaged with individual refugee children about their traditional dress and 
learned information that helped them plan more responsive instruction for all students.  

 
Interpersonal 

Families are children’s immediate surroundings and potentially impact their learning and 
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Children are exposed to various types of social interaction 
in home environments, such as child-parent interaction (Dexter & Stacks, 2014; Filipi, 2015; 
Pianta, 1997) and conversations among siblings (Gregory, 1998, 2001; Williams & Gregory, 
2001). As digital devices have become an essential tool in people’s daily lives, children have 
also been exposed to various digital texts and social practices at home (Rice & Cun, 2021; 
Marsh, 2011; Marsh et al., 2017). Previous research has shown that refugee families engage in 
digital literacies for various social and cultural practices (Duran, 2016; Gilhooly & Lee, 2014; 
Kaur, 2016; Kendrick et al., 2022; Traxler, 2018; Vollmer, 2017). To these families, digital 
devices are not merely used for entertainment, such as watching TV, but even more to mobilize 
languages and maintain family relationships across geographical boundaries (Cun, 2022; 
Gilhooly & Lee, 2014; Lam, 2009). In other words, refugee students and families have 
established various socially centered digital literacies, represented in multiple modes and 
languages in their households. 
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Even though refugee students use their digital literacies at home, these literacies are often 
marginalized in the formal educational discourse, which prioritizes standardized curriculum and 
testing (Cun, 2022; Henderson & Palmer, 2015; Leung & Lewkowicz, 2006). As described 
previously, refugee students have different strengths, interests, identities, and preferences in 
terms of digital literacies in their households. We recommend that families’ strengths be 
considered alongside strategies to learn in online settings using digital tools. Valuing refugee 
families’ digital literacies and designing instruction based on their individual strengths and 
identities can provide more meaningful and effective ways to support students. Additionally, 
representation of refugee families’ digital literacies needs to be included in the online learning 
curriculum to empower refugee students and to help their peers and teachers have a better 
understanding of refugee families. 

There are also practical implications for teaching digital literacies in online settings. We 
recommend expressing individual interests related to digital and culturally relevant literacies and 
drawing teachers’ attention to consider more effective ways of teaching all learners in the online 
space. Omerbašić (2015) described pedagogical practices, such as offering space for refugee 
students to reflect on their digital literacies. Aligning with this recommendation, we also suggest 
that helping students express their daily experiences related to digital and culturally relevant 
literacies in classroom settings is important. Pahl and Rowsell (2019) explored children’s artifact 
making and argued that children’s artifacts made at home can invite their teachers and 
researchers to learn about the children’s cultural practices and families’ migration journeys. In 
online learning settings, as students can attend classes from home, teachers can use the 
affordance of digital tools to invite refugee students to present their cultural artifacts in the 
virtual space. Another strategy is to invite families to join classes in online settings rather than 
problematizing family participation. The aim is not to ask parents to watch their or other children 
learn in the classroom. Rather, the goal is to invite parents to view “themselves as valued 
partners with teachers” (Nistler & Maiers, 2000, p. 670) and share their culturally relevant 
literacy practices. This pedagogical suggestion can also promote home-school connections, 
which play essential and crucial roles in children’s literacy development (Moll et al., 1992; 
Wilson, 1991; Walsh et al., 2018). 

 
Organizational  

Although schools have a responsibility to provide instruction, schools have stewardship 
roles that go beyond invoking a list of skills for mastery—even when learning is done online 
(McAlvage & Rice, 2018). These responsibilities are wide ranging and include services like 
vision screening, meal programs, library access, adult learning, playgrounds, and other 
unstructured places to congregate, and find information about community activities. While some 
learners may navigate school successfully without accessing other supports available through 
schools, refugee youth and other vulnerable populations can benefit from these services greatly, 
many of which were absent during the pandemic (Mudwari et al., 2021; Tobin & Hieker, 2021). 
Without access to the full range of services that schools provide, refugee youth are poorly 
positioned to benefit from online instruction.  

As organizations, schools can also make efforts to acknowledge the youth and their 
families’ existing digital literacies and provide more possibilities for students to draw upon their 
existing digital literacy to build new knowledge. These efforts might be combined in useful 
ways. For example, schools have roles as decision makers in choosing materials for online 
learning and in promoting a range of digital literacies (Rice & Ortiz, 2021). These materials can 
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be selected to account for the needs and strengths of refugee families (Cun, 2020). Refugee 
parents can be meaningfully involved in these processes when schools provide physical or digital 
access to meetings and translators to help families communicate.  

As organizations, schools can also support professional development about online 
learning for refugee families that considers the literacies and technological expertise that refugee 
youth might bring to schooling or that they are interested in developing. Based on previous 
literature, topics for such professional learning might include (1) storytelling with digital tools, 
(2) practical problem solving with a variety of online tools and strategies, (3) maintaining 
friendships and relationships across time and distance using online tools and platforms, (4) 
accessing culturally important or linguistically-supported digital texts, and (5) drawing on 
appropriate social-emotional resources (with the understanding that some students may gravitate 
toward ideas that are spiritual or formally religious in nature).   
 
Community 

In addition to home contexts, communities are also considered students’ immediate 
surroundings, which can impact individual development at the microsystem level 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). The resources available in communities can facilitate children’s 
literacies (Epstein & Salinas, 2004; Oriyama, 2012; Reese & Goldenberg, 2008; Singh, Sylvia, & 
Ridzi, 2015). Even though some community settings, such as religious places, might offer 
literacy resources in more than one language, most literacy resources are provided in English in 
most communities in the United States (Reese & Goldenberg, 2008). Consideration of diversity 
in terms of language and culture needs attention in communities. 

Bronfenbrenner (1977) defined the mesosystem as “the interrelations among major 
settings containing the developing person at a particular point in his or her life” (p.515). 
Researchers have established university-community partnerships and offered various programs 
to help children and youth with literacy learning. A group of previous studies has explored 
refugee students’ literacy learning and identity construction through summer literacy programs 
and digital storytelling projects (Emert, 2013, 2014; Johnson & Kendrick, 2017; Vecchio et al., 
2017). Collaborations between universities and communities bring more possibilities to support 
refugee students.  

There are implications for designing high quality online learning within the community 
system. Families should be able to access learning and other literacy resources in communities 
beyond the school building. Further, it is important to offer these resources in languages that 
families speak and not just a colonial or dominant language.  

An additional recommendation is to include the representation of refugee families’ social 
reputation with other refugee families and outside of the refugee group. While it is important to 
offer services and support, true use of this system should position families with resources to offer 
through their social networks and share with friends in local neighborhoods and beyond (Cun, 
2020; 2022). Valuing the families’ Funds of Knowledge (Moll et al., 19992) related to resource 
sharing in communities can help advocate for the families and help others see that refugee 
families are not expecting merely to access digital learning, but they can also give support.  

As a practical concern, we suggest that communities consider physical spaces where 
families can access resources. Refugee families did not just lose access to school buildings as 
potential resources. They also lost access to community centers, libraries, museums, religious 
places, and other community settings in the wake of the pandemic. Many physical locations 
limited their hours, and some remained closed during the pandemic. Some families might be 
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scared to go back even if these resources are open again. Families cannot receive the support 
they need for community building under these circumstances. Therefore, we see a need for 
multiple collaborations among communities, K-12 schools, and universities to help refugee 
youth and families understand the resources available for digital literacies development, learning 
in general, and perhaps other support, such as health information.  

Previous studies have shown that community-based literacy programs, digital storytelling 
projects, and afterschool clubs through university-community and university-school partnerships 
have positive impacts on refugee students’ digital and multimodal literacy development (Emert, 
2013, 2014; Johnson & Kendrick, 2017; Omerbašić, 2015; Vecchio et al., 2017).  We suggest 
that these programs described can be offered in online spaces to help refugee students continue 
digital literacies and online learning in home and community settings, but the socio-ecological 
model suggests that various systems will have to connect, collaborate, and communicate with 
families for this to be successful. Merely posting a video conference link will not be enough to 
draw participation and provide adequate services.  

 
Public Policy  

States and nations can support digital literacies through online learning by building 
infrastructure for online learning. It cannot be left to individuals or individual families to obtain 
internet access on their own. Such a system ensures that vulnerable populations will not be able 
to access online learning, regardless of any other planning done on their behalf (Ferri et al., 
2020; Mac Domhnaill, 2021). Where internet access and access to devices are unavailable, it is 
public policy to plan for distance education that does not rely on online and digital means until 
such access can be made available (Barbour, 2021).  

Moreover, public policy makers must frame online learning policies to include all 
learners. They must be inclusive about how they set standards for demonstrating success online. 
While refugee learners may not be able to demonstrate competencies for some school tasks 
immediately, it is important for policy makers to remember that this population of learners stands 
to benefit the most from services and instruction provided. For example, Gambi & De Witte 
(2021) found that students from vulnerable populations, including refugees, demonstrated 
considerable resiliency in recovering test scores when they received support services. In fact, 
these vulnerable students receiving support recovered more of their scores than higher achieving 
students who were not receiving services.  

Refugee youth are positioned to benefit from policies that leverage digital literacies to 
privilege persistence and growth over mastery, consider learner preferences and input into what 
digital literacies might support their learning, focus on concern for social and emotional health, 
and are open about how the assessments with and of their digital literacies will affect the 
opportunities of individuals, families, organizations, and communities (Cardeli et al., 2020; 
Smith et al., 2004).  

Finally, public policy makers should include digital literacies as part of their efforts to 
support teacher professional learning about online teaching (Rice & Zancanella, 2021). This is 
important because of the need to find out what digital literacies refugee youth already have so 
these can be extended and expanded. For some applications like TikTok® or WhatsApp®, 
refugee youth might already have some sense of how to compose communications and consume 
videos, or they may even know technical aspects of how to make and broadcast content. But they 
may not know how to use a short video to engage with instructional content and frame a video as 
a response to an academic task. Policy making activities must include these distinctions and 
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name the acts of meaning making with digital and online tools as digital literacies instead of 
general technology skills. This specific naming is important for accessing practical and scholarly 
resources, design, and funding of appropriate research projects, and calling upon professional 
organizations to support teachers in their initial learning and subsequent development.  

 
Figure 1 
Illustration of Using Socio-ecological Theory to Draw on Families’ Digital Literacies to Support 
Online Learning 

 
 

Additional Considerations and Potential Limitations 
 While we have provided evidence of the need for this model and for how it might operate 
in decision making within and across systems, we acknowledge that model is imperfect. There 
might be challenges for designing research that has the primary goal of generalization or 
upscaling. Also, we acknowledge that while this model accommodates individual considerations 
like cognition, it is not a cognitive model, so it is unlike many other models of online learning 
such as the Community of Inquiry (Cleveland Innes et al., 2018) or Academic Communities of 
Engagement (Borup et al., 2020). Additionally, the social-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner 
1977; 1979) accommodates various family types including intergenerational families, but 
previous writings about the model have not always made that clear. 

Finally, if readers see how the model might be beneficial for thinking about other 
vulnerable populations, we see that as a strength rather than a weakness, although we emphasize 
that we saw a particular need to understand how the socio-ecological approach is badly needed 
with reference to refugee populations because of their multiple cultural, linguistic, religious, 
racial, and other identities that intersect in ways that can lead to their being devalued and 
dismissed as viable online learners.  
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Recommendations for Research 

 Taking an asset-based approach to refugee families and their literacies in the context of 
online and other forms of digital learning could lead to strong research opportunities that move 
beyond identifying challenges these families face and then either explicitly or implicitly 
suggesting that refugees are not capable of or could not benefit from learning online. These 
research opportunities include extended commitments to refugee families in studying their 
educational experiences, using more relationally engaged methodologies and strategies, and 
applying a more contextually dense framing around working with and within the various 
systems. 
 
Extending Commitments to Refugee Families 

Conducting research studies with refugee communities is not merely to collect data and 
leave the sites. Instead, the socio-ecological model suggests a research ethic that makes 
participants the primary beneficiaries. Many previous research studies have examined the 
challenges and needs of refugee families and communities (Banati, Jones, & Youssef, 2020; 
Brown, Miller, & Mitchell, 2006; Isik-Ercan, 2012; Walsh et al., 2011;). Indeed, these needs are 
parts of refugee families’ stories that cannot be ignored. However, refugee families’ stories are 
more than just their needs. More research attention is needed to explore refugee families’ digital 
literacies and online learning through asset-based approaches where they are regarded to have 
something to contribute, both at the time of the research and in the future. This will mean 
spending more time with families and being more reflective about how refugee families can 
share what they know, and all the systems can benefit from their participation.  
 
Relationally Engaging Methods and Strategies 
 Positioning vulnerable populations such as refugee families requires new conceptual 
frameworks to consider findings, but also requires new orientations for research. These 
techniques might include types of ethnographic and phenomenological work, but also 
methodologies that support community engaged research practices such as action research, 
narrative inquiry, and self-study of practice (e.g., Rice, 2023). These methodological strategies 
allow for deeper views into how refugee youth and families engage in clever problem solving 
and reveal their goals for themselves and others. These strategies also provide additional space 
for sharing responsibilities and benefits in research.   
 
Contextually Dense Framing  
 Our final suggestion for research centers on the need for more conceptually dense 
framing of refugees and their families. This includes a need to describe the populations more 
fully in terms of why and how they have migrated as well as their previous educational 
experiences, their expectations for learning and living where they are residing, and also critical 
examinations of how framing discourse is used, either to identify refugees as deficient or 
undeserving or to expand interest in what refugees and the other systems have that they can bring 
to bear for the success of all. In short, researchers should commit to frameworks that are 
considerate of the complexities in educating children, especially vulnerable children, and that 
advance the potential children and families as well as individuals in other systems (e.g., teachers 
within the school organization).  
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Conclusion 
 The purpose of this paper was to draw attention to the need for asset-based thinking about 
refugee populations and their potential to be successful across the range of online learning by 
drawing their digital literacies and related strengths. Critically, we emphasized the need for 
online education to be about more than instruction for these youth, while also acknowledging the 
need for a strong curriculum that favors the who over the what during instruction. To achieve 
these goals, we drew on Bronfenbrenner’s (1977; 1979) socio-ecological model based on 
systems—individual, interpersonal, organizational, community, and public policy—that overlap 
to produce learning contexts for students. We intend our work to be used by policy makers and 
educators to build strong systems that refugee youth need to use and expand their digital 
literacies and be successful online learners.  
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