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The Issue
What are some of the strategies for engaging refugee children in learning?

The strategies for engaging the children are buried in how they understand 
and experience their social circumstances and in how we interact with them.

• How do we reach out and support the re-building of lives? 

• How do we support their integration so they can develop a sense of 
belonging and fully participate as free dignified citizens and members of 
the community?

• Most already lost and/or gave up a great deal and face an uphill battle to 
re-build. Can we try to walk a mile in their shoes? 
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Observed: What do we see in schools and in the community?  

Family and sibling closeness

Do we see all this as well?    

All behaviour is communicating something
Resilience

conflict with peers

Adapted for this presentation from McIness A.  Ph D,  University of Alberta  by Sentsetsa Pilane 

disengagement &
withdrawal

task refusal



FOCUSING ON UNDERSTANDING AND EMPATHY

• Engagement: Ordinary, Normal or Extra-ordinary OR ALL OF THE ABOVE? 

• Engaging immigrant and refugee children in learning implies more than finding a 
building or a school to attend it also implies appreciating that they are still just 
children: Impressionable? Vulnerable? – Children who perhaps have been forced 
to experience horrors children should not face at a young age and also new to the 
system but eager to learn

• Engaging these children implies an intentional and concerted effort to engage 
their whole being: emotional, behavioral/physical, social, cognitive and maybe 
even spiritual engagement so they can learn and find something to believe in and 
anchor their lives

• It implies developing the extra sensitivity to see beyond the external and the 
immediate, beyond the masks or shells of self-preservation

• Listen, Learn and Engage with Open-mindedness, Empathy, Equity and Dignity
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Adding the  EXTRAORDINARY intentionally
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Emotional engagement through activities, and interactions that make children feel 
acknowledged, affirmed, accepted, embraced and foster a sense of self-worth

Social engagement through participation and interactions that make children feel 
part of a community

Behavioral engagement through the structural discipline, routines,  behavioral 
practices of attending and participating in  OST & school programs

Cognitive engagement through intentional efforts to teach and learn, understand 
one's environment, adapt, develop skills and be creative

THE UNFINISHED 
WORK OF MAKING 

THE  
EXTRAORDINARY

ENGAGEMENT 
INTENTIONAL 

STARTS WITH THE 
WHOLE CHILD



Reaching the whole child – whose 
responsibility is it?

•We are all contributors to 
the learning of our 
immigrant and refugee 
children

• The Schools, families, 
Community and 
government partnerships
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Our Theory of Change

Input Output Outcome Impact

A
ss

u
m

p
ti

o
n

s 1. Refugees and immigrants are 
resilient

2. There exists strong barriers to 
successful integration of refugees 
and new immigrants

3. Families know best what they 
face and what they have been 
able to overcome

4. Families know their basic 
survival challenges

5. Teachers and communities 
know what they face in their 
working with immigrant children 
and often there are cultural gaps 
and understandings 

A
ss

u
m

p
ti

o
n

s 1. Solutions can be 
developed through 
collaboration and 
partnerships leveraging the 
wealth of knowledge and 
creativity that emerges 
from diversity  of 
perspectives and 
experience

2. All can contribute

3. Everyone is able and can 
work together for the good 
of the collective

A
ss

u
m

p
ti

o
n

s 1. Sustained inclusive support can have 
positive results: success and 
completion of higher education and 
employability skills strengthened, 
barriers to employment and creative 
endeavors can be overcome together, 
dependence on government subsidies 
for human existence is reduced, tax 
base and economies of communities 
can be strengthened

2. Relationship are the base and can be 
long lasting

Leveraging resources for the good of all 
as a proactive measure has social 
return on investment collectively and 
long term
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What does it mean for children and youth?

Inputs Outputs Outcomes Impact
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P
R
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A

M
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O
SS

IB
IL

IT
IE

S 1. Youth 
Mentoring 
programs

2. Conversation 
Circles

3. Networking 
opportunities

4. Free Access for 
children

SC
O

P
E 

O
F 

P
O

SS
IB

IL
IT

IE
S 1. Variety of need 
specific programs

2. Number of schools 
served

3. Number of staff and 
volunteers engaged

4. Dosage of program

5. Length of program D
ES

IR
ED

 O
U

TC
O

M
ES 1. Strong Inclusive 

relations and networks

2. Improved functional 
conversational English

3. Improved Literacy

4. Improved social 
integration

5.Success in schools and 
increased graduation

6. More Cultural 
mentors

SO
C

IA
L 

IM
PA

C
T 1. Significant success 

rates in school 
completing and higher 
education

2. Work readiness and 
increased capacity 
building success

3. Strong community 
integration

4. Strong sense of 
positive identity and  
belonging 



OST Principles, Edmonton – engaging immigrant 
and refugee children in learning
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1. First Voice:  ensure immigrant & refugee/newcomer children, youth and parents having a strong voice in 
shaping and choosing out-of-school-school care programs, services and policies.

2. Results-Driven: measure success by progress in key areas of outcomes and impacts.
3. Evidence–Based: hold informed discussions and make decisions based on best available evidence.
4. Build on What Works & Innovate with New Approaches: strengthen and scale up what has already proven to work 

well and explore innovations for new approaches as necessary.
5. Catalytic: encourage others through the way the collaborations work to help move the initiatives forward.
6. Listen & Learn: seek out and embrace the different opinions, perspectives and experiences
7. Leverage & Link: choose initiatives that can have multiple outcomes, generate ripple effects and have a 

dramatic impact on the quality of and access to supports (OST, institutional, government and community).
8. Broad Engagement: offer meaningful opportunities to engage all the stakeholders around the well-being 

immigrant & refugee/newcomer children and youth.
9. Embrace Creative Tensions: acknowledge and embrace tensions as opportunities to be creative (e.g. tensions 

between: product-process; long term-short term; different values, interests and positions, etc.) 
10. Adaptability & Flexibility: change approaches in response to new learning, perspectives and shifts in the 

community and broader policy environment (OST Tool Kit, 2011). 



A Solution Pathway

1.Reach out and connect with families
2.Learn about the culture(s), find cultural brokers, and continue 

to inform ourselves to bridge the cultural understandings
3.Create and offer safe welcoming environments
4.Reach out to neighbourhoods and resettlement communities 

to know where families are and to work with them there
5.Reach out to schools, principals, teachers and support staff
6.Reach out to other stakeholders and potential partners
7.Develop collaboratively designed, engaging support programs 

drawing on the learnings of immigrants
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Educational Learning options

• After school home work help, recreation and sporting activities
• Safe spaces for children and youth after school care
• In-school settlement work: Newcomer Orientations
• In-school mentoring, Corporate mentoring 
• Community based language learning classes
• Community based 1:1 mentoring
• Boys and Girls Clubs Big Brothers Big Sisters
• Summer, Spring and other Holiday Programs
• Community Winter Activity Programs
• Field trips and know-your environment excursions  
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OUTCOMES & IMPACT
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Leveraging the power of 
positive mentorship and 
guidance for success in 

school

Believe in children’s capabilities 
and dreams and find supportive 

partners to achieve results 

Offer opportunities for exposure to 
new enriching diverse experiences that 

foster a sense of belonging



Sentsetsa M. Pilane Ph D

Health Wellness and strong 
Leadership Skills 

Resilience, Confidence, Success, 
Networking and Healthy 

relationship building skills

Self-esteem, self-management and 
self-expression

Sports, Physical Activity, Physical 
literacy



Edmonton OST organizations – open participation

• Boys and Girls Clubs Big Brothers Big Sisters
• Catholic Social Services, John Humphrey Centre
• The Somali Canadian Cultural Society of Edmonton
• Africa Center, Brander Gardens Rocks, ASSIST, IFSSA and other community 

organizations
• Edmonton Public Library, YMCA, CCEP, Edmonton Immigration Settlement 

Association
• Edmonton Mennonite Center for Newcomers, Welcome Center for 

Newcomers
• Action for Healthy Communities, Multicultural Health Brokers, The Family 

Centre
• School Boards: Francophone, Catholic and Edmonton Public Schools, 
• REACH EDMONTON and City of Edmonton
• Funders
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How does the community contribute?
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• Building supportive partnerships

• Capacity building, staff and volunteer engagement

• Program development and service delivery
• After school, In-school, Summer and other holiday programs
• Fund and resource development
• Program Space Acquisition

• Advocacy, cultural and systems brokering
• Accessibility to city resources: Recreation centres, Skating rinks, ski centres
• Parks, libraries, theaters, museums

• Organization to organization mentorship



What community supports exist and what is 
possible?

• A variety of options based on need, partnership and funding

• The community is nimble enough that with funding availability they 
can collectively and or individually develop and provide timely 
support

• Responsive, proactive, inclusive non-intrusive welcoming 
opportunities 

• A place and a community to belong to

• A chance to be a dignified responsible persons 
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RESOURCES

Faster Alone, Further Together – An Out of School Time strategy for Immigrant and Refugee Children and Youth 
in Edmonton, Feb 2010 p 20-21  

Making Out-of-School-Time Matter – Evidence for an Action Agenda, 2005. Rand Education and Rand labor and 
Population

Students from Refugee Backgrounds – A Guide for Teachers and Schools, 2015. Ministry of Education BC 

Leave Them Wanting More!: Engaging Youth in Afterschool, May 2015. Harvard family Research Project
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