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Abstract: The current study addressed two 
problems in adult education: the lack of published 
research on the use of ePortfolios in graduate adult 
education, and more specifically, how can graduate 
adult educators utilize ePortfolios to foster reflective 
and deeper learning in a graduate adult education 
program? This was a 3-year 
qualitative study of 36 master’s 
students in their final capstone 
course in an online graduate 
adult education program. The 
primary research question was 
Can developing ePortfolios 
foster reflective and deeper 
learning in an online graduate 
adult education program? 
Researchers analyzed student 
responses to three guideline 
questions for the development 
of their ePortfolios: (a) What 
story did your ePortfolio 
tell?, (b) What surprised you?, and (c) What did 
you learn about yourself? These questions were 
designed to stimulate students’ thinking about 
their learning from the ePortfolio process, artifacts, 
and experience in the degree program. Through 
thematic analysis of student responses to these 

questions, three predominant themes emerged 
that provided evidence for reflective and deeper 
learning. The three themes were as follows:  
(a) Students became more reflective learners who 
frequently experienced deeper transformative 
learning, (b) Students were surprised by greater 

self-discovery and significant 
personal growth exceeding their 
expectations, and (c) Students 
found new personal strengths. 
Specific recommendations were 
provided about how to use 
ePortfolios in graduate adult 
education programs to foster 
reflective and deeper learning.

Keywords: ePortfolios, adult 
education, capstone course, 
reflective learning, deeper 
learning

Background
The context of this study is the emerging and 

increasingly successful use of ePortfolios in higher 
education and the tremendous opportunities they 
provide for innovation in learner engagement (Deneen 
& Shroff, 2014). However, within this context, there 
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  Abstract:   This study’s main purpose was to 
identify adult learners’ motivation to pursue 
learning at Saudi Arabia’s Yanbu adult-education 
schools. The study also investigates if there is a 
difference by gender, by age, and among learners 
in terms of their internal and external motivation 
to learn. The study’s theoretical framework 
came from Knowles’ theory of andragogy. A 
survey consisting of a self-
administered questionnaire was 
used. The study population 
included all adult learners ( n  
=  463) at the Yanbu adult-
education schools in Saudi 
Arabia. The results revealed 
the importance of the five 
motivators (social contact, 
family togetherness, social 
stimulation, cognitive interest, 
and religious stimulation) for 
adult learners at Saudi Arabia’s 
Yanbu adult-education schools. 
However, this study indicated 
that adult learners are more 
motivated internally than externally. Therefore, 
teachers should pay attention to the internal 
factors more than the external factor to keep up 
with their students’ level of motivation. 

   Keywords:     motivating  ,   adult learners  ,   andragogy  , 
  Saudi Arabia       

 A  dults’ motivation to participate in continuing
  education as they age has been a subject of
  interest for various researchers ( Galbraith, 2004 ). 

The motivational factors vary according to age group 
as well as reasons to learn. Adult 
learners are motivated in various 
ways. For many adults, there are 
several motivations to engage in 
learning, such as learning what is 
relevant to their real-life situations 
and what is useful for them 
( Knowles et al., 2012 ). 

 According to  McKeachie (1978) , 
the teacher needs to understand 
the learner’s motivation before 
they engage in learning to provide 
an effective learning environment. 
For example, according to  Gom 
(2009 , p. 18), if teachers 
understand the nature of the 

learner, as well as his or her learning needs and 
tendencies, “this will help them to prepare their lessons 
and delivery in a manner that brings out maximum 
output—or learning.” Therefore, this study’s aim is to 
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not much attention is given by adult educators unless 
they work in resettlement and immigrant-related 
programs (Guo & Lange, 2015). Researchers who have 
examined migration issues have looked at credential 
recognition (Guo, 2009), access to the adult education 
services (Larrotta, 2017), participation in ESL programs 
(Ullman, 2010), and literacy skills (Wrigley et al., 2009). 
Alfred (2003) and Skilton-Sylvester (2002) have been 
specifically interested in the learning experiences of 
women. Among a number of research studies that 
investigated the refugee experiences (see Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011; Yu et al., 2007), Magro and Ghorayshi 
(2011) suggest that refugees often struggle with 
difficulties in educational accreditation, financial need 
for reasonable and secure housing, changing dynamics 
in their family relationships, discrimination, and need 
for a social network and community. Because of such 
abrupt changes in their life plans, they restructure their 
lives and reconstruct their identities (Morrice, 2013). In 
this process, they are also challenged by the reality of 
class structured cultural and educational venues that 
posit psychological, situational, and institutional barriers 
and prevent them from being successful (Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011).

Adult education literature on refugee learners 
(Brigham et al., 2015; Guo & Lange, 2015; Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015; Magro & Ghorayshi, 2011; 
Morrice, 2013; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002) highlights the 
challenges that refugees experience in a host culture 
and draws attention to the role of adult education in 
providing effective programs, support, and resources 
(Alfred, 2001; Chao & Mantero, 2014; Larrotta, 2019). 
Given the foundational stance that adult education 
takes on social justice (Lange & Baillie Abidi, 2015) but 
the paucity of research by adult educators on the lived 
experiences of refugees among other immigrant groups 
(Brigham et al., 2015), studying acculturation 
experiences of Syrian Muslim refugee women with an 
intersectionality lens expands the existing research on 
the experiences of refugees. Drawing on Berry’s (2003) 
Acculturation Model and Intersectionality theory 
(Crenshaw, 1989), I investigate the following research 
questions: (a) What are the acculturation experiences 
of Syrian Muslim refugee women? and (b) How does 
the intersectionality of nationality, religion, gender, and 
refugee status influence their acculturation to the 
United States?

Theoretical Framework
Acculturation Theory

As a result of immigration, culturally plural 
communities with diverse backgrounds get to live 
together (Berry, 1997). Acculturation involves the contact 
that occurs both at the group level and individual level 
causing affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes, 
namely behavioral changes and acculturative stress, and 
the changes that occur later in psychosocial and 
sociocultural adaptation (Sam & Berry, 2010). Berry’s 
(2003) acculturation model outlines the way individual- 
and group-level factors link and create acculturation. At 
a group level, Berry (2003) emphasizes the need to 
understand what essential characteristics two cultural 
groups had before their contact and why they are in a 
contact relationship. At the individual level, Berry (2003) 
underlines the psychological changes that both groups 
experience and the way adaptation influence both 
groups’ new situations. According to Berry (2003), these 
changes can be behavioral changes that are easy to 
perform such as the way they speak, dress, and eat, or 
they can be complicated and cause problems such as 
acculturation stress experienced as feelings of 
uncertainty, anxiety, and depression. Adaptations can 
happen either in a psychological (internal) way affecting 
the sense of well-being or self-esteem or in a 
sociocultural way such as becoming competent in daily 
intercultural activities (Searle & Ward, 1990).

Intersectionality Theory
Introduced in the late 1980s in anti-discrimination 

and social movement contexts as a heuristic term to 
draw attention to the controversial dynamics of 
differences and solidarity of sameness, intersectionality 
has promoted consideration of gender, race, and other 
power axes in both the political arena and academic 
disciplines (Cho et al., 2013). Contrary to the way social 
identities are conceptualized by their additive and 
independent functioning, formulation of 
intersectionality posits that experiences emerge 
because of the interaction among social categories 
(race, gender, and class) and their relation to each 
other. Crenshaw (1991) suggests that,

Intersectional subordination need not be 
intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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exist two problems that relate to graduate adult 
education. First, there was and continues to be a 
surprising lack of published research or articles about 
the use of ePortfolios in graduate adult education. In 
fact, the authors of the current article found no 
published studies about the use of ePortfolios in 
graduate adult education in major adult education 
journals. To address the research void, the authors 
focused on a second problem faced by many graduate 
adult education faculties. The problem is how can we 
really know what our adult education graduate 
students learned beyond simple memorization or rote 
learning typically measured by examination scores or 
course grades? This study investigated a solution to the 
second problem through the innovative use of 
ePortfolios to foster reflective and deeper learning.

Numerous studies provide the background for using 
ePortfolios to foster reflective and deeper learning. 
John Zubizarreta (2004) was an early advocate of using 
learning portfolios to foster reflective and deeper 
learning and described the learning portfolio as 
follows:

 . . . a flexible, evidence-based tool that engages 
students in a process of continuous reflection and 
collaborative analysis of learning. As a written 
text, electronic display, or other creative project, 
the portfolio captures the scope, richness, and 
relevance of student learning. The portfolio 
focuses on purposefully and collaboratively 
selected reflections and evidence for both 
improvement and assessment of students’ 
learning. (p. 16)

The development of online learning ushered the 
emergence of the ePortfolio as a valuable online tool 
that learners, faculty members, and institutions can use 
to collect, store, and share information electronically 
(Abrami & Barrett, 2005). However, an ePortfolio can 
be much more than a compilation of student work. 
Barrett (2010) underscored two faces of ePortfolios: 
one for documenting learning and serving as a 
workspace for reflection and one for showcasing 
achievement. She emphasized that “the real value of 
an ePortfolio is in the reflection and learning that is 
documented therein, not just the collection of work” 
(p. 5).

Reflective learning is a key concept in the present 
study. John Dewey (1933) believed that reflection is a 
critical consideration in the development of knowledge 
and beliefs and that people learned best from reflecting 
on their experiences. He defined reflection as the 
“active, persistent and careful consideration of any 
belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of 
the grounds that support it and the further conclusion 
to which it tends” (p. 9). He went on to later write that 
reflection stands at the core of deeper learning and is 
key to processing experience (Dewey, 1997).

Reflective learning is closely associated with the 
development of self-knowledge and transformative 
learning. Cranton (2016) emphasized the value of 
reflective learning and extended Mezirow’s (2000) 
concept of transformative learning when she reflected 
on her practice as a classroom teacher and wrote as 
follows:

 . . . transformative learning is about the 
individual stories-the breakthrough moments, the 
recognition of long-held, unquestioned 
assumptions, the drawing of an understanding of 
a new perspective, the opening up to alternatives, 
the seeing of self in a new way. (p. 190)

The close connection between reflective learning 
and transformative learning is also apparent in the 
work of Rogers (2001) who found commonalities in his 
study of seven different theoretical approaches to 
reflection. He found that reflection is a cognitive and 
affective process or activity that (a) requires active 
engagement on the part of the individual; (b) is 
triggered by an unusual or perplexing situation or 
experience; (c) involves examining one’s own 
responses, beliefs, and premises in light of the situation 
at hand; and (d) results in the integration of the new 
understanding into one’s experience.

Deeper learning is the other key concept in the 
present study. Most significant to the present study is 
the definition of deeper learning by Czerkawski (2014) 
who described the concept as follows: “Deeper 
learning promotes students’ active engagement in 
learning environments so they can continuously 
explore, reflect and produce information to build 
complex knowledge structures” (p. 29). The Hewett 
Foundation (2013) described deeper learning even 
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consequence of the imposition of one burden 
that interacts with preexisting vulnerabilities to 
create yet another dimension of 
disempowerment. (p. 1249)

Intersectionality refers to the consequences of these 
interactions in terms of power (Davis, 2008).

The way social categories intersect has a great 
influence on individuals who identify themselves with 
those categories (Crenshaw, 1991). Thus, analyses of 
these categories separately would inadequately 
represent the lived experiences of individuals with 
multiple disadvantaged statuses as these categories are 
often experienced simultaneously (Cole, 2009; Ressia 
et al., 2017). Intersectionality allows us not only to 
understand the complexities of differences but also to 
investigate the way gender, race, ethnicity, migrant 
status, and other categories are affected by the power 
dynamics in the society that creates multiple 
disadvantages for people of difference (Ressia et al., 
2017).

Research Design
In this study, I employed a qualitative research 

methodology using narrative inquiry (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). The narrative inquiry approach in 
qualitative research focuses on “the way humans 
experience the world” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 
p. 2). As Patton (2002) points out, the narrative 
inquiry “honors people’s stories as data that can stand 
on their own as pure description of experience, be 
worthy as narrative documentary of experience (the 
core phenomenology)” (p. 116). In the narrative 
inquiry, the researcher’s role is to become a listener 
to the participants’ story (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990). In this respect, to go beyond the question-
answer type of interview and elicit less imposed 
perspectives from the participants, I became the 
listener and let the participants narrate their 
experiences in a storytelling format ( Jovchelovitch & 
Bauer, 2000). However, it does not mean that I, as the 
researcher was silenced. Narrative inquiry is a 
process of mutual storytelling and restorying. In this 
process, my role was to construct a relationship in 
which both parties could be heard.

Makris (2017) suggests that “intersectionality makes 
the call for a less contrived representation of people, 

while narrative inquiry represents a quest for a less 
contrived representation of reality. They are natural 
companions” (p. 78). Therefore, using narrative inquiry 
served as a supplementary research method to 
intersectionality approach.

Participants
The participants were six Syrian, Muslim refugee 

women who came to the United States after 2011. Their 
age ranged from 19 to 42 years. Out of six participants, 
four were married with children and two lived with 
their parents. The participants were recruited using a 
purposeful sampling method (Patton, 2002) to select 
information-rich cases that have insights and in-depth 
understanding of the questions guiding the study. As 
one type of purposeful sampling strategy, the snowball 
sampling method (Merriam, 2009) was used to locate a 
couple of key participants at a community center who 
met the selection criteria, and they, in turn, referred me 
to other eligible people in their network. The selection 
of the participants proceeded until there were no new 
themes observed in the data and the saturation was 
achieved.

Data Collection and Analysis
For this study, I conducted one in-depth, semi-

structured, audio-recorded interview with each 
participant. The interview protocol consisted of 24 
open-ended questions that represented the topic area 
inquiring about participants’ lived experiences, their 
interactions, and interpersonal relationships. The 
interviews were conducted in June 2019. Each 
interview lasted approximately 45–60 mins. and took 
place at participants’ convenience. The participants told 
their stories in Arabic, in their native language. All 
research instruments including the consent forms were 
translated into Arabic. During the interviews, I had an 
interpreter present with me. The interpreter translated 
the questions and stories simultaneously from English 
to Arabic and vice versa. Transcriptions of the stories 
were written in English from the audio recording 
verbatim. I recruited the interpreter, Fatima from a 
resettlement agency, and interviewed her to know 
about her background and what she might be bringing 
to her interpretive work. In this study, field notes and 
my journal were the other sources of data. Patton 
(2002) also suggests the use of multiple methods for 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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more specifically, in terms of six deeper learning 
competencies where students “ . . . master core 
academic content, think critically and solve complex 
problems, communicate effectively, work 
collaboratively, learn how to learn, and develop 
academic mindsets” (p. 1). These competencies 
underscore the deeper learning sought in the ePortfolio 
course experience in the present study. More recently, 
Weber and Myrick (2018) wrote that students can find 
greater meaning in their educational practices and 
better understand their learning processes through 
reflective practice which in turn leads to deeper 
learning and more confidence in their abilities.

Additional evidence supports the close connection 
between the development of ePortfolios and reflective 
and deeper learning. Klenowski et al. (2006) 
described that an ePortfolio is more than just an 
electronic collection of artifacts of learning; an 
ePortfolio allows students to reflect upon and 
demonstrate deeper learning by helping them to 
connect and make sense of their experience. Donnelly 
and O’Keeffe (2013) found that integrating ePortfolios 
into a graduate program in higher education enhances 
deeper learning. They found that it is a valuable tool 
that facilitates continuous growth and learning in 
students by adding value to the development and 
understanding of creative learning. Eynon et al. (2014) 
described how ePortfolios made learning visible and 
encouraged learners to reflect and engage in deeper, 
integrated learning. Numerous authors addressed how 
ePortfolios and reflective practice facilitate the 
development of deeper learning as well as higher-
level thinking skills and personal growth (Buyarski 
et al., 2015; Harring & Luo, 2016; Slepcevic-Zach & 
Stock, 2018).

Probably the most significant milestone supporting 
the relationship between ePortfolios and deeper 
learning is that ePortfolios have been added to the list 
of High-Impact Practices (HIPs; Kuh, 2017; Watson 
et al., 2016). Kuh (2008), along with researchers from 
the Association of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U), identified the initial 10 HIPs. HIPs denote 
institutionally structured student experiences inside or 
outside of the classroom that are associated with 
elevated performance across multiple engagement 
activities and desired outcomes, especially deep 
learning, persistence, and satisfaction with college. 

More recently, Eynon and Gambino (2017) developed a 
comprehensive resource about high-impact ePortfolio 
practices which describes how to implement the use of 
ePortfolios in multiple settings and further illustrates 
how ePortfolios enable students to engage in deeper 
learning.

The current study examined whether the ePortfolio 
development process could foster reflective and deeper 
learning specifically in a graduate adult education 
program. Therefore, the primary research question of 
the current study is as follows:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): Can developing 
ePortfolios foster reflective and deeper learning in 
an online graduate adult education program?

The Adult Education Capstone 
ePortfolio Course

Morreale et al. (2017) described a capstone portfolio 
as a digital space where students can gather and 
integrate their learning experiences, demonstrate their 
growth as learners, and connect their learning to the 
world. The capstone ePortfolio course in the current 
study is a one semester 16-week course typically 
completed during the last semester of the graduate 
program. Students synthesize, integrate, and reflect 
upon the capstone ePortfolio experience and what they 
have learned throughout their entire adult education 
program.

The capstone ePortfolio course is composed of eight 
modules. During each module, students develop and 
post drafts of different components of their ePortfolio 
in a discussion forum. Components of the total 
capstone ePortfolio include an introductory and 
concluding framing statement, a statement of 
professional goals, a minimum of eight artifacts that 
exemplify their best learning from their coursework 
along with caption statements, a plan for future 
learning, and a current resume. Artifacts are typically 
final course papers, projects, or other documented 
learning. Each artifact is posted with a caption 
statement where students provide reflective comments 
about how the artifact impacted them, for example, 
how it increased their learning and what changes they 
would make. As components of the ePortfolio are 
drafted and posted, a group of three other students and 
the course facilitator engage in constructive reflective 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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not much attention is given by adult educators unless 
they work in resettlement and immigrant-related 
programs (Guo & Lange, 2015). Researchers who have 
examined migration issues have looked at credential 
recognition (Guo, 2009), access to the adult education 
services (Larrotta, 2017), participation in ESL programs 
(Ullman, 2010), and literacy skills (Wrigley et al., 2009). 
Alfred (2003) and Skilton-Sylvester (2002) have been 
specifically interested in the learning experiences of 
women. Among a number of research studies that 
investigated the refugee experiences (see Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011; Yu et al., 2007), Magro and Ghorayshi 
(2011) suggest that refugees often struggle with 
difficulties in educational accreditation, financial need 
for reasonable and secure housing, changing dynamics 
in their family relationships, discrimination, and need 
for a social network and community. Because of such 
abrupt changes in their life plans, they restructure their 
lives and reconstruct their identities (Morrice, 2013). In 
this process, they are also challenged by the reality of 
class structured cultural and educational venues that 
posit psychological, situational, and institutional barriers 
and prevent them from being successful (Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011).

Adult education literature on refugee learners 
(Brigham et al., 2015; Guo & Lange, 2015; Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015; Magro & Ghorayshi, 2011; 
Morrice, 2013; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002) highlights the 
challenges that refugees experience in a host culture 
and draws attention to the role of adult education in 
providing effective programs, support, and resources 
(Alfred, 2001; Chao & Mantero, 2014; Larrotta, 2019). 
Given the foundational stance that adult education 
takes on social justice (Lange & Baillie Abidi, 2015) but 
the paucity of research by adult educators on the lived 
experiences of refugees among other immigrant groups 
(Brigham et al., 2015), studying acculturation 
experiences of Syrian Muslim refugee women with an 
intersectionality lens expands the existing research on 
the experiences of refugees. Drawing on Berry’s (2003) 
Acculturation Model and Intersectionality theory 
(Crenshaw, 1989), I investigate the following research 
questions: (a) What are the acculturation experiences 
of Syrian Muslim refugee women? and (b) How does 
the intersectionality of nationality, religion, gender, and 
refugee status influence their acculturation to the 
United States?

Theoretical Framework
Acculturation Theory

As a result of immigration, culturally plural 
communities with diverse backgrounds get to live 
together (Berry, 1997). Acculturation involves the contact 
that occurs both at the group level and individual level 
causing affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes, 
namely behavioral changes and acculturative stress, and 
the changes that occur later in psychosocial and 
sociocultural adaptation (Sam & Berry, 2010). Berry’s 
(2003) acculturation model outlines the way individual- 
and group-level factors link and create acculturation. At 
a group level, Berry (2003) emphasizes the need to 
understand what essential characteristics two cultural 
groups had before their contact and why they are in a 
contact relationship. At the individual level, Berry (2003) 
underlines the psychological changes that both groups 
experience and the way adaptation influence both 
groups’ new situations. According to Berry (2003), these 
changes can be behavioral changes that are easy to 
perform such as the way they speak, dress, and eat, or 
they can be complicated and cause problems such as 
acculturation stress experienced as feelings of 
uncertainty, anxiety, and depression. Adaptations can 
happen either in a psychological (internal) way affecting 
the sense of well-being or self-esteem or in a 
sociocultural way such as becoming competent in daily 
intercultural activities (Searle & Ward, 1990).

Intersectionality Theory
Introduced in the late 1980s in anti-discrimination 

and social movement contexts as a heuristic term to 
draw attention to the controversial dynamics of 
differences and solidarity of sameness, intersectionality 
has promoted consideration of gender, race, and other 
power axes in both the political arena and academic 
disciplines (Cho et al., 2013). Contrary to the way social 
identities are conceptualized by their additive and 
independent functioning, formulation of 
intersectionality posits that experiences emerge 
because of the interaction among social categories 
(race, gender, and class) and their relation to each 
other. Crenshaw (1991) suggests that,

Intersectional subordination need not be 
intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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feedback and dialogue with each of the students until 
that component is finalized for the completed 
ePortfolio.

The final component of the ePortfolio is a 
concluding framing statement that was used as the 
database for the current study. The concluding framing 
statement allowed students to provide a final summary 
and reflective analysis of what they presented in their 
ePortfolios and learned in the degree program. 
Students followed guideline questions for this 
concluding framework component and their responses 
to three of those guideline questions were selected for 
data analysis of this study. The questions were 
designed to stimulate students’ thinking about their 
learning from the ePortfolio process, artifacts, and 
experience in the degree program. The three specific 
guideline questions were as follows: (a) What story did 
your ePortfolio tell?, (b) What surprised you?, and (c) 
What did you learn about yourself?

Degree Program
This was a graduate online MS Ed in adult education 

degree. Students must earn 36 semester hours of 
coursework to graduate. There are 21 hr of required 
core courses and 15 hr of electives. The mission of the 
program is to prepare individuals to engage with adults 
for the purpose of promoting lifelong learning as a 
conscious and purposeful process in a variety of 
organizational and community contexts. Core and 
elective courses are discussed with a faculty advisor to 
ensure that students pursue an integrated program of 
study to support their professional goals.

Method

Research Design
This is a follow-up study of a previous in-house 

study (Merrill, 2015), which received Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) approval (exempt status). In that 
study, researchers investigated whether the goals of the 
ePortfolio capstone portfolio course were being met, 
for example, did they document the quality of their 
work in graduate courses and describe the application 
of adult education principles? The current follow-up 
study sought to foster more detailed and in-depth 
evidence of reflective and deeper learning as students 
developed their ePortfolio. Students enrolled in the 
capstone ePortfolio course were required to document 

their overall experiences using a chronological order 
(i.e., where they are now, where they were before they 
took the course, and where they see themselves in the 
future) about their individual journeys, which allowed 
the researchers an opportunity to study personal 
narratives of experience (Riessman, 2008). Narratives 
encourage us to immerse and interpret the perspective 
of the narrator because “narratives are strategic, 
functional, and purposeful” (Riessman, 2008, p. 8). 
Therefore, a narrative design methodology provided 
the theoretical lens for this study. Through this 
narrative design, the researchers were able to focus on 
the students’ individual stories to understand and 
represent their individual experiences (Creswell, 2012). 
Later, the researchers employed a thematic approach to 
find common thematic elements across research 
participants and the events they report (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006; Riessman, 2008).

Participants
The participants in this one semester capstone 

ePortfolio course included nine males and 27 females. 
Students typically had undergraduate degrees in arts 
and humanities followed by business, whereas others 
had degrees in professional areas, especially health 
sciences such as nursing and radiography. Most 
participants were employed in post-secondary 
education, typically teaching and administration. The 
second greatest area of employment was business, 
typically human resource development and training.

Data Collection
Data were collected from the online submission of 

students’ final reports for the ePortfolio capstone 
course. Students wrote narrative reflections of their 
experiences for the course using chronological order 
(i.e., past, present, and future). The course was the last 
course of their program, where they chose eight 
selected artifacts and provided detailed narration about 
these artifacts. Researchers selected specific segments 
from the narration, which provided markers of the 
three guideline questions—(a) What story did your 
ePortfolio tell?, (b) What surprised you?, and (c) What 
did you learn about yourself?—related to the 
development of their ePortfolios. The first researcher 
taught the course from fall 2016 to spring 2018 and 
provided the data after hiding the identities of the 
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consequence of the imposition of one burden 
that interacts with preexisting vulnerabilities to 
create yet another dimension of 
disempowerment. (p. 1249)

Intersectionality refers to the consequences of these 
interactions in terms of power (Davis, 2008).

The way social categories intersect has a great 
influence on individuals who identify themselves with 
those categories (Crenshaw, 1991). Thus, analyses of 
these categories separately would inadequately 
represent the lived experiences of individuals with 
multiple disadvantaged statuses as these categories are 
often experienced simultaneously (Cole, 2009; Ressia 
et al., 2017). Intersectionality allows us not only to 
understand the complexities of differences but also to 
investigate the way gender, race, ethnicity, migrant 
status, and other categories are affected by the power 
dynamics in the society that creates multiple 
disadvantages for people of difference (Ressia et al., 
2017).

Research Design
In this study, I employed a qualitative research 

methodology using narrative inquiry (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). The narrative inquiry approach in 
qualitative research focuses on “the way humans 
experience the world” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 
p. 2). As Patton (2002) points out, the narrative 
inquiry “honors people’s stories as data that can stand 
on their own as pure description of experience, be 
worthy as narrative documentary of experience (the 
core phenomenology)” (p. 116). In the narrative 
inquiry, the researcher’s role is to become a listener 
to the participants’ story (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990). In this respect, to go beyond the question-
answer type of interview and elicit less imposed 
perspectives from the participants, I became the 
listener and let the participants narrate their 
experiences in a storytelling format ( Jovchelovitch & 
Bauer, 2000). However, it does not mean that I, as the 
researcher was silenced. Narrative inquiry is a 
process of mutual storytelling and restorying. In this 
process, my role was to construct a relationship in 
which both parties could be heard.

Makris (2017) suggests that “intersectionality makes 
the call for a less contrived representation of people, 

while narrative inquiry represents a quest for a less 
contrived representation of reality. They are natural 
companions” (p. 78). Therefore, using narrative inquiry 
served as a supplementary research method to 
intersectionality approach.

Participants
The participants were six Syrian, Muslim refugee 

women who came to the United States after 2011. Their 
age ranged from 19 to 42 years. Out of six participants, 
four were married with children and two lived with 
their parents. The participants were recruited using a 
purposeful sampling method (Patton, 2002) to select 
information-rich cases that have insights and in-depth 
understanding of the questions guiding the study. As 
one type of purposeful sampling strategy, the snowball 
sampling method (Merriam, 2009) was used to locate a 
couple of key participants at a community center who 
met the selection criteria, and they, in turn, referred me 
to other eligible people in their network. The selection 
of the participants proceeded until there were no new 
themes observed in the data and the saturation was 
achieved.

Data Collection and Analysis
For this study, I conducted one in-depth, semi-

structured, audio-recorded interview with each 
participant. The interview protocol consisted of 24 
open-ended questions that represented the topic area 
inquiring about participants’ lived experiences, their 
interactions, and interpersonal relationships. The 
interviews were conducted in June 2019. Each 
interview lasted approximately 45–60 mins. and took 
place at participants’ convenience. The participants told 
their stories in Arabic, in their native language. All 
research instruments including the consent forms were 
translated into Arabic. During the interviews, I had an 
interpreter present with me. The interpreter translated 
the questions and stories simultaneously from English 
to Arabic and vice versa. Transcriptions of the stories 
were written in English from the audio recording 
verbatim. I recruited the interpreter, Fatima from a 
resettlement agency, and interviewed her to know 
about her background and what she might be bringing 
to her interpretive work. In this study, field notes and 
my journal were the other sources of data. Patton 
(2002) also suggests the use of multiple methods for 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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participants. The 36 portfolios were analyzed together 
starting in 2019.

Data Analysis
Researchers selected specific segments from the 

narration, which provided markers of the above three 
guideline questions related to the development of their 
ePortfolios. The first researcher taught the course from 
fall 2016 to spring 2018 and provided the data after 
hiding the identities of the participants. The 36 
portfolios were analyzed together starting in 2019.

Using inductive thematic analysis, the researchers 
coded data to gain an understanding of how individual 
students reflected on their learning experiences 
through the development and utilization of an 
ePortfolio. The researchers used inductive (bottom-up) 
analysis because their analysis was data-driven and the 
researchers coded the data without trying to fit it into a 
preexisting coding frame (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

First, to reduce ambiguity and bias in the coding 
process, student names and identifiable information 
were removed from the narrative reflections. This 
eliminated coder bias toward any particular student. 
Second, the researchers reviewed a few of the students’ 
reflections together and practiced coding to establish 
the criteria for the coding process. Practicing together 
helped reduce the uncertainty in the judgment process 
for coding student narratives. Researchers analyzed 
student responses to three guideline questions for the 
concluding framing statement component of the 

ePortfolio. For each criterion, each individual 
researcher came up with three to four codes.

After completing initial codes individually, both 
researchers met and reviewed all the codes together to 
reach a shared understanding. Together the researchers 
looked through all the codes and narrowed them down 
to two codes for each category for each individual 
student’s reflection. In the end, the researchers came 
up with a total of 216 codes for three categories of 36 
ePortfolios. Table 1 shows several examples of 
students’ reflective statements and the codes devised 
from those statements.

After generating initial codes, the researchers looked 
for patterns that led them to search for themes (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006). During the analysis process, 
researchers paid special attention to the credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability of the 
data to ensure the trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 
1982). By employing a well-established research 
method, the duration of the data collection process, 
reflective appraisal of the project, frequent debriefing 
sessions, peer scrutiny, an examination of previous 
research findings, and an audit trail contributed to 
maintaining the trustworthiness of this research 
(Shenton, 2004). Furthermore, bracketing was 
considered to mitigate bias during the analysis process 
as the first author taught this course over 2 years. 
Through multiple practices over time, contextual clues, 
using artifacts as intangible inputs, and reflective 
feedback from the second author (Vagle, 2014), 

Table 1. Students’ Reflective Statements in ePortfolios and the Derived Codes.

Students’ statements Code

It demonstrates my transformation from a professional nurse to a full-fledged adult educator. Transformation

Another surprise that I discovered during the creation of this ePortfolio has been the pleasure and 
enhanced learning that I’ve experienced as a result of collaborating with my peers.

Collaboration

Putting together this ePortfolio has been a wonderfully educational experience by leading me to 
reflect more deeply on my own journey as a lifelong learner and educator.

Invaluable Experiences

I feel reaffirmed in my commitment to education and to the importance the role of education plays in 
change for the future.

Reaffirmation

My ePortfolio theme, A Reflection of Individual Growth, was developed from the most significant 
observation I made while in the midst of this program: personal growth.

Personal Growth

This ePortfolio is a summary of my desire to be an educator of transformative learning. Transformative Learning
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not much attention is given by adult educators unless 
they work in resettlement and immigrant-related 
programs (Guo & Lange, 2015). Researchers who have 
examined migration issues have looked at credential 
recognition (Guo, 2009), access to the adult education 
services (Larrotta, 2017), participation in ESL programs 
(Ullman, 2010), and literacy skills (Wrigley et al., 2009). 
Alfred (2003) and Skilton-Sylvester (2002) have been 
specifically interested in the learning experiences of 
women. Among a number of research studies that 
investigated the refugee experiences (see Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011; Yu et al., 2007), Magro and Ghorayshi 
(2011) suggest that refugees often struggle with 
difficulties in educational accreditation, financial need 
for reasonable and secure housing, changing dynamics 
in their family relationships, discrimination, and need 
for a social network and community. Because of such 
abrupt changes in their life plans, they restructure their 
lives and reconstruct their identities (Morrice, 2013). In 
this process, they are also challenged by the reality of 
class structured cultural and educational venues that 
posit psychological, situational, and institutional barriers 
and prevent them from being successful (Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011).

Adult education literature on refugee learners 
(Brigham et al., 2015; Guo & Lange, 2015; Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015; Magro & Ghorayshi, 2011; 
Morrice, 2013; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002) highlights the 
challenges that refugees experience in a host culture 
and draws attention to the role of adult education in 
providing effective programs, support, and resources 
(Alfred, 2001; Chao & Mantero, 2014; Larrotta, 2019). 
Given the foundational stance that adult education 
takes on social justice (Lange & Baillie Abidi, 2015) but 
the paucity of research by adult educators on the lived 
experiences of refugees among other immigrant groups 
(Brigham et al., 2015), studying acculturation 
experiences of Syrian Muslim refugee women with an 
intersectionality lens expands the existing research on 
the experiences of refugees. Drawing on Berry’s (2003) 
Acculturation Model and Intersectionality theory 
(Crenshaw, 1989), I investigate the following research 
questions: (a) What are the acculturation experiences 
of Syrian Muslim refugee women? and (b) How does 
the intersectionality of nationality, religion, gender, and 
refugee status influence their acculturation to the 
United States?

Theoretical Framework
Acculturation Theory

As a result of immigration, culturally plural 
communities with diverse backgrounds get to live 
together (Berry, 1997). Acculturation involves the contact 
that occurs both at the group level and individual level 
causing affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes, 
namely behavioral changes and acculturative stress, and 
the changes that occur later in psychosocial and 
sociocultural adaptation (Sam & Berry, 2010). Berry’s 
(2003) acculturation model outlines the way individual- 
and group-level factors link and create acculturation. At 
a group level, Berry (2003) emphasizes the need to 
understand what essential characteristics two cultural 
groups had before their contact and why they are in a 
contact relationship. At the individual level, Berry (2003) 
underlines the psychological changes that both groups 
experience and the way adaptation influence both 
groups’ new situations. According to Berry (2003), these 
changes can be behavioral changes that are easy to 
perform such as the way they speak, dress, and eat, or 
they can be complicated and cause problems such as 
acculturation stress experienced as feelings of 
uncertainty, anxiety, and depression. Adaptations can 
happen either in a psychological (internal) way affecting 
the sense of well-being or self-esteem or in a 
sociocultural way such as becoming competent in daily 
intercultural activities (Searle & Ward, 1990).

Intersectionality Theory
Introduced in the late 1980s in anti-discrimination 

and social movement contexts as a heuristic term to 
draw attention to the controversial dynamics of 
differences and solidarity of sameness, intersectionality 
has promoted consideration of gender, race, and other 
power axes in both the political arena and academic 
disciplines (Cho et al., 2013). Contrary to the way social 
identities are conceptualized by their additive and 
independent functioning, formulation of 
intersectionality posits that experiences emerge 
because of the interaction among social categories 
(race, gender, and class) and their relation to each 
other. Crenshaw (1991) suggests that,

Intersectional subordination need not be 
intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the 

4 ADULT LEARNING August 2021

104

particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 

ADULT LEARNING Mon 2020

6

bracketing allowed researchers to maintain 
trustworthiness, as well as build the rigor of the 
research (Ahern, 1999).

Findings and Discussion
Three dominant themes emerged as a result of 

consultation and agreement between the two 
researchers. The three themes are differentiated from 
one another by virtue of iterative analysis of the 
framing statements produced by the participants. The 
iterative analysis revealed that students overwhelmingly 
reported positive changes, such as transformation, 
deeper understanding, self-belief, personal growth, self-
identity, knowledge integration, collaboration, 
determination, and so on. Researchers used these 
markers against the three guideline questions—(a) 
What story did your ePortfolio tell?, (b) What surprised 
you?, and (c) What did you learn about yourself?—
which ultimately allowed them to agree upon three 
distinct themes. The themes were as follows: Theme 1: 
Students became more reflective learners who 
frequently experienced deeper transformative learning, 
Theme 2: Students were surprised by greater self-
discovery and significant personal growth exceeding 
their expectations, and Theme 3: Students found new 
strengths. The themes are presented and discussed 
below.

Theme 1: Students Became More Reflective 
Learners Who Frequently Experienced 
Deeper Transformative Learning

Students frequently reported their ePortfolio 
development experience enabled them to be engaged 
in valuable reflective practice. One student commented, 
“Putting together this ePortfolio has been a wonderful 
educational experience by leading me to reflect more 
deeply on my own journey as a lifelong learner and 
educator.” Another student commented as follows:

As I read through old postings, essays, and 
projects, a clear picture of a person in search of 
something, and trying to find her way emerged. I 
could see the paths I traveled, including the blind 
alleys that I wandered down only to retreat in 
frustration. It was ultimately a very affirming 
process.

Students also mentioned the value of how 
developing their ePortfolio enabled them to see the 
connection between their graduate learning and their 
own personal growth and development and the 
importance of utilizing their new learning. One student 
commented as follows: “I learned that I am capable of 
reflective learning and that it is crucial to follow up 
reflective learning with action to truly reap the 
benefits.”

Numerous students expressed deeper transformative 
learning. One student reported as follows: “Selecting 
and improving my portfolio documents has taken me 
back to many of the decisive moments within the 
program, and has led me to appreciate the value of 
transformative learning, which is the process of 
perspective transformation.” The transformative 
dimension of perspective change was seen through the 
following student’s comment:

Another thing that surprised me after reading over 
my materials is how closed minded I seemed to 
present myself in the first few classes of the 
program. I see more open-mindedness in my 
approach to education. I feel like I am still 
changing in some very positive ways as I 
continue to learn about other perspectives outside 
my own.

Gaining self-confidence was frequently reported as 
an example of student transformation. One student 
stated as follows: “My e-portfolio contains the story of a 
person who was lacking in direction and guidance, but 
now has enough of both to proceed, to continue 
learning, and to be successful.” Another comment was 
as follows: “I think what I have learned in this program 
has definitely made me more considerate of how 
others view the world. I feel like my perspective on life 
in this world has expanded to a wider view.”

Theme 2: Students Were Surprised 
by Greater Self-Discovery and 
Significant Personal Growth 
Exceeding Their Expectations

Many students reported that they were actually 
surprised by how much they grew in their competence 
and confidence. They became more mindful and aware 
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consequence of the imposition of one burden 
that interacts with preexisting vulnerabilities to 
create yet another dimension of 
disempowerment. (p. 1249)

Intersectionality refers to the consequences of these 
interactions in terms of power (Davis, 2008).

The way social categories intersect has a great 
influence on individuals who identify themselves with 
those categories (Crenshaw, 1991). Thus, analyses of 
these categories separately would inadequately 
represent the lived experiences of individuals with 
multiple disadvantaged statuses as these categories are 
often experienced simultaneously (Cole, 2009; Ressia 
et al., 2017). Intersectionality allows us not only to 
understand the complexities of differences but also to 
investigate the way gender, race, ethnicity, migrant 
status, and other categories are affected by the power 
dynamics in the society that creates multiple 
disadvantages for people of difference (Ressia et al., 
2017).

Research Design
In this study, I employed a qualitative research 

methodology using narrative inquiry (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). The narrative inquiry approach in 
qualitative research focuses on “the way humans 
experience the world” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 
p. 2). As Patton (2002) points out, the narrative 
inquiry “honors people’s stories as data that can stand 
on their own as pure description of experience, be 
worthy as narrative documentary of experience (the 
core phenomenology)” (p. 116). In the narrative 
inquiry, the researcher’s role is to become a listener 
to the participants’ story (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990). In this respect, to go beyond the question-
answer type of interview and elicit less imposed 
perspectives from the participants, I became the 
listener and let the participants narrate their 
experiences in a storytelling format ( Jovchelovitch & 
Bauer, 2000). However, it does not mean that I, as the 
researcher was silenced. Narrative inquiry is a 
process of mutual storytelling and restorying. In this 
process, my role was to construct a relationship in 
which both parties could be heard.

Makris (2017) suggests that “intersectionality makes 
the call for a less contrived representation of people, 

while narrative inquiry represents a quest for a less 
contrived representation of reality. They are natural 
companions” (p. 78). Therefore, using narrative inquiry 
served as a supplementary research method to 
intersectionality approach.

Participants
The participants were six Syrian, Muslim refugee 

women who came to the United States after 2011. Their 
age ranged from 19 to 42 years. Out of six participants, 
four were married with children and two lived with 
their parents. The participants were recruited using a 
purposeful sampling method (Patton, 2002) to select 
information-rich cases that have insights and in-depth 
understanding of the questions guiding the study. As 
one type of purposeful sampling strategy, the snowball 
sampling method (Merriam, 2009) was used to locate a 
couple of key participants at a community center who 
met the selection criteria, and they, in turn, referred me 
to other eligible people in their network. The selection 
of the participants proceeded until there were no new 
themes observed in the data and the saturation was 
achieved.

Data Collection and Analysis
For this study, I conducted one in-depth, semi-

structured, audio-recorded interview with each 
participant. The interview protocol consisted of 24 
open-ended questions that represented the topic area 
inquiring about participants’ lived experiences, their 
interactions, and interpersonal relationships. The 
interviews were conducted in June 2019. Each 
interview lasted approximately 45–60 mins. and took 
place at participants’ convenience. The participants told 
their stories in Arabic, in their native language. All 
research instruments including the consent forms were 
translated into Arabic. During the interviews, I had an 
interpreter present with me. The interpreter translated 
the questions and stories simultaneously from English 
to Arabic and vice versa. Transcriptions of the stories 
were written in English from the audio recording 
verbatim. I recruited the interpreter, Fatima from a 
resettlement agency, and interviewed her to know 
about her background and what she might be bringing 
to her interpretive work. In this study, field notes and 
my journal were the other sources of data. Patton 
(2002) also suggests the use of multiple methods for 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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of their own learning to find their own voice and 
become more confident in themselves. One student 
said,

There was a bit of a surprise in realizing just how 
far I have come. I could tell I was growing and 
changing as an individual, but not until I had 
really taken a step back and looked through my 
artifacts and reflected on them and myself have I 
realized my true growth.

Another student commented as follows: “In the 
beginning of this portfolio process, I was somewhat 
wary of this project. I wasn’t sure I had anything 
coherent to say. But I’m pleasantly surprised at how it 
came together.” Another student reported as follows: 
“Until pulling all of my artifacts together into the 
creation of this portfolio, it hadn’t dawned on me how 
wrong the ‘banking model’ had felt all along and how I 
had craved to find a more meaningful approach to 
teaching and learning.”

It was especially interesting to see how much 
students were surprised by the value of engaging in 
collaboration while they constructed their ePortfolios. 
For example, one student stated as follows:

Another surprise that I discovered during the 
creation of this e-Portfolio has been the pleasure 
and enhanced learning that I’ve experienced as a 
result of collaborating with my peers. I am truly 
grateful to my two classmates who have helped 
me throughout the making of this e-Portfolio with 
their support, active and thoughtful comments, 
great suggestions, and edits.

Another student responded as follows:

I was surprised to discover that 25% of my 
portfolio has to deal with group projects. I have 
also been pleasantly surprised by the amount of 
camaraderie that has gone into it. This amount of 
collaboration has also shown me the importance 
of teamwork, something that I hope to continue 
throughout my career.

These comments about collaboration again support 
the earlier work of Moon (1999) who described the 

value of using ePortfolios as collaboration and 
mentoring to achieve deeper learning.

The impact of the ePortfolio development on 
students’ personal growth was also clear. For example, 
one student commented that “The ePortfolio tells the 
story of personal growth as I develop new 
perspectives about myself. Selecting artifacts and 
reflecting on the learning represented by each, 
reminded me of just how much I have grown in a very 
concrete way.” Another student reported as follows: 
“This portfolio demonstrates my personal growth in 
coming to this eclectic style of teaching to become the 
most effective educator I can be. It highlights the 
development I have undergone personally, 
academically and more importantly, professionally.” 
Another student described how his personal growth 
fostered greater self-awareness and a strong intention 
to follow a different path. The student stated as 
follows:

By far the biggest surprise of this exercise was 
arriving at the realization that although I am a 
helper, I am far too complacent. I have come to 
recognize many of the inequalities and injustices 
in the world. I want very much to be an agent of 
change even if this means knocking over a few 
apple carts.

These results confirm the results of prior research by 
Donnelly and O’Keeffe (2013) about ePortfolios adding 
value to and deepening student learning and that the 
ePortfolio as a tool facilitates continuous growth and 
learning in higher education students.

Theme 3: Students Found New Strengths
Students frequently mentioned that the ePortfolio 

process enabled them to find new inner strengths, 
including, as previously mentioned, a gained self-
confidence, as well as perseverance, a new sense of 
identity, becoming more self-sufficient and an 
appreciation for collaboration. One student said,

My e-portfolio contains the story of a person who 
was lacking in direction and guidance, but now 
has enough of both to proceed, to continue 
learning, and to be successful. I am surprised that 
I have the confidence to say that.
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not much attention is given by adult educators unless 
they work in resettlement and immigrant-related 
programs (Guo & Lange, 2015). Researchers who have 
examined migration issues have looked at credential 
recognition (Guo, 2009), access to the adult education 
services (Larrotta, 2017), participation in ESL programs 
(Ullman, 2010), and literacy skills (Wrigley et al., 2009). 
Alfred (2003) and Skilton-Sylvester (2002) have been 
specifically interested in the learning experiences of 
women. Among a number of research studies that 
investigated the refugee experiences (see Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011; Yu et al., 2007), Magro and Ghorayshi 
(2011) suggest that refugees often struggle with 
difficulties in educational accreditation, financial need 
for reasonable and secure housing, changing dynamics 
in their family relationships, discrimination, and need 
for a social network and community. Because of such 
abrupt changes in their life plans, they restructure their 
lives and reconstruct their identities (Morrice, 2013). In 
this process, they are also challenged by the reality of 
class structured cultural and educational venues that 
posit psychological, situational, and institutional barriers 
and prevent them from being successful (Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011).

Adult education literature on refugee learners 
(Brigham et al., 2015; Guo & Lange, 2015; Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015; Magro & Ghorayshi, 2011; 
Morrice, 2013; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002) highlights the 
challenges that refugees experience in a host culture 
and draws attention to the role of adult education in 
providing effective programs, support, and resources 
(Alfred, 2001; Chao & Mantero, 2014; Larrotta, 2019). 
Given the foundational stance that adult education 
takes on social justice (Lange & Baillie Abidi, 2015) but 
the paucity of research by adult educators on the lived 
experiences of refugees among other immigrant groups 
(Brigham et al., 2015), studying acculturation 
experiences of Syrian Muslim refugee women with an 
intersectionality lens expands the existing research on 
the experiences of refugees. Drawing on Berry’s (2003) 
Acculturation Model and Intersectionality theory 
(Crenshaw, 1989), I investigate the following research 
questions: (a) What are the acculturation experiences 
of Syrian Muslim refugee women? and (b) How does 
the intersectionality of nationality, religion, gender, and 
refugee status influence their acculturation to the 
United States?

Theoretical Framework
Acculturation Theory

As a result of immigration, culturally plural 
communities with diverse backgrounds get to live 
together (Berry, 1997). Acculturation involves the contact 
that occurs both at the group level and individual level 
causing affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes, 
namely behavioral changes and acculturative stress, and 
the changes that occur later in psychosocial and 
sociocultural adaptation (Sam & Berry, 2010). Berry’s 
(2003) acculturation model outlines the way individual- 
and group-level factors link and create acculturation. At 
a group level, Berry (2003) emphasizes the need to 
understand what essential characteristics two cultural 
groups had before their contact and why they are in a 
contact relationship. At the individual level, Berry (2003) 
underlines the psychological changes that both groups 
experience and the way adaptation influence both 
groups’ new situations. According to Berry (2003), these 
changes can be behavioral changes that are easy to 
perform such as the way they speak, dress, and eat, or 
they can be complicated and cause problems such as 
acculturation stress experienced as feelings of 
uncertainty, anxiety, and depression. Adaptations can 
happen either in a psychological (internal) way affecting 
the sense of well-being or self-esteem or in a 
sociocultural way such as becoming competent in daily 
intercultural activities (Searle & Ward, 1990).

Intersectionality Theory
Introduced in the late 1980s in anti-discrimination 

and social movement contexts as a heuristic term to 
draw attention to the controversial dynamics of 
differences and solidarity of sameness, intersectionality 
has promoted consideration of gender, race, and other 
power axes in both the political arena and academic 
disciplines (Cho et al., 2013). Contrary to the way social 
identities are conceptualized by their additive and 
independent functioning, formulation of 
intersectionality posits that experiences emerge 
because of the interaction among social categories 
(race, gender, and class) and their relation to each 
other. Crenshaw (1991) suggests that,

Intersectional subordination need not be 
intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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Examples of their new confidence were consistent 
references to becoming more self-sufficient and 
believing in their own ability to accomplish their goals. 
One student mentioned as follows: “Overall, the 
portfolio shows that I continuously challenged myself 
to step outside of my comfort zone. This made me 
stronger and more determined to continue on this path 
of challenging myself.”

It was also revealing how many students reported 
perseverance as a new strength. Students found that if 
they set goals through hard work and perseverance 
they could achieve their goals even in light of personal 
difficulties such as family problems and illness. One 
student commented as follows: “I have been reminded 
of who I am. I am resilient. I still can achieve my goals. 
It only takes setting my face like flint and continuously 
seeking ways to work around the obstacles in front of 
me.”

One of the major areas of growth and deeper 
learning reported by many students, and probably the 
most valuable, was that of developing a new sense of 
personal identity, truly an earmark of deeper learning. 
This stronger personal identity reflected the 
culmination of their newly developed strengths. This 
outcome is highly supported by previous research 
concerning the development of ePortfolios. Rowley 
and Munday (2014) described how the reflective work 
of assembling an ePortfolio can help students develop 
“a sense of self,” which they considered “the most 
valuable outcome of an ePortfolio” (p. 79). This 
confirms Yancey’s (2009) assertion that the kind of 
reflective thought inspired by ePortfolio compilation 
“fosters the identity of a learner” (p. 14). For Reynolds 
and Patton (2014), engaging in reflection not only 
builds students’ confidence and develops deeper 
learning but leads to identity development, the highest 
stage of integrative learning that ePortfolios can 
inspire.

Summary
The findings revealed that the ePortfolio experience 

did foster reflective and deeper learning. Had students 
not engaged in the ePortfolio experience, they would 
not have had the opportunity to utilize the guideline 
questions to reflect on what they learned from the 
ePortfolio development process or gain additional 

learning from revisiting their prior coursework and 
projects. Students described reflective and deeper 
learning clearly connected to their ePortfolio 
development experience and consistent with how 
reflective and deeper learning were described in the 
literature review. For example, with respect to 
reflective learning, students referenced the 
development of self-knowledge, transformative 
learning, breakthrough moments, recognition of 
unquestioned assumptions, understanding of new 
perspectives, and seeing oneself in a new way. With 
respect to deeper learning, students referenced gaining 
a deeper understanding, working collaboratively, 
thinking critically, communicating more effectively, 
gaining more confidence in their abilities, making 
sense of their experience, and increased self-
awareness and self-discovery.

The researchers were pleased that the results were 
consistent with contemporary ePortfolio research 
related to reflective and deeper learning in that 
ePortfolio development increased knowledge and skills 
for learning, increased student motivation, helped 
promote student pride in their intellectual and personal 
growth, and helped students appreciate the practice of 
reflection (Weber & Myrick, 2018).

Conclusion and Recommendations
The ePortfolio development experience in this study 

fostered reflective and deeper learning by enabling 
students to discuss the impact of their learning from 
the ePortfolio development process, artifacts, and 
learning in the adult education graduate degree 
program. It was clear that this portfolio experience 
often had a dramatic and powerful impact on the 
learning of many students who used their artifacts as 
springboards to think more deeply about their learning 
and consider its meaning in relation to their personal 
and professional lives. The findings from this study 
have the potential for graduate adult education 
programs and the researchers make the following 
recommendations.

First, given the impact ePortfolios have on fostering 
reflective and deeper learning from this current study, it 
would be worthwhile for graduate education programs 
to utilize ePortfolios in the pursuit of reflective and 
deeper learning for its students.



162

ADULT LEARNING  2021

106

consequence of the imposition of one burden 
that interacts with preexisting vulnerabilities to 
create yet another dimension of 
disempowerment. (p. 1249)

Intersectionality refers to the consequences of these 
interactions in terms of power (Davis, 2008).

The way social categories intersect has a great 
influence on individuals who identify themselves with 
those categories (Crenshaw, 1991). Thus, analyses of 
these categories separately would inadequately 
represent the lived experiences of individuals with 
multiple disadvantaged statuses as these categories are 
often experienced simultaneously (Cole, 2009; Ressia 
et al., 2017). Intersectionality allows us not only to 
understand the complexities of differences but also to 
investigate the way gender, race, ethnicity, migrant 
status, and other categories are affected by the power 
dynamics in the society that creates multiple 
disadvantages for people of difference (Ressia et al., 
2017).

Research Design
In this study, I employed a qualitative research 

methodology using narrative inquiry (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). The narrative inquiry approach in 
qualitative research focuses on “the way humans 
experience the world” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 
p. 2). As Patton (2002) points out, the narrative 
inquiry “honors people’s stories as data that can stand 
on their own as pure description of experience, be 
worthy as narrative documentary of experience (the 
core phenomenology)” (p. 116). In the narrative 
inquiry, the researcher’s role is to become a listener 
to the participants’ story (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990). In this respect, to go beyond the question-
answer type of interview and elicit less imposed 
perspectives from the participants, I became the 
listener and let the participants narrate their 
experiences in a storytelling format ( Jovchelovitch & 
Bauer, 2000). However, it does not mean that I, as the 
researcher was silenced. Narrative inquiry is a 
process of mutual storytelling and restorying. In this 
process, my role was to construct a relationship in 
which both parties could be heard.

Makris (2017) suggests that “intersectionality makes 
the call for a less contrived representation of people, 

while narrative inquiry represents a quest for a less 
contrived representation of reality. They are natural 
companions” (p. 78). Therefore, using narrative inquiry 
served as a supplementary research method to 
intersectionality approach.

Participants
The participants were six Syrian, Muslim refugee 

women who came to the United States after 2011. Their 
age ranged from 19 to 42 years. Out of six participants, 
four were married with children and two lived with 
their parents. The participants were recruited using a 
purposeful sampling method (Patton, 2002) to select 
information-rich cases that have insights and in-depth 
understanding of the questions guiding the study. As 
one type of purposeful sampling strategy, the snowball 
sampling method (Merriam, 2009) was used to locate a 
couple of key participants at a community center who 
met the selection criteria, and they, in turn, referred me 
to other eligible people in their network. The selection 
of the participants proceeded until there were no new 
themes observed in the data and the saturation was 
achieved.

Data Collection and Analysis
For this study, I conducted one in-depth, semi-

structured, audio-recorded interview with each 
participant. The interview protocol consisted of 24 
open-ended questions that represented the topic area 
inquiring about participants’ lived experiences, their 
interactions, and interpersonal relationships. The 
interviews were conducted in June 2019. Each 
interview lasted approximately 45–60 mins. and took 
place at participants’ convenience. The participants told 
their stories in Arabic, in their native language. All 
research instruments including the consent forms were 
translated into Arabic. During the interviews, I had an 
interpreter present with me. The interpreter translated 
the questions and stories simultaneously from English 
to Arabic and vice versa. Transcriptions of the stories 
were written in English from the audio recording 
verbatim. I recruited the interpreter, Fatima from a 
resettlement agency, and interviewed her to know 
about her background and what she might be bringing 
to her interpretive work. In this study, field notes and 
my journal were the other sources of data. Patton 
(2002) also suggests the use of multiple methods for 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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Second, the current study clearly demonstrates that 
reflective and deeper learning are valuable 
experiences not only in a program-ending ePortfolio 
capstone course but also could be incorporated into 
coursework throughout a student’s adult education 
graduate program. In fact, the earlier in the program, 
the better.

Third, expanding reflective learning experiences 
for students is important but providing teachers with 
suggestions for the teaching and nurturing of 
reflective practice is equally important (Finlay, 2008). 
More specifically, teachers could increase 
opportunities for students to engage in developing 
learning journals (Blaschke & Brindley, 2011; Moon, 
1999) or use Brookfield’s (2017) Critical Incident 
Questionnaire (CIQ) at the end of classes. The CIQ is 
especially useful in identifying how students are 
experiencing class activities that help or hinder their 
learning.

Fourth, graduate adult education programs can 
capitalize on using the ePortfolio experience to 
encourage critical thinking. This is supported not only 
by the current study but by the research of Morreale 
et al. (2017), who described how a capstone ePortfolio 
experience can foster critical thinking skills and deeper 
learning. Farrell and Seery (2019) described the 
theoretical links between learning portfolio practice 
and critical thinking and found that learning portfolio 
development experience clearly facilitates the 
development of critical thinking skills. Brookfield 
(2017) also emphasized the importance of critical 
reflection in teaching and learning as he helped both 
teachers and learners learn how to develop and use 
the skills of reflective inquiry.

Fifth, choosing an ePortfolio platform is very 
important. Students in the current study had different 
levels of technology proficiency which made it easier 
or created obstacles for their ePortfolio development. 
Adult education faculty and students should therefore 
be provided training on using the technology options 
and platforms available for developing ePortfolios.

Overall, utilizing ePortfolios in graduate adult 
education programs can foster reflective and deeper 
learning. Even so, there are still challenges to be 
confronted in the future, such as assessing the quality 
of the ePortfolio, addressing how students best learn 

and interact with ePortfolio platforms, and providing 
more opportunities for students to engage in 
collaborative learning. Nevertheless, based on the 
current study, the benefits of incorporating the use of 
ePortfolios into graduate adult education to foster 
reflective and deeper learning are worth pursuing.
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not much attention is given by adult educators unless 
they work in resettlement and immigrant-related 
programs (Guo & Lange, 2015). Researchers who have 
examined migration issues have looked at credential 
recognition (Guo, 2009), access to the adult education 
services (Larrotta, 2017), participation in ESL programs 
(Ullman, 2010), and literacy skills (Wrigley et al., 2009). 
Alfred (2003) and Skilton-Sylvester (2002) have been 
specifically interested in the learning experiences of 
women. Among a number of research studies that 
investigated the refugee experiences (see Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011; Yu et al., 2007), Magro and Ghorayshi 
(2011) suggest that refugees often struggle with 
difficulties in educational accreditation, financial need 
for reasonable and secure housing, changing dynamics 
in their family relationships, discrimination, and need 
for a social network and community. Because of such 
abrupt changes in their life plans, they restructure their 
lives and reconstruct their identities (Morrice, 2013). In 
this process, they are also challenged by the reality of 
class structured cultural and educational venues that 
posit psychological, situational, and institutional barriers 
and prevent them from being successful (Magro & 
Ghorayshi, 2011).

Adult education literature on refugee learners 
(Brigham et al., 2015; Guo & Lange, 2015; Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015; Magro & Ghorayshi, 2011; 
Morrice, 2013; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002) highlights the 
challenges that refugees experience in a host culture 
and draws attention to the role of adult education in 
providing effective programs, support, and resources 
(Alfred, 2001; Chao & Mantero, 2014; Larrotta, 2019). 
Given the foundational stance that adult education 
takes on social justice (Lange & Baillie Abidi, 2015) but 
the paucity of research by adult educators on the lived 
experiences of refugees among other immigrant groups 
(Brigham et al., 2015), studying acculturation 
experiences of Syrian Muslim refugee women with an 
intersectionality lens expands the existing research on 
the experiences of refugees. Drawing on Berry’s (2003) 
Acculturation Model and Intersectionality theory 
(Crenshaw, 1989), I investigate the following research 
questions: (a) What are the acculturation experiences 
of Syrian Muslim refugee women? and (b) How does 
the intersectionality of nationality, religion, gender, and 
refugee status influence their acculturation to the 
United States?

Theoretical Framework
Acculturation Theory

As a result of immigration, culturally plural 
communities with diverse backgrounds get to live 
together (Berry, 1997). Acculturation involves the contact 
that occurs both at the group level and individual level 
causing affective, behavioral, and cognitive changes, 
namely behavioral changes and acculturative stress, and 
the changes that occur later in psychosocial and 
sociocultural adaptation (Sam & Berry, 2010). Berry’s 
(2003) acculturation model outlines the way individual- 
and group-level factors link and create acculturation. At 
a group level, Berry (2003) emphasizes the need to 
understand what essential characteristics two cultural 
groups had before their contact and why they are in a 
contact relationship. At the individual level, Berry (2003) 
underlines the psychological changes that both groups 
experience and the way adaptation influence both 
groups’ new situations. According to Berry (2003), these 
changes can be behavioral changes that are easy to 
perform such as the way they speak, dress, and eat, or 
they can be complicated and cause problems such as 
acculturation stress experienced as feelings of 
uncertainty, anxiety, and depression. Adaptations can 
happen either in a psychological (internal) way affecting 
the sense of well-being or self-esteem or in a 
sociocultural way such as becoming competent in daily 
intercultural activities (Searle & Ward, 1990).

Intersectionality Theory
Introduced in the late 1980s in anti-discrimination 

and social movement contexts as a heuristic term to 
draw attention to the controversial dynamics of 
differences and solidarity of sameness, intersectionality 
has promoted consideration of gender, race, and other 
power axes in both the political arena and academic 
disciplines (Cho et al., 2013). Contrary to the way social 
identities are conceptualized by their additive and 
independent functioning, formulation of 
intersectionality posits that experiences emerge 
because of the interaction among social categories 
(race, gender, and class) and their relation to each 
other. Crenshaw (1991) suggests that,

Intersectional subordination need not be 
intentionally produced; in fact, it is frequently the 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).
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consequence of the imposition of one burden 
that interacts with preexisting vulnerabilities to 
create yet another dimension of 
disempowerment. (p. 1249)

Intersectionality refers to the consequences of these 
interactions in terms of power (Davis, 2008).

The way social categories intersect has a great 
influence on individuals who identify themselves with 
those categories (Crenshaw, 1991). Thus, analyses of 
these categories separately would inadequately 
represent the lived experiences of individuals with 
multiple disadvantaged statuses as these categories are 
often experienced simultaneously (Cole, 2009; Ressia 
et al., 2017). Intersectionality allows us not only to 
understand the complexities of differences but also to 
investigate the way gender, race, ethnicity, migrant 
status, and other categories are affected by the power 
dynamics in the society that creates multiple 
disadvantages for people of difference (Ressia et al., 
2017).

Research Design
In this study, I employed a qualitative research 

methodology using narrative inquiry (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2016). The narrative inquiry approach in 
qualitative research focuses on “the way humans 
experience the world” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, 
p. 2). As Patton (2002) points out, the narrative 
inquiry “honors people’s stories as data that can stand 
on their own as pure description of experience, be 
worthy as narrative documentary of experience (the 
core phenomenology)” (p. 116). In the narrative 
inquiry, the researcher’s role is to become a listener 
to the participants’ story (Connelly & Clandinin, 
1990). In this respect, to go beyond the question-
answer type of interview and elicit less imposed 
perspectives from the participants, I became the 
listener and let the participants narrate their 
experiences in a storytelling format ( Jovchelovitch & 
Bauer, 2000). However, it does not mean that I, as the 
researcher was silenced. Narrative inquiry is a 
process of mutual storytelling and restorying. In this 
process, my role was to construct a relationship in 
which both parties could be heard.

Makris (2017) suggests that “intersectionality makes 
the call for a less contrived representation of people, 

while narrative inquiry represents a quest for a less 
contrived representation of reality. They are natural 
companions” (p. 78). Therefore, using narrative inquiry 
served as a supplementary research method to 
intersectionality approach.

Participants
The participants were six Syrian, Muslim refugee 

women who came to the United States after 2011. Their 
age ranged from 19 to 42 years. Out of six participants, 
four were married with children and two lived with 
their parents. The participants were recruited using a 
purposeful sampling method (Patton, 2002) to select 
information-rich cases that have insights and in-depth 
understanding of the questions guiding the study. As 
one type of purposeful sampling strategy, the snowball 
sampling method (Merriam, 2009) was used to locate a 
couple of key participants at a community center who 
met the selection criteria, and they, in turn, referred me 
to other eligible people in their network. The selection 
of the participants proceeded until there were no new 
themes observed in the data and the saturation was 
achieved.

Data Collection and Analysis
For this study, I conducted one in-depth, semi-

structured, audio-recorded interview with each 
participant. The interview protocol consisted of 24 
open-ended questions that represented the topic area 
inquiring about participants’ lived experiences, their 
interactions, and interpersonal relationships. The 
interviews were conducted in June 2019. Each 
interview lasted approximately 45–60 mins. and took 
place at participants’ convenience. The participants told 
their stories in Arabic, in their native language. All 
research instruments including the consent forms were 
translated into Arabic. During the interviews, I had an 
interpreter present with me. The interpreter translated 
the questions and stories simultaneously from English 
to Arabic and vice versa. Transcriptions of the stories 
were written in English from the audio recording 
verbatim. I recruited the interpreter, Fatima from a 
resettlement agency, and interviewed her to know 
about her background and what she might be bringing 
to her interpretive work. In this study, field notes and 
my journal were the other sources of data. Patton 
(2002) also suggests the use of multiple methods for 
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particularly greatly impacted by these disconcerting 
changes as they are also stigmatized by association 
with terrorism because of stereotypes associated with 
their religion and ethnicity (Gowayed, 2020). Syrian 
refugee resettlement caused public controversy because 
of concerns about terrorism and national security 
(Bruno, 2016) to the extent that some of the governors 
opposed the resettlement of Syrian refugees in their 
states (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Despite these 
difficulties, various organizations working with the U.S. 
government and a plethora of volunteers have 
continued to provide resettlement social services to the 
Syrian refugees across the United States (Zong & 
Batalova, 2017). Adult education programs are part of 
the resettlement services offered to immigrants, asylees, 
and refugees (Schaetzel & Young, 2010). The position 
of Syrian refugees is a critical research area for adult 
educators as it contributes to the current discourse on 
race, religion, gender, and immigration by honoring the 
voices that need to be heard and expanding the limited 
research in adult education literature that focus on the 
lived experiences of refugees as immigrants (Brigham 
et al., 2015).

Historically, adult education programs have been 
closely linked to migration as traditional higher 
education institutions do not meet the demand for 
educating the migrant population ( Joaquin & 
Johnson-Bailey, 2015). Federally funded adult 
education programs are authorized by the Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act which provides 
funding for adult basic education (ABE), adult 
secondary education (ASE), and English as a second 
language (ESL) programs for adults including 
immigrants. For refugees, The Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) provides services that comprise 
employment services; job readiness and job search; 
English language and vocational preparation; 
translation services; and case management (ORR, 
2019). While those services help the transition of 
refugees in the first months of their arrival, they are 
limited to a certain time and do not provide long-term 
extensive education programs that would help 
successful adaptation of refugees and asylees 
(Larrotta, 2017). Helping to bridge this gap, non-profit 
or publicly funded community-based organizations, 
churches, and libraries provide adult education 
programs and play an important role in supporting 

refugee and immigrants’ education and adaptation 
(Chao & Kuntz, 2013; Larrotta, 2017).

This study aims to provide adult educators and 
resettlement service providers with a deeper 
understanding on the complex experiences of refugee 
women to better serve their specific needs in adult 
education programs. Resting on this purpose, the study 
seeks to explore how the intersectionality of 
nationality, religion, gender, and refugee status affects 
the acculturation experiences of Syrian refugees in the 
United States.

Related Literature
Moving to a new culture means interacting with 

differences in role expectations, values, norms, 
understandings, and challenges in communication 
(Levy-Warren, 1987). As a result of forced migrations, 
refugees experience not only a challenged sense of self 
but also changes in gender roles, language, and 
socioeconomic status (Bemak et al., 2003). The 
researchers also addressed that women are among the 
subsets of refugees who are especially vulnerable to 
certain negative experiences.

Various aspects of refugees’ acculturation and 
post-migration experiences have been studied. 
Employment and welfare issues are studied by some 
social workers (e.g., Hollister et al., 2005; Potocky-
Tripodi, 2002), emotional and psychological aspects of 
resettlement and acculturation have been the subject 
of counselors and psychologists (Berry, 1989, 2006; 
Bemak et al., 2003), and refugee mental health also 
been one of the most largely studied issues (Beiser & 
Wickrama, 2004; Chung, 2001). The review of the 
literature indicates that some relevant research studies 
investigated the acculturation experiences of refugees 
and immigrants from Syria’s neighboring countries 
such as Iran, and Iraq and Arab Americans ( Jadalla & 
Lee, 2012; Wrobel et al., 2009). However, there is 
limited literature specifically focusing on the lived 
experiences of Syrian refugee women resettled in the 
United States after the 2011 Syrian Civil War (see Issa, 
2017; Reda, 2017).

In the field of adult education, while there have been 
studies focusing on basic education, language, literacy, 
skills training, and professional education programs for 
refugees that are funded and organized by various 
non-governmental organizations, or state institutions, 
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