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Executive Summary 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, hybrid and online models of learning had 
become increasingly available and accessible on a global scale, especially 

in post-secondary education and in Canada’s settlement sector. However, 
despite this growth in the sector, the pandemic necessitated the move of 

almost all services to online environments, thereby requiring settlement 

agencies and instructors, as well as newcomer learners, to pivot and adapt 
at unprecedented rates. And, although some institutions were able to set up 

different systems to ensure continuity of learning, the limitations of in-person 

learning created a series of challenge to learners and teachers alike 
(Chen, 2021). 

Nevertheless, there has been growth in institutions’ abilities to serve clients 

through different modalities as new technologies are tested and explored. 

But how do we support different types of clients through these various 
modalities? Are these technologies suited for everyone? The Empowering 

Newcomers to Succeed Project was created to help answer these questions, 

especially as they relate to newcomers. Through this project, we were able to 
collect research around the ways in which different service delivery 

modalities affected newcomers through their settlement journey. To 

accomplish this, the project team developed a series of self-assessment tools 
that include the following: 

• A self-assessment for newcomers that provides recommendations on the 

best service delivery modality based on their needs and goals. There are 
two versions of this assessment. One is designed to be taken with the 

assistance of a settlement service provider and another can be taken 
independently by newcomers. 

• A digital literacy assessment tool for settlement service providers that 

provides them with an assessment of their digital literacy skills. 

• An asynchronous, online training module for settlement workers on the 
impact of different service delivery modalities for newcomer learners. 
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These tools were piloted with over 400 newcomers and more than 

50 settlement practitioners. This report includes findings from the research 
and data on how different types of service delivery modalities impact 

different types of newcomers based on their needs and goals. It also includes 
a detailed breakdown of the findings from the development and piloting of 

the materials. 

The tools and resources developed through this project can be accessed by 

visiting our website at norquest.ca/ENS. 

Methods 

This project consisted of two main components. First, a comprehensive 

literature review was conducted to summarize existing data on the changing 

needs of newcomers and how different service delivery modalities impact 
their learning and settlement journey. Also, a series of community 

consultations took place between February and March 2022. In these 
consultations, information on the specific challenges encountered by 

settlement practitioners as they shifted from a largely in-person environment 

to (almost) exclusively online service provision for newcomer clients was 
gathered. Second, we piloted the assessment tools listed in the section above 

to understand their impact on newcomers and the newcomers’ knowledge of 

service-delivery modalities. 

Data gathered during the first phase were used to guide the development of 

assessment tools for newcomer clients and settlement service providers. This 

led to the development of the tools, which were designed to assess which 
service modalities might be best suited for newcomers based on their goals 

and needs, as well as to measure digital literacy skills among settlement 

practitioners. 

Invitations to test the tools were sent out to NorQuest language learners in 

the LINC program and clients at Catholic Social Services (CSS). Settlement 

practitioners who work at NorQuest College and CSS were invited to test the 
tools for settlement providers. After completing the assessment tools, a 

post-completion survey was administered to both newcomer clients and 

settlement practitioners. 

https://www.norquest.ca/about-us/research-and-innovation/research-projects/empowering-newcomers-to-succeed.aspx
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The tools were piloted with over 400 newcomers and more than 

40 settlement service workers and LINC instructors. Among those who took 
part in the pilot, 317 newcomers and 43 settlement practitioners completed 

the post-assessment survey. We also gathered information from newcomer 
participants informally after a piloting session for literacy learners and those 

at the CLB 3–4 level who were not able to complete the survey. 

Background and Literature Review 

The literature review provides an overview of the changing landscape of 
settlement service delivery in Canada and includes a breakdown of how the 

settlement sector shifted during the COVID-19 pandemic. It also highlights 

recommendations and best practices in online and hybrid service delivery in 
the settlement sector that might be useful for improving services to 

newcomer clients, especially in language training. 

For a longer and more detailed version of this literature review, please visit 

norquest.ca/ENS. 

Changing Needs and Abilities of Newcomers to 
Canada 

Dekker et al. (2018) note that newcomers are increasingly digitally literate 

and avid technology users, which includes the use of technology in relation to 

settlement processes. Additional data also shows that access to digital 
information eases the transition of immigrants and refugees to a new country 

as they consult various sources pre- and post-arrival (Caidi & Allard, 2005; 
Lloyd et al., 2010; Esses & Medianu, 2012; Kaushik & Drolet, 2018). 

Studies conducted in North America showed that the internet remains the 

main source of information among recent immigrants (Rayes et al., 2016; 

Caidi et al., 2014). Newcomers rely heavily on the internet for getting 

information about pre- and post-arrival services. Along with several internet-
based platforms such as Google, online forums, and blogs, family and friends 

were also found to be crucial sources of information for some immigrants, 
including refugees when moving to a new country (Khoir, 2017; Shuva, 2020). 

https://www.norquest.ca/about-us/research-and-innovation/research-projects/empowering-newcomers-to-succeed.aspx
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Although many newcomers are digitally literate in the use of mobile 

technologies and apps—with the smartphone as a primary communication 
and connection tool and WhatsApp as an easy and convenient way to 

connect with loved ones—some may lack more general digital literacy 
relating to the use of computers or the internet. This supports studies that 

call for addressing the gap in research on the correlation between the use of 

the internet and the decision-making processes of skilled immigrants when 
settling in a new country (Shuva, 2021). 

The increasing and changing capacity regarding digital literacy has been an 

ongoing issue in the settlement sector. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

settlement workers already felt underprepared, isolated, and overwhelmed 

(PeaceGeeks, 2019). Open North (2017) reported that only 40% of Canadian 
settlement agencies had a digital strategy. A successful strategy that 

addresses the increased demand and need for additional and accessible 
online content must be addressed and resolved at multiple levels of 

government and organizations. 

Like other areas of society, work in the settlement sector became primarily 

digital and remote in March 2020. As settlement workers provided services to 

newcomers through creative online and non-digital means, the settlement 
sector was forced to embrace technology and collaboration more 

comprehensively and incorporate hybrid service delivery models (Liu et al., 
2021). 

Newcomer adult language learners who were already struggling to adjust to 

their new environment faced additional challenges owing to the social 

isolation and forced online learning brought about by pandemic restrictions 

(Cummings et al., 2021).  

In addition to this shift to primarily fully digital service delivery, the pandemic 

had a significant impact on already existing social and economic gaps and 
inequities: “[t]he physical pandemic has illuminated the crisis of the long-

ignored silent one” (ACS, 2021, p. 10). This “silent pandemic” refers to 
prevalent intersectional social and economic inequalities, which lead to 

individuals and communities facing intersecting and overlapping systems of 

disadvantage, exclusion, stigmatization, and lack of supports. 
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Many newcomers had limited access to devices and reliable internet at home, 

and with all classes moved online, most of them ended up using a shared 
single device with other members of the family (Cummings et al., 2021). 

We also saw an increased demand for resources to support settlement 

workers and LINC instructors, specifically those who work with newcomers 

who experience multiple barriers, such as gender, age, and race, as well as 
LGBTQ2+ individuals and those living with disabilities (IRCC, 2021). Although 

newcomers who had good language and digital skills were able to navigate 

the global crisis, those with low digital and technological skills and limited 
language abilities were at a clear disadvantage (Shields, 2020). Amid already 

dynamic and changing settlement service delivery, the changes enforced by 

the pandemic placed even higher demands and pressures on settlement 
workers, who had to find creative solutions to work with new technologies, 

their own or their client’s lack of technical training, and digital accessibility 
as they were serving newcomers remotely. 

Benefits and Limitations of Different Modalities 

Hybrid or blended learning 

Prior to the pandemic, online or blended learning modalities had become 

increasingly available and accessible. “Blended learning” and “hybrid 

learning” broadly refer to a combination of online and classroom-based 
instruction in a responsive and dynamic process (Bruggeman et al., 2020). 

This can involve different types of interactions and new forms of technology 
and electronic media, including mobile apps such as WhatsApp, text 

messages, or SMS, and other online tools and social media. Instructors may 

incorporate a broad range of digital resources into their programs, such as 
web-based activities, access to online educational sources, and video 

lectures. 

Although blended learning offers a range of benefits, it is more than simply 

distributing content online, and the development of a hybrid program requires 

different pedagogical approaches, considerations, and engagement by the 
instructor. For example, effective communication between an instructor and 
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a student requires timely and clear formats, including email, chat, 

assessment, and feedback. The authors also highlight that, owing to the 
changing student demographics in online courses, instructors need to 

consider students’ other commitments and provide elements that give 
students the opportunity to learn at their own pace or access resources and 

materials repeatedly. Similar findings have also been reported in other 

studies; for example, Stevens et al. (2021) note that the presence, 
engagement, and rapport of an instructor with students in addition to a 

sense of community and trust among learners are vital for effective digital 

learning outcomes (ibid, p. 281). 

Blended learning offers a range of important benefits for both instructors 

and students. It can provide broader access to education and enhance 
diversity because new technologies can be used both locally and globally, 

which can result in more collaborations for learners as well as instructors 
(Traxler, 2018). The strategic thinking required to develop a blended course 

provides opportunities for instructors to carefully align learning outcomes in 

a range of instructional, pedagogical, and technological approaches that are 
most effective for students. This offers new possibilities for delivering 

content; for example, lectures, texts, or demonstrations can be delivered 

online, allowing students more flexibility and independence to access the 
content. At the same time, available technologies, such as breakout rooms 

and online chat or forums can provide opportunities for students to engage 
with their peers or instructors directly, or to apply their knowledge in 

simulated environments for problem solving (Joosten et al., 2021). On the 

other hand, different modules also raise specific challenges; for example, 
online learning does not provide the same feedback loop between learner and 

instructor as classroom-based settings—an aspect that requires 

consideration by the instructor. 

Classroom-based learning 

Traditional forms of learning, such as in a classroom, provide learners with 

a broad range of benefits, including access to different campus activities and 

resources. In-person classroom learning facilitates social interactions as 
students and instructors engage directly with each other. It also provides 
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opportunities for networking, support, and collaboration. Students may 

develop a sense of belonging, and the structure of the campus, the 
classroom, and the routine of specific class times can provide a sense of 

stability and routine, which may help students to be more focused. As well, 
classroom learning environments provide opportunities for newcomers, many 

of whom need to establish new social networks, to develop social 

connections (and by extension, social capital). 

On the other hand, classroom-based learning often entails higher costs for 

the institution. It may be less flexible in terms of class times or other services 
and facilities and may lead to unnecessary social interactions (for example, if 

students have side conversations), less material may be made available, or 

material may only be available during certain times, such as during library 
hours. A classroom environment may make it more difficult for some 

students to speak up or participate if they feel uncomfortable speaking 
publicly. Finally, during the time of the pandemic, classrooms and campus 

settings had (and continue to have) a high risk of infection. 

Online learning 

The most common forms of online learning can be grouped into three 
categories: web-based learning, synchronous learning, and virtual reality. It is 

important to note that these modes of delivery are not mutually exclusive 

and are usually conducted together, especially in the United States (MyHill 
et al., 2007). 

Online learning can offer a range of advantages to both students and 

instructors by facilitating both real-time and asynchronous communication 

between instructors and learners; specifically, if offered in an asynchronous 
format, it offers more flexibility in terms of scheduling. It can also increase 

student access for learners in remote communities or for those with other 

responsibilities and complex schedules (Contact North Online Learning, 2019). 
Asynchronous learning allows students to learn at their own pace and can 

offer more engaging and participatory alternatives to lecture-style classes. 

For example, a lecture does not necessarily require on-campus attendance 
but can instead be made available as a recorded video. 
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Online learning has the potential benefit of providing education at a 

significantly lower cost than traditional classroom-based learning 
environments (Carey & Trick, 2013). However, the infrastructure of online 

learning, increased time required to develop online content in online or hybrid 
learning settings, as well as possible additional fees related to online 

libraries or materials must be taken into consideration when comparing the 

cost of classroom versus online learning environments. 

Online learning and hybrid learning provide more flexibility for students with 

other responsibilities and commitments, such as work or child care, because 
they can access materials and complete coursework on their own time. 

Online modalities can provide diverse options for assessments; for example, it 

can allow students to assess their own progress and improve accordingly. 
Pre-tests made available online can help to highlight areas of weakness 

(Contact North Online Learning, 2019). 

Online learning also offers a range of benefits to instructors by allowing 

students to submit assignments electronically rather than as paper copies, 
using marking rubrics. Online modalities also allow the use of sophisticated 

learning analytics, which provide a detailed analysis of individual and group 

progress (Contact North Online Learning, 2019). 

Conversely, online learning does not offer students the opportunity to 

participate in campus-based activities and reduces social interactions. 

It requires students to have some degree of digital literacy as well as access 

to technology and the internet, and technological issues may emerge. Online 
learning also requires students to be dedicated and disciplined because 

content is no longer delivered through lectures, and, depending on the 

setting, there is a high chance of distraction for the student. 
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Barriers that Newcomers Face when Accessing 
Training and Services 

Technological barriers 

Research has highlighted different technological barriers experienced by 

newcomers. Although some newcomers may have excellent language skills 

and high levels of digital and technological literacy, many may have no or 
only limited access to appropriate technology, such as computers/laptops or 

tablets, sufficient and affordable internet services, or appropriate workspaces 

that allow for quiet study. A survey of Canada’s settlement sector during the 
pandemic conducted by North York Community House (2020) indicates that 

approximately one-third of newcomers were struggling with technology or 
access. Dumford and Miller (2018) highlight that poorly functioning 

technology can hinder learning and engagement; if students and/or 

instructors have to devote time and resources to access content, this can 
have a negative impact on students’ overall experience and perception of the 

course. As a result of such barriers, newcomers may face difficulty accessing 

language learning and employment services information on government or 
community support for available services, which increases social isolation. 

On the other hand, attending in-person programs provides opportunities for 
social contacts and activity. Individuals struggling with mental health 

challenges may not access online counselling services, which was further 

exacerbated by the pandemic. Large families may only have access to one 
computer, thereby making it difficult for older or young learners to meet all 

their educational needs. 

Language barriers 

The connection between digital literacy and language proficiency is complex, 
and low language skills can considerably reduce a learner’s ability to engage 

fully with online content. Literacy has been identified by some researchers as 

a prerequisite for digital skills (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2016), while Stone 
et al. (2020) note that limited use of the internet by some learners was linked 

with low literacy and numeracy, and that disadvantaged learners experienced 
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multiple barriers, which may lead to low levels of confidence and motivation. 

The authors highlight that literacy is intrinsically linked to a broad range of 
online tasks, including logging in, managing passwords and email addresses, 

and processing information. On the other hand, ISSofBC noted in their 2020 
support package that “digital skills do not correspond to language skills” 

(p. 2), highlighting that although it is possible for newcomers to have strong 

language skills, they may not be able to use the internet or beginner English 
learners may have high levels of digital literacy. Quoting a settlement 

services provider, Campana (2021) notes that “close to 20% [of newcomers] 

don’t have functional literacy in their first language […] A fifth of your 
audience doesn’t read the language? Why did you bother translating it? […] 

if we’re gonna push the message to people, well, maybe we should be using 
WhatsApp voice messages, because that’s what’s going to be effective. It 

doesn’t presuppose literacy. And that literacy bias is so huge.” The experience 

of language barriers also has considerable emotional impact, and newcomers 
may feel stressed, lonely, ashamed, nervous, depressed, or powerless (North 

York Community House, 2018). 

Results and Findings 

The following section summarizes the results of the pilot session of the 

assessment tools designed for newcomers and settlement practitioners. 
It should be noted that the majority of respondents were at CLB 6 and below, 

and over half indicated that they had some experience with online courses 

within the last three years. 

Additional highlights from respondents include the following: 

• Respondents generally expressed a very high level of comfort with 
different technology and communication software such as Zoom, Google 

Meets, and Teams. 

• Respondents generally expressed a high level of satisfaction with the tool, 

with 81% of indicating that it was easy to use and understand. 

• Nearly two-thirds (64%) of respondents indicated that they were likely to 

use the assessment tools again in the future and would recommend the 

tools to friends and family. It should be noted here that the tools are 
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designed for those who are unsure which service delivery modalities they 

should pursue, and a desired repeat rate of 64% can be considered 
relatively high. 

• Just over two-thirds (67%) of the respondents said they were likely going 

to follow the suggestions given to them. 

• The majority of respondents (70%) either want to get a job (34%) or 

a post-secondary degree (36%). 

▪ The vast majority of respondents believed that the assessment tools 
would help them achieve their goals. 

Highlights for Settlement Practitioners 

• The vast majority of respondents who piloted the tools for settlement 

practitioners had been working in the industry for less than four years. 

• The majority of respondents reported being very comfortable with 

computers/laptops and smartphones and reported using hybrid models 
with clients. 

• All respondents identified clients’ digital literacy as the main challenge 

experienced when working in an online environment. 

• The majority indicated that they had prior online learning experience. 

• Overall, respondents agreed that the assessment tools were easy to use 

and that the questions were easy to understand. 

▪ In addition, respondents agreed that the assessment tools helped them 
better understand their own digital literacy. 

Results from Newcomers 

In order to evaluate the relevance and accessibility of the assessment tools, 

newcomers from diverse backgrounds (i.e, age, gender, language, CLB level) 
were invited to try them out either at home, in school, or at work. The 

majority of the respondents had a level of CLB 6 (40%) or lower, CLB 4 (17%). 
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Most respondents had high level of comfort using smartphones, 

computers/laptops, and communication software such as Zoom, Google 
Meet, and Teams. A few of them indicated that they were not familiar with 

using tablets. 

When it comes to online learning, just over half of the respondents (51%) had 

taken online courses within the last three years and were mostly using 
computers/laptops. The majority of respondents generated a positive rating 

about the assessment tools. Over 68% said they now have a better 

understanding of where to access settlement support, including LINC 
training. About 79% expressed that the assessment tools were easy to access 

online and that they understood the purpose of the assessment. The tools 

provided recommendations on the best service delivery modality for each 
respondent based on their personal circumstances and goals. Approximately 

75% of those who tested the tools strongly agreed that the result of the 
assessment was accurate. 

Respondents were appreciative of the assessment tools and expressed that 

they were easy to understand. The following quotes from newcomer 

respondents further illustrate their satisfaction with the assessment tools: 

“Everything was perfect and easy to understand.” 

“[There is] a lot of information which I can get [for] the 
LINC program.” 

“The tools are crucial for me because I can develop my 

English and computer skills. Thank you so much!” 
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Table 1. Respondents’ experience with the assessment tool 

 

Table 2. Respondents’ experience with the assessment tool 

 

Overall, respondents indicated that newcomers were satisfied with the 

assessment tools. Over two-thirds (67%) indicated that they were likely going 
to follow the suggested modality given to them (i.e., in-person, online, or 

blended learning). Almost the same number of respondents (64%) indicated 

that they were likely to use the assessment tools again in the future. 

68%

58%

52%

81%

65%

64%

30%

32%

29%

14%

22%

28%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Computer/laptop

Learning online

Tablet

Smartphone (including WhatsApp etc.)

Blackboard/Moodle

Communication software like Zoom,
Google meets, Teams etc.

Very comfortable A little bit comfortable

Uncomfortable I have never used it

80%

81%

75%

72%

79%

79%

68%

20%

17%

23%

24%

20%

20%

29%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%100%

The assessment was very easy to use

The assessment questions were easy to
understand

The result from the assessment was accurate

The assessment did not take me a long time
to complete

I understand the purpose of the assessment

The assessment was easy to access (I did not
have a hard time finding it online)

I now have a better understanding of where
to access settlement support, including…

Strongly Agree Somewhat agree Somewhat disagree Strongly disagree
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Table 3. Overall likelihood of using the tool and recommending it to others 

 

The assessment tools were found to be helpful to newcomers, and about 61% 

of those who tested them indicated that they would recommend the tools to 

their friends and family. The vast majority of newcomers (93%) said that the 
assessment could help them achieve their main goals, which were mostly 

either to get a job or get a post-secondary degree in Canada. 

Digital Literacy Among Settlement Workers and 
LINC Instructors 

Approximately 91% of settlement workers who completed the digital literacy 
tools were employees of NorQuest College or Catholic Social Services. The 

vast majority of respondents (63%) indicated that they were new in the 

settlement sector, with about one to three years of experience. The remaining 
19% had four to six years of experience, followed by about 11% with over 

ten years of experience and around 7% having seven to ten years of 

experience. 

In terms of serving newcomer clients, most settlement practitioners (93%) 

reported using a hybrid model, which is a mix of online and in-person support 

for their clients. Approximately 30% indicated that they provide services 

through in-person sessions only, and the remaining 22% provide fully online 
classes. In addition to this, approximately 81% of the respondents indicated 

having experience with online learning before the COVID-19 pandemic, 

whereas 19% responded that they had no prior experience providing online 
services to clients. 

21%

21%

24%

46%

40%

40%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

I will follow the suggestions that was given to
me from the assessment

I will recommend the assessment tool to my
friends and family

I might use the assessment again in the future

Extremely unlikely Somewhat unlikely Neither likely nor unlikely

Somewhat likely Extremely likely
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Overall, respondents indicated a high level of familiarity and comfort using 

different kinds of technology, such as computers/laptops and smartphones. 
More than 50% also indicated frequent use of communication software such 

as Google Meet, Zoom, and Teams, among others. The lowest level of comfort 
reported was with Blackboard and Moodle. 

With the sudden shift to online services during the pandemic, respondents 

identified that the most common challenges they encountered when 

conducting online classes was the clients’ digital literacy, which includes 

familiarity with different kinds of technology and the ability to access and 
navigate the internet. Additionally, about 78% of the respondents shared that 

their clients lack access to devices and a stable internet connection, which 

affects the whole learning experience. Approximately 70% of settlement 
practitioners observed hesitancy among their clients to use technology. 

Although providing virtual support to clients in navigating online learning 
platforms is possible, over 67% of settlement practitioners reported difficulty 

owing to their clients’ limited English-language literacy skills. Lastly, almost 

one-third (30%) of settlement practitioners shared that their own digital 
literacy skills limit their ability to efficiently deliver online classes. 

One respondent stated: 

“I'm not sure how my CLB 4 LINC learners would do 

considering their language constraints.” 

Table 4. Challenges when working with clients in online environments 

 

30%

67%

70%

78%

78%

100%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

My own digital literacy

Clients’ language literacy  

Hesitancy of clients to use technology

Client’s use of technology and wifi (device used 
by client, unreliable internet connection etc.)  

Clients’ access to devices and/or internet 
(client does not have access to a …

Clients’ digital literacy  
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Note: Respondents could select more than one challenge, so totalling the percentages would 

add up to more than 100%. 

Overall, respondents provided positive ratings on the assessment tools and 

agreed that they were easy to use and understand. More than 90% of the 
settlement practitioners indicated increased understanding of their own 

digital literacy. About 80% of respondents said that the assessment gave 

them new information and helped them identify which type of training they 
need to improve their digital literacy. Almost the same number of people 

agreed that the assessment aligned with their own goals for professional 
development. 
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Recommendations and Further Research 

• Additional research is needed to understand the impact of different 

service delivery modalities. While our tools were developed based on 
existing knowledge, it should be noted that this remains very limited, 

especially in relation to adult language learners. A longitudinal study that 

examines and validates our assessment tools would be necessary to 
understand the long-term impacts. 

• Research on service delivery modalities and digital literacy among learners 

often covers results from post-secondary institutions and rarely focuses 
specifically on the needs of newcomers and/or adult language learners. 

Additional research is needed to understand how different digital literacy 

tools impact this demographic. 

• Additional training, resources, and time is needed among settlement 

practitioners and LINC instructors to support them in adapting to 

emerging technologies and to assist them in acquiring the skills they need 
to support newcomer clients. 
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