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Background 
Many refugee students enroll in community colleges to 
improve their language skills and economic situation. 
In fall 2018, there were 8,923 refugee students enrolled 
in community colleges in the state of  California 
(CCCCO, 2021). Due to the fact that little research has 
been done to understand the experiences and unique 
needs of  this student population, refugee students are 
often grouped together with other immigrant-origin 
and international students (Dimitriadou, 2006; Taffer, 
2010). Although they all share similar characteristics, 
refugee students, and Afghan women in particular, 
experience unique challenges while attending 
community colleges (Sadat, 2019). The purpose of  this 
study was to understand the Afghan refugee women’s 
experiences while navigating a community college. The 
research examined what life experiences brought these 
women to a college, what challenges they encounter 
and what support services they find useful.  

Research Design 
Qualitative research with a narrative approach was 
conducted with four Afghan women who arrived in the 
United States as refugees. Selected participants were at 
the time of  the interview enrolled in a community 
college. Two interviews were conducted with each 
participant, and the collected data was analyzed 
through Atlas.ti. The theoretical framework used to 
guide this study was Yosso’s (2005) Community 
Cultural Wealth Theory.  

Findings 
Four themes emerged from the analysis of  the data: (1) 
belief  in education, (2) challenges, (3) resources, and (4) 
personal strengths. 

Theme 1: Belief  in Education 
Analysis of  the narratives revealed the women’s deeply 
held belief  in education which is rooted in their 
families, culture, community, lived experiences in 
Afghanistan, and a motivation to earn a degree. First, 
narratives included evidence that trust in education and 
its value played a significant role in the ways that family 
members supported one another as they engaged in 
educational settings. Second, the importance of  

education was also shared within the participants’ 
cultural and community networks. In addition, with 
support and encouragement from family and 
community, their educational experiences in 
Afghanistan helped them to shape their positive 
opinions about education. Lastly, their belief  in 
education shaped their aspirations to earn a degree, to 
engage in formal education, and to be successful 
professionally. 

Theme 2: Challenges 
While growing up in Afghanistan, the participants 
experienced unique challenges. The women’s narratives 
illustrated a history fear for their safety while also 
experiencing gender inequality, educational, and 
economic challenges. After moving to the United 
States, the participants continued experiencing 
educational and economic problems. In addition, they 
started experiencing challenges on a personal level, 
such as being a mother and a woman while being 
enrolled in college, dealing with microaggressions, 
trying to fit into American culture while missing friends 
and family from Afghanistan, and balancing life 
responsibilities alongside those in family who are also 
pursuing higher education. 

Theme 3: Resources 
Analysis of  the women’s stories indicates that the 
participants found resources within their families, 
community, and the community college that have 
contributed to their persistence and helped them 
overcome life challenges. All four participants 
highlighted the significance of  the role that their 
families’ encouragement and support played in their 
lives and educational journeys. In addition, the 
importance of  their Afghan community was shared 
among the four women. Their experiences in using 
community college resources also revealed that the 
participants found these resources valuable. 

Theme 4: Personal Strength 
Analysis of  the narratives revealed thematic evidence 
of  personal strengths drawn from family, community, 
and college support systems. When sharing their lived 
experiences from Afghanistan or the United States, 



participants exhibited positivity and how they were 
highly motivated, intelligent, persistent, and giving. 
One aspect that helps them to stay positive is the safety 
they are experiencing in the US which gives them an 
opportunity to attend college without worrying. In 
addition, their stories reveal that learning about the 
resources available to them at the college helps them 
become motivated. Their intelligence is evident in their 
narratives, and each participant demonstrated that 
when given an opportunity, they persist and push 
through challenges by drawing upon their strength and 
support systems as they pursue their education. Despite 
all the obstacles they have experienced, they are still 
willing to share what they have learned with new 
students, hoping to help others access education and 
thrive in the United States. 

Implications 
To serve the refugee students equitably, those who work 
with them at the college level need to know these 
students, their needs, and challenges. I recommend that 
community colleges include refugee students in their 
institutional data dashboards. By doing so, the college 
staff, instructors, and counselors will gain better 
awareness of  this student group which will give them 
an opportunity to create services for refugee students to 
help them succeed in college. 

Once a college is aware of  students’ refugee status, 
professional development for teachers and staff  is also 
recommended. Those who work with this student 
population need to learn these students’ needs and 
challenges. Workshops can be facilitated by 
organizations, such as International Rescue Committee 
(IRC) or World Relief, which work closely with Afghan 
refugees. Students can be invited to share their 
experiences. 

Creating a hub for Afghan female students at a college 
is another recommendation. The participants’ 
narratives revealed that Afghan women refugees rely on 
their communities. Creating a hub for them on campus 
could allow for social bonds to flourish and resources to 
be shared. Such a hub could provide support that the 
women need by providing information of  local events, 
scholarship, and employment opportunities.  

Another recommendation is for community colleges to 
hire the Afghan female refugees as mentors, student 
workers, tutors, and faculty. The participants expressed 
a desire to work and be employed at the college. With 
their knowledge of  multiple languages, they could be a 

great asset when helping with mentoring, registering, 
tutoring, and instructing newly arrived English 
language learners. This could be an empowering 
experience for the Afghan women and new college 
students.  

The last recommendation is for community colleges to 
offer orientation meetings for newly arrived refugees 
who want to enroll in a college. The participants shared 
their discouragement when they were told by the 
college that they needed to wait a year before being 
able to enroll in classes. They felt that this time was lost. 
By organizing an orientation for future college students 
who come to this country as refugees, the college has 
an opportunity to help them become aware of  college 
expectations, resources available, and refugee-focused 
support services are offered on campus. This could help 
the students reach the success they deserve and dream 
of. 
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