
Academic Libraries Use by Immigrants from 
Ukraine in Canada during Covid-19

Lana Soglasnova University of Toronto Libraries

Veronika Makarova University of Saskatchewan, 

Department of Linguistics

ALTI Conference, 

June 13, 2025 1



Outline

I. Libraries and Ukrainian Immigrants in Canada
• Research Positioning, Goals, and Research Questions
• Methods and Participants
• Results and Discussion

II.  Implications and Challenges
• Multilingual collections in Canadian academic libraries
• OPAC testing for COVID thesaurus terms

2



I.1.a. Research positioning and goals
“Sociocultural and linguistic practices and needs of immigrant 
communities: the pandemic impact and post-pandemic recovery” 
Government of Canada Grant, New Frontiers in Research Fund (NFRF), 
Research goals:

• examine the social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and post-
pandemic transition on language practices among the Ukrainian and 
Russian-speaking migrants residing in Canada (Saskatchewan and 
Alberta).

• evaluate the pandemic’s effect on the acquisition of the official 
languages and maintenance of home languages

• investigates linguistic patterns of emergency information access by 
immigrants drawing on COVID-19 example 
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I.1.b. Research positioning and earlier studies
• Library services and approaches to immigrant communities
(e.g., Caidi et al., 2010; Grossman et al. 2022;  Ndumu, 2021; Rene, 
2024; Shuva, 2023; Smallwood et al., 2013).

• Equity, social justice, access to materials and services for immigrants
(e.g., Gorham, 2016; Mehra & Black, 2023; Naderi, 2024 )

• Ukrainian immigrants’ use of libraries as cultural institutions in Canada 
(e.g., Potikha, 2023)
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I.1.c. Research questions

1. How often do Ukrainian immigrants attend libraries in Canada? 

2. What are the purposes of library use by Ukrainian immigrants? 

3. What kind of libraries do Ukrainian immigrants use? 

4. How did the research participants employ libraries to search for 
COVID-19 information during the pandemic?
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I. 2.a. Methods and participants

• Methodology: Mixed methods approach (quantitative and 
qualitative)*

• Online survey: Variationist Sociolinguistics analysis** - 92 
participants
Versions constructed from the same English Matrix: 
- for L1 Ukrainian speakers in Ukrainian 
- for L1 Ukrainian speakers in English
- for L1 Russian speakers in Russian
- for L1 Russian speakers in English

• Zoom interviews: NVivo analysis – 20 participants

*Angouri, 2018
**Tagliamonte, 2012
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I.2.b. Research participants

• Adult immigrants, L1 Ukrainian and/or Russian, in Canada during 
COVID-19 (mostly AB and SK)

• Country of origin: Ukraine= 54, Russia = 7, USSR=1, other=8

• L1: Ukrainian =45, Russian =27, Russian+Ukrainian =3
L2: Russian=25, English=23, Ukrainian=13, R+Engl=2, French=3, 
German=1, Polish=1, O=2

• Gender: W=51, M=24, O=2.   Age: 38.27 (min=18, Max=66)
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employment number percent
FT outside 25 55.5
FT home 3 6.6
PT outside 11 24.4
PT home 5 11.1
Homemaker 3 6.6
unemployed 1 2.2
undergrad st 2 4.4
grad st 2 4.4
professional 
course 1 2.2
retired 0 0
other 2 4.4

Education level number percent

did not study 1 2.1

secondary 
school 3 6.5
technical 4 8.6
Bachelor's 12 26
Master's 16 34.7
PhD 5 10.8
other 5 10.8

I.2.b. Research participants
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Research Question 1

• How often do Ukrainian 
immigrants use libraries 
in Canada? 

33

23

16

12

6 2

N of responses

not at all once a few months
once a few years once or twice a year
once a week or more once a month or more

I.3. Results
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• For what purpose(s) do Ukrainian 
immigrants use libraries in Canada?

36

32
30

16

15

6
4 3

N of responses

borrowing books for pleasure
N/A (do not use libraries)
bringing children
borrowing books for work/study/upskilling
access to computers or printers
adult programs
other
information or help from staff

I. 3. Results

Research Question 2a
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• What library resources 
were most useful?

I. 3. Results

Research Question 2b
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32

N responses

Library materials

Computers

Librarian’s help

Online catalogue

Community information board  

Other 

N/A (do not use libraries)



I. 3. Results

Research Question 2c

How often do you search library 
catalogues or library websites for 
information in English and in your 
home language?
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Research Question 3.

What types of libraries 
do Ukrainian 
immigrants use in 
Canada?

55

32

19

9
3

0
N responses

Local public library N/A 
University or college library School library
Other Hospital library

I. 3. Results
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Research Question 4a

Where (in what sources or 
media) did you look for 
COVID-19 information?”

• list of options included 
libraries
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I. 3. Results

Research Question 4b

Have you ever tried searching for information on COVID in English 
and in your home language in a library in Canada?

Ø  Negligible source of COVID information searching in English, non-
existent in HL; but overall positive or neutral satisfaction with search 
results
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I. 4. Discussion: Library use

Ø Fairly low use of libraries by Ukrainian immigrants in general 
Ø Academic libraries are the second most used library type (following 

public libraries)
Ø Most useful: library materials, computers, librarian help, online 

catalogue, community information board
Ø Library catalogue searching not frequent
Ø Negligible use of libraries by Ukrainian immigrants as source of 

COVID information during the pandemic
ØComments: need for more HL materials; search problems
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II  Academic libraries and 
multilingual collections in Canada
• Language barriers to health care information for immigrants as a 

group (de Moissac & Bowen 2019)
• Collections limitations
• Multilingual catalogue challenges, especially for non-Latin script

• Transliteration vs. original script
• Catalogue interface (cf. Europeana Library)
• Subject access (e.g., El-Sherbini 2023)
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II Exploring OPACs with HL thesaurus terms

University of Saskatchewan Library https://library.usask.ca

University of Alberta Library https://www.library.ualberta.ca/guest

University of Toronto Libraries https://librarysearch.library.utoronto.ca

Saskatoon Public Library https://saskatoonlibrary.ca
Calgary Public Library https://www.calgarylibrary.ca

Toronto Public Library https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca
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II. The data-based covid thesaurus: 
trilingual project vocabulary 
Interview transcripts (for L1 Ukrainian speakers in Ukrainian, or English; for 
L1 Russian speakers in Russian, or English)
• Information search focus by design (designated questions, e.g. “What type 

of information did you look for?” )
• Similar scope by design: Multilingual Questionnaire and Interviews -> 

Multilingual responses
• Directly comparable between languages

• Qualitative and quantitative data
• Data contains covid terms actively used
• Term frequency data -> Thesaural construction

• Immigrant communities in their “new” countries



II. A Covid Thesaurus: sample term
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Thesaurus Term

Subject Classification: Facet

Relationship type: Narrow Term (NT)



II. COVID vocabulary: English vs. Home Language
(Makarova et al. 2024)



Sample OPAC query in a HL: короновiрус
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Sample OPAC query in a HL: коронавирус
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OPAC search: короновiрус, коронавирус 

 

U of 
Saskatchewan 
Library

U of Alberta 
Library

U of Toronto 
Library

Saskatoon 
Public Library

Calgary Public 
Library

Toronto Public 
Library

короновірус

1 1 1 0 0 0

коронавирус 107 149 157 1 0 0
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OPAC search summary: HL thesaurus terms

Term

U of 
Saskatchew
an Library

U of Alberta

 Library
University of 

Toronto Library

Saskatoon 

Public Library

Calgary 

Public Library

Toronto

 Public Library

коронавирус 107 149 157 1 0 1
ковид 45 50 99 0 0 0
заболеваемость 
коронавирус* 1 8 10 0 0 0
вакцин* 
коронавирус* 39 30 105 0 0 0
привив* 
коронавирус* 11 3 13 0 0 0
самоизол* 66 44 109 0 0 0
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OPAC problems for Cyrillic queries
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         Thank you!

Questions please?
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