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Abstract  
 
Canada’s response to the Syrian refugee crisis includes a unique program where private citizens 

can raise funds to sponsor a refugee family. This private refugee sponsorship program tasks 

citizens with both the financial and social aspects of a refugee’s integration for their first year in 

Canada. The success of the program has led many other countries, particularly in Europe, to 

consider adopting a similar approach. Although there has been an increased interest in the 

program, there is a lack of research into the sponsorship experience. This study aims to provide 

further insight into the sponsorship experience by studying whether it includes an element of 

learning for the sponsors. This was done by conducting in-depth interviews and analyzing them 

based on situated learning theory and placing the results in the context of previous research done 

on sponsors in Canada during the Kosovo crisis. The principle findings of this study show that 

private refugee sponsorship groups are indeed sites of adult learning for the sponsors. However, 

the degree to which this is the case differs depending on how sponsorship groups are positioned 

vis-à-vis the refugee family and the professional settlement community.  
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1. Background 

The Syrian Refugee crisis is now in its seventh year and it is estimated that 11 million Syrians 

have fled their homes since the conflict began in March 2011. The majority of these refugees are 

internally displaced meaning that they are still in Syria. After that, millions sought refuge in 

neighbouring countries such as Jordan, Turkey, Lebanon, Egypt, and Iraq. About 1 million 

Syrians sought asylum in Europe. (European University Institute, 2016) 

To date, Canada has accepted 40,081 Syrian refugees most of these only coming in after 

November 2015 (The Government of Canada, 2017). Of this number, the government resettled 

almost 26,000 with the remainder being taken care of by private citizen groups. These refugees 

are known as ‘privately sponsored.’ The private sponsorship of refugees is a unique program that 

exists in very few other countries.  In Canada, it began in 1979 when the government agreed to 

take in one refugee from Vietnam for every one taken in and supported by a private citizen. 

Although it was conceived of by government, it does not use government funds. A fact which is 

essential to the uniqueness of the program.  

Private refugee sponsorship does not rely on public resources, but rather taps the 

energy and funds of faith communities, ethnic groups, families and other 

benevolent associations. These organizations typically fund-raise or use their 

personal income to provide for and support the sponsored individual or family for 

1 year in Canada. (Refugee Sponsorship Training Program , 2016, p. 1) 

 

1.1 Who can be a sponsor? 

Within the private refugee sponsorship program, there are many different categories of sponsors. 

First, there are ‘Sponsorship Agreement Holders’ (SAHs). These are organizations who have 

signed a formal agreement with the government allowing them to sponsor several refugees or 

refugee families a year. SAHs are usually religious or humanitarian organizations. SAHs also 

have the power to approve smaller ‘Constituent Groups’ (CG) to sponsor refugees under their 

guidance. So that a church might sponsor a refugee family as a SAH, and then a smaller group of 

parishioners would form a CG and sponsor additional refugees. A further category is the ‘Group 
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of Five’ (G5). A G5 is composed of at least 5 citizens or permanent residents who are over the 

age of 18 and have no criminal record. A G5 must prove that they are financially able to support 

a refugee or refugee family for 12 months and must also submit a settlement plan. The final 

category is ‘Community Sponsors’ (CS) these can be either for-profit or non-profit organizations 

and, like the G5s, they must also prove their financial means and submit a settlement plan. (The 

Government of Canada, 2017) 

 

1.2 What are the responsibilities of a sponsor? 
 

As one can imagine, sponsoring is an enormous undertaking and responsibility for citizens to 

assume and the responsibilities of a sponsor are both financial and social. The financial 

responsibility alone is estimated to be about $27,000 per refugee family and then, of course, 

there is the considerable time commitment (Lifeline Syria , 2016). Before the refugee family 

arrives, the sponsors must secure the family’s finances for the entire first year, find living 

arrangements and home furnishings, and buy basic provisions. This is made all the more difficult 

by the fact that the sponsors do not know exactly when the family will arrive. Once they do 

arrive, the sponsors are responsible not only for helping refugees find schools, health care, and 

meet their daily living needs, but are also tasked with helping them find employment and 

establishing links within their new community (Lifeline Syria , 2016).  

 

1.3 How are sponsors and refugees matched? 

In general, there are two ways in which refugees and sponsors are matched. The first is 

through a referral by the sponsors themselves. Sponsors may know a refugee or refugee 

family through personal contacts or through social media for example. These ‘referred’ 

refugees must have official refugee status which usually means paperwork from the 

UNHCR or the government of the country where the refugee is currently living in 

asylum. The second option is for refugees to be matched with a sponsor through the 

Canadian government via a visa office. These refugees have already been screened and 

approved by the government and are waiting to be matched with a sponsorship group. 

(The Government of Canada, 2017) 
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1.4 How effective are private sponsorship groups? 
 

While sponsoring is a serious responsibility, privately-sponsored refugees do better than their 

government-sponsored counterparts at the one year mark. In fact, while only 30% of privately-

sponsored refugees will need government assistance in their second year in Canada, 69% of 

government-sponsored refugees are still on social assistance at the end of that second year 

(Friscolanti, 2017). This discrepancy perhaps highlights the importance of having caring and 

invested Canadian contacts for refugees. The level of community involvement could be seen to 

be an indicator of how successful newcomers are in making the transition from refugee to 

permanent resident.  

 

1.5 Learning in sponsorship groups  
 

That transition from a displaced person to a resident with ties to a new community, is 

extraordinarily challenging, but also filled with enormous opportunity and learning.  In most 

cases, the refugees must learn everything from a new language and new social and cultural 

customs to new driving and tax laws.  Throughout this journey the sponsors are committed to 

helping guide their refugee family, but what of the sponsors’ own learning? Most adult educators 

I know, myself included, would say that we learn from our students just as much as we impart to 

them. What then of the sponsors’ experience? Would they consider their sponsorship groups to 

be sites of learning not only for the refugees but also for themselves?   

 

1.6 Aim 
 
This study is interested in researching these private refugee sponsorship groups (PRSG) from the 

perspective of the Canadian sponsors.  Specifically, whether these private sponsorship groups 

could be considered sites of adult learning for the sponsors. Some of the questions that I hope to 

answer with this study are:  

1. Whether private refugee sponsorship groups are indeed sites of learning for sponsors. 

2. How the groups are organized and how their organization affects the sponsor’s learning.  

3. What types of learning the sponsors experienced. 

4. If the learning the sponsors experienced was transferable to other areas of their life. 
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1.7 Contribution to knowledge   
 

 It is important to note that the private sponsorship of refugees is not a one-time or seldom-used 

entity. It is a historic and official part of Canada’s refugee policy and response to international 

crises. Undoubtedly, there will be more refugees in the future whether from climate change or 

conflict, and Canada will need to once again respond. The program cannot, however, operate 

without the goodwill of the sponsors which requires of them both time and money. 

Acknowledging the potential learning benefits of sponsorship for the sponsors may push more 

citizens to take the steps necessary to become an active part of this process.  

 

 In addition, there are indications that countries such as the UK, Italy, and Germany are all 

looking at including a private sponsorship option into their own systems (Panetta, 2016). In fact, 

in 2015, the Migration Policy Institute of Europe commissioned a report entitled, “Welcoming 

Engagement: How Private Sponsorship Can Strengthen Refugee Resettlement in the European 

Union” (Kumin, 2015). This work uses the Canadian experience to highlight the advantages for 

refugees participating in a private sponsorship program. Advantages that include both 

humanitarian aspects such as increased family reunification, but also more neo-liberal ideas such 

as a refugee program with lower costs to government. However, with the exception of stating 

that sponsorship allows ordinary citizens “proactive engagement” with their country’s refugee 

policy (Kumin, 2015, p. 15) the report does little to highlight the potential gains for the sponsors 

themselves.  

 

It is my hope, therefore, that this research into learning within sponsorship groups might add to 

creating a more complete picture of what it means to be a sponsor both locally and globally.   

 

 

1.8 How this thesis paper is organized 
 
This thesis continues with a review of literature in areas of importance to this study including 

research into the sponsorship experience within the Kosovo crisis. It then goes on to review 

literature in informal learning, learning in CSOs (civil society organizations) and learning for and 

through citizenship. The section directly following that presents the theoretical framework used 
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to analyze the findings of the interviews. After this, there is a section on the methodology used in 

this study. This includes elements such as study design, ethics, and issues related to quality. This 

is directly followed by the findings. The final two sections will be dedicated to a discussion of 

the results and a conclusion with recommendations. 
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2. Prior research: literature review  
 
As the Syrian crisis is recent and, in fact, still on-going, it’s of little surprise that there is a lack of 

published research in this area. No doubt, many studies will be published in the coming years. 

However, if one looks to another refugee crisis -the Kosovo crisis of 1999, there is a fair amount 

of research. Of especial interest to this thesis, are a few studies examining the role of sponsors 

during Canada’s Kosovar refugee response.  

 

However, even looking at the Kosovar experience there is almost nothing written about private 

sponsorship groups as sites of adult learning. It’s necessary, therefore, to also look at the broader 

themes. There is, for example, a rich tradition in adult education of looking at civil society 

organizations (CSO) in terms of lifelong learning. In addition, there is a lot written at the 

intersection of informal learning, CSO, and active citizenship. The literature on these topics is 

vast and often specific to the locale of the researcher. In light of this, special attention was paid 

to studies conducted in Canada. Therefore, part one will focus on previous research done on the 

sponsor’s experience and parts two and three will draw on work written about informal learning 

and CSOs.  

 

2.1 The Kosovar sponsorship experience  
 

In the summer of 1999, Canada accepted 7,271 Kosovar refugees from the conflict in former 

Yugoslavia (Sherrell, 2005). This resettlement was unique in several ways. First, because of the 

urgent need to get Kosovar refugees out of military camps and into communities, the government 

lifted the financial requirement for sponsors. In fact, in an unprecedented move, the Canadian 

government itself promised financial support for the refugees for 2 years. The sponsors would 

only be responsible for the other support areas like finding them social, language and 

employment opportunities (Derwing and Mulder, 2003; Lanphier, 2003). In addition to this, at 

the end of the two years, the refugees could decide whether to stay in Canada or return home. If 

they decided to repatriate, the Canadian government would cover their expenses (Sherrell, 2005). 

Despite the marked differences between the Kosovar and Syrian situation, most especially the 

difference in the financial obligations of the sponsors and the ability of the refugees to choose 



ALGC Thesis 2017 – Katarina Ohlsson  

7 
 

repatriation, the studies on the sponsorship experience of that time provide a valuable blueprint 

for examining today’s Syrian resettlement effort.   

 

Derwing and Mulder (2003) interviewed 94 sponsors from Northern Alberta via focus groups 

and a written questionnaire. They asked numerous questions about the sponsor’s expectations, 

challenges, and positive and negative aspects of their experience. Among some of the themes to 

emerge from their study that have relevance to today’s Syrian response are: 

 An expectation that the Kosovar would differ from Canadians in religion and 

psychological stress, but be similar to them in parenting and gender roles. Many sponsors 

found this not to be the case (p.223)  

 An unrealistic expectation of the Kosovar’s for their sponsors to be available at all hours 

and to be experts in “settlement” (p.227) 

 That the government needs to better inform sponsors about the extent of the time 

commitment and give more information about their refugee families (p.230)  

 

In addition to this, Derwing and Mulder (2003) also noted that while all the sponsors had a 

slightly different experience, they all shared a deep and real desire to help their families 

integrate. In fact, 62% of the sponsors were willing to sponsor again (p.231) but that in order to 

do this, they needed “ongoing support” (p.235).  

 

A further study on the Kosovar Sponsorship experience commissioned by the Center for Refugee 

Studies at York University and The Joint Centre of Excellence for Research on Immigration and 

Settlement (2001) also reached similar conclusions. The study surveyed and coded the responses 

of 278 sponsors and asked them questions about how well they thought their refugee families 

had integrated, how well the sponsors were supported, and what suggestions they had for the 

government (p.4). Some the suggestions that the sponsor’s mentioned were: 

 The need for more specific information about the customs and traditions of the refugees 

(p.33). 

 The desire for more information about the day-to-day needs of newcomers in general 

(p.35). 
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 That the time commitment was a challenge as were the refugee’s health, language and 

employment needs (p.36). 

 That the sponsorship groups would benefit from meeting other sponsorship groups  

 

The study (2001) also noted that the sponsors most appreciated the lasting friendships that they 

and refugees had developed and having had a cross-cultural experience (p.73).  

 

Still other studies have looked at the refugee experience through a particular field of study. 

Lamba and Krahn (2003), for example, studied the social capital of refugee resettlement. While 

most of their paper focuses on the refugees themselves, they do mention the benefits of having 

sponsors. Included in these benefits were the fact that the sponsors were effective in introducing 

refugees to the norms of daily Canadian life and customs (p.339). In addition, interactions 

between sponsors and the refugee families provided valuable language and other needed skills. 

As well, they found that most refugees (69%) were still in contact with their sponsor after the 

first year (p.348). Most importantly, however, their study found that refugees are perceived by 

many as being ‘passive’ in their own resettlement process. Lamba and Krahn (2003) dispute this 

and argue that this difference in perception and reality needs to be addressed.   

 

 Meanwhile, Beiser (2009) looked at resettlement from the perspective of mental health. Beiser’s 

research uses the data from the Refugee Resettlement Project which interviewed Vancouver-

based Southeast Asian refugees in 1981, in 1983 and then again in 1991. From this information, 

Beiser selected 60 well-adjusted refugees to interview in-depth. He then complied the results into 

18 lessons for the mental health and settlement community. Of these 18 lessons, only one applies 

to sponsorship groups. Lesson 15 states that the use of sponsors to help resettle refugees is 

important in a refugee’s long-term success. However, he notes, as Lamba and Krahn (2003) do, 

that the sponsors themselves are often in need of help in order to be effective in what is usually a 

new role for them. Beiser, in almost an inverse observation from that made by Derwing and 

Mulder (2003) found that some refugees thought their sponsors to be too intrusive, they called 

them “at all hours and insisted on taking them to various activities” (p.565). Further to this, some 

refugees had trouble understanding the true nature of the sponsor-refugee relationship and so 

believed that something in return, (religious conversion, for example), was required. Beiser 
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writes that, of course, the refugees were “right to be mistrustful: there is always a power 

imbalance between helper and helped” (566). He suggests, therefore, that sponsors receive 

guidance in this area.     

 

 Another Canadian researcher, Lanphier (2003) examines sponsorship from the perspective of 

organizations, sponsors, and refugees. Much of what he concludes about both the negatives and 

positives of the sponsorship experience is similar to the previous studies. However, he does make 

several other observations that could be important to the discussions on Syrian resettlement. 

First, he notes that sponsors play an important role in the triangular relationship between the 

refugee’s family and their immediate social circle, contacts in the community, and transnational 

networks. In this way the sponsor  

 

Is strategically placed to assist the refugee to orient and reflect (almost as in a two-way 

mirror) both the Canadian community and whatever opportunity structures and barriers 

are present. (p.250) 

 

Lanphier (2003) goes on to argue, echoing both Beiser’s (2009) discussion of power and Lamba 

and Krahn’s (2003) discussion of passivity, that in playing such a vital role in the lives of 

refugees, the sponsors should rather be seen as “partners” shifting the role from ‘voluntary 

beneficence’ to ‘civic participation’ and ‘community building’ not for the refugee but alongside 

the refugee (p.255). 

 

All this research is important and adds to creating a nuanced and authentic portrayal of the 

challenges and rewards of being a sponsor. However, none of it explicitly identifies learning as 

an aspect of the sponsor’s experience. It is here where this thesis hope to add an important 

element to the discussion of what it means to have the experience of being a sponsor.   
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2.2 Informal learning  
 

To better understand what possible learning might occur within the context of sponsorship, it is 

necessary to first differentiate between different types of learning. In general, all adult learning 

could be placed somewhere on a continuum with formal learning on one end to informal learning 

on the other (Livingstone, 1999, Schugurensky, 2000.). Formal learning is the institutional 

learning that follows us throughout most our early lifetime anywhere from kindergarten to 

graduate studies. It is highly standardized and includes an element of gate-keeping where 

advancement to the next level is only achieved by completing the previous one. One step 

removed from this is non-formal learning which is intentional learning that occurs outside of the 

traditional school system. Taking a language class, or attending a work seminar on a new 

computer program would be possible examples. There may or may not be qualified instructors, 

there may or may not be assessment, but, in general, the learning is structured. Counter to these 

two is informal learning. Schugurensky (2000) conceptualized informal learning as having three 

distinct areas: Self-directed, Incidental, and Socialization.    

 

For Schugurensky (2000), self-directed informal learning is just as it sounds. It is an individual 

deciding that they wish to learn something and then going about to try to learn it. It is informal, 

however, because there is not an ‘educator’ as such. The individual who wishes to knit 

themselves a new winter hat does not necessarily need to sign up for a course. They could 

instead simply turn to YouTube. Another category for Schugurensky (2000) is Socialization. 

This is the learning of cultural behaviours and norms that one acquires naturally through 

interactions in our daily lives. 

 

Incidental learning Schugurensky (2000) defines as learning that happens without intention. You 

might learn something new while watching a television program on elephants, for example. You 

did not set out to learn more about elephants that day, but it happened nevertheless. In fact, 

Schugurensky (2000) uses the following as an example of incidental learning: 

 

A group of neighbours participate in local democracy, and through this process they learn 

about municipal politics; although they didn’t join the process with a learning objective 
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in mind, they realize that they have gained new skills and knowledge that allow them to 

participate more effectively in democratic deliberation and decision-making. (p.4) 

 

That incidental learning is an important element in adult education is not an idea relegated to 

only a few individual researchers, rather it is a widely recognized category. In fact, in the 

Hamburg Declaration on Adult Learning (UNESCO, 1997) informal and incidental learning are 

cemented as important within the third tenet. Further to this, the declaration makes a concrete 

link between adult learning and active citizenship (tenant 2).  

 

Within this continuum, it is ‘Incidental Informal Learning’ that plays a significant role in 

voluntary groups such as PRSGs.  

 

 

2.3 Informal learning within civil society organizations  
 

Informal learning also takes a prominent role in the research of adult learning in CSOs.  

Canadian researchers Mundel and Schugurensky (2008) studied informal learning of adult 

volunteers in community organizations. For their study, they interviewed 82 Canadian volunteers 

where volunteering was defined as work that adults choose to do for which they are not paid but 

for which society benefits. Mundel and Schugurensky (2008) categorized this learning as having 

three distinct parts. Firstly, most of the volunteers’ learning was “instrumental” in that they 

learned skills they needed in order to accomplish their tasks. The more complex the volunteering 

was, the more the volunteers were able to identify that they had indeed learned. Those in 

leadership positions also pointed out they had learned management skills (p.53). Secondly, soft 

skills or people skills was an important category of learning. These included not only effective 

communication but also “dispositional learning such as openness toward people with diverse 

ideas and backgrounds” (p.53). Finally, the volunteers also learned about the importance of 

volunteering within society. That, in fact, they were occupying a role that would be vacant 

without them: 
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Some of the participants are aware of the regressive elements of their community 

engagement, such a filling a gap that has grown on account of state downloading 

 to the non-profit sector. (Mundel & Schugurensky, 2008, p. 55)      

 

This last point has particular significance for PRSGs as while most countries’ governments still 

control the refugee process completely, as previously mentioned, many European countries are 

considering using the Canadian model of mixed state and privately sponsored refugees (Panetta, 

2016). In other words, there could be much more “downloading” onto volunteers in the future. 

Not only in Canada but, perhaps, around the world.      

 

2.4 Informal learning and citizenship  
 

Canadian researcher Gouthro (2012) applies informal learning to citizenship by arguing that 

CSOs, especially those that are grassroots, offer important learning opportunities for citizens. 

They can, for example, provide bridges between political systems and a learner’s ‘lifeworld1’ 

thereby giving them “opportunities for democratic learning and change” (p.5). In addition, CSOs 

can teach adults ‘political literacies’ including developing an understanding of how decisions are 

made within government which is important for citizens to be able to enact change (Gouthro, 

2012).  

 

Informal learning in CSOs is also seen by some (Mayo, 2011; Grace, 2007; Welton, 2013) to be 

a counter to the more neoliberal idea of lifelong learning as a response to the ever changing 

realities of the knowledge economy and globalization. Grace (2007) critiques the presumption 

that life-long learning is the economic answer for workers. He suggests replacing this with a 

more Freirean idea where learners are seen “as a civic collective who are actively involved in 

learning focused on creating a better society” (p.97). Mayo (2011) adds to this by saying that 

participants in community organizations also learned to link the local to the global and thereby 

learned how to be active citizens in the largest sense of the idea; 

                                                
1 Lifeworld is a term used by German philosopher Jürgen Habermas to explain the part of one’s life that is 
played out in social interactions with family, friends, and society. Its counterpoint would be the system 
which would include interactions at work and/or with authority. 
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It is not so much a question of ‘either’ the local and the national ‘or’ the global, 

but of ‘both’ the local and the national ‘and’ ways in which these interact with the 

global that sets the context for discussions of active citizenship and learning in the 

twenty-first century.  (p. 30) 

This resonates with the core idea of private sponsorship, namely that ordinary Canadian 

citizens can be an active part of the solution to an international crisis by settling global 

refugees into local communities.  
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3. Theoretical Frameworks   
 
When researching private sponsorship groups, one quickly realises that these are not simple 

volunteer positions but entities operating with many layers of complexity.  These complexities 

can be better understood, however, when viewed through two different theoretical lenses. To 

understand both how and what the sponsors learned, it’s helpful to view their groups through 

situated learning theory and to view them as communities of practice. To help to understand the 

complexity of their learning and, at times, its unsettling nature viewing their learning through 

Foucault’s ideas on power is helpful.  

 

3.1 Situated learning theory 
 
Situated learning theory maintains that learning is not an isolated or passive acquiring of 

knowledge but rather is achieved as a person interacts with their community (Fenwick, 2001).  

For many situated learning theorists like Wenger (1998) the goal of the learner is to move from a 

position at the margins of the community with little interaction to a more central position through 

increased participation. Fenwick (2001) cautions us, however, that not all participation is equal 

and that it is ‘meaningful participation’ that really encourages learning. Meaningful participation 

being something that is “negotiated between the individual’s desires and intentions (including the 

desire to belong) and the community’s changing requirements for certain forms of participation” 

(Fenwick, 2001, p.35).  While one can argue that all volunteering is in its very nature 

participatory, it is also clear that different types of volunteering will vary in the degree of their 

‘meaningfulness’ and, thereby, lead to either greater or lesser learning opportunities.  

 

3.2. Communities of Practice 
 
In this study, I will make the case that sponsorship groups are in fact complex Communities of 

Practice. Etienne Wenger (1998) coined this term as a way to better understand how groups of 

participants learn. While communities are everywhere, not all are Communities of Practice 

(COP).  Wenger’s COPs needs to have three elements in order to be considered a ‘community.’  

First, it needs to have ‘mutual engagement.’ This means that members of a COP need to come 

together and interact. They need to do things together. It is in the doing that one finds belonging 

and learning. Second, a COP needs to have “joint enterprise.” This means that they need to have 
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negotiated an understanding of what it is that their community does and how it is defined. It also 

includes holding members accountable to these ideas. Finally, a COP needs to produce a ‘shared 

repertoire.’ A COP will have shared resources that everyone within the COP is able to use and 

add to (Wenger, 1998). Equally important to this study is the idea that learning inside a COP is 

not necessarily intentional; “learning can be the reason the community comes together or an 

incidental outcome of member’s interactions” (Wenger, 2009). Therefore, that a sponsorship 

group’s learning is incidental does not negate it from being considered a COP. This is an 

important point to consider for sponsorship groups as most of the sponsor’s began their journey 

without the intention to learn.  

 

3.3. Boundary encounters in COPs  
 
Another critical aspect of Wenger’s theory for this study is the idea that what happens at the 

boundaries of a COP can influence a community’s learning. First, it’s important to note that 

COPs have boundaries, as the shared practice of one community will never be the same as the 

practice of another, no matter how closely related their activity2. Wenger (2000) argues that the 

boundaries of a COP can offer rich learning, but that in order to maximize that learning the 

difference between the two COPs cannot be too close, or there would be nothing new to 

discover, nor too distant, where the differences would be so great as to be incomprehensible to 

the other community. For learning to be effective at the boundaries, there needs to be the right 

level of tension between the two communities’ experience and competence.   

 

Of course, not everyone in a community of practice engages with other communities at the 

boundaries. Not every teacher at an elementary school sits on the parent’s council, for example. 

Instead, the teachers elect one to go on their behalf. Wenger (2000), calls this multi-membership 

‘brokering’. Brokering involves making connections across different communities and absorbing 

elements of a new community’s practice into one’s own (Wenger, 1998). This is an important 

component to understanding sponsorship groups as sites of adult learning.  As this paper will 

soon discuss, the ability of the sponsorship groups to ‘broker’ affected how and what they 

learned.  

                                                
2 However, the boundaries of a COP are decidedly more ‘fluid’ than that of a formal organization 
(Wenger, 2000, p.232) 
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3.4. Newcomer and old-timer identities  
 
As learning doesn’t happen in COPs without participation, there will be always a difference in 

the ability of members to fully participate. In general, newcomers to a COP begin on the edges of 

practice and slowly move to ‘old-timer’ status as their participation becomes more experienced. 

But not everyone wants or needs to become an ‘old-timer.’ Wenger (1998) argues that there are 

four common trajectories: Peripheral, Inbound, Insider, and Boundary. A ‘peripheral trajectory’ 

for a multitude of reasons never leads to full participation, a newcomer on an ‘inbound 

trajectory’ hopes to become a full participant, an ‘insider trajectory’ continues past full-

membership to continually create new meaning and identity within a COP, and finally, a 

‘boundary trajectory’ has members finding value in traversing multiple COPs (Wenger, 1998, 

p.154).  These trajectories and the tensions between newcomers and old-timers is another 

element of Wenger’s theory which has traction for the understanding of how and what sponsors 

were able to learn.   

 

3.5. Foucault, power, and adult learning  
 
While situated theory and Wenger’s (1998) COPs can help to explain both how and what the 

sponsors learned, it does not adequately account for some of the more complex and problematic 

aspects of their learning experience. To better understand those aspects, examining the role of 

power within the group is important. It is, of course, highly probable in situations where an 

individual has both more money and more knowledge than another that there could be power 

struggles. However, situations that are so unbalanced probably don’t lead to much learning. In 

fact, Foucault warns us against thinking of power in such binary terms, “do not regard power as a 

phenomenon of mass and homogenous domination – the domination of one individual over 

others, of one group over others” (Foucault, 1997.p.29).   In the case of the sponsorship groups, 

Foucault would argue then that it isn’t that the sponsors hold complete power over the refugees 

nor is it the case that the refugees themselves have none. Rather Foucault would claim that it’s 

interwoven into the very fabric of the sponsor-refugee relationship: 
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Power is exercised through networks, and individuals do not simply circulate in those 

networks; they are in a position to both submit to and exercise this power. They are never 

inert or consenting targets of power; they are always its relays. In other words, power 

passes through individuals. It is not applied to them. (Foucault, 1997. P.29)    

 

Adult educator and theorists like Stephen Brookfield (2001) and Andreas Fejes (2008) agree that 

a Foucauldian understanding of power is important in understanding both formal and informal 

adult learning. In fact, Fejes (2008) argues that Foucault himself wanted people to use his ideas 

as they saw fit (p. 2) and Brookfield (2001) argued more specifically that adult educators need to 

research how adults come to understand the interactive nature of power and what occurs when 

they do (p.19).  

 

It’s for these reasons that I believe that a Foucauldian reading of power within the sponsor-

refugee relationship is warranted and that analyzing it contributes to an understanding of the 

sponsor’s own learning.    
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4. Methodology   
 

4.1 Design 
 
As this research thesis is interested in the experiences of sponsors in order to determine whether 

sponsorship groups are sites of learning, a qualitative research approach was taken. It was chosen 

over the quantitative approach, in part, because of its emphasis on language and on how people 

interpret their world and the meanings that they give to it (Merriam, 2009). In addition, 

qualitative research is more aligned with an inductive approach with regards to theory and 

findings (Bryman, 2016). As so little has been written about learning and sponsorship the 

inductive method whereby the findings of the interviews would determine the theory was more 

appropriate.   

 

4.2 Sampling and the interviewees  
 
In order to find the sponsors to interview a smaller version of “snowball sampling” (Berg, 2001, 

p. 33) was conducted. I knew of several people who were part of sponsorship groups and I asked 

them to pass on my information.  In fact, snowball sampling worked so well that because of the 

time constraints of this research thesis, I had to stop interviewing after 8 sponsors. There were, 

however, more who wanted to participate.  

 

The interviewed sponsors included 7 women and 1 man ranging in age from 40 – 70 (see Table 

1).These 8 sponsors represent only 6 different sponsorship groups as Julie and Daniel are in the 

same group and are husband and wife, and Amy and Vera are in another joint group and are 

daughter-in-law and mother-in-law. The sponsorship groups ranged in size from the smallest 

being the government minimum of 5 and the largest being a group of 13.  Every group also had a 

larger membership who donated money and/or other household items such as clothing and 

furniture. However, these contributors were not included in the group size as I asked the 

sponsors to only count members who actively contributed on a regular basis.  

 

Legally, a sponsor’s responsibility for their refugee family must last 12 months. At the time of 

interviews, two of the sponsors (Anne & Cathy) had completed their time and two sponsors 

(Julie & Daniel) were in month 12. After this, three sponsor (Natalie, Amy, & Vera) were half-
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way through their year while one sponsor (Susan) was only at the beginning of their journey in 

month 3.  

 

None of the 8 sponsors had any previous experience with private refugee sponsorship, so they 

can all be considered first-time sponsors. Vera did, however, work as a government settlement 

counsellor for 5 years in the 1980s and Susan volunteered as an ESL teacher for immigrant 

women from 2011-2013. In addition to this, Julie, Natalie, Susan, and Cathy all immigrated to 

Canada when they were young and Vera was herself a refugee to Canada as a child. Daniel 

immigrated as an adult. 

 

Of the 8 sponsors, 5 were leaders of their groups. The remaining 3 had different assignments 

including teaching the family to navigate the city, finding employment, and arranging social 

events. 

 

 

4.3 Interview type 
 
The interviews were all semi-structured and used open-ended questions in order to allow the 

interviewees the maximum amount of freedom when answering (Bryman, 2016). Appendix 1 is 

the interview guide I used in order to ensure that I covered all aspects of the research aims, but 

the interviews themselves often veered off track and this was not discouraged. 7 of the 8 

interviews were conducted face-to-face. One interview (the last one) was done via the phone. 

The interviews ranged in length from 40 minutes to over 1.5 hours. The shorter interviews were 

both conducted in coffee shops while all of the longer interviews were done at the homes of the 

interviewees. This could indicate, perhaps, that there is a greater comfort level when speaking at 

home. The very longest of the interviews were both double interviews as they were with the 

husband/wife and with the daughter-in-law/mother-in-law.  

 
 
Every effort was made to ensure that I, the interviewer, did not ask leading questions. The 

interviewees did, however, understand the nature of the research as they were given a participant  
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Table. 1. General Information about the Sponsors 
 

Gender 
and age 

Sponsor 
Profession 

Previous 
settlement 
experience 

Role in sponsorship 
group 

How 
many 

sponsors 
in group 

Where in the process? 
(how close to month13) 

How would you 
describe the 
experience? 

Would they sponsor 
again? 

Anne f/40 Communications 
officer  

No 

Helping the family learn 
how to use the TTC, 
signing up for ESL 
classes and driving them  

13 
Finished the year – family 
arrived Jan. 2016 

Really positive and 
very challenging  

Yes  

Julie f/ 54 Management 
consultant  

No Lead 6 
 Month 12 – family arrived 
March 2016 

Positive and 
challenging  

Not as lead. Possibly just 
as a casual help and after 
some time. 

Daniel m/51 Management 
consultant 

No 
Career and employment 
help  

6 
Month 12 – family arrived 
March 2016 

Positive and 
challenging  

After some recovery 
time.  

Natalie f/41 Mom  No Lead 8 
6 months- family arrived 
Sept. 2016  

Positive and 
challenging and 
stressful  

Yes, starting the 
sponsoring process for 
another refugee right 
now.  

Amy f/42 Human resources No 
Helped as needed/social 
events  

5 
 7 months-  family arrived 
August 2016  

Positive and a little 
bit challenging 

100% yes  

Vera f/69 Retired  

No, but was a 
settlement 
counsellor for 5 
years in the 1980s 

Lead 5 
7 months-  family arrived 
August 2016 

Positive  
 Yes, if there was another 
international crisis.  

Susan f/70 Retired 

No, but 
volunteered as an 
ESL teacher from 
2011-2013 

Lead 12 
3 months- family arrived in 
Dec. 2016 

Difficult and 
positive  

Yes  

Cathy f/47 Professional Artist No 
Lead  
 
 

6 
Finished the year. Family 
arrived Feb. 2016  

Tough Yes after some time  
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information sheet and consent forms prior to the interviews via email. These can be seen in 

Appendix 2 and 3.   

 

All interviews were digitally recorded and then I transcribed all the interviews myself using 

otranscribe in order to timestamp the responses correctly.  This lengthy process of transcribing 

the interviews did, I believe, help me when it came time to code as the act of transcribing 

requires careful and close listening.  

 

It also needs to be stated that the current North American political climate may have been a 

factor in the interviewees’ answers. All interviews took place within a few weeks of Trump’s ban 

on Syrian refugees (Shear & Cooper, 2017), so the sponsors had heightened emotions which may 

have influenced their responses.  

 

 

4.4 Data analysis 
 

Once the interviews were transcribed, they were then thematically analyzed to find 

common themes in the participants’ answers. According to Boyatzis (1998) a theme is, at one 

end of the spectrum, a pattern within the data that describes your observations and, at the other 

end, a tool used to interpret an element of the phenomenon being studied. More specifically, I 

used the “inductive method” of thematic analysis rather than a “theory-driven” or “prior 

research” method. Although I did develop a code (Boyatzis, 1998), I did not code to a 

quantitative end as I was not interested in turning the sponsors’ words into numbers. Instead, I 

looked for and identified several reoccurring themes within the examples provided by the 

interviewees. Transcendental phenomenology was used here as I was interested in finding the 

common aspects of a shared experience. Creswell (2007) writes that 

 
The problem best suited for this form of research is one in which it is important to 

understand several individual’s common or shared experiences of a phenomenon. (p. 60)  
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This process was not, however, either simple or straightforward. Instead it took an almost 

constant reading and then re-reading of the interviews as each new theme emerged. Just as 

Boyatzis (1998) describes one first gets only a “glimmer” of a theme and then slowly as 

interviews are re-read patterns begin to emerge. 

 

This process was done both to identify what the sponsors had learned in order to answer the 

research questions and done again in order to analyze those findings through the theoretical lens 

of situated learning (Wenger, 1998) and power dynamics (Foucault, 2003; Farnsworth, 

Kleanthous, & Wenger-Trayner, 2016). 

 

4.5 Ethical considerations  
 
The Swedish Research Council has several principles for social science research, including rules 

on consent, confidentiality, and the use of data. All of these rules were followed. As previously 

mentioned all interviewees were informed as to the nature and purpose of the research and they 

each had the opportunity to ask questions before they signed the consent form. They were also 

told that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Extra measures were also taken. For 

example, data was stored in password protected devices and the names of the interviewees were 

changed to further protect their identity. 

 

 In addition to this, the interviewees were never asked to give any personal identifying details 

about the refugee families and at no time were they asked any direct questions asked about them. 

When they did choose to speak about them, they were identified merely as refugee mom, refugee 

dad, or refugee children.  

 

4.6 Quality considerations 
 
 Assessing the quality of qualitative research is slightly different than for quantitative studies and 

is primarily concerned with the study’s validity and reliability (Creswell, 2007). Traditionally, 

validity would mean the ability of the findings to be applied to other contexts (Bryman, 2016). 

However, because qualitative research is so site specific, validity takes on a slightly different 

meaning. Bryman (2016), Merriam (2009) and Creswell (2007) all call on qualitative researchers 
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to use thick description so that readers can judge the findings for themselves. For this reason, this 

research thesis includes numerous and lengthy interviewee responses with the hopes that this 

provides enough context for readers to determine the “trustworthiness” of the findings for 

themselves. The quoted responses have not been edited with the exception of a few which were 

edited only when the interviewee went off topic. This has been indicated by the use an ellipsis 

(…). 

 

Reliability, or the ability to have multiple readers of the data agree on the coding of the material 

(Creswell, 2007) is more problematic. This research thesis is but one researcher’s view of the 

data and its interpretations are my own. Hopefully, however, there will be more studies 

conducted on Private Refugee Sponsorship Groups as sites of learning and, in time, the findings 

of this study can be proved to be reliable. To that end, I have tried as much as possible to make 

my methods transparent so that others might use it as an example.  
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5. Findings   
 

This section will first give a general overview of the sponsors themselves including, for example, 

their motives and how they would describe their sponsorship experience. After that, it will 

examine the findings of this paper’s four research aims with detailed quotes from the interviews.  

 

 

5.1 Description of the sponsors: experience and motives  
 

 When asked to describe their experience of being a sponsor, every sponsor stated explicitly that 

their sponsorship experience had been “challenging,” “difficult”, or “tough.” However, 7 of the 8 

also found the experience to be positive. Across the board, all 8 sponsors indicated that they 

would sponsor again though 4 of the sponsors (Julie, Daniel, Vera, and Cathy) had caveats to 

that answer. Julie, for example, was adamant that she would never again be a leader of a 

sponsorship group. One sponsor, Natalie, is already in the process of sponsoring another refugee 

from Syria. 

 

When asked why they decided to become sponsors, all but 3 sponsors (Vera, Susan, and Cathy) 

indicated that the images on television and in newspapers of both the war in Syria and the 

resulting refugee crisis in Europe spurred them into action. The other three (Vera, Susan, and 

Cathy) indicated that they had started the process before the bulk of those images had reached 

the media. Cathy, for example, had traveled to Turkey for an art project with Syrian refugees in 

2014 and had returned determined to do something. This would be an entire year before the now 

famous image of Alan Kurdi’s body on a Turkish beach3. All 8 sponsors stated that they 

considered sponsorship to be an act of citizenship. In fact, most sponsors considered the 

sponsorship program to be a uniquely “Canadian” aspect of citizenship. 

 

Amy situated sponsorship within today’s political climate: 

                                                
3 Alan Kurdi was a 3 year old Syrian boy who drown on September 2nd, 2015 in the Mediterranean Sea. 
The image of his body on a Turkish beach became an international symbol of the Syrian crisis. In 
addition, because the Kurdi family had been trying to get to Canada and reunite with their family 
members already living in B.C, the image and his story took on greater significance in Canada. It became 
a much-talked about issue in the 2015 federal election.   
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AMY: Especially now with our political climate and what’s happening in the States and 
things like that. I think that’s (private sponsorship) something that definitely 
distinguishes us as Canadians.    

 

Julie saw sponsorship as providing an important civic example for her children: 

 

JULIE: I feel very strongly about the attitudes we have here and the longer I’ve been 
away from the United States, I just think the attitudes in that country are going further, 
further away from the things I think are important... It was very much an act of 
citizenship for me and felt I needed to demonstrate to my kids the kind of place that I 
think the world should be. And this was a very concrete way to do it.  

 

Cathy felt that sponsorship was a responsibility: 

 

CATHY: It was really like we chose who would be coming in and so that felt as a citizen 
very empowering and also, you carry with it the sense of responsibility.  

 

 Not all sponsors, however, identified it as necessarily ‘Canadian’. Daniel, Natalie, and Vera saw 

it as more of a humanistic and global citizenship issue: 

 

NATALIE: I just think it is beyond being Canadian. It’s just we had extra money. What are 
we going to do with it? Buy another car? Like to me, it’s like global citizenship. It’s what 
you do. It’s what you should do.    

  

VERA: I think it was humanistic…you need to help. You need to help.  

 

Susan linked sponsorship with a Christian duty to help others:   

 

SUSAN: I think, um, it has to do with our Christian kind of outlook that we, if we can, like 
reach out to people who need help, who need security, who need a home, a few cents 
to get a coffee. 

 

Another common thread in the experience of the sponsors is how much work being a sponsor 

was. With the notable exception of Amy and Vera (the reason for this discrepancy is explored in 

the next section), the sponsors found the experience to be a lot of work:  
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JULIE: Our family has enriched my life, but it is a lot of work. I found it emotionally 
draining. I find it emotionally draining. Um. We always feel like we’re not doing enough.  

 

NATALIE: I would not be able to do this if I was working. It’s hard.  

 

ANNE: I actually took a break from going to school because it was so much work.   
 

 

5.2 Private refugee sponsorship groups can be considered sites of adult learning 
 

When asked whether the sponsors felt that they had learned from being a sponsor, their answers 

were clear and unanimous; all 8 stated that they had indeed learned from being a sponsor. The 

answers, however, varied from Anne’s extremely positive “I felt like I learned so much” to 

Vera’s much more tepid “I think I have learned a little bit.” In addition, the sponsors’ ability to 

provide examples of their learning also varied but, in general, echoed their initial responses. 

Anne, for example, was able to provide in-depth examples of her learning while Vera’s ability to 

do the same was very limited. 

  

So that while the findings certainly point to the fact that PRSGs are sites of learning, not every 

group provided the same degree of learning for their members. For some sponsors (Anne, Julie, 

Daniel, Natalie, & Cathy), the groups provided a very rich arena for learning. These sponsors 

both stated that they had learned and also provided numerous examples of learning throughout 

their interview (many examples are examined in section 5.4). While for others (Amy, Vera, & 

Susan) the learning was much weaker. These three sponsors either answered that they had 

learned only a little, or were unable to provide examples of learning. The reason for this can be 

found in the next section. In other words, how the groups interacted affected how much the 

sponsors felt they had learned.  
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  5.3 The interactions of a sponsor’s group affects a sponsor’s learning  
 

 In terms of organization and learning, the interviews revealed the importance of how the 

sponsors were positioned in relation to their refugee family. Looking at the 8 sponsors, 

representing 5 different groups, two configurations emerged. One organizational pattern, seen in 

figure 1, allowed for direct access between both the sponsors and the refugees. In other words, 

they had lots of interaction and this interaction led to learning. While 6 sponsors had this direct 

access to their families, 2 sponsors did not.  

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Their pattern, seen in figure 2, filters the interaction between the sponsors and the refugees 

through a third party. This limited the interaction between the sponsor and the refugee family, 

thereby limiting the sponsor’s learning. For example, sponsors Amy and Vera had a family 

reunification case and their access to the family was highly restricted and/or simply not needed. 

 

Vera explained that the refugee family needed their money but not their help: 

 

VERA: I wish there was more. We were more involved. They don’t need us…I’m not 
saying it negatively. But (they) needed the money, um, we were very helpful organizing 
the household things, but I think even if we were not, the brother would. He’s very 
energetic.  

 

Amy repeats this and adds that the family would often distance themselves from them 

(sponsors):  
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AMY: I don’t know how much they need us, right? And selfishly, I wish they needed us a 
little bit more. 

 

AMY: I remember you (Vera) would go and they wouldn’t invite you in, and they kept us 
at the door at times.  

 

 As noted in the previous section, Amy and Vera were two sponsors who reported that they 

learned just “a little bit.” This is not to say, however, that all family reunification cases meant 

limited access. Natalie’s refugee family also had family in Canada but there was frequent and 

direct contact between them and Natalie reported feeling that she had a learned a lot. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Secondly, there were also several different configurations (see Figure 3) in the way that the 

groups positioned themselves, or were positioned vis-à-vis the settlement community and these 

configurations also directly influenced a sponsor’s learning. The most common configuration, 

seen in figure 3a, had the sponsors interact with the professional settlement community. 

However, this did not always necessarily lead to much learning: 

 

ANNE: It felt like the agencies didn’t really coordinate and talk to each other and that 
some of the ways that they approached helping just seemed like ridiculous.  
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CATHY:  (the settlement organizations helped) marginally. It helped one person to know 
she was being um right in her point of view but it really didn’t help how we were to 
proceed.  

  

Some sponsors (Amy and Susan) did find the settlement community helpful, but at best one 

could say the reaction was mixed.  

 

A second quite common configuration, seen in figure 3b, were groups which included virtual 

contact with other sponsors through a Facebook group. This arrangement proved to be fertile 

ground for learning and those groups (Anne, Natalie, & Susan) who took advantage of this gave 

multiple examples of how helpful it was: 

 

NATALIE: One of the best things is I’m part of a Facebook group and that has been 
amazing in terms of help. Because the group is filled with other sponsors, so if I had 
issues, I could ask…like stupid things like I had to find a dentist that, um, would take 
their sort of health coverage, and I asked on there and things I don’t have experience 
with or don’t know. I’ve found that is a better resource to ask other sponsors than 
actual organizations because they give you more the real. What their experience has 
been.  

 

SUSAN: One of our younger volunteers, she’s on a Facebook page with another group 
and….that contact has been good.  

 

The final configuration, seen in figure 3c, is one that allowed the sponsors to have direct access 

to other sponsorship groups either prior to their own family’s arrival or later on during the year. 

In every case, this was seen as a very valuable method from which to learn how to be a sponsor. 

 

JULIE: I was actually on the team for (another sponsorship group) and attended a 
number of their meetings… Their family came in December and our family arrived in 
April…I didn’t do a whole lot but I attended their meetings to see what they are doing. 
What they are working on. What do we need to do, um, so I did have the benefit of 
that.  

 

AMY: Jerry had a friend at work who sponsored someone through their church and …we 
would talk to them sometimes, but this was prior to our family coming, to sort of get 
some information and ideas and especially when we were brainstorming all of this.     
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CATHY: The township came in and brought the sponsorship groups together and I mean 
we didn’t use their services ( that of the township) but we were able to get to know the 
other groups which was very, very, helpful in terms of supporting each other.   

 

 

5.4 The five types of learning that the sponsors experienced 
 

Although the findings speak to the fact that every sponsor-refugee relationship is unique and 

every sponsor had different learning experiences, much of what the sponsors learned falls into 

similar categories. Through a thematic analysis of the interviews one can see that most of the 

sponsor’s learning fell into one of 5 categories: 

 

 

1. Learning about both Syrian and Muslim culture 

2. Learning about what it means to be a refugee 

3. Learning about the unique nature of the refugee-sponsor relationship  

4. Learning new soft skills  

5. Learning about the impact of civic engagement  

 

 

5.4.1 Learning about both Syrian and Muslim culture 
 

Without a doubt, this was the largest category of learning for the sponsors. They all but one 

(Amy was the exception) gave examples of cultural learning and most emphasized that this 

learning has enriched their life. Some of the learning was about the differences between Syrian 

and Canadian culture. For example, both Anne and Julie remarked on Syrian hospitality and their 

idea of timing: 

 

ANNE: Like they are not planners. Like everyone in my group (the sponsors) and us, we 
were like if we want to make a social plan with someone, we invite them ahead of time, 
and then we make a date and show up on time and we would never just show up 
unannounced, but that’s like people (at the refugee’s house) just drop in all the time.  
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JULIE: Our kids used to make a joke about this that we would plan to go over for an hour 
and we wouldn’t be back for four hours because as soon as you arrive the food starts to 
come out and…so that I think that’s a Canadian timing cultural thing versus the Syrian 
way of things. Just stop by whenever you like and we’ll bring out the food. You know?  
But, you know we’re just much more scheduled.  

 

In addition to this, many sponsors also mentioned learning about a woman’s role in Syrian 

society and sometimes the Canadian sponsors came with a preconceived notion of what a 

Muslim woman would be like and then were surprised by the truth: 

 

CATHY: I knew that the mother wore a hijab. I was a little unprepared for how they 
dressed. They dress like westerners with a hijab. When we were sorting clothes, we 
were pulling out the sort of undefined, long dresses that wouldn’t show your body and 
she (the mother) came in tight jeans. And they were very much aware of brands and 
wanting those.  

 

VERA: They invited me for a baby shower and I went and I don’t know I was wearing a 
top with a little bit open and not on purpose….so my girlfriend said, “You can’t go like 
that!” She put pins and I went and it was just women only and it was like a rented 
condo party room and all the ladies there were I would say ‘undressed.’ Undressed with 
the jewelry and I have to say beautiful.  

 

NATALIE: We all pitched in and painted their house and they were laughing. The women 
had never painted before. Even though they are more liberal, like they would say that in 
Syria a woman would never do this type of work. A man would never cook. (So I 
learned) just like certain things that are cultural differences here and um attitudes 
towards men’s and women’s roles. 

 

 This learning was really an increase in cultural awareness or as one sponsor (Julie) put it “I think 

that you suddenly become very aware of all the things that you just accept as the norm which 

are really not the norm, they’re just the norm here.”  

 

5.4.2 Learning about what it means to be a refugee 
 
This is another category where the sponsors’ learning occurred within the gap of their 

expectations or prior understanding of what a “refugee” was and then the day-to-day reality of 

what it meant to be a refugee for their families. 
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Julie expressed this as a realization that Canada might not be viewed by refugees in the same 

way as it is viewed by Canadians: 

 

JULIE: We’re so in love with our country that we can’t imagine that anybody wouldn’t 
love it like we do. And you kind of go. Wait, wait, wait. You know they didn’t ask to 
come here. They fled a war. They don’t want to be here. They want to go home and 
they can’t. That sort of sucks.  

 

Susan saw being a refugee as the absence of the familiar:  

 

SUSAN: Yeah to be torn away from everything that is secure and is familiar and it’s 
secure because it’s familiar. It’s not secure because it’s secure, right? 

 

Anne found a new understanding of the mental stress that refugees face in their re-settlement:   

  

ANNE: It (cultural issues) was an eye-opener and also how your health affects your 
ability to integrate was not something I had thought a lot about before. So, um, they, 
like PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) was a factor in their ability to adjust to things. 
Which again, when I say out loud it’s not surprising, but when you’re actually interacting 
with somebody it’s like you kind of forget.  

  

Vera found that her refugee family was eager for her to understand that they had not always been 

refugees:  

 

VERA: They want us to know that before they were refugees they were middle class 
with comfortable lives, very comfortable lives. They would not have come here if not for 
the war.  

 

Perhaps, Daniel best summed up the learning that the sponsors did about what it means to be a 

refugee when he said, “Refugee? Right, refugee. It’s not just a concept. Not just a U.N thing.” For 

the sponsors, this experience gave them a new and nuanced understanding that being a refugee is 

not just a label but a lived experience. Many of the sponsors agreed that this was learning that no 

other situation had exposed them to. 
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5.4.3 Learning about the uniqueness of the refugee-sponsor relationship  
 
While the last two categories were easily and similarly articulated by nearly every sponsor, this 

category was decidedly more problematic. Not every sponsor came right out and said that they 

had learned about the difficult nature of the sponsor relationship, but many of their responses 

point to just such insights.  

 

Natalie, for example, struggled with how much advice to give her family:  

 

NATALIE- I guess the other thing too um which has been a big learning experience for us 
is that they’re adults and that we can give advice but we can’t. It’s difficult. You say 
things but you don’t want to be (unclear) them. You have to do this, you have to do this 
like…stupid example. They were taking Uber all the time. I’m trying to tell them. Like 
that’s expensive. That’s out of your budget, but I can’t tell them don’t take it. It’s their 
decision and it’s like kind of like understand that they’re independent people and you. 
There’s only so much that you can guide them...I’ve never had a relationship like this.  

 

Julie expressed a similar idea in terms of a balancing act:  

 

JULIE- You get really invested. You really want them to do well. At the end of the day, 
they are adults and they get to make their own choices. So, it’s a difficult balancing act.  

 

Daniel came to understand that one had to be mindful not to create a negative power relationship:  

 

DANIEL- Adults taking care of adults. Capable adults and capable adults. It’s not like you 
are taking care of your aging parents or that you are somehow masters of some 
wards...We had a lot of people (in the group) who recognized that we have to be really 
careful not to create a dynamic that is not healthy.  

 

Much of this learning is really coming to a new understanding of what it means to be a sponsor 

and the complicated nature of the sponsor-refugee relationship.  
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5.4.4 Learning new soft skills  
 
Another common thread running throughout many of the interviews was that the sponsorship 

experience also provided an opportunity to gain new soft skills. These included gaining a new 

openness to different cultures: 

 

ANNE: It’s really made me think a lot about these different ways of living and I would 
like to think that I was not that judgemental before, but maybe I was and I think I’m less 
judgemental now.  

 

NATALIE: I don’t know how to explain it, um, meeting someone of a different 
background like you know watching them come here and like, it’s made me more open 
in a weird way. If you had asked me 5 years ago, I would have been a little snobbier. I 
wouldn’t have wanted my kids to go to Eglinton (a public school with a lot of diversity) 
whereas now that’s what I love about it. I like diversity. I don’t know, it’s just made me a 
more open person. More like understanding like how people live differently.  

 

JULIE: I’m generally much more sympathetic to newcomers to Canada. Like you 
recognize. It took me a week to learn how to say welcome in Arabic...I’m an intelligent 
woman and I can’t remember two words in Arabic.  

 

In addition, for one sponsor (Cathy) the experience of being lead created an opportunity to learn 

new soft skills which she found increased her confidence: 

  

CATHY: One of them (one of the things she learned) was just negotiating very different 
personalities within the group. Even if we all had the same goal, there are so many 
different ways to go about that goal and for me it was really about negotiating between 
the different voices...I learned to make difficult decisions. Yeah, um and I learned not to 
trust people. (Laughing) I really, really did.  

 

CATHY: Before I was less willing to hurt people’s feelings and now I don’t care. I’m far 
more direct and I think that’s important.  

 

These skills were not identified by every sponsor, but for those who did give examples of soft 

skills learning, they spoke about it in depth and with conviction 
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5.4.5 Learning about the impact of civic engagement 
 
This was another area where sponsors spoke with passion. Although it was not a universal theme 

among the sponsors, two sponsors (Julie & Natalie) identified it as a strong area of learning. 

Both Julie and Natalie linked being a sponsor with an increased desire to take on different types 

of social issues:  

 

JULIE: I think it’s, it’s made me more, in a certain way, it’s made me very aware and it’s 
partly the political climate in the US, but it’s made me more aware of issues going on in 
Canada. So, it might make me more of an active citizen in other areas. I ticked off the 
refugee sponsorship box. Now, what’s bugging my butt? Yeah, for instance, I’m very 
interested in trying to figure out how do we prevent someone like Donald Trump from 
getting elected here?   

 

NATALIE: Now doing this has made me want to do more. Like not necessarily just for the 
refugees. It makes me care more about social justice and things like that. I remember 
years ago my father-in-law said to me the worst thing you can do is just live and not do 
anything and that’s kind of like now… It’s hard to actually get off your ass and do 
something and this was a weird opportunity and now that we’ve done it, um, like okay 
there’s more we can do. There are other things.  

 

 Here one can see that both sponsors felt that their sponsorship started a feeling of civic 

engagement that they were likely to follow through on with different projects. I would argue that 

by looking at these five areas of learning, the findings do point to PRSGs as rich sites of learning 

in a multitude of areas.  

 

 5.5 Transferable learning? 
 
Of all the interview questions, the question about whether the sponsors’ felt their learning to be 

transferable to other aspects of their life was, by far, the most difficult for the sponsors to answer. 

There was much hesitation and even those who answered ‘yes’ had difficultly articulating how 

and could not really give examples. Others were adamant that their learning while meaningful 

and valuable, was not transferrable. Sponsor Julie, for example, answered: 
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JULIE: I would say no. For me it’s probably the other way around. I used a lot of skills 
that I already had.  

 

However, much later in the interview, she spoke about helping a newcomer at work: 

 

JULIE: I have someone on my team. A client who is a newcomer from India. Now she’s 
an immigrant. She’s chosen to come to Canada and you know, we’ve turned, we’ve 
turned our relationship into an intensive how you get ready for a job interview in 
Canada. What are we going to do with your resume and who do you need to talk to and 
how are you going to network.  

 

 One can see that indeed some of Julie’s learning was clearly transferrable; she used her new 

knowledge to help an immigrant co-worker, yet this was not apparent to Julie herself. The 

reasons why sponsors might not feel their learning to be transferrable or have trouble identifying 

the transfer are complex. However, it’s possible that this is something that can’t really be 

reflected on in an interview. That it is something that needs more time to become apparent to the 

sponsor. 
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6. An Analysis of the Findings  
 
This section will try to make sense of the findings through the theoretical lens of Situated 

Learning by examining it as a community of practice (COP) (Wenger, 1998).  The use of 

Wenger’s COPs can help to explain both what and how the sponsors learned. However, because 

there are limits as to how well Wenger’s theory (1998) can be used to explain some of the more 

complex areas of the sponsor-refugee relationship, the findings are also analyzed through 

Foucault (1997) and Brookfield (2001).   

 

6.1 Understanding the sponsorship learning experience as a community of practice  
 
In order for a group of participants to be considered a community of practice (COP), there needs 

to be three elements; mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). 

All three of these exist in the groups of the sponsors interviewed for this thesis and, in fact, 

probably exist in most sponsorship groups as these elements are intrinsic to their existence.  

 

Mutual Engagement: The sponsors meet, email, and call each other regularly and discuss with 

each other how best to ‘settle’ the refugee family. This starts at the time of their application and 

continues for the entire 12 month ‘settlement’ period. They also disagree with each other and 

have internal conflicts.     

 

Joint Enterprise: The sponsors come together for a singular purpose- to settle a refugee family. 

They invest considerable time, money, and energy into this purpose and are not only legally 

obligated to follow through but also to hold each other to account. In fact, several groups 

(Anne’s group and Julie and Daniel’s group) had members quit when they were unable to 

actively contribute to the settlement effort.  

 

Shared Repertoire: A sponsorship group’s entire existence is based on paperwork. They begin 

their journey by applying to be a group and they continue to build on this as they produce a 

settlement plan and collect information on different aspects of the process. Together they learn 

the language and jargon used by the professional settlement community and share this newly 

gained knowledge with each other.  
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The findings of this thesis point to the fact that some of the sponsor’s learning did stem internally 

from the work they did with each other as sponsors. In other words, the sponsorship COP is in 

itself a site of learning. The new soft skills (Findings 5.4.4) that Cathy learned through 

negotiating the different personalities within her group would be a good example. Amy also 

learned from within the group when she spoke of learning about the sponsorship process itself: 

 

AMY:  I learned about the process and how it works to sponsor a family…it’s bureaucratic 
and um and slow and I think not as seamless as we thought it might be.  

 

However, the majority of the sponsors’ learning did not originate from within the group but from 

the sponsors’ interactions with the refugee families.  This included learning not only of different 

cultural norms, but also of a new understanding of what it means to be a refugee. Many of the 

sponsors also came to a new openness and tolerance of different ways of life and many 

experienced a new and unique adult relationship involving many layers of complexity (Findings 

5.4). This learning took place through interactions at the boundary between the sponsors and the 

refugees (Fig.1).  Wenger (1998, 2000) sees boundaries as important sites of learning and gives 

two reasons for this; 

They connect communities and they offer opportunities in their own right. These learning 

opportunities are of a different kind from the ones offered by communities. Inside a 

community, learning takes place because competence and experience need to converge 

for a community to exist. At the boundaries, competence and experience tend to diverge: 

a boundary interaction is usually an experience of being exposed to a foreign 

competence. (Wenger, 2000, p.233) 

 

In the case of the sponsors and refugees, the competence is quite literally ‘foreign’ and this 

divergence in competence and experience between the sponsors and refugees allowed the 

sponsors to became more open to diversity (Anne and Natalie), more knowledgeable about 

Muslim and Syrian culture (Anne, Julie, Cathy, Natalie, and Vera) and more understanding to 

newcomers to Canada (Julie and Daniel). This learning would not have been possible for the 

sponsors without the boundary experience that their sponsorship groups provided through 

interactions with the sponsored refugees.  
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However, leaving the findings as such would not paint a complete picture as the findings also 

point to the fact that learning is not a guarantee for sponsors, especially not at the boundaries. 

Just because one signs up to be a sponsor and shows up to the ‘interactions’ does not mean that 

one will learn. It is by looking at how the boundary interactions of sponsors who reported 

learning a lot differed from the boundary interactions of those who reported learning only a little 

that one can begin to understand the dynamics at play.  

 

6.1.1 Meaningful boundary interaction 
 
 Amy and Vera were two sponsors who felt that they had learned only a little. What their 

experience points to, I believe, is Wenger’s (2000) theory that ‘negotiability’ is an important 

element in learning at the boundaries. Wenger (2000) would ask whether the two communities 

are able to meet and come to appreciate the competencies of the other. For the sponsors to feel 

that they learned more than ‘just a little’, there needed, therefore, to be regular and meaningful 

interaction with the refugees. Vera and Amy, however, did not have this as their refugee’s family 

in Canada took over the emotional and social support roles that sponsors usually play. Vera and 

Amy became mostly the money. This became apparent to them very early on: 

 

VERA: The time came to go to the airport to pick them up. So…I said we will go and we 
had to go. Lifeline Syria told us to go and he (the brother) said to me ‘you don’t need to 
go’ you know? So that was a little bit hurtful. I had to say to him, ‘this is my role and I 
will go’…and he said ‘what for?’  

 

From being unwelcomed at the airport, to not being invited in the home (Findings 5.3), to 

essentially not being needed (Findings 5.3), Vera and Amy were denied the chance to 

meaningfully participate with the family. For boundary learning to be viable, however, the two 

groups need opportunities to interact and participate with each other (Wenger, 2000). 

  

Vera and Amy’s learning was limited just as their access was limited or put in more positive 

terms, and terms that apply to the majority of the sponsors interviewed; access to and interaction 

with the refugee families led to a rich and varied learning experience. This also points to the fact 

that the refugees played an active role in the sponsor’s learning. They were not passive but 

integral to the sponsor’s experience.  
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 6.1.2 Joint enterprise threatened from the boundaries 
 
In addition to meaningful participation between the refugees and the sponsors, the findings also 

seem to point to the fact that the ‘joint enterprise’ of a sponsor’s COP could be threatened not 

from within but from the boundaries. ‘Joint enterprise’ is a term usually used to describe the 

accountability within a COP (Wenger, 1998). However, the findings of this thesis also seem to 

point to it as being important at the boundary.  In Susan’s case, though the sponsor and refugee 

family had regular interaction (in fact, she might have seen her family more often than any other 

sponsor as she drove the family to and from their schools every day), the refugee family’s 

commitment to the entire settlement process was questionable: 

 

SUSAN: There is the very remote possibility that she will not want to stay here. If the 
truth hits home that Ali ( her new husband who has another wife so is not recognized as 
her husband in Canada) is not going to join her and it would take too long for him to 
find a way to come here on his own that she might go back. And then what does that 
you know? How do we feel about that?  

 

A lack of joint enterprise puts any COP at risk as it decreases ‘mutual accountability’ (Wenger, 

1998) and if it were missing from within the sponsor’s COP, the COP would not be viable. This 

is especially true for a sponsor’s COP as it has but one purpose- the successful settlement of the 

refugee family. In fact, I would argue that it’s precisely because the sponsor’s COP is so limited 

in scope that its ‘joint enterprise’ could be threatened from the refugee’s side. This is not to say 

that every interaction between a sponsor and refugee must be one of conformity nor that there is 

never disagreement,  but rather that ‘joint enterprise’ is meant to signal that a group is using its 

collective energy in a way that gives the group a focus and holds everyone accountable (Wenger, 

1998).  This commitment to the act of settling is necessary on both sides.  

 

If a refugee is not sure whether they will truly stay in Canada, if there is a larger reason to 

repatriate (such as a husband who is unlikely to be permitted to come to Canada) then it might 

have an effect on both the focus of the sponsor’s COP and its members’ accountability. In other 

words, the ‘joint enterprise’ of a sponsor’s COP could be stressed if they felt that the refugee 

family wasn’t fully committed to settlement. Thus, lessening the degree, like in Susan’s case, to 
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which sponsors engage in meaningful learning. Susan was a sponsor who answered that she had 

learned, stating “oh yeah,” but then didn’t or couldn’t go on to provide many examples, speaking 

instead about the health of her refugee family.  

 

 It is important to note, however, that Susan was also the newest sponsor of all those interviewed. 

The refugee family had only just arrived three months prior to our interview. It’s possible, 

therefore, that being able to see past the immediate situation and into one’s own learning is 

something that takes time. Whether her relative inability to provide examples of learning was 

because of  the ‘newness’ of her role or a genuine lack of learning due to a threatened ‘joint 

enterprise’ is, unfortunately, difficult to determine.   

 

However, it can be said that the sponsors who reported learning and could provide examples of 

their learning, all had meaningful boundary interactions with their refugee families and their 

COP’s ‘joint enterprise’ was never externally threatened. The 3 sponsors who did not feel that 

they learned very much or were unable to provide many examples, had at least one of those 

missing.  

 

6.1.3 Boundary practices with others in the settlement community 
 

The findings of this research point to the fact that learning also happened at the boundaries of a 

sponsorship’s COP and other groups within the settlement community.  

 

All three organizational types (Figure 3 a, b, & c) represent different boundary practices. 

Organizational types b and c represent “brokering” (Wenger, 1998) opportunities where sponsors 

could interact with other sponsorship groups and take away best practices and apply them to their 

own groups. These included virtually meeting other sponsors through social media sites but also 

included joining other groups as observers. The general feeling that the settlement community 

(itself a COP) was not as helpful as the Facebook group or real contact with other sponsors can 

be explained through Wenger’s (1998) theory. Wenger states that  
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Communities of practice can connect with the rest of the world by providing peripheral 

experiences- of the kind I argued newcomers need-to people who are not on a trajectory 

to become full members. The idea is to offer them various forms of casual but legitimate 

access to a practice without subjecting them to the demands of full membership. 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 117) 

 

It’s possible that some in the settlement community, which normally deals with refugees and 

other settlement professionals were unprepared to communicate effectively with sponsors who 

were really pseudo-settlement workers. The sponsors were never on course to full membership 

within the settlement community. Their settlement work would only last 12 months. However, 

neither were they like the settlement community’s usual refugee or immigrant clients. The 

sponsors were not new to Canada, but only new to settlement. They were looking simply for 

‘brokering’ opportunities but had greater old-timer status in a way that allowed them to realise 

that the help that was provided to them was as Anne stated ‘ridiculous.’ Some settlement 

professionals, did not then, perhaps, provide that “casual but legitimate” access that the sponsors 

needed and, indeed, found in both their virtual and real connections with other sponsors.  

 

 The configuration of the sponsorship groups vis-à-vis the refugee families, the settlement 

community, and other sponsorship groups either real or virtual led to different degrees of 

learning. The more direct contact a sponsor had with both their refugee families and other 

sponsorship groups, the more likely they were to say that they had learned a lot and have 

examples to prove it. 

 

 

 

 

6.2 Gaining an understanding of the sponsor-refugee relationship through an analysis of 
power   
 
Some academics have criticized Wenger’s theory of social learning as inadequately taking into 

account power (Farnsworth, Kleanthous, & Wenger-Trayner, 2016). In a 2016 interview, 

Wenger offers the following explanation of power and social learning theory 
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Central to the theory is the idea that learning from a social perspective entails the power 

to define competence. And so when you have a claim to competence in a community, that 

claim to competence may or may not be accepted. Or it may take work to convince the 

community to accept it. When the definition of competence is a social process taking 

place in a community of practice, learning always implies power relations. Inherently. 

(Farnsworth, Kleanthous, & Wenger-Trayner, 2016, p. 151)  

 

The sponsors’ knowledge of Canada and Canadian culture thereby empowered them to define 

competence. Part of the sponsors’ struggle to come to an understanding of their relationship with 

their refugee family lies in this dynamic at the boundary of their own competence and experience 

and that of the refugees’. In this case, it would be important for the sponsors to acknowledge the 

experience and competence of the refugees themselves. To do this, is to see the relationship as a 

reciprocal learning experience and many of the sponsors did this. But it was not how all sponsors 

treated their relationship. Anne’s group provides a good example in which to analyze power. The 

situation had to do with the refugee family wanting a car:  

 

ANNE: They wanted a car. We were very confused by that. Why would you want to 
spend your money on that? It’s going to be so expensive and it will eat up your, you 
know. But, it was very important to them.  

 

Here it is clear that Anne’s group didn’t quite understand the family’s desire for a car but 

acknowledges its importance to them. Later, Anne’s group needed to decide what to do with the 

extra money they raised:  

 

ANNE: So we had raised more money than that minimum that was required. So that one 
of the discussions was related to whether we give them the extra money or save for 
something else. We did talk. Like we did have these conversations like well, do we just 
give the money to them or do we put it in an education fund for the kids. Like then we 
had these discussions like we shouldn’t be telling them what to do with the money. It’s 
their money. They can decide what they want to do with the money. Ultimately, we 
gave them the money and they bought a car. But we had this weird vote and so a 
portion of the money is going to an education fund (Anne laughs).    
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One can see the conflict that’s formed within the sponsorship group. Clearly, the extra money 

raised was intended for the refugee family and not for the sponsors, yet they had difficulty in 

simply giving complete control of that money to the family. This highlights the problematic 

aspect of Wenger’s (Farnsworth, Kleanthous, & Wenger-Trayner, 2016) assertion that power is 

simply a matter of defining competence. This could be true if most of the important work of a 

COP is internal, but for the sponsors, their most important interactions happen at the boundary 

between themselves and the refugee family. Defining competence only internally within their 

COP, fails to acknowledge the refugees’ needs, desires, and their own (sometimes hidden) 

competence. Anne’s group probably felt that they could decide what to do with the money 

because they had more cultural competence but this actually cut the group off from potential 

learning.  One could argue that if Anne’s group had asked not if they needed a car, but why they 

needed a car, they would have created a more equitable situation by turning it into a learning 

experience4.   

 

This might be easier said than done, however, as it is precisely this social capital or cultural 

competence that the sponsors bring to the relationship that increases the success of the refugees. 

The refugees use the social capital of the sponsors to increase their own, making them much 

more successful at integration than government-sponsored refugees (Friscolanti, 2017). How 

then does a sponsor simultaneously both use and shelve their competence?  

 

Perhaps, it begins by recognizing the limits of the idea that competence and power are equated; 

one limit being that though it may be true, it fails to acknowledge the full competence and 

experience of the other party at the boundary. In addition to recognizing these limits, embracing 

a more Foucauldian idea (1997) that power is present in every interaction may be useful. In fact, 

some sponsors did seem to view their relationship in more Foucauldian terms. Amy, for 

example, described the sponsor-refugee relationship as “there’s a little dance.” This can possibly 

be understood to being akin to Foucault’s (1997) assertion that power runs through individuals. 

                                                
4 Wanting a car was a common theme that ran across all the refugee families. It would be interesting to 
investigate why the refugee families were so interested in acquiring a car. One can speculate that 
freedom of movement was important to them as they had so little before coming to Canada. Another 
hypothesis might be that it was having a car that allowed them to escape Syria and so that securing a car 
becomes a viewed as a necessity. These are just speculations, of course, but it was a surprising 
commonality among all the refugee families of the interviewed sponsors.  
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In this dance, there is a back and forth tug of power between both the sponsor and the refugee. It 

is not held by one and inflicted on the other. Furthermore, it is a power dynamic not based on 

competency; it simply exists.  

 

Also helpful to the sponsor-refugee relationship is Brookfield’s (2001) use of Foucault for adult 

educators. Brookfield (2001) argues that many adult educators blindly use power over their 

students in ways they believe are “beneficial” but are actually a form of surveillance. Insisting 

that students sit in a circle is one example. Anne’s group truly believed that they were making a 

good decision for the refugee family by putting some of their money into an education fund, but 

ultimately this was not their decision to make. Being aware that power exists even when 

“helping” is another lesson that Foucault can teach us.     

 

 A more complete understanding of power and how it presents itself in our daily interactions 

could help to ensure that the sponsor-refugee relationship is healthy. This is not to say that power 

would be eliminated between them as this is not possible (Foucault, 1997; Brookfield, 2001; 

Fejes, 2008) but it might reframe power as “relational” rather than just flowing in one direction 

from the group which defines competence to the one who can’t, or in this case from sponsor to 

refugee.  
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7. Discussions  
 
This section will link the findings of this thesis to previous research and literature done in the 

same field. It will discuss similarities between the Kosovar and Syrian sponsorship experience, 

between the findings of this thesis and previous research on learning in CSOs (civil society 

organizations) and learning through citizenship. In addition, it will also discuss where the 

findings of this thesis could, perhaps, be said to bring new insights or a different dimension into 

previous published works on the sponsorship program in Canada.  

 

7.1 The Kosovar vs. Syrian sponsorship experience 
 

As the Syrian refugee crisis is fairly recent and still on-going, very little has been written on 

either the refugee or sponsorship experience. It was necessary, therefore, to look at the next most 

recent crisis; namely the Kosovar refugee crisis of 1999 (Prior Research 2.1).  This previous 

research into the Kosovar sponsorship experience (Lama and Kahn, 2003; Derwing and Mulder 

2003) found that sponsors helped bridge the cultural gap for refugee families. This is definitely a 

role that the 8 interviewed sponsors of this thesis undertook. The sponsors were instrumental in 

linking their refugee families to their boarder community finding them ESL classes, daycare 

spots, and even jobs5. Researchers like Beiser (2009) and Lamba and Kahn (2003) noticed this 

“increased social capital” among privately sponsored refugees and I think that the findings of this 

thesis point to the fact that sponsors certainly see this as their primary objective. Almost all 

sponsors actively tried to create a social network for their refugee families.  

 

However, Derwing and Mulder (2003) found that there were often “cultural misunderstandings” 

between sponsors and refugees. I would argue that the flip side of these “misunderstandings” is 

actually learning. One could interpret much of the sponsor’s cultural learning (Findings 5.4) 

initially as ‘misunderstandings,’ but because this thesis was interested in the sponsor’s learning, 

the framing of these situations (even within the interviews themselves) was different. It’s 

possible that if the previous research on the Kosovar sponsors had included questions about 

                                                
5 In an amazing story, Vera recounted the way she found the father of the refugee family the same job 
he had had in Syria; she simply opened the phone book and called t-shirt printers until she found him a 
position.  
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learning, the results would have been to recognize these cultural situations less as 

misunderstandings and more as learning opportunities. They are different sides of the same coin.  

 

Another interesting similarity between some of the sponsors in the Kosovar studies and some in 

this study is the idea that the support that the sponsors received from the professional settlement 

community was sometimes inadequate (Derwing and Mulder 2003). That same study also found 

that many sponsors considered volunteering to be a full-time job. This was also echoed among 

the findings of this research thesis. In fact, many sponsors found the task almost overwhelming. 

The findings of this thesis also point to the fact that sponsors really appreciated contact with 

other sponsorship groups and this was also found to be the case with the Kosovar sponsors 

(Centre for Refugee Studies and Joint Centre of Excellence for Research on Immigration and 

Settlement , 2001).  

 

Other studies such as Beiser (2009) point to the fact that the sponsors took their responsibility 

very seriously and were deeply committed. Derwing and Mulder (2003) also noted that most 

sponsors would sponsor again. Every sponsor interviewed for this study shared these 

characteristics.  

 

In general, the findings of this research thesis about the sponsor’s experience echo the experience 

of the Kosovar sponsors. This indicates, perhaps, that the core experience of being a sponsor 

remains unchanged and is not dependant on the nationality of the refugees nor the circumstances 

of the crisis.  

 

7.2 A new dimension: sponsorship as a site of learning  
 
As there has been very little written on sponsorship as a learning experience, it is hard to verify if 

the findings of this small study are consistent with other research results. However, it is 

encouraging that the findings on the general aspects of the sponsorship experience (Discussion 

7.1) strongly align with previous research. It’s from this knowledge that one could say, with 

some confidence, that though this study is very small, the findings do point to the fact that being 

a sponsor is a learning experience and that sponsorship groups are sites of learning.  
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In fact, while there may not be many studies of learning in sponsorship groups, many of the 

findings of this thesis mirror previous research of learning done in other types of CSOs. 

Volunteers in CSOs, for example, often learn soft skills including gaining a greater 

understanding of diverse ideas and backgrounds (Mundel and Schugurensky, 2008). This can 

certainly be said of the 8 sponsors in this thesis as well. The findings point to the fact that the 

sponsors gained an appreciation for the different ways that people live their lives and the unique 

experience of refugees in particular. 

 

In addition, volunteers in CSOs tend to learn about the importance of volunteering itself (Mundel 

and Schugurensky, 2008). While, this was not found in the findings of this thesis, many sponsors 

did gain a new appreciation for civic engagement and both the privilege and weight of that 

responsibility. This also echoes the ideas of Gouthro (2012) who believes that this kind of active 

citizenship can bridge the gap between ordinary volunteers and fairly complex political systems. 

The fact that most sponsors were willing to sponsor again, could point to the fact that they 

believe that they learned about “the system” well enough to give it another try. This also 

reinforces the European Migration Policy’s (Kumin, 2015) idea that one benefit of sponsorship is 

that it allows citizens to engage with refugee policy.  

 

What is lacking from many studies about learning in CSOs is whether there might be instances 

where volunteers do not learn as much and why this might happen. Through this study of the 8 

sponsors, it quickly became apparent that while most sponsorship groups provided rich sites of 

learning for their members, this is not always the case. Learning is not a guaranteed outcome for 

all sponsors. The quality of learning depends greatly on the quality of the contact between 

sponsor and refugee. The COP (Wenger, 1998) of a sponsorship group needs meaningful 

interaction at the boundary with the refugees it hopes to settle to become a successful site of 

learning. It would be interesting to see if meaningful boundary interactions are also as important 

in other volunteering situations.  

 

7.3 From sponsorship to partnership: a change in discourse 
 
Several authors have argued for a change in the perception of the refugee sponsorship program 

(Lamba and Krahn, 2003; Beiser, 2009; Lanphier, 2003). Lamba and Krahn (2003) want to see a 
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change in the false perception that refugees are ‘passive’ in their own resettlement. Beiser (2009) 

saw some refugees misunderstanding the role of the sponsor and points out the power imbalance 

that can occur when you label one the ‘helper’ and the other the ‘helped.’ Lanphier (2003) goes 

further and would like to see sponsors think of themselves more as 'partners’ than ‘sponsors.’ 

Linking to this the idea that sponsors and refugees are building community together.  

 

I would argue that despite the small-scale of this research thesis, the findings do help to support 

the view that the refugees were active rather than passive members of their sponsorship group. 

Determining whether the refugees were active in their own settlement was beyond the scope of 

this study, the findings do, however, point to the fact that they were certainly active in their 

sponsor’s learning. In fact, it was only through direct and meaningful contact with their refugee 

families that the Canadian sponsors were able to do so much of their social and cultural learning.  

 

While most research has focused only on the “experience” of being a sponsor, this thesis and its 

findings speak to how important the refugee-sponsor partnership is to creating a site of informal 

learning for its members. The experience of being a sponsor is not only one of being the “helper” 

but also one of being a “learner.” It is really a partnership of two groups of learners coming 

together. Or put another way, the sponsors and refugees are really co-teachers.  

 

 I believe the findings of this research, therefore, strongly support Lanier’s (2003) idea of Private 

Refugee Sponsorship Groups as being ‘partnerships’ rather than ‘sponsorships.’  This simple 

change in discourse may also help sponsors to navigate power within the sponsor-refugee 

relationship. For while the word ‘sponsor’ has hints of domination, ‘partnership’ automatically 

signals a more egalitarian relationship.  
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8. Conclusion  
 
The aim of this study was to determine whether sponsorship groups could be considered sites of 

learning for the sponsors. In order to determine whether this was the case, 8 Canadian sponsors 

who had recently sponsored a Syrian refugee family were interviewed. They were asked about 

their experience in general and also specifically whether they considered themselves to have 

learned. They were also asked to provide examples of their learning and were encouraged to 

reflect on what they felt this learning meant and whether they felt this learning to be transferable. 

Through a thematic analysis of the 8 interviews, it became apparent that the sponsors did some 

learning within their COP and a great deal of learning at the boundary through their interactions 

with the refugee families. They learned about Syrian and Muslim culture, they learned about 

what being a refugee really meant, they gained a new understanding of the unique relationship 

between sponsor and refugee, they gained new soft skills including a greater appreciation for 

diversity, and they also learned about the importance of civic engagement. However, the findings 

also point to the fact that not all sponsors had the same level of learning and therefore, there are 

two recommendations that can be made if groups or individual sponsors wish to maximize their 

learning: 

 

1. The degree to which the sponsors had direct and meaningful contact and interaction with their 

refugee families created an improved environment for learning. While this is difficult to control, 

sponsors should be made aware of the possibility (perhaps, especially in family reunification 

cases) that there might be minimum contact between themselves and the refugees they have 

sponsored and that this could impact their sponsorship experience.  

 

2. Efforts should be made by the government and/or NGOs to connect sponsorship groups to 

each other either in-person or virtually. This contact or brokering is an excellent way for 

sponsors to learn and get advice on everything from pre-arrival organization to where to find a 

good dentist.  

    

In addition to this, I would also recommend that the Canadian Refugee Sponsorship Program 

undergo a name change and that the government of Canada consider changing the word 

“sponsorship” to “partnership.” I believe that this thesis study adds more evidence to the work of 
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Lamba and Krahn, (2006), Beiser (2009), and Lanphier (2003) all of whom argue that refugees 

are active members of their settlement. This study has proved, I believe, that in addition to this, 

the refugees are also active in their sponsor’s learning. A change in name might also help to 

promote a more accurate and egalitarian view of the relationship between sponsor and refugee.  

 

Of course, this study was extremely small and it is vital, therefore, that further research into the 

area of learning and private refugee settlement groups be carried out. In fact, I believe that what 

is needed is a comprehensive study on learning in sponsorship groups. A study that examines not 

only the sponsor’s learning, but also that of the refugees. In addition, it should also study the 

settlement community’s experience with sponsorship groups. Examining learning through all 

three perspectives could be very useful in establishing what next steps should be taken with 

regards to the sponsorship program in Canada and could also provide useful insights for 

countries that are thinking of adopting the Canadian model. This research should be carried out 

with some urgency as to make a useful contribution to the ongoing Syrian crisis and/or before the 

next humanitarian crisis.  

 

Finally, personally for me, as an adult educator, the experience of conducting the interviews and 

seeing the sponsors come to a new understanding that their sponsorship experience included a 

strong element of learning was very rewarding. It also gave me an understanding that there could 

be a role for adult educators to play within sponsorship groups. As adult educators are, in 

general, well-versed in reflective practice, they could be used, near the end of the 12 month 

period, to help sponsorship groups unpack their own learning.  

 

Most importantly, however, is the fact that the Canadian sponsors saved lives. Saved entire 

families from active conflict zones. None of the interviewed sponsors took on this challenging 

work for their own personal gain. They are among the very best examples of what can happen 

when individual citizens take local action to tackle global issues. Their own learning was simply 

a positive by-product of their life-saving response. 
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Appendix 1  
 

Interview Guide 
 
Part one 
 
A. The first part of the interview lays out some straight forward and easy- to- answer 
questions for the participants in order for them to get more comfortable with me. In 
addition, these questions help to establish some base-line characteristics of the participants.  
 
1. Age? 
2. Occupation? 
3. Any previous settlement experience? 
4. Why did you decide to join a PRSG? 
5. Your role in your sponsorship group? 
6. Where in the process is your group? How long has the refugee family been in Canada? 
7. In general, would you describe the experience of being a sponsor as positive, negative, or 
neutral, challenging?  
 
Part Two 
 
B. In this part, I will ask more open-ended questions with the hope that the participants 
will answer with details and examples. I will actively listen and ask follow-up questions to 
gather details and explore their answer further.  
 
1. Do you think that your experience as a sponsor has been a learning experience for you? How 
so?  
2. Do you consider this an act of citizenship? 
3. You said you had never done this before, so I wonder did you or your group reach out to 
settlement professionals for help? And was this helpful? 
4. Did you communicate with other sponsorship groups? If so, did you find this helpful?  
5. Do you think that this learning is transferable to other areas of your life?  For example, at 
work. Has this already been the case?  
6. Would you do it again?  
 
As I close the interview and thank them for their time, I will also let them know that if 
upon further reflection, they’d like to add to their answers, they should feel free to email 
me.  
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Appendix 2  
 
Participant information sheet  

 
Project title: Private Refugee Sponsor Groups as Sites of Adult Learning  
 
Researcher: Katarina Ohlsson  
 
My name is Katarina Ohlsson and I am currently a student in the Department of Behavioural 
Sciences and Learning at Linköping University, Sweden. This research thesis is the final part of 
my Master’s degree in Adult Learning and Global Change. Though I’m studying through a 
Swedish university, I am a permanent resident here in Canada. I am also married to a Canadian 
and have two Canadian children. I have lived in Toronto for my entire adult life and am currently 
a professor of English and ESL at Seneca College.   
 
The purpose of my research is to examine whether private sponsors felt that their experience of 
resettling a refugee family was a learning experience.  
 
I’m inviting you to take part in this research because it is my understanding that you were part 
of a private sponsorship group and may wish to contribute to the conversation. Participation is 
completely voluntary and participants can withdraw their participation at any time.  
 
During the interview, which will be a face-face meeting ranging from between 45 minutes to an 
hour, participants will be asked about their experience being a sponsor and about their learning. 
There will be NO questions asked about the refugee families and at no time will I need to know 
the identity of those families. Nor will I ask any questions that would compromise the 
confidentiality or privacy of the refugee family. I am only interested in the sponsor’s experience. 
 
Further to this, the identity of the sponsors themselves will be kept private and all the data I 
collect will be reported anonymously. The sponsor’s name or any personal information will not 
be used in any publication nor will it be transferred to a third party. In order to ensure the 
accurate analysis of the interviews, they will be recorded and so agreeing to be a participant is 
also an agreement to be recorded. All data collected will be kept on a password protected 
computer.  
 
If you would like to participate in this research, please feel free to email me at 
Katarina.Ohlsson@liu.se and I can send you consent forms and set up a time to meet.  
 
Thanks very much for considering participating.  
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Appendix 3  
 
 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM  
 
Project Title: Private Refugee Sponsor Groups as Sites of Adult Learning 
 
Name of Researcher: Katarina Ohlsson  
 
PARTICIPANT’S CONSENT I have been informed of and understand the purpose of this 
study and its procedures and wish to participate. I also understand that I can ask any questions 
about this study at any time. I understand that the data collected for this study is strictly 
confidential and I will not be identifiable in any element of this study. I further understand that I 
may withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice to me.  
___________________ __________________ ________________  
Print name  Signature   Date  
 
 
 
 
RESEARCHER’S STATEMENT I have informed the above named participants of the nature 
and purpose of this study and have sought to answer their questions to the best of my ability. I 
have read, understood, and agree to abide by the Principles of Research Ethics for the Social 
Sciences (Swedish Research Council) during my research.  
 
 
___________________ __________________ ________________ 
Print name  Signature   Date  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


