




 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table of Contents 
 

Introduction: International Students Overcoming War (ISOW) ............................................... 2 

Students as Partners: A Review of its Parts ............................................................................ 3 

Universities and Humanitarian Action in a Time of Need ........................................................ 8 

From Student Activism to Sustainable Action ....................................................................... 14 

International Students Overcoming War: Students as Partners in a Complementary Pathway 
Program .............................................................................................................................. 17 

References........................................................................................................................... 27 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Edited by  

Almas Muqeem and Dr. Chris Anderson  



 

 

 

2 

 

 

Introduction: International Students Overcoming War (ISOW) 
 

ISOW is a student-run and student-funded humanitarian initiative unique to Wilfrid 

Laurier University. ISOW seeks to respond meaningfully to the devastating impacts of war by 

providing scholarships to students from conflict areas, thus increasing their access to education. 

In doing so, Laurier students establish and develop partnerships with faculty and administration 

on campus, as well as non-state and state actors both in Canada and abroad. At the same time, 

ISOW educates students and the broader Laurier community about the impact of international 

conflicts by promoting intercultural learning and globally engaged citizenship, promoting more 

active student engagement and involvement. As an organization, ISOW reflects continually on 

the nature of partnerships within the university, institutions of higher learning as humanitarian 

actors, and student activism as a means of change on and off campus. These are the subjects of 

the following Briefing Notes, all written by Student Leaders as part of academic courses 

incorporating experiential learning related ISOW.  
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Students as Partners: A Review of its Parts 
Justin Zekorn 

 

In the present context, partnership can be defined as a “reciprocal process through which 

all participants have the opportunity to contribute equally, although not necessarily in the same 

ways, to curricular or pedagogical conceptualization, decision-making, implementation, 

investigation, or analysis” (Cook-Sather, Bovill, & Felten, 2014). Typically, partnerships occur 

between individuals who hold a similar institutional status, or who already work together but in 

different capacities. The Students as Partners (SaP) model takes this further to embrace the 

collaborative potential of students and staff (that is, faculty and university administrators) in 

teaching and learning in higher education (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Unlike student 

engagement, which focuses more narrowly on student development, SaP addresses how students 

and staff – each contributing their respective skills, resources, knowledge, and experiences – can 

work together to achieve shared educational objectives that might not otherwise be realised as 

effectively, or at all (Matthews, 2016). Such partnerships are defined by “an ethic of reciprocity” 

rooted in principles such as respect and shared responsibility in learning and teaching (Cook-

Sather et al., 2014). Thus, SaP emphasises the importance of the collaborative process rather than 

focusing more singularly on results. 

 

When examined from an international perspective, it is clear that the SaP model can be beneficial 

in contexts beyond North America and, indeed, beyond the university classroom. This Briefing 

Note explores several key themes within the SaP literature, including the benefits and drawbacks 

of this pedagogical approach, questions of equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), its global 

applicability, its digital adaptation, and sources of resistance to its implementation. Although SaP 

is challenging, it nonetheless offers numerous benefits and opportunities, and has the potential to 

become more widely adopted around the world in the education sector. 

 

 

Reported Benefits of the SaP Model 
 

A commonly reported positive SaP outcome is the increased motivation and engagement of 

students in their work. For example, one literature review found that 56% of articles on SaP 

reported students feeling increased ownership of their learning, as well as an elevated desire to 

succeed and a newfound attachment to their work (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Such 

empowerment is central to the SaP model. For example, Healey (2014) proposes that to really 

benefit from a partnership, students must feel comfortable with “constructively challenging ways 

of working and learning that may reinforce existing inequalities” between students and staff. As 

with many benefits of SaP, this can have significant positive impacts on student development 

that extend well beyond the scope and duration of the partnership. 

 

Other reported positive outcomes for students include, for example, improved learning (within 

and beyond disciplinary boundaries), enhanced relations among students and staff, and a stronger 

sense of identity and belonging (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). The SaP model can also increase 
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understanding of the experiences of others by breaking down barriers and enabling partners to 

become more empathetic and understanding of the difficulties that they each face in the co-

creation of work. For example, Kehler (2017) highlights how her partnership experience 

encouraged her to be mindful of the layers of power in traditional teaching models and of the 

importance of recognizing “vulnerability, and a willingness to change,” in oneself and others 

when learning to work together. Indeed, many of the positive outcomes of SaP rely on such 

openness traits as trust, authenticity, and honesty (Healey, 2014). 

 

It is important to emphasise that many of the same positive outcomes are frequently found for 

staff working with students through the SaP model. In addition, studies often report that staff 

acknowledge the development of better teaching materials and “new beliefs about teaching and 

learning that change practices for the better” (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Thus, both students 

and staff have a lot to gain in their personal and professional growth from this approach. 

 

 

Reported Drawbacks of the SaP Model 
 

Overwhelmingly, the SaP literature focuses on the model’s benefits – for example, in the 

literature review referenced above, 74% of the works examined did not report any negative 

outcomes for students (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). There are, however, important concerns 

to be considered. 

 

One drawback (even as it is, in another context, a benefit) is that SaP often involves a very low 

student-to-staff ratio. For example, Mercer-Mapstone et al. (2017) find the most commonly 

reported size of student cohorts engaged in SaP activities to be around five students per staff 

partner, making up about 25% of all SaP relationships in their review. The appropriate ratio may 

vary according to the work involved, however. Thus, Bovill & Bulley (2011) suggest two 

students per staff for activities involving course evaluation and design but propose an 8-to-1 ratio 

for dissemination activities. Such low ratios have inevitable resource implications for educational 

institutions and present barriers to any large-scale implementation. 

 

A second drawback is that a focus on working on the quality of the partnership relationship can 

distract students and staff from ensuring, in the end, academic improvement (Mercer-Mapstone 

et al., 2017). For example, reflecting on her own experience, Verwood (2017) writes that she 

spent an immense amount of time asking herself questions such as: “How well did we know each 

other? How honest and open could we be with each other? Did [the student] feel respected by 

me?” Too much emphasis on such questions can divert participants from the development of 

academic and other skills-based benefits of the SaP model. Thus, while the model offers – as 

Healey (2014) observes – “a way of doing things, rather than an outcome in itself,” a balance 

between the two must be developed so that the former does not ultimately undermine the 

attainment of the latter. 

 

Finally, it SaP can take longer to produce outcomes than traditional approaches for both students 

and staff (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 2017). Moreover, with very few partnerships offering 

financial or workload compensation, the extra time commitments required for students and staff 
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may inhibit the model from gaining wide-scale adoption. This sentiment is echoed by Bovill et 

al. (2015), who relate that many staff feel “concerned [...regarding] how they can find time for 

co-creation work on top of already heavy workloads.” 

 

Although these and other challenges can appear formidable, the potential to overcome or at least 

limit them exists within the SaP model itself. For example, in a relationship built on trust, 

authenticity, and honesty (Healey, 2014), both parties will feel more comfortable speaking up 

about the challenges they face and will be in a better position to develop workarounds and 

solutions to ensure more optimal outcomes. Thus, the drawbacks of the model need to be 

assessed in relation to its numerous benefits as well as the various adaptations that can be made 

during design and implementation. 

 

 

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion as a SaP Challenge 
 

SaP equips students with a wide variety of skills that are less likely to be acquired through 

traditional approaches but it important to ask whether this is done equitably, especially in the 

context of commitments to equality, diversity, and inclusion (Reyes and Adams 2017). One 

significant EDI problem derives from the issue of compensation: Mercer-Mapstone et al. (2017) 

observe, for example, that only 35% of SaP cases in their review provided financial support such 

as wages, scholarships, or stipends. This makes it more difficult for students with fewer 

resources, including those with “intersectional identities relating to race, mental health, ability, 

gender, sex, or more, which can perpetuate a cycle of systemic inequity more broadly to become 

involved in and thus benefit from SaP opportunities” (Bindra et al., 2018). In addition, SaP 

activities often fall within a non-graded or extra-curricular category (Mercer-Mapstone et al., 

2017), which can similarly create EDI concerns with respect to who is able to participate and 

benefit. 

 

Another EDI challenge arises from limiting SaP opportunities to those with higher academic 

standing (Bindra et al., 2018). By recruiting students who have met or exceeded traditional 

benchmarks of academic success, those who have faced and continue to face systemic barriers 

and other forms of inequity in their lives in and out of school may be marginalised further. For 

example, as a result of various forms of discrimination, “racialized students may at times have 

lower-than-average GPAs, higher identification of special education needs, or lower likelihoods 

of taking academic-stream courses than white students” (Robson, et al., 2018). As well, students 

who struggle with mental illness may be excluded from SaP opportunities due to the specialised 

support that they require. Indeed, students suffering from anxiety, for example, may find it 

harder to function within a course design that purposefully removes traditional structures in its 

implementation. 

 

As with the different drawbacks reviewed earlier, however, various EDI problems can 

nonetheless be addressed within the parameters of the SaP model. For example, studies show that 

with increased communications and understanding, students and staff can benefit from building 

and implementing more inclusive approaches (see, for example, Bindra et al., 2018). The 

important point is that those involved in SaP relationships must work to anticipate and 
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understand these EDI challenges in order to promote equitable access, opportunities, and 

outcomes through this pedagogical approach. 

 

 

Globalization of SaP 
 

The SaP model has primarily been studied by North American scholars, resulting in a western 

focus to the subject. As the model gains popularity around the world, however, other countries 

are developing their own perspectives and approaches. Nonetheless, the transferability of the 

model is not without challenges and limitations. For example, Liang & Matthews (2021) explore 

how teaching traditions rooted in Confucianism that prioritise respecting teachers and showing 

politeness and humility might limit open communication and thus make it harder to realise co-

creation between students and staff. Additionally, they find that cultural norms stemming from 

“saving face” tactics may limit the risk-taking and thinking-outside-the-box integral to the SaP 

model. While the values and practices of SaP are adaptable, continued work will undoubtedly be 

needed to facilitate their wider adoption in the world. Moreover, current language and 

dissemination methods used to explain and implement SaP can be overly formal and academic, 

limiting its reach. However, spreading information about SaP work through non-traditional 

means, such as “art displays, blogs, film/theater, podcasts, or social media” (Cook-Sather et al., 

2021), can help broaden the its reach beyond North America to the benefit of students and staff 

from diverse countries and cultures. 

 

 

Digital SaP 
 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the SaP model had to adapt – as did all educational practices – 

to a remote learning environment, which presented a range of challenges. However, the transition 

also led to positive outcomes that shed light on important strengths of the model. For example, 

with its firm foundation in developing relationships and student empowerment, it proved easier 

to facilitate online collaboration and understanding between students and staff in course 

restructuring (Riddell et al., 2021). This helped to mitigate stress and foster mutual responsibility 

for the success of the transition, and to ensure that the shift was more beneficial to all parties. 

Although the reduction of nonverbal cues in the move to an online environment often created 

difficulties in communication (Ntem et al., 2020), the trust established prior to the pandemic 

allowed students and staff to “re-engage their partnership and transition effectively during times 

of crisis” (Weiler and Williamson, 2020). Working through and adapting to such challenges will 

likely prove beneficial in the post-pandemic period as some new (online) practices are retained 

even as some old (in-person) approaches are revived. Overall, the pandemic highlighted SaP's 

adaptability and provided participants with valuable skills for education and resilience during 

conditions of uncertainty. 

 

 

 
  



 

 

 

7 

Resistance to SaP 
 

Despite its many proven benefits, there can be resistance to the SaP model on the part of students 

and staff. For students, resistance primarily stems from their uncertainty about stepping beyond 

traditional pedagogical approaches. Thus, they may be concerned about non-traditional grading 

schemes when applying for graduate programs, preferring the typical structure they have been 

accustomed to throughout their education. Students may also be uneasy about less hierarchical 

structures and think that they will need to do more work in order to produce equivalent grade 

outcomes. However, such concerns can be mitigated by addressing potential sources of student 

resistance at the outset and actively listening and responding to student concerns throughout 

(Bovill et al., 2015). 

 

For staff, resistance often relates to the extra time required to ensure quality partnerships with 

students. Staff usually have considerable personal and professional commitments that already 

conflict in a traditional learning environment. Adding a SaP approach can require more time and 

flexibility from staff, which many believe they may have difficulty in providing. However, it is 

important to note that such commitments generally decrease over time while expected benefits 

increase, and that setting clear expectations and goals between partnership members can help 

mitigate these issues. Staff also can have concerns over ensuring the academic rigour of student 

contributions given the latter’s lack of formal training in, for example, pedagogy and subject 

expertise. Although not without merit, such resistance can nonetheless stem from an 

underappreciation of the fact that students “have direct and recent experience as learners – 

experience that staff often lack or are simply removed from” (Bovill et al., 2015). 

 

Overall, then, although it is not the answer to every pedagogical situation or problem, and while 

its adoption does not come without challenges, the SaP model offers the potential for significant 

positive learning outcomes for students and staff alike. It requires, however, a firm commitment 

on the part of both parties to realise them. With a strong foundation in relationships built on 

openness and understanding, SaP can be adopted globally to provide both academic and personal 

benefits to everyone involved. It can also, with creativity and thought, be adapted beyond the 

classroom and university in pursuit of realising more meaningful educational outcomes. 
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Universities and Humanitarian Action in a Time of Need 
 

Alexia Phillips 
 

The demand and need for higher education among refugees and other persons affected by 

war and conflict is growing steadily in our globalized world. The demand is driven, for example, 

by the fact that in 2023, an estimated 339 million people will need humanitarian assistance, 

compared to 274 million people in 2022 (Global Humanitarian Overview, 2023). The need is 

produced, among other reasons, by the significant benefits higher education can provide for 

individuals, communities, societies, and the overall global community. In addition, improving 

access to higher education can help address the ongoing migration crisis in many ways. For 

example, it can assist in producing highly qualified professionals who can return to conflict-

affected area to regenerate institutions and community engagement (Dryden-Peterson & Giles, 

2010). It can have positive impacts on peace negotiations by providing transferable skills that 

empower students to become leaders and promote social inclusion (Reinhardt, 2018). The 

potential of higher education to give those affected by war and conflict a stronger political voice 

is therefore substantial. Moreover, there are generational impacts of higher education as 

university-educated individuals gain the tools to support the next generation’s educational goals 

and needs (Anderson, 2020). Thus, there is a strong demand and need for access to higher 

education opportunities among those affected by war and conflict around the world who have 

finished secondary school but who have few if any opportunities to continue their studies and 

training (Dryden-Peterson & Giles, 2010). 

 

There are, however, many obstacles to providing quality higher education in conflict-affected 

areas, such as financial constraints, lack of access to education facilities, language barriers, 

cultural and gender obstacles, unaccredited educational programs, and document accessibility 

issues. Furthermore, higher education institutions that remain open in conflict-affected areas are 

often unsafe due to targeted attacks by extremist groups (Millican, 2017). Even where such 

education opportunities are available, the costs can be prohibitive during times of instability, and 

very few scholarships are available due to limited resources and a lack of prioritization by donors 

(Crea, 2016). Those scholarships that do exist usually do not cover enough expenses and are – 

moreover – difficult to attain. Scholarships are also often limited as donors shift their focus from 

one ongoing crisis to the next, as when the world’s attention moved from the conflict in 

Afghanistan to the invasion of Ukraine. (Knox, 2023). The demand and need, in other words, far 

outstrips the availability. 

 

 

The Role of Higher Education Institutions 
 

Since 2015, the arrival in Europe of hundreds of thousands of refugees – including an 

unprecedented number of university-educated and university-eligible refugees – has highlighted 

the potential for universities to help those affected by war and conflict to gain access to higher 

education, which would – among other benefits – facilitate newcomer integration into society 
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(Jungblut et al., 2020). This opportunity to employ access to education as a form of humanitarian 

action has presented significant challenges and opportunities to higher education institutions. 

According to Millican (2017), universities have three core missions: providing higher education, 

contributing to knowledge advancement, and benefiting society beyond their walls. By 

increasing access to higher education for persons affected by conflict and war, universities can 

advance all three missions through humanitarian action. Indeed, since 2015, universities have 

increasingly become engaged in developing humanitarian responses to global conflict: rather 

than focusing primarily on studying crises, scholars and their institutions are increasingly 

working to develop responses to pressing moral obligations towards those most in need 

(Dillabough, 2022). While the focus in this Briefing Note is primarily on the ways in which 

Canadian universities have engaged in humanitarian actions, similar responses can be seen in 

institutions of higher education in many other countries. 

 

 

Issuing Official Statements 
 

One approach to positioning themselves as humanitarian actors has been by releasing formal 

statements in response to particular crises. This is important in its own right but can also provide 

a foundation for further action. Usually, the first type of statement to be issued focuses on the 

links between the institution and the particular country and people in crisis, seen here in the case 

of the Russian invasion of Ukraine: 

 

University of Saskatchewan: We “conduct programming and research related to 

Ukrainian culture, language, politics and history. We have partnerships and student 

exchanges with institutions in Ukraine. As a result, we have deep and strong relationships 

with Ukraine” (Stoicheff, 2022). 

 

Universities typically identify and condemn wrongful actors in such statements while standing in 

solidarity with those impacted. They also usually express their desire to assist those in need. 

There is often considerable nuance in such statements. For example, in the next example, the 

actions of the Russian government are separated from those of the Russian people. 

 

University of Regina: “But in such dark times, like many around the world – including 

countless citizens in Russia who are risking their own safety by protesting this war – we 

can find hope by demonstrating compassion and doing what we can to help address the 

plight of others. In short, we can find hope by affirming a sense of humanity that 

sometimes seems lost from our world.” (Keshen, 2022) 

 

In addition, universities often specify their own responsibilities in addressing the needs of those 

impacted by conflict and war: 

 

Wilfrid Laurier University: “In times like this, universities have an important role to play 

in contextualizing complex issues and fostering dialogue on the increasing number of 

humanitarian crises around the world.” (MacLatchy, 2022)  
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Moreover, universities use such statements to identify the humanitarian action they have already 

taken in response: 

 

Wilfrid Laurier University: “In the past, Laurier’s students, staff and faculty have 

answered the call to support those fleeing conflict through the sponsorship of families 

and initiatives such as ISOW.” (MacLatchy, 2022) 

 

 

Engaging in Critical Discussions 
 

Beyond issuing statements, universities can pursue their moral and humanitarian obligations by 

participating in critical discussions about global crises. Such instances of knowledge 

mobilization and dissemination often take the form of panel discussions, where faculty and 

invited speakers discuss various topics related to humanitarian emergencies. For instance, 

Toronto Metropolitan University recently organized a panel discussion where each panelist 

shared their expertise on the significance of refugee resettlement, including pathways to Canada 

and post-arrival assistance (Generous Futures, 2022). Such discussions can also be fostered 

through course design. For example, at Wilfrid Laurier University, students engaged with local 

Syrian refugees through an active learning course to understand better the experiences of refugee 

resettlement and the institutions that support integration into Canadian society (Curcic, 2016). 

 

 

Contributing Resources 
 

Higher education institutions can also pursue humanitarian responses to global crises by 

generating and donating financial and other resources. For instance, Brock University and 

MacEwan University organized fundraising events to raise money for humanitarian initiatives 

after the 2013 typhoon in the Philippines and the more recent Russian invasion of Ukraine, 

respectively. For its part, in 2022, Mount Royal University provided discounted rates and access 

to campus facilities for Ukrainian refugees in Canada. Universities have also used their 

educational resources to provide direct assistance, such as the creation of the Refugee Health 

Initiative at the University of British Columbia, which partners refugee families with medical 

students to assist with relocation and acclimation to the Canadian healthcare system, while 

McGill University developed an online course, the Trauma and Disaster Team Response, to 

provide trauma management skills to healthcare workers in low- and middle-income countries. 

Furthermore, universities have used their administrative resources to assess the credentials and 

qualifications of refugee applicants, especially those who lack required documentation and who 

might otherwise not qualify for admission. 

 

 

Facilitating Admissions Paths 
 

Higher education institutions have been working to address some of the challenges to accessing 

higher education for refugees and others affected by war and conflict by easing application and 

admissions requirements. For example, after the invasion of Ukraine, Acadia University waived 
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certain fees for refugees in Canada and the Canadian Mennonite University began accepting 

unofficial transcripts from those affected by the conflict, while Western University recently 

offered support to Iranian students by waiving tuition deposits and late fees (MacLean, 2022). 

For its part, Pomona College (in California) established the Global Student Haven initiative to 

provide financial and academic assistance to people displaced by the crises in Ukraine and 

Afghanistan who have been denied entry into higher education institutions (Knox, 2023). 

 

 

Establishing International Online Learning Platforms 
 

The availability of online education courses and programs has increased in recent years, allowing 

for free digital learning that can benefit those affected by war and conflict. However, this can be 

problematic due to inadequate internet access, especially in refugee camps (Reinhardt et al., 

2018). Moreover, online learning platforms present various challenges due to different 

educational backgrounds, language skills, and learning environments, as well as the 

unpredictable time spent in a given place for many at-risk individuals, which can result in high 

dropout rates or unsuccessful completion of courses and programs. Nonetheless, initiatives such 

as the Global Education Movement (through Southern New Hampshire University), Jesuit 

Worldwide Learning (through Regis University), and the University of the People (a multi-

institutional collaborative effort founded in 2009) offer accredited and internationally recognized 

university degrees and diplomas to refugees and others affected by war and conflict worldwide. 

These programs have seen success in empowering students and helping them secure work, 

although more supports are needed, for example, to create better employment opportunities 

beyond graduation. 

 

 

Creating Scholarships 
 

Another avenue through which institutions of higher learning can undertake humanitarian action 

is in the provision of scholarships for those affected by war and conflict. Such scholarships do 

not, however, come without numerous challenges in terms of the quality of the support teams in 

place to assist students after arrival (Carlaw 2019), for example, and larger concerns over “brain 

drain” (Report Higher Education, 2020). Important yet difficult questions also arise concerning 

the selection process itself with respect to such factors as language proficiency and previous 

academic qualifications, among others. Generally, universities have offered scholarships as a 

one-time response to a crisis. After the onset of the Syrian civil war in 2011, for example, 

Queen’s University created five scholarships that covered tuition and living expenses for Syrian 

refugees (Queen’s expands, 2015). Similarly, following the invasion of Ukraine, St. Thomas 

University launched a program to support up to ten students for up to two years of education 

(STU Launches, 2022). As they are not permanent scholarships, these types of support only 

provide relief for a limited number of students and for a specific amount of time. For its part, the 

University of Toronto has created an online portal through which its students can offer their 

skills and knowledge to assist resettled families with integration (Ferede, 2017). 
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It is worth noting that not all such initiatives are initiated by the administration, as is the case 

with Bombs not Books, a student-led campaign that has helped to create scholarships at six 

different higher education institutions in the United States (Bombs not Books). In a similar vein, 

the student-led International Students Overcoming War (ISOW) at Wilfrid Laurier University 

has since 2015 provided full scholarships for students whose educational careers have been 

imperilled by conflict (Brockett & Ungras). 

 

 

Developing Partnerships 
 

Universities often engage in partnerships to undertake humanitarian actions. One form of 

partnership is when higher education institutions align and combine resources, ideas, and 

personnel with one another. Although not without challenges, such partnerships can nonetheless 

increase access to higher education in conflict areas (Milton 2021). An example is the 

partnership between the University of Guelph and the Dnipro State Agrarian and Economic 

University in Ukraine following the Russian invasion, which allowed students and faculty to 

continue their learning and research (U of G Becomes, 2022). The New University in Exile 

Consortium is another network of higher education institutions that commits each member to 

hosting at least one at-risk scholar (The New University). Another example is the Borderless 

Higher Education for Refugees (BHER) partnership between Kenyatta University and Moi 

University (both in Kenya) and the University of British Columbia and York University (both in 

Canada) to offer accredited university courses to students in the Dadaab refugee camps in 

collaboration with two NGOs: World University Service of Canada and Windle International 

Kenya (Wenona, 2018). 

 

Indeed, universities often partner with NGOs in their humanitarian endeavours. For example, the 

World University Service of Canada’s (or WUSC) Student Refugee Program facilitates the 

permanent resettlement of refugee students from around the world and does so through 

partnerships with Canadian higher education institutions and the Government of Canada's Private 

Sponsorship of Refugees Program (Ferede, 2017). For its part, ISOW has partnered with local 

and international NGOs to expand the number of scholarships it offers. Another example, which 

is directed at supporting faculty rather than students, is Scholars at Risk, an international network 

that promotes academic freedom by providing refuge to scholars through research and teaching 

positions at institutions within the network (Ferede, 2017). In a related vein, the Placement, 

Preservation and Perseverance project created by the University of British Columbia and 

Carleton University in 2022 will assist Afghan scholars and other civil society actors at risk to 

resettle in Canada. 

 

Overall, then, higher education institutions have shown that they have the ability to play a 

significant role in empowering individuals and communities during times of crisis by 

undertaking humanitarian action, and the potential to play a larger and more sustained part. They 

are well-equipped with infrastructures such as classrooms, libraries, housing and meal services, 

and trained support staff to handle sudden arrivals of international students and faculty. They 

also can work in partnership with local and global state and non-state actors to provide broader 

access to higher education for those affected by conflict and war abroad. In doing so, they not 
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only continue to fulfil their essential mission as institutions of higher learning, but they enlarge 

opportunities to help individuals, communities and societies develop the capacity to undertake 

critical leadership roles in important recovery and reconstruction processes in the aftermath of 

war and conflict. 
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From Student Activism to Sustainable Action 
Aman Khan 

 

Student activism within institutions of higher learning has become increasingly prevalent 

around the world in the past few decades, with numerous and diverse groups uniting and working 

around shared beliefs and goals. By examining some of the factors driving this movement – such 

as strategy, motivation, and experience – we can think more concretely about how to translate 

student activism into meaningful and long-lasting change. Factors to consider include how and 

where to start, who else to consider, potential consequences, realistic goals, and a willingness to 

compromise. 

 

 

Students and Activism 
 

The evolution of student activism can be understood better by examining its history and 

development. Initially often characterized by disruptive tactics, such as protests and riots, recent 

years have seen a shift towards more strategic and transformative methods. Students are now 

more aware of their role and importance on campus and in terms of their relations with the 

administration. A critical point separating activism from action lies in identifying and 

recognizing issues, on the one hand, and pursuing concrete and considered changes to address 

them, on the other. It is the difference between being a ‘problem identifier’ and a ‘problem 

solver,’ and it is important to remember when considering how student activism can result in 

more effective action and outcomes. 

 

Today’s students are concerned about numerous “compelling moral issues” such as institutional 

racism, educational inequality, sexual assault, student debt, abortion, and environmental 

sustainability, among others (Jacoby, 2017). In order to not just identify but seek to address these 

issues meaningfully, students have had to consider and develop more effective tactics. In 

particular, they have needed to become more engaged on campus with administrations that 

themselves have been becoming more aware of how such issues are related to the well-being of 

the university community (Jacoby, 2017). In seeking more effective and sustainable change, 

student activists have had to learn how to use their unique and important position within the 

university to pressure administrators to listen in ways that others cannot (Mintz, 2017). 

 

Thus, it takes more than just identifying an issue for student activism to be translated into action 

that is long-lasting and that makes a positive difference. Students involved in activism need to 

reflect critically on the issues they identify, analyze them in depth, and understand their own 

impact – and their limitations – in order to be equipped better to work with others in addressing 

them. They need to learn how to compromise and to think about potential solutions in the context 

of the larger realities of the university – which administrators, of necessity, must always take into 

consideration – rather than simply focusing on their particular and perhaps narrow and 

immediate demands. By doing so, student activism can be more effective and sustainable, 

helping to bring about the changes that students seek. 
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Students increasingly understand the importance of raising consciousness around the issues that 

matter to them by working with faculty and campus administrators. While various direct forms 

of engagement – such as protests – help to make all stakeholders aware of specific issues, more 

is needed, and exclusively using such strategies can diminish their vitality and potential for 

creating change (Kezar & Maxey, 2014). Building a strong network within the university, with 

faculty and administrators as well as other students, creates channels for communication and can 

help in generating a more substantial impact. To do so, however, students need to understand the 

context – the language, concerns and decision-making structures, as well as the constraints – 

within which these actors operate if collaboration is to be sustained and mutually beneficial 

(Ryan, 2015). In doing so, student activists can move beyond a reliance on more short-term and 

aggressive tactics that work against cooperation and respect. Thus, activists should think broadly 

about their issues and avoid limiting themselves to one specific pathway. In addition, it is 

important to ensure that a narrow focus on short-term does not impede the possibilities for 

building relations that will support deeper, long-term change. 

 

 

Transforming Activism 
 

In the context of student activism and supporting those affected by war and conflict, the shift 

toward such transformative learning and engagement has been especially significant. For 

example, Student Refugee Programs and organizations such as the World University Service of 

Canada (WUSC) are built not just around immediate results but on facilitating learning that 

involves expanding consciousness and altering perspectives. These programs consider multiple 

contexts and perceptions to address diverse aspects of an issue and work with other institutions 

in an effort to make changes that are more practical and feasible. Such models emphasize the 

important links between civic engagement and the successful implementation of change through 

public intervention and implementation (Peterson, 2012). 

 

These programs and their models provide a different approach for student activists, teaching 

them how to understand issues and facilitate change better. They highlight the importance of 

education, not just for individuals but as a means of collective empowerment. Higher education 

can promote independent thought and an active intellectual culture (Broadhurst, 2014), 

especially through such mechanisms as experiential learning. This kind of exposure to and 

engagement with community-based organizations (as well as university administrators) further 

adds to the development of student leaders and social activists (Chambers & Phelps, 1993). 

Moreover, collaborative work of this kind usually allows for more opportunities for 

representation and advocacy on the sorts of issues that animate student activists. 

 

The more recent turn towards a focus on compelling social and moral issues has been a response 

to and been driven by increased campus cultural diversity. While this diversity can make 

communication more challenging, it has also expanded students' understanding of the range of 

issues that need to be addressed on campus. As a result, student activism has grown, and students 

are taking on leadership roles and seeking to facilitate collective action and change within their 

groups and institutions. Students, more than most groups, have always been very responsive to 
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social, political, economic and cultural change and thus have long played a significant role in 

implanting and fostering adaptation within universities (Lipset, 1969). Their commitment to a 

wide range of important and pressing issues – both in pursuit of their own interests as well as in 

the interest of others – is a constant of university life, as is the fact that they occupy a strong 

position from which they can effectively promote political and social change (Brady, 2020). 

 

Overall, then, it is important to acknowledge that activism and action are not synonymous but are 

nonetheless linked. Accurately defining these two terms, and understanding them in relation to 

one another, is important if students are to bring about more effective and sustainable change. 

Activism can be translated into meaningful action but this is by no means guaranteed. Student 

activism is not just about rallying behind an issue and fighting for it, as important as these 

activities are; it is also about empowering students to understand and mobilize in order to 

identify, pursue, and realise a collective vision for change. Through such empowerment, students 

can appreciate more keenly just how much of an impact they can have, and how much their 

actions can surpass the expectations and limitations perceived both by themselves and those with 

whom they engage and collaborate, including faculty and administrators (Hsieh & Skelton, 

2018). Students have a unique position in and perspective on the world, and they can clearly 

have a profound and positive effect within the university community and beyond when they 

create and/or are provided the opportunity (Murray, 2018). In the process, students will continue 

to learn how to build stronger foundations for their activism and deeper and more meaningful 

connections within their communities. 
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International Students Overcoming War: Students as Partners in a 
Complementary Pathway Program 

Oshish Ungras and Gavin Brockett 
 

 

At a time when a growing number of violent international conflicts are resulting in ever 

greater numbers of refugees, the UNHCR and humanitarian organizations are placing increasing 

emphasis upon the importance of tertiary education for affected populations. Those already 

enrolled in higher education when a conflict begins find themselves at great risk and facing 

impossible decisions; while the protracted nature of many conflicts mean that children are 

growing up without access to opportunities for post-secondary studies. As a result, higher 

education in emergencies, as both a field of practice but also of study, is emerging. It seeks to 

increase inclusion of displaced students in tertiary institutions both in their countries of asylum 

as well as in third countries. The latter constitutes what the UNHCR defines as a durable 

solution, and is best understood in light of its recent commitment to establish a complementary 

refugee pathway to resettlement through university scholarship programs (UNHCR, 2020). This 

article examines university involvement in such initiatives to better assess what is required so 

that they might make a substantial contribution to the UNHCR’s commitment to provide access 

to education for 15% of all refugees by 2030 (UNHCR, 2019). It does so through an analysis of 

the International Students Overcoming War (ISOW) initiative at Wilfrid Laurier University in 

Waterloo, Ontario, Canada.  

 

The long-standing Institute of International Education (IIE) (United States) and the newly-

established Global Platform for Syrian Students (Portugal) were instrumental in initiating the 

international conversation about higher education in emergencies at a conference in Brussels in 

December 2014. Subsequently, similar meetings began to take place in the context of the 

unprecedented influx of refugees into Europe in the summer of 2015, and then the establishment 

of IIE’s Platform for Education in Emergencies Response (PEER) in 2017. IIE Peer itself hosted 

a Forum in New York in April 2019, and an Asia-Pacific Workshop in Ho Chi Minh City in 

September 2019, and a virtual forum in March 2021. The Global Platform for Syrian Students 

also hosted its own workshops in Lisbon in April 2018 and, on the eve of the pandemic, in 

January 2020 (Global Platform, n.d.). 

 

The thrust of these efforts was well captured in the title of the meetings in Lisbon: “Higher 

Education in Emergencies: Doing More, Better and Faster” (Global Platform, 2018). In the 

context of surveying the state of the field around the world, sessions invariably were devoted to 

addressing barriers to higher education facing refugees, such as documentation and admissions 

processes, study permits, funding, and psycho-social support for students. In the quest for a “true 

global academic response” to the evident needs, frequently participants stressed the importance 

of innovative partnerships between universities, NGOs and funding organizations. 

 

These discussions were accompanied by high-level efforts to draw governments into the 

conversation given that the Global Compact for Refugees in 2018 accorded third country 
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solutions particular importance (Global Compact for Refugees). That same year the Global 

Platform for Syrian Students launched its “Rapid Response Mechanism for Higher Education in 

Emergencies,” (Global Platform, 2020) while in 2019 the UNHCR established the Global 

Refugee Forum Education Alliance that included task teams devoted to primary, secondary and 

tertiary education. In 2021 this led to the Global Taskforce on Third Country Education 

Pathways that explicitly concentrated on engaging with the small but growing network of 

programs working with universities to provide scholarships to refugees. By providing refugees 

the opportunity not only to study but to do so in the safety of a third country these scholarships 

effectively constitute a durable solution to the ever-worsening global refugee crisis. Not 

surprisingly there is the hope that these scholarships might be expanded quickly; however, 

dependent as they are on universities to be willing partners, such programs are extremely 

expensive and complicated to develop. 

 

 

Literature Review 
 

Humanitarian agencies only began to focus on education as a basic need for displaced 

populations in crisis in the late 1990s. This soon led to the establishment of the Inter-Agency 

Network for Education in Emergencies in 2000 (Anderson, Hyll-Larsen, and Hofmann 2011). A 

decade later, the United Nations would adopt a resolution on the “Right to Education in 

Emergency Situations,” and global interventions for education in emergencies have only gained 

higher priority among humanitarian organizations. Correspondingly, education in emergencies 

has also emerged as a field of academic research (Lerch 2017; Burde et al. 2015; Vermesse 

2017). As a subfield, higher education in emergencies, itself, is also slowly developing. To this 

point research has concentrated on the relationship between post-secondary education, 

peacebuilding and reconstruction in conflict-affected societies (Tierney 2011; Milton 2018); 

delivery to refugees of post-secondary education in first countries of refuge (Giles and Miller 

2021; Zeus, 2011; Crea, 2016); and the socio-economic benefits of that education to durable 

solutions (Wright and Plasterer 2010; Mendenhall and Anderson 2013). Understandably, limited 

information is available about the continuation and state of education in countries of conflict 

themselves, although arguably this is an important topic if we are to argue for the provision of 

international scholarships as a form of aid (Dilabough et al. 2019; Milton 2019). Although 

scholars have begun to document the programs that provide such scholarships as pathways to 

safety, to this point they have not been studied in any depth (Streitwieser et al. 2019; Jungblut, 

Vukasovic, and Steinhardt 2020). Most importantly, there is a dearth of information about what 

it takes for a university to successfully contribute to the process of establishing education as a 

complementary pathway.  

 

The 2010 special issue of the journal Refuge illustrates well this concentration of research. 

Edited by two experienced practitioners, Sarah Dryden-Peterson and Wenona Giles, it 

emphasizes the importance of post-secondary education as a means to grant refugees both 

agency and a voice in determining their own future at a time when the majority of resources were 

devoted to primary education (Dryden-Peterson 2012). It features various articles on refugee 

education primarily in parts of Africa and on the Myanmar-Thai border, reflecting the undeniable 

reality that higher education for refugees necessarily must take place primarily in the immediate 











 

 

 

19 

country of refuge. Nevertheless, this issue of Refuge also features an article on WUSC or the 

World University Services of Canada Student Refugee Program, an under-studied but world-

renowned sponsorship program unique to Canada (Peterson 2010). Over more than four decades 

Canadian universities have sponsored more than 2000 refugees through WUSC, providing them 

with both high-quality education and the opportunity to resettle in a safe third country. 

 

 

Review of the Field 
 

As UNHCR data demonstrate, third countries that resettle refugees are remarkably few, and the 

burden for supporting refugees falls overwhelmingly on first countries of refuge, most of which 

are economically less developed. In those countries, universities do a valiant job of responding to 

refugee demand and providing opportunities for education. Turkey and Lebanon provide the best 

examples, and the Turkish government itself has offered thousands of scholarships as part of its 

comprehensive response to the millions of Syrian refugees who currently reside within its 

borders (Attar 2019, Watenpaugh 2014). At the same time, a number of international universities 

have committed resources to delivery of education to refugees in their first country of refuge: 

Jesuit Worldwide Learning has perhaps the broadest reach with innovative blended programs 

delivered throughout the world in partnership with a range of universities; Borderless Higher 

Education for Refugees, developed by York University in Canada, Kenyatta University and 

Windle International Kenya, offers courses of study to refugees in Dadaab and Kakuma camps in 

Kenya; and the Australian Catholic University offers distance education to Burmese refugees in 

Thailand. At the same time, Southern New Hampshire University has made virtual delivery of 

degree programs to refugees a priority; while both Arizona State University and Bard College 

through the newly established Open Society University Network are devoting substantial 

resources to online programs to prepare refugees academically for future university studies. 

 

Yet as the example of WUSC demonstrates, universities have the potential to play an even more 

significant role by providing a means for refugees and students at risk due to state fragility, 

conflict and violence to escape volatile situations and to resettle in the context of pursuing higher 

education. Indeed, in the various conferences and workshops previously noted, the necessity of 

university contributions has been a recurrent theme. Aid workers on the front lines expect that 

universities should want to contribute to resolving humanitarian crises by providing scholarships 

for deserving students. They correctly see large institutions with considerable resources at their 

disposal, and they imagine that universities should easily be able to respond with compassion 

and flexibility. As one critique of university engagement with refugees in Australia argues, 

“[t]ertiary institutions worldwide have a key role to play in restoring hope in the lives of refugees 

through education.” (Lenette 2016). 

 

To be sure, universities do recognize their capacity to promote social action and change. Faculty 

and students have long stood up for the disadvantaged and promoted human dignity in the midst 

of the social, economic and political transformations of the past century. However, their primary 

mandates are to generate knowledge through research and to communicate that knowledge by 

providing education to successive generations of students. Some certainly advocate that social 

engagement in the local community is an essential third commitment, however the record here is 
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extremely uneven (Millican 2018). Moreover, for all that universities are home to passionate 

staff, faculty and students committed to making a difference in the world, institutional structures 

do not necessarily make it easy to respond to global humanitarian crises. Faculty are engaged in 

intense research agendas, stretched to capacity with teaching and administrative responsibilities. 

Administrative and academic units within a university often function independently of each 

other; transcending boundaries through collaboration does not necessarily come easily. Finally, 

at a time when social and political forces are placing enormous pressure on the traditional 

university model, it is extremely difficult to devote financial and human resources to 

humanitarian causes even though their importance is beyond question.  

 

Which is not to say that universities fail to respond. When the Syrian refugee crisis gained 

prominence in 2015, universities in both the United States and Canada were active partners in 

providing solutions. American universities collaborated with IIE to support scholarships for more 

than 500 Syrian students (IIE 2016, Vignola 2019). Faculty, staff and students at individual 

institutions such has the University of Evansville, the Illinois Institute of Technology, Guilford 

College, Wesleyan University, and George Washington University led the way advocating for 

refugee rights and welcoming newly arrived Syrian students (Almhana and Brockett 2020a). In 

Canada, universities responded to the Federal Government’s commitment to welcome 25,000 

Syrian refugees by raising funds to sponsor refugee families, while WUSC increased its 

partnerships to double the number of scholarships to refugees to 160 in 2016. The newly-

established International Students Overcoming War (ISOW) at Wilfrid Laurier University 

partnered with Jusoor Syria to offer full scholarships to Syrian students, funded by contributions 

from Jusoor, the university, and, most significantly, by students themselves. (Almhana and 

Brockett 2020b; Carlaw 2019). 

 

Yet for all the undeniable enthusiasm and generosity on the part of American and Canadian 

universities at that time, it was temporary and limited. The willingness to engage at the time 

reflected a willingness to take action in the moment but not to establish sustainable, sector-wide 

programs. In March 2020, ISOW convened an international conference at Wilfrid Laurier 

University in which it explored the role of universities in response to humanitarian emergencies. 

Among the conclusions reached was that student leadership can make all the difference in terms 

of financing scholarships but also in terms of convincing administrations to prioritize and 

support scholarship initiatives. Rooted in experiential learning for those students, it is student-led 

initiatives that likely will make the difference when it comes to establishing education as a 

complementary pathway in countries around the world.  

 

 

ISOW at Wilfrid Laurier University 
 

Student leadership and learning is at the core of International Students Overcoming War (ISOW) 

as the student organization seeks to respond to the harsh realities of war through the provision of 

full international scholarships for students (referred to as “ISOW scholars”) for whom higher 

education studies have been threatened by violence. As its mission statement implies, the 

scholarship program itself is a function of a broader educational commitment to global 

citizenship through learning about the lived realities of international conflict. ISOW originated in 
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2013 in a small first-year seminar devoted to the social history of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict: 

rather than write a traditional essay, students had the opportunity to respond to a challenge laid 

down by the Palestinian doctor, Izzeldin Abuelaish, who was looking for partners for his newly 

formed Daughters for Life Foundation to sponsor female students from the Middle East. Thus 

began a two-year journey as students took the lead in lobbying the university administration for a 

formal partnership with the Foundation. When told that a partnership was possible but that there 

would be no money to fund scholarships, the students took the courageous step of seeking 

financial support from their peers through university-wide undergraduate and graduate referenda 

in 2015. Since then, ISOW student leaders have again sought student support through referenda 

campaigns on two occasions, renewing the graduate student commitment in 2019, and, 

significantly, doubling the undergraduate contribution in January 2022. The result is an annual 

student levy built into the university ancillary fee structure by which every undergraduate student 

contributes $8 per term, and every graduate student contributes $4 per term. Laurier is a mid-

sized institution with over 20,000 students today, and so the total annual contribution is sizeable. 

 

In the context of established academic hierarchies, it is all too easy to discount student leadership 

on account of the fact that the leaders of ISOW are “merely students.”  Yet to do so would be to 

miss the critical ingredient to the initiative’s success. Student-run really does mean student-run: 

as long as they are equipped with the tools for success, students can work to the highest 

standards. To be sure, full-time staff across the university provide the support necessary to 

ensure that institutional processes accommodate the scholarship program, and a Faculty Advisor 

provides guidance and continuity year-to-year. However, each year a team of approximately 

twenty student leaders devotes thousands of volunteer hours to drive the initiative forward. Each 

year these leaders gain confidence and inspire others to follow in their footsteps, bringing 

forward new ideas and fresh energy to overcome the obstacles that are an inevitable reality of 

humanitarian work. They organize as a “Management Team” with formal club status under the 

Wilfrid Laurier University Student’s Union, and their activities are governed by a formal set of 

protocols signed with the University to ensure that they adhere to university standards in their 

work. The Management Team is divided into six portfolios: a Secretariat; Finance; Development, 

Events & Education; Public Affairs; and Scholar Support. They are led by a President and Vice-

President, chosen from within, who each serve for one year. And they are supported by paid 

Interns who are recent graduates benefitting from additional further professional work 

experience.  

 

ISOW was not consciously conceived in the context of either education in emergencies or the 

UNHCR’s commitment to complementary pathways as part of its effort to increase refugee 

access to education. Instead, it has evolved through the study of academic disciplines, and 

student leaders have built the initiative in the context of various intellectual frameworks: peace 

and conflict studies; humanitarianism; and, most recently, higher education in emergencies. 

Those who so choose have the opportunity to enhance their volunteer commitment by registering 

in select academic “ISOW courses” that not only teach them to read and critique within these 

academic traditions, but also offer them the opportunity to apply lessons learned through “legacy 

projects” that are direct contributions to future ISOW initiatives. Thus, ISOW has developed 

very much in response to emerging global realities as an experiential educational humanitarian 

initiative. ISOW courses enable student leaders to study contemporary conflict, to identify NGO 
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partners, and to propose new scholarship opportunities. What began with women from the 

Middle East (Daughters for Life) in 2015 extended to include female scholars from war-torn 

Syria (Jusoor Syria) in 2016, and scholars from Myanmar (Prospect Burma) in 2020, and, most 

recently, a young woman from Somalia. Currently the President is developing a new partnership 

to enable ISOW to sponsor Afghan female scholars in the near future. A partnership with the 

Iraqi-Syrian Student Project enabled ISOW to sponsor one male Syrian scholar and one of the 

Burmese scholars is male, but otherwise the commitment is overwhelmingly to female scholars. 

 

These partnerships have been a critical element of ISOW’s success. ISOW draws on the 

university framework to support the scholar throughout their studies, but partner organizations 

are better equipped to guide the recruitment process and to raise funds in the private sector. In 

Canada international tuition fees are highly valued by a public university system that faces the 

realities of diminished government investment in post-secondary education. Typically, an 

international student will pay at least three times the amount paid by a domestic student, often 

much more. Indeed, while the annual budget for a single ISOW scholarship is approximately 

$50,000 CAD, tuition alone can account for nearly two-thirds of that. There is, of course, no 

shortage of compelling arguments to be made that a university should provide a “waiver” and 

discount international fees for students facing all manner of hardships around the world, but as a 

rule Canadian universities simply cannot afford to do so and rarely accede to those arguments.  

 

In the case of ISOW, despite strong support from the university President and Vice Presidents, 

the university was unable to provide a waiver initially; however, when United States President 

Donald Trump introduced a ban on Muslims entering the US in early 2017, ISOW’s partner 

Jusoor asked that we accept many more scholars than we could afford. Even with generous 

financial contributions from Jusoor, there simply were not enough funds to cover all of the costs. 

Thus, a determined team of ISOW student leaders delivered a passionate and persuasive 

presentation to the university’s senior leadership that, ultimately, resulted in an agreement that 

individual Deans would forego a portion of the international tuition fee as their contribution 

towards the scholarship when a scholar was accepted into their Faculty. Although not technically 

a full tuition waiver, it is a generous contribution nonetheless. Thus, the ISOW financial model 

has evolved to a shared undergraduate scholarship with Laurier students paying roughly 50%, the 

university roughly 25% and the partner organization roughly 25%. Given the small number of 

graduate students at Laurier, the amount they are able to contribute to the cost of a graduate 

scholarship is less, and so partner organizations carry a greater proportion of the burden. 

 

 

Discussion: Universities as Partners for Complementary Pathways 
 

In the context of intensifying discussions regarding refugee education and complementary 

refugee pathways, inevitably the question is: What does it take for a university to commit to 

long-term, sustainable action through a scholarship program for refugees?  Much has been 

learned over the past nine years, not least that ISOW’s success depends on the synergy that 

results from the willingness among various units within a university to respond to student vision 

and passion. No one person or unit could undertake this work without the support of others, 

while external NGO partners are equally important. 
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Universities are complex organizations driven first and foremost by a commitment to fostering 

research in diverse faculties. Presidents, Vice-Presidents and Deans must balance competing 

demands and pressures. Ultimately it falls to the most senior leader – in the Canadian case, the 

President – to signal institutional priorities and so to indicate to administrators across the 

institution that a particular cause is to be prioritized and that flexibility in certain processes is 

required. One cannot underestimate the importance of this, but nor can one take for granted that a 

socially conscious President will be in a position to support what is a well-intentioned and 

compelling humanitarian cause. Alignment with an institution’s strategic plans is essential, and 

ISOW fits perfectly with Laurier’s stated commitments to experiential learning, 

internationalization, and the promotion of equity, diversity and inclusion. However, to be truly 

prized, a scholarship program must also deliver those elements that might not be publicly 

recognized but which are, nonetheless, very important to universities such as positive media 

coverage, external funding, and prestigious partnerships. Typically, these result from furthering 

established research programs or from demonstrably effective approaches to teaching students 

that equip them for the future; when an innovative and strategic program like ISOW combines 

both the case can be compelling.  

 

ISOW has been informed in no small part by student and faculty research into both the lived 

realities of conflict and humanitarian action. So far, its student leaders have organized and 

contributed to three conferences, the most recent of which involved participants from American 

universities with similar commitments. Now after nine years, ISOW is in a position to generate a 

research agenda that aligns with work already being undertaken by Laurier scholars actively 

exploring the fields of leadership and education, and immigration and refugees. At a time when 

government research funding prioritizes those projects that actively incorporate students as 

collaborators, ISOW’s emphasis on student experiential learning will only further increase its 

research capacity.  

 

Experiential learning beyond research activities is relatively new to universities, but its 

importance is growing in publicly funded and also private institutions. Simply put, students 

expect to graduate not only with expertise in a discipline but with a range of demonstrated 

competencies that will lead to long-term employment. Scholars recognize the importance of the 

practice of reflection by students if they are to be able to articulate how they have honed those 

competencies through particular course-based work (Moon 2004).  

 

From its very origins as a first-year seminar project, ISOW has had experiential learning at its 

core. Primarily it is an opportunity for students to apply what they have learned in their 

disciplinary studies, and ISOW offers Certificates in Applied Humanitarianism and Educational 

Leadership to those student leaders who wish to engage in the reflective process under the 

guidance of an Intern. Of course, student willingness to volunteer their time is a critical 

component of the program, but every student has competing priorities and academics must take 

priority. Thus, the ISOW Faculty Advisor has developed independent study courses to allow 

senior student leaders to delve into related subject matter while also undertaking the 

aforementioned legacy projects that concentrate on further developing aspects of ISOW. The 

best example of these are student investigations into particular international conflicts and 
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corresponding humanitarian organizations for the express purpose of determining where ISOW 

scholarships should be directed and which NGOs might become university partners.  

 

The emergence of experiential learning as a priority in recent years is but one example of the 

dynamic relationship between students and the universities that educate them. As access to post-

secondary education increases and university budgets depend ever more on tuition-based 

revenue, institutional leaders cannot ignore the interests of their primary stakeholders. At 

Laurier, ISOW student leaders have repeatedly demonstrated their competence and commitment 

through organizing their own conferences with prominent keynote speakers; participating in 

international conferences on education in emergencies in the United States, Vietnam, Dubai, and 

Barcelona; campaigning in referenda; hosting receptions for senior university leaders; 

negotiating agreements with partner NGOs; and traveling to Ottawa on three occasions to 

advocate for Federal Government involvement in the program. In the face of this passion and 

commitment, the Laurier administration has been able to justify extending its support to ISOW 

and proudly recognizes it as a successful experiential learning initiative. 

 

Nonetheless, there is one additional component without which ISOW could not be successful: 

this is the mutually supportive community in which ISOW student leaders and ISOW scholars 

participate together. One must not discount the importance of sponsored scholars themselves to 

the success of the program: from the very moment that they and their families make the decision 

that they will take the risk of relocating to snowy Canada in the hopes of starting a new life, they 

become integral to ISOW. As those who work in the humanitarian sector know, the personal 

challenges that these scholars face as they undertake difficult academic programs in a foreign 

country after living through the trauma of conflict cannot be underestimated; the resilience and 

determination to persevere serves as inspiration to everyone with whom they connect. When they 

arrive in Canada they are immediately welcomed into the warm ISOW community of fellow 

students who are eager to get to know them, to learn from them, and to build genuine long-term 

friendships. Time is simply not a concern as these relationships bud and blossom. As a result, 

ISOW scholars find themselves active participants in all of ISOW’s organized activities and 

generously give of their time to furthering its goals. They even register in ISOW courses and 

contribute directly to the direction of the organization. In 2015, alongside its mission, ISOW 

articulated a vision: to foster genuine intercultural learning and effective global citizenship by 

bringing together minds from around the world. Now, nine years after its inception, there can be 

no doubt that Laurier students have more than achieved this goal through ISOW.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

Education as a “complementary pathway” complements the uneven refugee resettlement regime 

around the world. Indeed, scholarship programs that work with universities in Mexico (DIME, 

formerly Habesha) and Japan (JICUF) are in fact forcing those governments to address 

fundamental questions regarding their approach to refugees. By contrast, WUSC in Canada is 

unique: it combines both a pre-existing resettlement program and university sponsorship. In the 

United States, the President’s Alliance on Higher Education and Immigration is pushing the 

American government to establish a similar pathway.  
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If those countries that accept refugees to resettle are relatively few, virtually every country has an 

international study permit process, and education is a well-established means of global mobility. 

In principle, therefore, the student visa should open the door to education as a resettlement 

pathway to the thousands of qualified refugee and at-risk students in desperate need of a safe 

place to study. To date, ISOW has met with considerable success: it has raised over $2 million 

CAD; all of its first seventeen scholars have graduated and all but two have remained in Canada 

and found employment; while its current six scholars are on a similar track, and the program 

anticipates welcoming many more scholars in the coming years. Yet ISOW is the exception that 

proves the rule: that universities are willing to engage in humanitarian work to only a limited 

degree, and that they are not ready to play a significant role in helping the UNHCR achieve its 

goals for 2030. 

  

ISOW is actively advocating for universities in Canada and beyond to build similar programs 

that will lead to sustainable complementary pathways. Even as it does so and its student leaders 

participate in international forums, numerous important questions demand careful consideration: 

What constitutes an emergency and should a particular country receive priority over others?  

Among the thousands of eligible scholars, who should receive a life-changing scholarship?  

What criteria should be used for selection of scholars?  And, how can student leaders be 

equipped most effectively for this demanding work? 

  

For all that many who fill the ranks of academia may be idealists, universities are not benevolent 

institutions divorced from the practical and financial realities of daily life. Just as humanitarian 

organizations must adhere to their stated missions and ensure fiscal responsibility, so too must 

universities. If we are to realize the goal of education as a complementary pathway, then it will 

depend not only on advocates displaying tenacity and resilience, but on building creative 

partnerships that recognize the needs and interests of universities as well. Administrators and 

faculty must see education for refugees not only as a moral obligation but also as a fulfilment of 

the fundamental mandate to generate knowledge and to educate. 

  

Universities are well practiced at partnering with students, with government and with private 

sector organizations. Partnerships necessarily are challenging because priorities and processes 

rarely align perfectly: to succeed they require staff and faculty champions within, and 

considerable good will on the part of everyone. ISOW constitutes but one model for a university-

based complementary pathway. Student levies are effective ways to raise funds, but in many 

contexts they simply are not practical. Nevertheless, where there is a will there is a way, and just 

as there are creative solutions to the challenges of refugee documentation and admissions, so too 

partnerships can yield novel and effective approaches to funding scholarships. After all, a 

university constitutes a substantial community of committed and caring people who, more often 

than not, will step forward to help when given the opportunity. 

  

As anyone who works for one will testify, universities are remarkably durable and not all that 

flexible. Change and innovation are often hard to come by. In fact, ISOW demonstrates well that 

the most effective catalyst for change is students themselves. They see this work as an inherent 

part of their education, and they will challenge their university to step up to join the cause. Fresh 
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cohorts of student leaders year-in and year-out bring with them an entrepreneurial spirit and 

openness to innovate that can be difficult to contain: they are willing to devote time and energy 

to a cause in which they believe, and they expect to be taken seriously. If universities are to be 

serious partners in the delivery of education to refugees through a complementary pathway, then 

it will almost certainly be because students will see the opportunity and challenge their 

institution to join them. They cannot do it alone, but students will be the primary and most 

effective partners for humanitarian organizations who long to see fellow youth impacted by war 

safely pursuing their studies and resettled in a third country.  
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