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BRIDGING SOLITUDES: PARTNERSHIP CHALLENGES
IN CANADIAN REFUGEE SERVICE DELIVERY

Although it would be wonderful to get
to the point where we would nothave to
consider service provision to refugees,
the reality is that there is a continuous
and escalating need todosoas conflicts
around the world continue to displace
thousands of people.! While the num-
ber of people encountering dislocation
swell, countries seem tobe responding
by restrictive asylum policies and by
limiting services, a phenomenon occur-
ring in the first country of entry and in
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asylum granting countries. (Fora thor-
ough discussion on the legal restric-
tions adopted by Canada, the United
States, and the European Union, see
Cooper, forthcoming; and thearticleby
the same author in this issue). In spite
of these and other obstacles, nonprofit
organizationsstrive todelivera variety
of services to refugees. This challenge
has intensified with the shift from a
welfare state framework toamarketori-
ented state. Thus, nonprofit organiza-

tionshavehad tostep in to fill a void left
by a slashing of government services
(Welsch 1999; Salamon 1994).

In such a setting, key questions
emerge.'How donon-governmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) deliver much
needed services in a time of shrinking
budgets and restricted policies? What
strategies do NGOs use to meet these
obstacles within an ethic of service? In
other words, what challenges do service
providersencounterindelivering serv-
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ices while trying to ensure organiza-
tional sustainability? These questions
must be explored at both the points of
service level and the interorganiza-
tionallevel. More specifically, weneed
to explore how service providers con-
nectwithorbridge with refugeesas well
as how service organizations bridge
witheachother. (Althoughitisbeyond
the discussion of this essay, it is impor-
tanttoacknowledge that thereisa grow-
ing literature on nonprofit organiza-
tions that considers the relationship of
NGOs with privateand government agen-
cies [Herman and Associates 1994]).

Exploring these questions generates a
thesis: The challenge of the dynamicand
pressure-filled environment in refugee
servicedelivery canonlybeaddressed by
partnerships. Partnerships, though, can
be effectively established and maintained
if, and only if, an ethic of service and a
cultureof cooperationis developedbased
on trust, commitment, and effective cul-
turalmediationat thedirectservicedeliv-
ery as well as the interorganizational
levels. This is particularly critical in dif-
ficulteconomic times.

The contributions in this issue repre-
sent various perspectives from practition-
ers and academics. The practitioners
include cultural interpreters, NGO man-
agers, psychologists,and aschool princi-
pal. This blend of practitioners and
academics also bridge a much needed
connection between research and prac-
tice. Furthermore, the piecesrepresentthe
multidisciplinary approach required in
servingrefugees, thoughnotthefullrange
of services.

Why the Need for Nonprofit
Organizations?
Since the rise of political demand for
downsizing of government and reduc-
tion of public spending, nonprofits
havebeen growing to provide services
traditionally delivered by government
entities. According to Weisbrod,
“Nonprofits perform the kinds of
functions typically identified with
government—helping the disadvan-
taged, providing social services, ...
However, when populations are very
diverse, services that satisfy the ma-
jority may leave many people severely
under-satisfied; nonprofits are thus
understandable as an alternative

mechanism for providing collective
services” (1997, p. 542). Nonprofits per-
formanessential functioninrefugeeserv-
ice delivery, especially when access to
services is restricted by status of the asy-
lum process, orthe unfortunateones who
are referred as “refugees in orbit”
(Gallagher et al. 1990).

The contemporary context in Canada
presents a diversity of people and needs.
It merits a brief analysis with particular
attention to the problems faced by
nonprofit organizations that serve refu-
gees. Recent fiscal and legal constraints
complicate delivery of services. Theout-
side pressures experienced by NGOs af-
fect their operations and their ability to
deliver quality services. The pressures
alsoaffect thehealth of the organizations
and their ability to survive continuing
cutbacks. What has become evidentfrom
research interviewsis that NGOsdeliver-
ing services to refugees are often sus-
tained by the quality of the people that
operatethem.2 However, as Cooper asks,
“At what point is an organization un-
able toperformitsmandates, is it thatlast
2 percent cut?”

Ontheotherhand, as Herman asserts,
“... the future of nonprofit charitable or-
ganization, in the United States and
Canada, islikely tobedetermined lessby
organizationally focused actions than
the extent to which nonprofit organiza-
tionsbuild morecooperativeormorecom-
petitive sectors” (1994, p. 616). But, how
do organizations build and support co-
operative endeavours in a fiscally lean
context, when organizations seem to be
stretched to themaximum? “The organi-
zations that constitute a nonprofit com-
munity [v. an industry] understand that
they arestewards of thelarger communi-
ty’s resources and instruments for meet-
ing the public needs of the larger
community. Fulfilling sucharolerequires
thatmembers of thenonprofitcommunity
often act in cooperative ways” (Herman
1994, p. 617).

Although collaboration and coopera-
tion is desirable, these features may be
imposed from outside the organizations.
Lofty sounding goals like building part-
nerships may create possibilitiesbut they
may also produce less helpful results,
including competition and conflict.

Refuge, Vol. 18, No. 6 (March 2000)

o

PN

© Claudia Maria Vargas, 2000. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes, provided the original author(s)
are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.



Whetherthe pressure tocooperatecomes
from outside funding sources, legislative
mandates (Herman 1994) or from the
need forservicedelivery, thequestionstill
remains, how can wealign themission of
the various organizations involved?
More specifically, how do the many po-
tential partner groups build consensus
on what the common mission is to be?
Whichroutecollaborativeefforts takewill
sometimes depend on appropriate cul-
tural mediation of each organization’s
goalsand missionanchored on an ethic
of service. This is what Spigelblatt (in
this issue) refers to as “organizational
cultural mediation.”

Cooperation or Competition Among
Nonprofit Organizations?

Although common sense may dictate
that nonprofit organizations should
embrace a cooperative or collaborative
model over acompetitive one, allmod-
els present their own problems
(Weisbrod 1997, p. 543). The competi-
tion may be due to “fiscal pressures on
both types of organizations,” nonprofit
and government. Fiscal pressures may
lead some NGOs toexpand theiractivi-
ties into areas traditionally the domain
of ‘for-profit enterprises’, e.g. consult-
ing, thus moving away from their origi-
nal, charitable goals. Still others may
suffer changes in management and
therefore in mission. Shifting empha-
sis, evenby degrees, from service to in-
come generating goals in one organ-
ization may weaken or destroy previ-
ously established partnerships.

At the same time, in the area of refu-
geeservicedelivery cooperation (and al-
liances) among numerous NGOs, in
some cases, have been sparked by the
threat of severe cuts in governmentallo-
cations. Creative arrangementsamong
non-profits organizations have also
been developed as a way to provide
necessary services without one organi-
zation carrying the whole financial bur-
den. That was, for example, the case of
the Ottawa Board of Education’s part-
nership with the Ottawa-Carleton Im-
migrant Services Organization (OCISO)
(Vargas 1999).

For cooperation to work, an ethic of
service (Jeavons 1994) by all NGOs in-
volved must be firmly established. As

Thomas (1994) states, NGOs need to
strive to build and sustain a culture of
service. However,even when NGOsare
committed to, and practice an ethic of
service, and though they may seek to
concentrate on collaboration and coop-
eration, other factors may erode their
ability todoso. Onesignificantfactoris
theyearly funding cycle. Grant writing
and contract renewals consume much
needed resources in service delivery,
though they are necessary foraNGO's
sheer survival. Unfortunately, these
tasksalsocompete with organizational
collaborative efforts.

Herman identifies three essential
principles to local intrasector coopera-
tion. However, cooperationis only pos-
sible if NGOs can work and act as a
community (Herman 1994, pp. 623-
624). Among Herman’s principles one
isparticularly significant. “Grant-mak-
ers willneed to commit multiyear fund-
ing to the project and be willing to fund
continuing operating costs for some or-
ganizations (rather than funding only
ormostly innovative projects or start-up
costs)” (Herman 1994, p. 624). Based on
research interviews Professor Cooper
andI have conducted, thisisrarely done
in Canada or elsewhere.? Instead, a
yearly funding cycle seems to be the
norm, especially for resettlement funds.
Ongoing competition for these funds
tends to pull NGOs in different direc-
tions.

Beyond that, there is a long overdue
and pervasive need for organizational
renewal. Organizational renewal is a
set of techniques organizations employ
to help their people and the group asa
whole to recover from stresses, avoid
burnout, and reenergize for renewed
effort. For the past ten years, when we
have posed the question, “How doyou
deal with organizational renewal?”
The response is blank faces looking at
eachother, followed by, “Thereisnone.
[long silence!] We just support each
other.”* Thesilence seems to come from
the surprise of such aquestion, because
the issue had never been considered:
“Whatanovelidea!” Clearly, the sup-
port comes from individuals, and not
from the organizations. In fact, none of
the organizations where Professor

Cooper and I have conducted inter-
views had any allocation for organiza-
tionalrenewal. Instead, burnoutringsa
common tune.

What, then, keeps refugee service pro-
viders going in such an environment?
The articles submitted by the contribu-
tors of thisissue suggest twoalternative
routes towards fostering a “community
of nonprofit organizations.” Partner-
ships are explored at various levels: 1)
partnerships among nonprofit organi-
zations and 2) partnerships at thedirect
servicelevel. First, partnershipsamong
organizations may include partner-
ships with either government agencies
orservice providers from other sectors.
Second, partnerships at the point of
service may be with a client in a thera-
peutic context, with a family or with
students in a school setting, or with
colleagues from other fields in deliver-
ing services to children with disabili-
ties. Before embarking on this
discussion, it is important to acknowl-
edge that a multidisciplinary, holistic
approachisnecessary inrefugee service
delivery because, given their experi-
ences, refugees have a multitude of
needs, including housing, employ-
ment, education, health, mental health,
and occupational training or retrain-
ing, among others.

There are two other critical factors to
consider in delivery of services to refu-
gees, theneed tobuild trustand therole
of cultural diversity. Because refugees
have frequently been betrayed by the
state in their homelands, trust is a real
issue. The cultural diversity they repre-
sent complicates interactions. In deal-
ing withhealth care providers, refugees
may experience disbelief about why a
doctor orapsychologist would wantto
help them; “there must be a hidden
agenda.” In 20 percent of survivors of
torture, a physician participated in the
torture (U.S. Committee for Refugees
1999). Therefore itisnotsurprising that
refugees naturally respond with fear
and mistrust in the asylum country.

The issue of trust is equally impor-
tant at the interorganizational level
among refugee service organizations.
Sincemany of these NGOs are staffed by
former refugees orimmigrants, because
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they embrace an advocacy role, and
operate within a rising anti-immigrant
sentiment, trust is an essential ingredi-
ent. Furthermore, in terms of organiza-
tional behaviour when building
partnerships ornetworks, stakeholders
from the organizationsinvolved need to
know that all are entering the endeav-
our in which survival depends on
putting all the cards on the table. The
strength of the partnerships is contin-
gent upon sharing a mission and hav-
ing no hidden agenda. However, we
need to ask, are partnerships enough
during resource shrinking periods? Are
there other approaches that we need to
consider to sustain nonprofit organiza-
tions? Let us consider the concepts of
partnerships and networks in this es-
say.
Interorganizational Partnerships
or Networks

Among the contributors, two address
theissue of interorganizational partner-
ships and networks. The partnership
created between OCISOand the Ottawa-
Carleton School Districts, analyzed by
Lucila Spigelblatt focuses on the crea-
tion of a specific and particularly effec-
tive programme, the Multicultural
Liaison Programme (MLP). Althougha
success by all accounts—testimony
from students, parents, community
members, teachers and principals—it
merits exploration of what constituted
themostdifficultareas in the embryonic
stages of this partnership. Spigelblatt
demonstrates that it was not the mis-
sion thatcreated challenges, but the sub-
tleties in communication and the
diverse meanings allocated to the same
words by the programme’s clients and
its other stakeholders. Spigelblatt art-
fully illustrates another dimension of
cultural mediation: organizational cul-
tural mediation. This is required to
align meanings and therefore goals for
both of the organizations involved,
none of which would have been possi-
blewithoutafoundationbased on trust.
Whatis alsointeresting is that the direct
service experience informed or con-
firmed the dynamics occurring
interorganizationally. Heressay draws
aparallel between the direct service ex-

perience and the interorganizational
workings, both of which depend on
cultural interpretation. ,

Phillip J. Cooper explains that the
interorganizational relationships
among refugeeservice providers arein
reality even more complex than simply
anumber of two-way partnerships. The
political, fiscal, and legal pressures on
contemporary Canadian refugee serv-
ices have forced both government and
non-for-profit organizations into com-
plex service networks. These sets of re-
lationships among federal and
provincial ministries, city govern-
ments, schoolboards, health care organ-
izations, housing agencies, counselling
services, full service refugee and immi-
grant settlement organizations, and
more specialized NGOs seeking to ad-
dress particular requirements of bat-
tered women, survivors of torture, or
others with special needs are mecha-
nismsthathelp us tomeettheneed todo
more with less. However, these net-
works create complex inter-dependen-
cies. The networks themselves mustbe
managed. Organizations that must
operate within these networks must
learnhow todo so, including theneed to
recognize theimpact of network opera-
tions on the internal workings of their
ownorganization. Afterexplaining the
contextual forces thathave increasingly
forced refugee service providers into
networks, Cooper outlines the critical
characteristics and coping skills for
networkservice delivery and highlights
some of the internal challenges about
which NGO participants need to be
aware.

Partnerships: Multiple and
Diverse in Direct Service
A very popular concept in education
parlance but not an easy one to
implement, PatriciaIrving and Claudia
Maria Vargas explore what it takes to
create “a community of learners.” In
order to promote and sustain a
community of learners at the school
level, an organization requires a
principal whose leadership styleisbold
enough to reculture a school by
expanding its horizons far enough to
include other stakeholders but also a
principal who adoptsanethic of service

and equality. Inclusion of all
stakeholders depends on appropriate
cultural interpretation to engage
parents, community members, teachers
and multidisciplinary professionals
from other agencies in the learning
enterprise. As other contributors have
pointed out, partnerships can be
created if trust is crystallized. Itis then
that all stakeholders participate and
contribute, benefiting from each other’s
cultural wealth, knowledge, and
expertise to support educational
endeavours. In synthesis, for the
concept of a community of learners to
work in a diverse setting, cultural
interpretation is necessary to tap the
potential of the plurality represented
(Genesee 1994, Coelho 1994; Richman
1998). For principals, the crux of the
matter is how to balance so many
competing demands.

Theneed for culturalinterpretationis
further substantiated by the article by
Sherman Chan, Hardeep Thind, and
Lesley Lim. Through the Community
Youth Outreach Programme of the Sur-
rey Delta Immigrant Services Society,
Community Youth Outreach Workers
provide cultural interpretation and ex-
tra-curricular activities as a bridge to
immigrant and refugee youth and their
families. What is evident is that Cana-
dian students and teachers benefit as
much as the newcomers from the cul-
tural wealth the new arrivals bring.
Immigrant parents and community
members who want to join the school
community, doso through the Outreach
Workers. In fact, parents demonstrate
their gratitude and appreciation of Ca-
nadian teachers by organizing Teacher
Appreciation celebrations or Chinese
New Year’s festivities. The various
strategies developed by the programme
indicateaclear attempt to preclude cul-
tural discontinuity or cultural conflicts
while enhancing the contributions of
immigrants to the Canadian society.
The success of the programme has de-
pended on thebridging or partnering of
school efforts with those of the ethno-
cultural communities in the British Co-
lumbia area.

The last three contributions are fo-
cused on serving refugees with special
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needs, children and adults, filling a
void in the literature, especially in the
area of disabilities. Ester Cole discusses
the “Building Bridges Programme,” im-
plemented in Canada as well as over-
seas (Bosniaand Herzegovina, Croatia,
Albania, and Kosovo) as an alternative
toservingchildren whohavebeen trau-
matized by war. Because the histories of
these children are unknown, it is diffi-
cult for schools to assess who isin need
of mental health interventions. The
“Building Bridges Programmes”
renders a series of age-appropriate,
classroom- based activities while af-
fording an opportunity for healing to
those who are scarred, whether close to
thebattlefield orin the host country. Its
goalsare to enhanceresilience and bol-
ster coping skills in children through
art, drama, games, storytelling, and
buddy teams. The Programme resulted
fromapartnership between the Interna-
tional Children’s Institute,a NGO, other
cross-sectional organizations, schools
and mental health professionals. Pro-
gramme goals include building home-
school partnerships by engaging the
parents in panel discussion to ally cul-
tural expectations with school expecta-
tions. The effectiveness of the Prog-
ramme hasbeen documented by quali-
tative and quantitative analysis of data
gathered from participating schools in
Toronto. Resultsindicate a positiveim-
pacton children’s self-esteem and cop-
ing skills, social integration, and
academic outcomes through a holistic
approach.

The article by Huong Thai and
Afarin Beglari focuses on addressing
the needs of children who are refugees
and whohavedisabilities. The need for
cultural interpretation is more intense
in an area in which so many factors in-
teract: diverse cultural perceptions of
disability, complex multidisciplinary
teams, home visits, special schools, and
different and often challenging peer
perceptions, among others. In circum-

. stances in which parents may be over-
whelmed by language and cultural
differences, accentuated when interact-
ing with professional from diverse dis-
ciplines each speaking a specialized
jargon, cultural interpreters play an

importantrole in mediating for the stu-
dent, the parents, and the professionals.
Even when the best professional prac-
tice is in place, cultural subtleties can
undermine thebest plans. Parents who
may be struggling with other issues as-
sociated with their situation, may be
bombarded by the demands of a child
with a disability compounded with the
need to follow a different set of instruc-
tions from each professional involved.
All of these dynamics are mediated by
cultural symbols, values and attitudes.
Cultural interpreters often find them-
selves embracing an advocacy role as
they give voice to the voiceless, the chil-
dren and the parents as they synchro-
nize the goals of the professionals with
those of the parents for the well being of
the child. This kind of cultural media-
tion illustrates maturity, sophistica-
tion, and experiencebuilt overanumber
of years that tested the foundation of
trustand empathy. Cultural interpret-
ers of this caliber promote partnerships
between families having children with
disabilities and multidisciplinary
teams. The quality and diversity of in-
teractions discussed in this piece in-
clude and surpass the suggestions for
interpreters in the literature (Struwe
1994; Kayser 1998; Richman 1998).
The Vancouver Association for Sur-
vivorsof Torture (VAST) presentsavalu-
able perspective in the article by
Mahshid Esfandiari and Frances
McQueen. Survivors of torture, chil-
dren and adults, face a more dramatic
adjustment process as they struggle
with even more intense and chronic
painand injuries than othernewcomers
(Marsella et al.1994; Leavitt and Fox
1993;Kinzie etal. 1998; Lockeetal. 1996;
McCloskey and Southwick 1996;
Cunningham and Cunnin- gham 1997;
Sacketal. 1995,1996,1997,1998; among
others). Therefore, working with survi-
vorsrequiresembracinga particular set
of standards grounded on common
therapeutic principles. The authors
share VAST Therapeutic Principles for
Care complemented with a discussion
of some of the critical ones. The authors
use case studies to illustrate the func-
tioning of these principles while stress-

ing the importance of using a variety of
therapeutic strategies, including body-
work. Given thattorture rapes thebody
as well as the psyche, a holistic ap-
proach is particularly underscored.
Culturally appropriate therapies, psy-
chological and bodywork, are comple-
mented with social interactions with
other refugees or staff members. Central
to all of this is being respectful to the
refugee’s wishes in thehealing process.
Cultural interpreters who are carefully
screened and selected—Dbeing attentive
to gender compatibility regarding
ethnocultural background, political
standing, religion, and belief system,
among others—support these ap-
proaches (Richman 1998). Thus, VAST
staff allows the survivor ownership of
the process ashe or shebegins torecog-
nize and to meet personal needs. Ad-
hering to these principles facilitates a
partnership or bridge between the sur-
vivor and the therapist(s).

Conclusion

The contributions for this issue afford
various perspectivesinservicedelivery
concerns, those of practitioners and aca-
demics. Together they offer a deeper
understanding of the challenges en-
countered by nonprofit organizations,
asthe work of researchers canbecomea
bridge connecting the lonely struggles
of service providers. Atthe sametime,
practitioners enrich the work of aca-
demics by connecting theory and prac-
tice. Regardless of the perspective, what
is evident is that partnerships are cre-
ated between client and service
provider,among organizations, gov-
ernmentaland nonprofit.The common-
ality among these relationships is:
embracing an ethic of service that cre-
ates a space for cooperation. But, these
partnerships need to be sustained by
pillars of trust, commitment, cultural
mediation and fiscal stability. Sustain-
ability of the programmes discussed is
contingent upon funding, a vulnerabil-
ity indicated by all contributors. One
last word on cultural mediation is its
pervasiveness at multiple levels, the
interpersonal, interdisciplinary as well
as the interorganizational level, espe-
cially at the intersectoral level.
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A common thread among all thearti-
cles in this issue is the significance of
cultural understanding, trust, commit-
ment, an ethic of service, and a willing-
ness to build partnerships in spite of a
number of risks. Therefore,any onewho
embarks in this field of service delivery
needs also to be attentive to the com-
plexities posed by partnerships and
networks. ®

References

Coelho, Elizabeth. 1994. “Social Integration of
Immigrantand Refugee Children.” InFred
Genesee Ed. Educating Second Language
Children: The Whole Child, the Whole
Curriculum, the Whole Community. New
York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Cummins, Jim. 1991. “Empowering Cultur-
ally and Linguistically Diverse Students
with Learning Problems.” Reston, VA:
Council for Exceptional Children, ERIC
Clearinghouse on Handicapped and
Gifted Children.

Cunningham, Margaret and John D.
Cunningham. 1997. “Patterns of Symp-
tomatology and Patterns of Torture and
Trauma Experiences in Resettled Refu-
gees.” Australianand New Zealand Jour-
nal of Psychiatry, Vol. 31, pp. 595-565.

Gallagher, Dennis, Susan Forbes Martin, and
PatriciaWeiss-Fagen. 1990. “Temporary
Safe Heaven: The Need for North Ameri-
can-European Responses.” InGil Loescher
and LailaMonahan, Refugees and Interna-
tional Relations, Oxford: Clarendon Press,
pp-333-353.

Genesee, Fred, Ed. 1994. Educating Second
Language Children: The Whole Child, the
Whole Curriculum, the Whole Commu-
nity. New York, NY: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press.

Herman, Robert D. and Associates. 1994. The
Jossey-Bass Handbook of Nonprofit Lead-
ership and Management. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Jeavons, Thomas H. 1994. Ethics in Nonprofit
Management: Creating a Culture of Integ-
rity. InRobert D. Herman and Associates,
The Jossey-Bass Handbook of Nonprofit
Leadership and Management. San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, pp. 83-99.

Kayser, Hortencia. 1998. Assessment and
Intervention Resource for Hispanic Chil-
dren. San Diego: Singular Publishing
Group.

Kinzie, David].,]. Boehnlein, and William H.
Sack. 1998. “The Effects of Massive
Trauma on Cambodian Parents and Chil-

dren.” In Yael Danieli,Ed. International
Handbook of Multigenerational Legacies
of Trauma. New York: Plenum Press, pp.
211-221.

Leavitt, Lewis A. and Nathan A. Fox. Eds.
1993. The Psychological Effects of War
and Violence on Children. Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publish-

ers.
Locke, Catherine J., Karen Southwick, Laura
McCloskey, and Maria Eugenia

Ferndndez-Esquer. 1996. “The Psycho-
logical and Medical Sequelae of War in
Central American Refugee Mothers and
Children.” Archives of Pediatrics and
Adolescent Medicine, Vol. 150, No. 8, pp.
822-828.

Marsella, Anthony J. Thomas Bornemann,
Solvig Ekblad, and John Orley, Eds., 1994.
AmidstPeril and Pain: The Mental Health
and Well-Being of the World’s Refugees.
Washington, D.C.: American Psychologi-
cal Association.

McCloskey, Laura Ann and Karen Southwick.
1996. “Psychosocial Problems in Refugee
Children Exposed to War.” Pediatrics,
Vol. 97, No. 3, pp. 394-397.

Osterling, Jorge P., Emma Violand-Sénchez,
and Marcela von Vacano. 1999. “Latino
Families Learning Together.” Educational
Leadership, October Issue, pp. 64-68.

Phuntsog, Nawang. 1993. “Cultural Identity
and Schooling of Tibetan Children in the
Diaspora.” Equity and Excellencein Edu-
cation, Vol. 31, No. 1, pp. 36-39.

Richman, Naomi. 1998. In the Midst of the
Whirlwind: A Manual for Helping Refugee
Children. London: Trentham Books.

Sack, William H., John R. Seeley, Chanrithy
Him, and Gregory N. Clarke. 1998. “Psy-
chometric Properties of the Impact of
Events Scale in Traumatized Cambodian
Refugee Youth.” Personality and Indi-
vidual Differences, Vol. 25, No. 1, pp. 57-
67.

Sack, William H., John R. Seeley and Gregory
N. Clarke. 1997. “Does PTSD Transcend
Cultural Barriers? A Study from the
Khmer Adolescent Refugee Project.” Jour-
nal of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 36, No. 1 pp.
49-54.

Sack, William H., Gregory N. Clarkeand John
R. Seeley. 1996. “Multiple Forms of Stress
in Cambodian Adolescent Refugees.”
Child Development, Vol. 67, pp. 107-116.

Sack, William H., Gregory N. Clarke and John
R. Seeley. 1995. “Posttraumatic Stress
Disorder Across two Generations.” Jour-
nal of the American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry, Vol. 34, No. 9, pp.
1160-1166.

Salamon, Lester. 1994. “The Nonprofit Sector
and the Evolution of the American Welfare
State.” In Robert D. Herman and Associ-
ates, The Jossey-Bass Handbook of
Nonprofit Leadership and Management.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, pp.
83-99.

Struwe, Goran. 1994. “Training Health and
Medical Professionals to Care for Refu-
gees: Issues and Methods.” In Anthony]J.
Marsella, Thomas Bornemann, Solvig
Ekblad, and John Orley, Eds., AmidstPeril
and Pain: The Mental Health and Well-
Being of the World’s Refugees. Washing-
ton, D.C.: American Psychological
Association, pp. 239-259.

U.S.Committeefor Refugees. 1999. “A Cry for
Help: Refugee Mental Healthin the United
States.” Available: http://www.refug
ees.org/world/articles/entalhlth_r
r97_htm [Tuesday, October 26, 1999].

Vargas, ClaudiaMarfa. 1999. “Cultural Inter-
pretation for Refugee Children: The
Multicultural Liaison Programmes, Ot-
tawa,Canada.” Refuge, Vol. 18, No. 2, pp.
32-42.

Vargas, Claudia Maria. 1999a. “Cultural
Mediation for Refugee Children: A Com-
parative Derived Model.” The Journal of
Refugee Studies, Vol. 12, No. 3,

Vargas, Claudia Maria. 1998. “Ethical Chal-
lengesin Refugee Research: Troublesome
Questions, Difficult Answers.” Refuge,
Vol. 17, No. 3, pp. 35-46.

Weisbrod, Burton A. 1997. “The Future of the
Nonprofit Sector: Its Entwining with Pri-
vate Enterprise and Government,” Journal
of Policy Analysis and Management, Vol.
16, No. 4, pp. 541-555.

Notes

LInan interview, a refugee service provider
captured the role that Prof. Cooper and I
play for service providersas “breaking the
solitudes [or isolation]” of service provid-
ers. As they are immersed in taxing de-
mands for services, service providers
experienceasolitude orisolation fromeach
other, or from colleagues who may be ex-
periencing similar challenges in otherlocali-
ties.

2 Interviews [and conversations] conducted in
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Washington,
D.C, Ottawa and the British Columbia
area, December 1990-December 1999.

3.Interviews conducted in Ottawa and the
British Columbia area, 1999.

4.Interviews in Ottawa, Canada, 1993-1999,
British Columbia area, 1999.

Claudia Maria Vargas, Ph.D., Research Assistant
Professor, Department of Paediatrics,
University of Vermont and core faculs/ of the
Vermont Interdisciplinary = Leadership
Education Hfor Health Professionals Programme
(VT-ILEHP)

Refuge, Vol. 18, No. 6 (March 2000)

© Claudia Maria Vargas, 2000. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes, provided the original author(s)
are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.




. +Lawan f}nerugeesmms . - s
 + Exclusion and Interdiction ..
] Develapment and Displacement . ’ .
e lnternitibnal Humanitarian an
s Refngeﬁ Women and Children .

F. . ’:‘ 4' e Human nghts Dacumentatmn, REFWORLD and the Internet

~ An ‘ othef internatmnsl and natmnal issues cuncermng refugees. '

v Course Fee. $750 Late regxsttatmn after March 31, 2000 $850
Fees are in Canadlan dollars and mclucie matenals Food and accommodanon are extra. |
Reasonably priced accommodation and food are available on campus. Partial subsidies are avail-
able for low-income participants. A limited number of internships, mcludmg full course subs:dy,

are available for York Umversﬁy smdents Deadhne for sub51dy and mternshlp apphcatnons is
Febmarylzﬂﬂ& ' . - .

o F > rﬁ‘ﬂhermfnmaﬁon m:d regxstmtian, pteasecontnct:

. . SharrynA:ken,Amdemearectar . '
Centm for Re;fugee Studies, York University, Suite 329, York Lanes, 4700 Keele Street
' ] ntano, Camada MSI 11’3. Tel.: (416) 736-2190 ext 55423, Fax. (416) 736-5837

Refuge, Vol. 18, No. 6 (March 2000) » 7

© Claudia Maria Vargas, 2000. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes, provided the original author(s)
are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.




Creating a Partnership Conducive Environment:
A Collaborative Approach To Service Delivery

Abstract

This article explores, from a practition-
er's point of view, some of the challenges
and learning opportunities that occur
when organizations partner-up to meet
the needs of refugees. This article also
highlights the factors that have contrib-
uted to the success of a seven-year “serv-
ice partnership.” The author proposes
that the process to establish the partner-
ship is asimportant as the actual service
delivery. The commitment and invest-
ment of time and resources are essential
requirements for the sustainability of a
collaborational approach to providing
services for refugees.

Résumé

Cet article explore, du point de vue du
praticien, quelques-uns des défis et des
possibilitcs d’apprentissage qui se
présentent lorsque des organisations
s’associent pour répondre aux besoins
des réfugiés. L'article met aussi en relief
les facteurs qui ont contribué au succés
d’un « partenariat de services » qui a
duréseptans. L’ auteure propose la these
que leprocessus pour I'établissement du
partenariat est aussi important que la
prestation méme du service. Un engage-
ment et uninvestissement en tempseten
ressources sont des conditions es-
sentielles pour qu’une approche par-
ticipative en matiére de services aux
réfugiés devienne durable.

Introduction
Thereare few organizations able tomeet
by themselves the entire complex needs
of refugees. Since there are numerous
organizations that provide excellent
services to meet some of these needs,

Lucila Spigelblatt is the Deputy Executive Director
of the Catholic Immigration Centre (CIC) in
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of the Ontario Council of Agencies Serving
Immigrants (OCASI).

Lucila Spigelblatt

collaboration among service providers
would seeman obviousstrategy. Why is
it then, that “service-partnerships” are
not more predominant as a model for
servicedelivery? Perhaps the develop-
mental stages of a service partnership
should be considered as two different
projects with overlapping goals. Oneof
the projects would focus on the services
delivered to refugees and immigrants.
The other project, equally important,
would concentrate in creating a sustain-
able arrangement for collaboration be-
tween theservice providers.

Using the Multicultural Liaison Of-
ficer(MLO) Programmein Ottawaasan
example of a“service partnership”, this
article will focus on some of the agree-
ments and understandings necessary
to create an environment conducive to
collaboration between service provid-
ers. These agreements and under-
standings promote partnership among
organizations serving refugees and im-
migrants through organizational cul-
tural mediation.

Critical Assumptions

To explore the operational framework,
theMLOprogrammein Ottawahasbeen
analyzed as a case study in service or-
ganizations partnership. As a pro-
grammemanager for settlementservices
designed to assist refugees and immi-
grants to Canada, my work experience
during the past twelve years has fo-
cused in two different areas: one in the
design and implementation of pro-
grammes to assist in the resettlement
and integration of refugees and immi-
grants into Canadian society; the other
in the exploration of “cultural compe-
tency,” defined as the set of skills that
facilitate respectful and productive in-
teractionbetween people whomightnot
share the same cultural context.

Perhaps because of this dual role, I
have noticed on several occasions that
there seems to exist an underlying as-
sumption on the part of funders and

service providers thatbecause thereisa
shared goal (meeting the needs of refu-
gees), the rest of the service delivery
puzzle should fall in place with little
difficulty. This assumption may not
hold true in practice.

Over the past decade there has been
a push by funders to encourage im-
migrant settlement agencies to de-
velop partnerships with mainstream
agencies in order to address the issue
of access to services. There has also
been a tendency for funders to see
themselves as partners in the deliv-
ery of service. While the shift to col-
laborative delivery systems is
desirable, this has also been a stress-
ful time for settlement services that
participate in collaborative pro-
grammes either by a sense of obliga-
tion from the funder or by
independent agency direction in pro-
gramming. (Pinto 1998, pp. 6-7)

Some of the obstacles to collaborative
delivery systems originate in different
areas. A critical barrier in the contempo-
rary market oriented policies is a scar-
city of resources for delivery of social
services. Second, constraint resources
lead to competition, not collaboration.
Third, thecommon goal, thatis serving
theneeds of refugees and immigrantsin
this practical case study.

We hope we have been thoughtful
and strategic in choosing our bedfel-
lows, mindful of staying true to our
mandate, principles and standards
while striking a balance among the
various roles we play in these part-
nerships. Maintaining the ‘core’ of
who you are and the relationship you
share with your community amid
these demands may become a
greater challenge yet. If we are to
accept the challenges and risks of ex-
perimenting with new and different
approaches, we must also be key
players in defining and guiding the
direction of the trend. (Di Zio 1998,
p-3)
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Then, the challenges we face may
force us to ask: How do we, the two or-
ganizations involved, capture a com-
mon goal and sustain it amidst a
constantly changing environment?

Frequently, the organizations and
their funders sitdown, hammer-out ex-
tensive agreements as to the kinds of
servicesand thebudgetsallocated tothe
new “partnership,” agree to thelines of
responsibility and communication, and
hire the best qualified staff. From that
point on, they tend to assume that the
programme is ready to proceed with
service delivery and most of the issues
that may arise will be client-related.

While I doubt that anyone would
challenge the complexity of the needs of
refugees or the willingness and capac-
ity of most organizations dedicated to
facilitating their resettlement, Ibelieve
that the difficulties added to the service
delivery equation when we attempt to
collaborate, are underestimated. Per-
haps, the key assumption threatening
thesuccess of aservice delivery partner-
shipisthat the initialinvestment of staff
time and resources required toestablish
aworking relationship among the serv-
ice providers may be assumed to be of
marginal importance. This may be so
because it is not spent on service deliv-
ery toclients.

I call this initial investment “Service
Interpretation,” forlack of better termi-
nology, and I’hope it conveys a concept
that is similar to cultural interpretation
in that it “interprets” the culture of one
organization to the other. I'hesitate in
my choice of words because, in many
cases, the most difficult negotiations
between potential partners centre onthe
different meanings assigned to key
words describing services or qualities.
Typical examples of this would be the
discussions around what “counselling
” means (settlement workers “counsell”
their clients, so do psychologists, social
workers, guidance counsellors, etc., but
each one means something different).

Tensions also arise over tradi-
tional concepts versus more recent
interpretations or practices. Does
“professional” mean that you re-
quire some sort of regulatorybody to
certify a level of competency? Who
determines what is “professional?”

Most of the decisions a group makes
are routine. The issues are familiar,
the solutions are obvious and the im-
plementation can be accomplished
withabare minimum of planningand
organizing. Not all problems are
routine though and what most peo-
ple don't realize is that this model
does not work when the problem is
a difficult one. When a group at-
tempts to solve a difficult problem as
though it were a routine problem,
they will very likely make a decision
that simply does not work. The im-
plementation will break down and
the group will find itself sooner or
later, back where it began. (Kaner et
al. 1996, pp. 140-141)

Intherefugeeservicearena, problems
are certainly not “routine,” rather they
are difficult and complex. In respond-
ing to the demands of organizational
partnerships, the case of the Multicul-
tural Liaison Programme in Ottawa will
be discussed.

The Case of the Multicultural
Liaison Programme, Ottawa': The
Context for the Programme
Bornoutof the desiretoserve theneeds
of refugee and immigrant children, the
programme fulfills a critical role in the
integration of immigrants and refugees
into Canadian society by partnering
education and settlementservices.Over
the pastseven years, ithasevolved into
anefficientmodel for service delivery to
immigrant families. In doing so, the
Board of Education recognized the
value of an NGO, the Ottawa-Carleton
Immigrant Services Organization
(OCISO?) dedicated toimmigrant serv-
ices, asafulland equal partner. Prior to
this, the NGO's credibility had to be
established. This required whatI call,

“organizational cultural mediation.”

The programme isa “service partner-
ship” between the public French and
English boards of education and
OCISO. Ithas grown from aninitial team
of fourworkers to theactual team of six-
teen Multicultural Liaison Officers
(MLOs).

Ensuring that the needs of refugee
and immigrant children were met in
a timely manner, with minimal ad-
ministrative procedures and a high
degree of quality and consistency

was an initial point of agreement for
both the schoolboard and OCISO. Since
there was a willingnessto negotiate the
kinds of service that would be offered
and the funding for the programme was
adequate, the partners assumed it was
just a matter of programme planning
and delivery.

Setting aside the services delivered to
refugee children through thisinitiative,
I would like to present the process re-
quired for the partners tobeable towork
together. For the Multicultural Liaison
Programme, the front-line workers be-
came the pioneers who discovered, by
trial and error, where there was need for
interpretation ormediationbetween the
two organizations. The ML.Os became
multicultural liaison officers not only
between clients and service providers
but also between the two institutions
involved. Perhaps thisrole of the MLOs
would be that of an “informal mediator”
who is described as an insider. Witha
stake in the outcome, the MLOmay not
beacceptable to all parties, yetis able to
act impartially but may not be seen as
impartial, whose role is flexible and
multi-sided, and whose authority and
values come from her or his position in
the group (Beer and Stief 1997, p. 136).

A combination of the very same me-
diation and negotiation processes that
worked for problem solving with the
clients, was used to help theservice pro-
viders to understand each other and to
provide consistent support fora team of
workers. For example, the lines of re-
sponsibility seemed to cross- since an
MLO might work based in one or two
schools, where of course, the principals
are responsible for anything that hap-
pens at the site. The MLO, who is an
employee of the settlement agency must
report to the programme manager at
OCISO who is at a different work loca-
tion and who has absolutely no juris-
diction over activities that occur in the
school setting. In addition to that, the
MLOs need free access to each other.
The combined wisdom of the group is
crucial to provide culturally and lin-
guistically appropriate services to the
students and their families.
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The Negotiated Solutions
Theschoolboard and OCISOagreed that
the MLO would report to the Director of
Cross-Cultural Programmes at OCISO,
withdaily direction tobe taken from the
principals of the assigned schools. This
was theeasier part. Itis spelled outin the
job description for the position and it
only requires occasional clarification.
Thesecond partof the agreement, accept-
ing that the MLOs are school-based but
not school-bound, took a lot more dis-
cussion and experimentation. Princi-
pals, on the one hand, were told that an
MLO would be assigned half-time to
their school therefore they assumed “...
half-timeequals 17.5hours atmy school
on a regular schedule.”? On the other
hand, the management team at OCISO
assumed “... AMLOs will come to the
agency half-day per week for team meet-
ings or general staff meetings and they
willcontribute like any othermember of
OCISO’s staff.”4 Inaddition, the MLOs
themselves felt that if they needed one of
their colleagues to help with specific
cases, they should be free to move from
one site to the other without having to
ask for permission from either the princi-
pal or the programme manager. After
seven years, there is an implicit agree-
ment thatMLOs are thebestjudges of the
urgency or importance of their presence
at one or another location as well as the
need to maintain a regular schedule at
their assigned school bases. They are
truly school-based but not school-
bound. Now, both the schoolboard and
OCISO understand abitmore of the op-
portunities and constraints in their re-
spective organizations.

Asanexample of the need for organi-
zational cultural mediation, the inter-
pretation of the guiding principle posed
challenges. There was agreement as to
what that principle should be for both
OCISOand the schoolboard: “Ensuring
thattheneeds of refugee and immigrant
children were met in a timely manner,
with minimal administrative proce-
dures and a high degree of quality and
consistency.”> However, the guiding
principle generated contentionbecause
it meant different things to each of the
organizations. There were heated dis-
cussions centred on the deep meaning of

words such as “quality” and we dis-
covered thatindeed, almostevery word
weused, meantdifferent things toeach
organization. On top of that, “differ-
ent” frequently meant “my way is right
and yours is not.” Nonetheless, we
struggled with difficult questions such
as: '
What behaviour is ethical? How em-
ployees should behave/be treated?
How decisions should be made?
Who deserves respect? How organi-
zations should run? Of course, these
differences in matters of principle
can also be major factors in the dis-
pute. Learning tonotice these under-
lyingbeliefs canhelp youtoarticulate
and translate the parties’ divergent
perspectives. (Beer and Stief 1997, p.
78)

Furthermore, among the challenges
in theprogramme design and decision-
making processes were assumptions
about policies, methodology and pro-
cedures. On the one hand, one of those
assumptions was that larger “main-
stream” organizations are more “pro-
fessional” than smaller NGOs. On the
other, it was assumed that “main-
stream” organizations are not really
capable of acting ina manner that takes
into consideration the individual
needs of therefugees.

The need for “organizational cul-
tural mediation” became necessary as
we gave shape to the programme. Al-
though it was a muddled process, as
cultural mediation sometimes is, we
struggled at the institutional level in a
manner quite similar to that of the
MLOsbetween clients and service pro-
viders. I offer Deborah Tannen’s expla-
nation: “Because words matter. When
we think that we are using language,
language is using us. The terms in
which we talk about something shape
the way we think about it and even
what we see”(Tannen 1995, p. 14).

Organizationally, we were using
terms based on the perspective of the
organization we represented. Tannen
proposes that language “invisibly
moulds our way of thinking about peo-
ple, actions and the world around us.
This perspective then limits our imagi-

nations when we consider what we can
do about situations we would like to
understand or change” (Tannen 1995,
p- 14). Inthe process of development of
the partnership, it was required, so to
speak, that welearn to walkih our part-
ner’s shoes.

In the course of planning and trying
out small scale activities such as inter-
pretation during parent-teacher inter-
views or informal conversations to
presentinformation to staff members or
parents, the MLOs often came toa point
that we called the “I never thought
about it like that!” moment. When this
type of comment was madeby a parent,
a child or a staff member, it usually
marked a key moment in terms of trust
and understanding. When exactly the
samekind of comment was offered at the
management level, it became a mile-
stone on the road to partnership.

Occasionally after an intense ex-
change there is a moment we call the
‘Turning Point’. Someone makes an
apology, someone offers a conces-
sion or akind word. Then, like water
rushing through a breach in the dam,
comes an outpouring of personal
sharing, of ideas and offers. This dra-
matic shift from accusations and de-
fensiveness to empathy and
resolution is what mediation at its
best is all about. It is not something
that you as a mediator can make hap-
pen, but you can watch for it, make
room for it, them move gently on to
discussing the mundane details of the
agreement. (Beer and Stief 1997, p.
41)

Within the Multicultural Liaison
Programme, the organizations’ struggle
to understand one another’s perspec-
tive through the work of the MLOs
created a shared framework of under-
standing. This framework, in turn, al-
lowed constructive solutions reflecting
the values of both OCISO and the school
board. Indeed the programme success
islargely due to the partner’s ability to
constantly adapt the services for the cli-
ents, while maintaining consistency in
the goals that both organizations hope
to attain.
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The Agreements and
Understandings Sustaining the
Partnership
The written guidelines, partnership
agreements, and “legal” documenta-
tion for the Multicultural Liaison
Project are minimal. Yet, this mightbe
the most interesting part of the whole
partnership (Our “handshake” was
enough to get it going!). Thereis, how-
ever, an extensive series of shared as-
sumptions that now form the basis for
our agreements and understandings.
This framework of understanding that
is present when the programme is run-
ning at its best integrates key elements
that help to establish the “rules of the

game.”

These shared perspectives devel-
oped gradually and we estimate that it
took at least three years of work for the
partnership to reach this point. The
MLOs, through constant feedback to
both the school principals and the
OCISO programme manager, provided
the means for the partners to learn to
“walk in each other’s shoes.” The key
areas where “shared perspectives”
havebeen of tremendous help are listed
below witha few samples of “things we
understand the same way” toillustrate
the point.

Challenges in the Work Environment
One of the ongoing discussions in the
partnership is the need to strike a bal-
ance between flexibility to meet the
needs of the clients (and by clients I
mean students, their families, school
staff and service providers who refer
refugees and immigrants to the pro-
gramme) and adegree of consistency in
the services offered so that these same
clients donothave to “guess” what the
MLO programme will offer. During the
initial stages there was great interest in
having the same programme at allloca-
tions. The field work of the MLOs very
quickly highlighted the opportunities
thatwould be missed if the programme
was inflexiblein its approaches or if the
supervisors insisted on “traditional”
nine to five schedules for the workers.
Those discussions generated the follow-
ing understandings.

A Sample of Shared Understandings

Among these set of understandings,
runs acommon thread of flexibility and
adaptability for all parties involved.

* Themembers of the MLO team work
at one or two school sites and report to
the programme managerat OCISOwho
is at a different work location.

* School principals who are respon-
sible for anything that happens in a
school site are extremely busy and not
always available for consultation.

* Client’s needs vary a great deal.

* MLOsneed free access toeach other.

* The combined wisdom of the group
is crucial to the success of the pro-
gramme.

* Access to community resources
varies depending on the neighbour-
hood. Some have services that are
nearby and accessible; otherneighbour-
hoodshave very few resources.

* The school’s priorities for client
services vary from one site to the other.

* The MLOs work in elementary and
high schools. The activities that might
suit the pace and style of each environ-
ment are usually quite different.

Thus, the result of our shared under-
standingisthatthe MLOshave theflex-
ibility required to perform their job
effectively. Their duties or assignment
to strictly one school are not rigidly de-
fined.

Priorities

A second area where constant negotia-
tion takes place is the ranking of priori-
ties for service. Maybe the only
assumption that we all shared from the
beginning was that the MLOs could not
do everything, for everybody, all the
time. Again, the MLOshavebeeninstru-
mental in pinpointing the areas where
there must be a “shared understand-
ing” for them tobe able to function and
make decisions in a consistent manner.
I would stress that for the partnership
what is important is that there is agree-
ment. The actual content is more of an
operational matter. Let us visitsome of
theagreements reached.

* There is agreement between the
principal, the programme managerand
the MLO about the settlement service

priorities for the year and how theMLO
will proceed to meet them.

* Thereisan agreementbetween the
principal, the programme managerand
the MLOabout the role of the MLOand
how he or she will contribute to the
school’s priorities for the year.

* The staff at the school have a clear
sense of the MLO'’s functions. (Again,
thefactthat “thereisaclearsense” is the
crucial part. The MLO functions may
vary at each school).

* The MLO team has a clear sense of
the programme boundaries for service
delivery.

* Thereisan agreementbetween the
programme manager and the MLOs
about the service priorities for the year
and how the team will meet them.

* Thereis an agreementbetween the
executivedirector, the programmeman-
ager and the MLOs about the agency’s
service priorities for the year and how
the MLOs will contribute tomeet them.

Communications

One of the strengths of the programmeis
the diversity of cultural and linguistic
backgrounds within the team. Itisalso
one of the potential areas of confusion
when a specific set of skills is required.
The crucial agreement is that the MLO
is the “key” to access a team of multi-
disciplinary, multicultural workers. In
this area, the “shared understandings”
focus more on establishing credibility
for theMLO as an expertin community
liaison and intercultural communica-
tion.

* The MLO at the school is the chan-
nel used to access the services of other
MLOs.

* There is an efficient protocol for
accessing the services of other MLOs.

* The MLO has been accepted as a
member of the school staff and partici-
pates (whenever possible) in staff meet-
ings, school activities, etc.

* The MLO is used as a resource for
intercultural communication, and not
simply a problem solver for one or two
cultural groups.

* TheMLOisdeemed knowledgeable
about resources available in the com-
munity.

Refuge, Vol. 18, No. 6 (March 2000)

11

© Lucila Spigelblatt, 2000. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes, provided the original author(s)
are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.




* Thereis an agreementbetween the
MLOs, the programmemanagerand the
school principals on when to consult
and when to make independent deci-
sions.

This framework of understandings
and agreements was essential to the
success of the MLO Programme. None-
theless, there were other elements that
we recognized were necessary to sus-
tain the partnership: financial re-
sources time and a team approach.

Nurturing the Partnership
In addition to “shared understan-
dings”, there are other important ele-
ments that had great impact on the
success of the Multicultural Liaison
Programme. Abrief discussion oneach
one follows.

Financial Resources
The collaboration of several funding
partners with complementary man-
dates was essential in order to establish
aprogramme thataddressed the multi-
ple needs of immigrant and refugee
families, school staff, students and the
community atlarge. A programme with
anarrow focus does not work very well
inaschool setting where oneis expected
topitchinand help everyone andnot a
select group of clients only.
Time

Most of the implicit agreements, which
govern thelines of communication and
responsibility for the partners and staff
involved in the Multicultural Liaison
Programme, were developed by trial
and error method over thelength of the
partnership. It took time tolearn about
eachother’s strengths and weaknesses.
It took time and hard work to earn the
trust of the parents, the students and the
school staff since relationships of trust
arebased on repeated positive interac-
tion. By keeping promises, maintaining
an objective and neutral position and
helping parents, students and staff to
manage the small matters of day-to-day
situations, the MLOsbuilt trust with the
three client groups. Italso took time to
develop effective links with other serv-
ice providers in the community and
with the school resource staff who are
not there on a daily basis. More than

anythingelse, it took time tobuild ateam
of multicultural, multidisciplinary liai-
son experts.

Muiltiplying Talent: A Team
Approach

The MLOs depend to a great extent on
other MLO:s for interpretation, facilita-
tion and consultation. Their job shares
elements of the settlement, outreach,
community development, and crisis
worker. This multifaceted role makes it
difficultto explain toan “outsider” why
the usual strategies might backfire
when applied in a school setting.

What was clear to us is that the com-
bined wisdom of the group is crucial to
the success of the programme. At their
weekly team meetings, the MLOs
present situations that are specially
challenging or strategies that have
worked exceptionally well. They con-
sultwith their colleagues since another
MLOwill understand the context of the
intervention or someone in the team
mighthavealready encountered a simi-
lar situation. In addition, MLO is the
link to acollective pool of languages and
intimate knowledge of cultural contexts
that would be almostimpossible to find
in a single person. Thus, if translation
or cultural interpretation is needed, all
they have todoiscallanother member of
the team who requires only minimal
briefing to facilitate an intervention.

Results

The time and resource investment dur-
ing the planning and early implementa-
tion stages of the Multicultural Liaison
Programme atanew schoolhas consist-
ently resulted intomoreeffective service
delivery with clearlines of communica-
tionand responsibility. This translates
into direct benefits for immigrant and
refugee children and their families be-
cause the settlement and integration
services are provided inaproactiveand
minimally intrusive manner that net-
works theresources of two sectors with
complementary mandates.

Having said that, I offer a word of
caution. After sevenyears of successful
partnership, itis sometimes difficult to
establish realistic expectations for the
first year of the programme in a new

schoollocation. Afterall, itwould seem
logical thatif thereisa programme with
good guidelines, tested strategiesand a
consistentapproach, thenimplementa-
tion would be a matter of putting the
planinto action and the new site would
be“up tospeed” innotimeatall. Unfor-
tunately, this does not happen quite so
fast. '

Building a successful relationship
takes commitment, resources, time and
skilled facilitators. Each potential part-
ner has specific needs which are dis-
closed over a period of time. Itis quite
helpfultolisten to others whohave trav-
elled down that path before, but each
partnership as new relationship is
uniquely shaped by the people who are
involved in it in a particular context.

The Multicultural Liaison Pro-
gramme isno exception to thisrule and
it shows once again why the develop-
mental stages of a service partnership
should be considered as two different
projects with overlapping goals. In this
case, the “service project” aims to facili-
tate the settlement and integration of
new Canadians. By the end of the first
year, given optimal conditions, one
would expect the following indicators
of involvement from refugee families:

*Increased interaction and collabo-
ration between staff and parents;

*Increased participation of parentsin
school activities;

*Increased participation of students
in non-mandatory school activities;
and

*Increased consultation with the
MLOinitiated by parents or school staff.

The “partnership project”, equally
important, concentrates in creating a
sustainable arrangement for collabora-
tionamong the service providers. By the
end of the first year, given optimal con-
ditions, the pattern for the programme
activities in the school would be estab-
lished and there would be aclear under-
standing of the links of communication
and responsibilities among all parties
involved. Atthis point, the MLOisused
as a “broker” to facilitate communica-
tion and access by students, parents
and school staff.

Conclusion
The developmental stages of a service
partnership should be considered as
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twodifferent projects with overlapping
goals. One of the projects would focus
ontheservicesdelivered torefugeesand
immigrants. The other project, equally
important, would concentrate in creat-
ing a partnership among the service
providers. A shared framework of un-
derstanding and agreementsis required
to create a sustainable partnership for
collaboration among service providers.
The case of the Multicultural Liaison
Programme demonstrates that for effec-
tive collaboration between service pro-
viders it is as important to build the
“context” of service (shared under-
standing, trusting the professional abil-
ity of colleagues, strengthening the
network of service providers) as it is to
deliver direct service to students and
their families. The time and resource
investment during the planning and
early implementation stages of the
Multicultural Liaison Programme has
consistently resulted in effective service
delivery, clear lines of communication
and responsibility and a proactive

minimally intrusive pattern of interven-
tion. The Multicultural Liaison Pro-
gramme illustrates the importance of
the initial investment required for
“Service Interpretation” among institu-
tions thatare truly interested in the de-
velopment of service partnerships.
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Canadian Refugee Services:
The Challenges of Network Operations

Abstract

The context within which refugee service
providers work shapes and constrains
their efforts. Those legal, political, fiscal,
and managerial influences in the Cana-
dian context have tended to force the crea-
tion of refugee service networks. This
article considers some of the factors that
have brought about this network ap-
proach to refugee service delivery, but,
most importantly, it seeks to understand
what the implications of that develop-
ment are for service providers and the
communities they serve. Thisarticlear-
gues that servicenetworks can beeffective
and efficient in meeting refugee needs,
butitisessential to beaware of the special
challenges posed by network manage-
ment. Those challenges not only concern
how serviceproviders work together and
dealwithrefugees and other immigrants,
but also alert them to theimpact they can
have inside refugee service NGOs.

Résumé

Lecontextedans lequel les prestataires de
services aux réfugiés travaillent, faconne
et restreint leurs efforts. Ces influences
légales, politiques, fiscales et administra-
tives dans le contexte canadien, ont eu
tendance a pousser vers la création de
réseaux de services aux réfugiés. Cet ar-
ticle étudie certains des facteurs qui ont
amené cette approche de prestation de
services aux réfugiés par réseau. Mais,
avant tout, il cherche a comprendre
quelles sont les implications de ce
développement pour, d’une part, les
prestatairesdeserviceset, del’autre, pour
les communautés qu’ils servent. L article
soutient que les réseaux de services
peuvent étre utiles et efficaces pour
répondre aux besoins des réfugiés, mais
qu'il faut absolument étre conscient des
défis particuliers que comportelagestion
de ces réseaux. Ces défis ne concernent
pas seulement la facon dont les
prestataires de services travaillent de
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concert et s'occupent des réfugiés et
d’autresimmigrés. Il est aussiimportant
d’étre vigilant quant a l'impact qu'ils
peuvent avoir au sein des ONG
spécialisées dans les services aux
réfugiés.

Introduction

Those of us who study refugee issues
come to Canada to learn. For many

years, Canadians have taught other
nationsagreat deal by their willingness
toopen theirdoors torefugeesand their
generosity in seeking to provide serv-
ices for them as thenew arrivalsbecome
full members of the Canadian society.
Thecreativity of the refugee service com-
munity in Canada has provided inno-
vative and effective models for
organizations and programmes that
can better assist refugees as well other
new Canadians. The dedicated corps of
people, many of them whom were refu-
gees and immigrants themselves, has
demonstrated to the rest of us how en-
ergy and commitment can make a dra-
matic difference in the people we all
ultimately seek to serve the larger soci-
ety. These are among the reasons why
the Canadian people were collectively
awarded the Nansen Medal (named
after Fridtjof Nansen, the first High
Commissioner for Refugees under the
League of Nations) for service to refu-
gees. This was the first time an entire
nation was honoured.

Of course, in light of all that, when
challenges emergein the Canadianrefu-
geepolicy and servicedelivery system,
the rest of us should be concerned and
seek to learn from the way those chal-
lenges are met. It is also important to
understand the impact of the decisions
thatare taken within Canada, forjustas
it has been a leader in so many aspects
of refugee service, the situation in
Canada serves as a warning to others of
what lies in the horizon of this field.

The challenge of providing refugee
services rests in part, as the other arti-

cles in this symposium demonstrate, on
the level of professional practice - the
state of the art in refugee service deliv-
ery. But no matter how creative, how
expert, or how professional the service
providers may be, their ability to suc-
cessfully deliver support for refugees
who arrive in Canada depends, as it
does in other countries, upon a variety
of issues that they do not control. The
contextwithin which service providers
and the refugee families they seek to
assist must live and work matters. The
legal, political, fiscal and management
challenges presented by the environ-
ment in which the refugee challenge
mustbemetcallsupon the verybest that
dedicated professionals can deliver. Yet
they also placeboundaries on what can
be accomplished and the methods that
can be used to achieve their goals on
behalf of the people they serve.
Anexamination of those factors over
the past decade in Canada indicates a
number of important trends. One of the
factors is the tendency for changing
policy and resource constraints to alter
the working relationships between gov-
ernment and nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs) that provide refugee
services and among those NGOs as
well. Inparticular, thesedynamicshave
tended to force the creation of refugee
servicenetworks. This articleconsiders
some of the factors that have brought
about this change to a network ap-
proach in the refugee service delivery
system, but mostimportantly, it seeks to
understand what the implications of
thatdevelopmentare for service provid-
ers and the communities they serve.
Following these arguments that have
been presented, the thesis that emerges
is as follows: while service networks
canbeeffective and efficient inmeeting
refugee needs, it is a kind of organiza-
tionthatrequires ahigh degree of aware-
ness of the special challenges posed by
network management and a commit-
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ment of resources to meet those chal-
lenges. Among these challenges is the
need to be alert to the impact they can
have on the NGOs which are critical to
thesystem and the differences thatexist
between network operationsin the pri-
vatefor-profitbusiness community and
thenot-for-profit public service sector.
The discussion will turn first to the
forces that are shaping the service net-
works. Itwillthen consider thenetwork
conceptinaction. Finally, itwilladdress
the implications of themove tointerde-
pendentservice networks.

The Critical Forces Shaping
Refugee Service Networks
Canada has increasingly felt a number
of forces thathave been shaping refugee
policy, the resources available to serve
new arrivals and the context within
which they and their service providers
mustliveand work. These aredynamics
that have been building in many other
countries, mostnotably the E.U. nations
and the United States, evenbefore some
of the most recent changes in Canada.
And while Canada remains steadfast in
declaring its commitment to the hu-
manitarian principles thathave madeit
a world leader in this field, it would be
unrealistic to suggest that these politi-
cal, economic, and legal stresses have
notbrought increased stress to theeffort

to providerefugeeservices.

Political Pressures to Emphasize
Enforcement and Protection of
Borders

There is no doubt that the smuggling
incidents in recent years have captured
agreatdeal of attention. Itwas one thing
when authorities apprehended small
numbers of people attempting illegal
entries at various border points. How-
ever, the situation took on a new and
ominous quality when Canadian and
U.S. officials found people in cargocon-
tainers at West Coast ports. This oc-
curred shortly after the highly
publicized cases in which Canadian
agencies, civilian and military, were
called in to track and then to deal with
vessels, better described as hulks than
asships, carrying immigrantsbound for
British Columbia. Since these events

began in the summer of 1999, Citizen-
ship and Immigration Minister Elinor
Caplan has been at pains to answer
demands for more enforcement and
strongereffortstoexclude illegal immui-
grants.! Sadly, when such demands
ariseinCanada orelsewhere, the voices
raising them are rarely sensitive to the
distinctions between legitimate refu-
gees who come by some troublesome
means or others. That is particularly
true if MPs and party officials see an
opportunity for political gaininexploit-
ing public fear and anger. It is all the
more troublesome if suchevents areal-
lowed to fuel already growing anti-im-
migrant sentiment. And although
Caplan has stressed the government’s
intention to maintain its immigration
targetat 1% of population and its expec-
tations for 25,000 refugee arrivals in
2000, she has repeatedly found itneces-
sary to respond to fears and frustra-
tions.

I understand the concerns of many
Canadians about these recent marine
arrivals. I want to make it clear that
Ideplore the actions of human smug-
glers. I am also deeply concerned
about the increasing number of peo-
ple who turn to the criminal element
in choosing to enter Canada surrep-
titiously and illegally. . ..

Criminal actions such as these only
confirm the need to change our leg-
islation. Early this year, the govern-
ment proposed new legislative
directions on immigration and refu-
gee policy. These directions include
enhancing our ability to intercept il-
legal migrants abroad, stiffer penal-
ties for those who contravene our
laws, and the increased use of deten-
tion of people.?

These pressureshave alsomeant that
many government statements about
refugees begin witharecognition of the
importance of the immigrant commu-
nity and the humanitarian commitment
to assist refugees, but are frequently
qualified. “Canadian are compassion-
ateand generous. Thathasnotchanged.
But Canadians willnotbe taken advan-

tage of. This I can assure you.” “Our
Government will continue to accept
refugees, while at the same time take
strong measures to stem the flow of
those who try to abuse our refugee
programme. “Iwant to keep the front
door to this country open, but I know
thattodoso, we’'ve gottomake surethat
we close the back door.”®
Much of Caplan’s term has been
spentaddressing reactionstotheillegal
ships smuggling people in cargo con-
tainer, but these high profile events did
not mark the beginning of the reaction
against refugees and immigrants. By
the mid-1990s popular media outlets
reported changing attitudes across
Canada, and particularly in the West.
Clearly, Canadaisnotalonein facing
such political pressures. Indeed, it is
following trends that have been devel-
oping for some time in Europe and the
United States. In these countries, the
humanitarian focus for refugee policy
haslost ground to the economic, foreign
policy, and domestic politics foci and
the general trend has been the attempt
to view refugee issues as matters to be
dealt with abroad, miles away from
one’s own country, if possible, or as
border problemsif necessary.® This ef-
fort to shift both the focus and locus of
refugee policy is clear despite long-
standing commitments by these coun-
tries to the 1951 United Nations
Convention Relating to the Status of
Refugees’ and the 1967 Protocol Relat-
ing to the Status of Refugees.®
There have been three obvious im-
pactsthatemerged fromthistrend. First,
therehasbeenatendencyto discourage
themovement of refugees to these coun-
tries.Second, policymak-ing has tended
to emphasize a law enforcement effort
aimed atblocking illegal immigrantsin
which refugees have come tobe seen as
another type of inmigrant or removing
those who seem tohave slipped through
thenet. Third, this focus on bordersand
beyond, and the increasing importance
of law enforcement has tended to sup-
port increased attention to resource
needs for enforcement with decreasing
concern for the needs of refugee service
programmes.
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The Economic Pressures Of
Stressful Times, Market Pressures,
and Declining Support for the
Social Safety Net

Aswitnessed around the world at other
times and in many places, economics
played a role in the growing tensions
around refugee policy, including settle-
ment services. Hard times often breed
increases in scape-goating. Certainly,
the United States provides a particu-
larly glaring history of this kind of be-
haviour, but it is not the only place
where refugees and other immigrants
havebeen falsely accused of takingjobs
away fromnatives. Of course, as Minis-
ter Caplan has reminded Canadians:
One reason for this tolerance and
compassion is that we are a nation of
immigrants and refugees. Consider
that today, forty-six members of the
House of Commons were born out-
side of Canada. Our new Governor
General, Adrienne Clarkson, came to
Canada as a refugee during the Sec-
ond World War.

My grandparents were immigrants,
and so were many of yours. Indeed,
apart from our aboriginal popula-
tion, ALL Canadians are descended
from immigrants or refugees. It's
really just a matter of seniority.’®

But the anti-refugee and anti-immi-
grant sentiment predated the events
that have taken Caplan’s attention
since she acquired her portfolio. The
economic stresses of the 1980s and
1990s had two important conse-
quences. First, they have played arole
in a constrained but real reaction
against generous refugee policies. In
January 1993, MacClean’s reported the
results of aMaclean’s/CTV survey, in-
dicating that “ regardless of age, in-
comeorlevel of education,” four of five
respondents considered increased im-
migration “’bad,’ ‘very bad’ orsimply ‘a
factoflife.”” And, thereportadded that
there was a clear connection between
those attitudes and the state of the
economy.

Thirty-two per cent of those who

were pessimistic about the economy

had negative opinions of visible mi-

norities, while only 26 per cent of

those who felt the economy was im-
proving said that immigrants from
Asia, the West Indies and other parts
of the Third World were bad for
Canada.?

Second, the dramatic economic cut-
back decisions taken by Ottawa in re-
sponse to the economic challenges
meant reduced support fora wide vari-
ety of social programmes, including
those serving refugees and immigrants.
The federal government dramatically
cuta variety of programmes, including
significant reductions in transfer pay-
ments to the provinces. So significant
were the federal rollbacks that even a
major effort in 1999 to put funds back
into medical care through the Canada
Health and Social Transfer (CHST) still
did not restore transfer payments for
these programmes to quite thelevel they
had been despite the return of a better
financial situation.

In the face of those cuts, provincial
governments in turn trimmed many of
their programmes and in some cases
those provincial changes were even
more drastic than the changes in Ot-
tawa. Localschool boards, likeOttawa/
Carleton debated resolutions to the pro-
vincial ministry asking for reconsidera-
tion of major cuts in special education
and increasing restrictions on eligibil-
ity for English as a second language
programmes, effectively cutting those
programmes. In British Columbia, the
Union of Municipalities published a
study by an independent firm on the
relationship between federal cuts to
provinces and provincial cuts to mu-
nicipalities. It found thatby any meas-
ure, the cutsby the provinces wereeven
more severe than the cuts from Ottawa.

In 1996, BC Municipalities received
$209 million in general fund transfer
payments from the Province. This
was cut to $129 million in 1997 and
1998 as a result of the changes an-
nounced by the Province at the end of
1996. This is a 38% reduction in the
level of transfer payments.

In December 1998, the Province an-
nounced a further reduction in mu-
nicipal transfer payments of $39
million, to be effective in 1999. This

will reduce the general fund transfer
payments to $90 million. This is a fur-
ther 30% reduction from the 1998
level. And it will be implemented in
one year.!!

In addition to these cuts in support
for social programmes spendingin the
provinces and at the local government
level, Ottawa cutbudgets in federal min-
istries, including in Citizenship and Im-
migration Canada (CIC). Planned
spendingbetween 1998-99 and 2001-02
isscheduled to declineby 9.6% in nomi-
nal dollars while continuing work lev-
elsatapproximately the same numberof
immigrants and refugees. If one as-
sumes a very conservative 3% inflation
figure, the real dollar impact would be
more than 17.3% reduction over that
same period.!? Thesecuts comeatatime
when CIC is asked to be more respon-
sive, faster, and more active than ever
before. Since this was written, funds
wereadded tothe CICbudgetbutlargely
forenforcement.

And, of course, all of these cuts hit
hardest those at the end of the financial
pipeline, the refugees and the NGOs
that provide their services. The Cana-
dian Council for Refugees (CCR)
summed up the situation as follows:

Inrecent years, the economic climate

and the governments’ deficit reduc-

tion priorities have had their impact
on refugees, always among the most
vulnerable when time comes for cut
back. Newly arrived in Canada and
with very limited resources, refugees
and other immigrants have faced
reduced services from the Immigra-
tion Department, cuts in social assist-
ance and job training programmes,
reduced medical coverage and legal
aid coverage, increased fees in many
areas . . . . Organizations offering
services to refugees and immigrants
have had to respond to these new
difficulties faced by their clients, at
the same time that they are them-

selves often suffering funding cut-
backs.!?

A New and Even More Demanding
Legal Context for Refugee Service
Agencies

The other element that has been dy-
namic and of major importance for refu-
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gee service agencies is the changing le-
galcontext. There havebeen twocritical
dimensions to the changes in this field.
First, there have been the increasing
demands for intensified enforcement
efforts. Second, Canada has been in a
major effort at policy change.

The earlier discussion of the re-
sponse to the British Columbia events
underscored the government’s empha-
sis on enforcement and attempts to
speed up resulting adjudications, lead-
ing to faster exclusions if they are
deemed appropriate. The pressures to
intensify theseenforcementefforts were
exacerbated by U.S. criticisms that Ca-
nadian policies and lax enforcement
effortshad madeitahaven for terrorists.
EvenCanadian voices havebeen heard
supporting such charges.}4

However, longbefore the recent pres-
suresbeganbuilding in order to tighten
Canadian policy and practices for refu-
gees and immigrants, the trend in that
direction was well established. The
pressures for change came both from
within Canada and from developments
in other countries.

International trends toward restrict-
ing asylum and speeding up exclusions
of those whodomanage toenterborders
havebeenunderway forsome time. Well
before the Maastricht Treaty went into
force, E.U. countries had been moving
toward more restrictive refugeelaw and
legal process. Ironically, the changing
laws governing border control can be
traced back to the time of the efforts by
E.U. countries to open their borders to
oneanotherin order to ease commercial
relations. The Netherlands, Luxem-
bourgand Belgiumbegan efforts toopen
their borders to each other in 1960.
France and Germany entered into a
similar agreement in 1984 and then
joined their predecessors in an accord
signed in Schengen, Luxembourg
which have since come to be known as
the Schengen Agreements.’® Eventu-
ally, over a dozen countries, some of
which were E.U. nations and others,
joined together in the Schengen Conven-
tion and the Schengen Implementation
Agreement. These agreementsinvolved
cooperation on cross-border criminal

justice concerns as well as information
sharing and cooperation among police
and judicial officials in the signatory
countries. They also required harmoni-
zation of refugee policies toblock what
was termed asylum shopping. With this
approach of 1992, the E.U. countries en-
tered into the Dublin Convention in
1990 which incorporated most of the el-
ements of the Schengen agreements and
added new elements. Mostrecently, the
efforttoratify and implement the terms
of the Treaty of Amsterdam signed in
1997, promises for more E.U. institu-
tional control over refugee policy.

Tomany refugees, Europe was erect-
ing legal walls around itself. The E.U.
countries served notice that they would
invoke the first asylum principle and
the safe country of origin doctrine not
only to exclude claimants, but also to
exclude applicants even before their
petitions were resolved.’® The trend
hasalsobeen to permitexpedited deter-
mination procedures with fewer legal
protections for asylum seekers and
greater discretion for officials. The
working party onasylum procedures of
the International Association of Refu-
gee Law Judges has examined the use of
such procedures and found that while
they may have the benefit of speed and
efficiency, they pose serious risks that
the rights of asylum seekers willbe sac-
rificed in the bargain.'”

TheU.S. case alsodemonstrated simi-
lar trends. Although the United States
was a major supporter of the 1951 Con-
vention and the 1967 Protocol, it did not
formally join these agreements until
1968 and did not adopt a comprehen-
siveRefugee Actuntil1980.1% Part of the
original impetus for passage of the 1980
legislation came from the sad history of
U.S. behaviour in Southeast Asia and
the problems that emerged in dealing
with refugees following the American
pull-out.’

Butbefore theink wasdry onthenew
law, the U.S. wasmoving torestrictentry
and discriminating among applicant
groups on political and according to
many critics, racial grounds. Tensions
grew over the handling of Cuban and
Haitian asylum seekers that were ulti-
mately addressed not through legisla-

tion, butby the executive orders issued
by Presidents Reagan, Bush and
Clinton.?® The U.S. government ulti-
mately entered into a consent decree in
the case of American Baptist Churches v.
Thornburgh?** effectively admitting dis-
crimination in Central American asy-
lum cases and agreeing to reconsider
virtually all Salvadoran and Guatema-
lan asylum applicants during the pe-
riod. In1996, anew immigration statute
wasadopted that granted much greater
discretion to Immigration and Naturali-
zation Service officers. It provided for
expedited summary asylum deter-
minations attheborder with littleorno
judicialreview 2 EventheU.S. Justice
Department declined to implement
some of the more extreme provisions of
the statute and to provide more protec-
tions than were required.?® At this
point, thebest that canbe said is that the
U.S. had gone back to the ad hoc ap-
proach torefugees thatexisted decades
ago. Not surprisingly, the laws and
practices adopted by the European na-
tionsand the U.S. have sent signals that
the doors are closed in these locations,
thus making Canada an even more at-
tractive destination than everbefore.
However, Canada has moved in the
same direction as its American and
Europeanallies. The contemporaryline
of policy development can be traced
back to thelate 1980s when Immigration
Minister Barbara McDougall an-
nounced a major move to tighten the
system, including efforts tospeed up the
status determination process and clear
alargebacklog of pending cases. Itwas
this round of policymaking that pro-
duced C-55 in 1989 and resulted in the
creation of theImmigrationand Refugee
Board (IRB). Then came C-86 in 1992
which further trimmed the hearing
process and constrained appeals.
These measures were intended notonly
tostreamlinebutalsotorestrictrefugee
admissions and the percentage of ap-
provals did fall, according to the then
IRB General Counsel Gerald Stobo, from
76% in 1989 to 48% by late 1993.24 Citi-
zenship and Immigration Canada was
created in 1994 and efforts have been
made since then to reevaluate and re-
place the existing citizenship law.
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Minister Lucienne Robillard ap-
pointed a Legislative Review Advisory
GroupinNovember 0f 1996 toreview the
existing Immigration Act. Its January
1998 report, entitled Not Just Numbers: A
Canadian Framework for Future Immigra-
tion,® included 172 recommendations.
Afterayear of consultation and planning,
CIC issued its white paper Building on a
Strong Foundation for the 21st Century: Di-
rections for Immigration and Refugee Policy
and Legislation.?® Several things were
clear. First, the government had heard
complaints about the need to reduce de-
lays in the refugee status determination
process, calls regarding the need for
greater attention to family reunification
and demands that provisions be enacted
thatwould permit CIC torespond toemer-
gency situations abroad that called for
rapid removal to Canada of threatened
persons. At the same time, there is no
doubt that enforcement had become the
central feature of the new policymaking
efforts. Whatever the motiveforces, asthe
white paper pointed out: “No compre-
hensivereview of thelegislationhasbeen
undertaken during the pasttwodecades.
The Acthasbeen amended, onan ad hoc
basis, more than 30 times, resulting in a
complex patchwork of legislative provi-
sions that lack coherence and transpar-
ency. Thelogic and key principles of the
Act have become difficult to discern for
both immigrants and Canadians.”” In-
deed, the government eventually tabled a
comprehensivelegislative proposal tore-
write the Citizenship Act in November
1999 known as C-16 that embodied the
concernsnoted above.

Itbecame clear from the report and in
the proposed legislation that enforce-
ment and the emphasis on exclusion of
unworthy claimants are dominant
themes. Thus, for example, while the
chapter of the white paper entitled “Refu-
gee Protection” presents two issues that
areassociated withadded protections for
refugees, the other six highlighted issues
that had to do with enforcement and ex-
clusion of unqualified applicants.?8 The
other chapters reveal asimilaremphasis,
asdo the Minister’s speeches throughout
the fall of 1999 and into the beginning of
2000.2 Her speeches emphasize that the
government’s approach can be summa-

rized in three words: Faster, but fair.
OrasPeter Showler, the current Immi-
grationand Refugee Board Chair, has
putit: Fair,but faster.3 Onemightsug-
gestthat the order of the words matters
more than a little. From the perspec-
tive of the refugee claimant, itis fine to
reduce the waiting time for decisions
and to speed up family reunification.
On the other hand, moves such as in-
creasing pressure for greater identity
documentation at entry, expanding
the use of detention, speeding up the
hearing and decision process, stream-
lining review processes, and tighten-
ing judicial review suggest that the
“faster” is likely to prevail over the
“fair.” That was, asnoted above, pre-
cisely what the International Associa-
tionof Refugee Law Judges concluded
has been happening based upon an
examination of the expedited proce-
duresnow in use inanumber of coun-
tries. The new provisions of the
Citizenship Act proposed as C-16 not
only movetoimplementsome of these
streamlining suggestions, but also
grantnew authority torevokecitizen-
ship (Sec. 16), block citizenship on
broad assertions of public interest
(Sec. 21) or national security interest
(Sec. 23) by the Minister. It also ex-
pands the list of those ineligible to
apply for citizenship (Sec. 28). Since
this was written the new refugee law
C-31 has been tabled as well.

It must be said that even with all
these steps, Canada has not moved
nearly as dramatically toblock orchal-
lenge asylum seekersas the U.S. or the
E.U. Evenso, there canbelittle doubt
about the general direction of the ef-
fortstochange thelaw and the process
by which it is administered in an en-
forcement mode with theemphasison
protecting the nation against criminal
smuggling of persons, detecting and
rapidly excluding illegitimate at-
tempts to claim refugee status and
building the legal capacity to appre-
hend and removeanyone perceived to
have made it through the processbut
who later is determined to have been
undesirable.

At a minimum, these processes in
Canada, the U.S. and Europe, place a

premium on theability of newly arrived
refugee claimants to be fully ready to
make their legal claim, assume knowl-
edge of the requirements for doing so
and in truth demand rapid access to
legalassistance. However, these expec-
tations come at a time when legal aid
has been limited. Moreover, with in-
creasingly stringent requirements to
qualify for services in some provinces,
service providers require greater legal
counselling in order to assist their cli-
ents.

The Move to Service Networks
From Multiple Loosely Coupled
Organizations: A Transformation
More Real Than Apparent
These legal, financial, and political
changes have all had significant effects
notonly onrefugees and refugee claim-
ants but also on the organizations that
seek toserve them. One of the results of
these increasingly challenging features
of the refugee service environment has
been an increasing pressure, often un-
spoken, to alter the structure and char-
acter of refugee service delivery froma
relatively loosely coupled collection of
largely independent organizations to-
ward ahighly stressed servicenetwork.
It is therefore extremely important to
consider the general trend in human
services toward the service network
model, the realities of network manage-
ment and the implications of life in a
highly stressed service network forrefu-

geeservices.

For some time, NGOs were created
and evolved relatively independently.
Many grew from small groups thatcame
together, often with some ormost of their
members as volunteers. Others devel-
oped from church or civil groups that
decided to develop a project group to
sponsor or work with refugees. Still,
othersemerged from refugee and immi-
grantcommunities themselves as those
whohadbeeninCanadalongenoughto
feelsettled themselves tried tohelp oth-
ers who were facing the same daunting
experience,

These groups became important
parts of a service system made up of
loosely coupled organizations, many of
which focused on very differentkinds of
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clients, needs and services. Many of the
programmes they provided developed
because of needs recognized in the
schools, by medical practitioners, po-
lice agencies, child welfare officials, or
employment and economic develop-
ment stakeholders. Their missions var-
ied dramatically and their funding and
organization were equally diverse. In
some cases, they formed relatively sim-
ple partnerships with these agencies,
involving pilot programmes or modest
serviceagreements.

However, as service demands in-
creased and resources declined, pres-
sures grew not only concerning how to
meet new levels of service demand but
also about survival itself. Pressures
grew to compete more vigorously for
grants and contracts. However, that
often meant making one’s organization
look more and more like what the re-
quests for proposals seek. As groups
scrambled to look more like the fewer
funding sources desired, itappeared as
though there was more redundancy, a
justification for further reductions.
Given the fact that much of the soft
money had relatively brief funding cy-
cles, the scrambling became less of a
sporadicactivity than an ongoing chal-
lenge. Italso meant that organizations
had to consider more carefully what
they could and could notdeliver. From
the government perspective, there has
been greater pressure to eliminate re-
dundancy, enhance efficiency and en-
sure greateraccountability. Given these
conditions, pressures and expecta-
tions, the tendency has been to move,
deliberately or de facto, toward a net-
work model of service delivery with a
variety of significant consequences for
all concerned.

The Critical Realities of Network
Management
There was a time when citizens often
looked to Governments to provide serv-
icesdirectly. However, the range of serv-
ice demands, constraints on the size of
ministries and agencies and a desire for
avariety of approaches toservicedeliv-
eryled toagrowing tendency of govern-
ments to form relationships, often
termed public/private partnerships, to
support the missions of the various

NGOs and local government agencies
thatactually delivered the services. Still,
the relationships were often relatively
loose and informal, in part at least to
allow room for the not-for-profits touse
their creativity and special knowledge
without undue bureaucratic baggage
from government. If there wasaservice
gap, these organizations were often able
tolocate resources, modest though they
may havebeen, topick up theslack. And,
since the NGO workers and volunteers
were so often very committed people,
they dig deep to find innovative solu-
tionstotheserviceissuesinnew waysto
build trust, better communications with
local agencies like police, school princi-
pals, or health care providers and more
effective mechanisms for eliciting in-
volvementby parents and others in the
immigrant communities who have so
muchto offer. Indeed, it was in this way
thatsome groupsbegan toexpand their
operations and build their organiza-
tions. NGOs soughttoremain relatively
informal and loosely coupled both in
terms of their internal operations and
their relationships to other service pro-
viders. Management was often not re-
garded as particularly important, for
decision making processes remaining,
toone degree or another, essentially col-
laborative.

Asfinancial, political, legal demands
and pressures mounted, the need forall
attention to management has grown.
Service organizationshave found them-
selves competing for available grants
and contracts. Unfortunately, eachnew
funding arrangementhas brought new
obligations that have added more
stress. The irony was that at the same
time that service providers saw them-
selvesin one way or another as competi-
tors, they were alsobecoming more and
moreinterdependent and governments
were becoming more interdependent
with these service providers as well%!
Government could not provide directly
the required services. Few NGOs pos-
sessed the slack resources to fill in gaps
if other service providers failed or termi-
nated programmes. No longer could
governments, federal or provincial,
think in terms of simple partnerships, a

conceptthat conjures up a picture oftwo
parties deciding to cooperate for a dis-
crete purpose. Refugee services had
become a network and given the in-
creasing interdependencies among the
participants, it could notbe considered
loosely coupled.

What is a Service Network and Why
Does It Matter?

Thereismoreinvolved in therise of serv-
ice networks than accidents of political
and economic history. Popularized by
international corporate operations, the
idea of network operations has been to
achieve maximum efficiency and mini-
mum capitalization requirements by
creating networks to produce and mar-
ketaproductorservicerather thancre-
ating a single organization to do thejob.
It is also referred to in some settings as
the concept of the “hollow corpora-
tion”3 or in a more recent manifesta-
tion “the virtual corporation.”®

One of the earlier and most com-
monly cited examples is Nike, the ath-
leticshoe company.® Theideais thata
company contracts with a firm in one
country tomake the shoes, with another
to handle distribution, another to do
marketing, and others to provide other
necessary services. In such a network,
one must manage not only each of the
organizations in the network, some-
times referred to as nodes, but also the
linkages among thenodesas well. Ifany
unit in the network breaks down or if
any of the relationships among units is
blocked or fails, then the network man-
ager must find a way to fill the gap and
repair the system. Thus, the networkis
based on mutual interdependencies.
Theissueisnotjust theneeds of the firm
whose logo goes on the product, but the
interests of all of the other participants
in the process as well. The shoe manu-
facturer is dependent not only on the
corporation that purchased the shoes
forits productline, but the distributors,
marketers, and others without whose
contribution the buyer will fail and be
unable to pay for the product or buy
more. Hence the maintenance of the
critical linkages among the units as well
as the skills that the managers have
within each of the units are essential to
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the success of the entire network and all
of those who participate in it.

Theadvantages of networks seemed
to be that they allow the organization
that seeks anetwork operation two im-
portant options. Firstand mostimpor-
tantfor many firms, is that this mode of
operation allows thenetworkbuilder to
shed costs, both operational and capi-
tal. Thenetwork is built with a series of
contracts with each of the other unitsin
thenetwork. Each contractorisrespon-
sible for its own plant and equipment.
More than that, it is responsible for the
recruitment, training, managementand
compensation of its people. Indeed,
even where a firm had capabilities in-
house, executives often chose to spin
those units off into separate businesses
toshed costs and manage responsibili-
ties. Taken far enough, this allows an
organization to trim its costs to themini-
mum by slimming down internally to
perform only those functions thatcould
not be contracted out. Hence the firm
was enhancing its own productivity
and efficiency by retaining and consum-
ing only those resources absolutely nec-
essary toits operation. The efficiencies
for the other units in the system are
achieved by using the marketplace to
control contractor costs. This of course
assumes the existence of a competitive
market in whatever goods or services
required.

Thesecond advantagecited by advo-
cates fornetwork operations is flexibil-
ity. Atitsbest, the networkrelies upon
allits units to use their creativity to ad-
dressproblemsas they arise, as opposed
toanintegrated organization thatmust
find solutions for all problems that come
through thedoors. Ifthe contractorsare
unable tomeet thenew challenges, then
one could simply drop that contractor
and enterintoan agreementwithanew
one. Supply and demand would pre-
sumably generate new potential con-
tractors with the necessary capabilities
and with employees possessing the
needed skill sets to deal with the chang-
ing environment.

Thepublicsector counterpart of these
developments is whathasbeen referred
toasthe “Hollow Government” pushed
by politicians around the world benton

cutting the size of government minis-
tries and budgets, privatizing to the
greatestdegree possibleand employing
as many private sector management
tools as possible.® And these moves
were supported by advocates of what
has been termed the New Public
Management.® Although contracting
out for goods and services was an im-
portant part of governance for many
years, it dramatically expanded during
the 1980s and 1990s to the point where
governments have become dependent
upon not-for-profit and for-profit or-
ganizations to deliver most of its serv-
ices and in which governments no
longerhavethe capability of delivering
any significant portion of many of the
services it is mandated to make
available.’” The hope was that these
publicservice networks would bring the
same kinds of benefits as their private
sector counterparts.

Caution! Network Management Is
Different

However, some of the early advocates
for network operations failed to recog-
nize some of the challenges thatsuchan
approach entailed. Even those in the
private sector found that the model
posed “realrisks,” including the loss of
control, dependence upon other organi-
zations that might “drop the ball,” the
danger that a firm could become in-
volved with organizations that could
tarnish its reputation, theneed toshare
sensitiveinformationand themorecom-
plex the entanglements of the network,
the more likely it is that participating
units might “stumble.”3 Above all, the
networkmode of operationmeant “new
challenges for management.”3

If the operation of tight networks
posed difficulties for private sector
groups,itmeant even more complicated
challenges for public service organiza-
tions. Looking back on early experi-
ences with network efforts, Agranoff
and McGuire concluded:

One realization is becoming increas-
ingly clear: the capacities required to
operate successfully in network set-
tings are different from the capabili-
ties needed to succeed at managing a
single organization. The classical,

mostly intra-organizational inspired
management perspective that has
guided public administration for
more than a century is simply inap-
plicable for multi-organizational,
multi-governmental, and multi-
sectoral forms of governing.®

And they added that “therearemany
more questions than answers in net-
workmanagement.”4!Inaddition to the
planning, organizing, staffing, budget-
ing and other traditional functions
within their own organizations, man-
agersinnetworksmustalsobeengaged
insuch specialized activities as “activa-
tion,”, “framing,” “mobilizing,” and
“synthesizing.”%? Ata minimum, itis
essential torecognize thelevel of sophis-
tication and capabilities necessary to
networkmanagement. However, many
of the organizations involved in net-
works donotevenhavereally effective
contract management capabilities, let
alone the more sophisticated require-
ments of network management. Build-
ing that kind of capability not only
means assigning peoplenow attending
todirectservice or direct supervision to
new tasks, butrequires thedevelopment
of new skills or the hiring of people with
the kinds of specialized knowledge
necessary to meet the evolving chal-
lenges posed by network operations.

There are other challenges that are
more complex for the public sector net-
works as well. Since the programmes
involved are sometimes mandated serv-
ices for needy clients, network failures
mean thatsomeone mustbe able to step
inrapidly. Where governmentdoesnot
have the capability to do that, it mustbe
able to find alternate providers, which
isnotalways easy. For one thing, there
may be important controls to be satis-
fied concerning access to and use of
confidential clientinformation, particu-

larly where children or health care is-

sues are involved as is common in
refugeeservices.

Of course, the ability to take advan-
tage of the claimed flexibility of net-
works requires that there be multiple
suppliers available. However, as net-
worksbecometighter and moreinterde-
pendent (some might say more efficient)
there are often relative few alternates
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available. Thisis one of the reasons that
those who havestudied thematterhave
found that networks work best in re-
sourcerich environments, not the other
way around.®3 Resource poor environ-
ments can increase competitionamong
some network participants which, in
turn, can undermine the levels of trust
that are so essential to the effective op-
eration of thenetwork. Unfortunately, it
has generally been the case in Canada
in recent years that public service net-
works are anything but resource rich.

Clearly, networks in the public serv-
ice arena, particularly in the world of
refugeeservices, are very different from
for-profit private sector networks. For
one thing, they must respond to values
other than economic efficiency and their
success cannot be measured by profits.
In addition to efficiency, public sector
operations must meet obligations of
economy, effectiveness, equity, respon-
siveness and responsibility.

Moreover, the people who provide
thehuman resources thatare at the very
core of refugee service delivery areina
very differentsituation from private sec-
tor employees. Many refugee service
organizations depend upon volunteer
programmes to provide important ele-
ments of their programmes and also as
arecruitmentdevice for future employ-
ees. Development and operation of
such volunteer programmes requires
significant investment of time and en-
ergy because volunteer work is a con-
cept that is not well known in many
other countries. Employees may be
paid, but they are often expected to pro-
vide far more hours and effort than a
similaremployeeina private firm. They
are expected todo multiple duty inboth
direct service delivery and also in or-
ganizational maintenance and sup-
port. Moreover, they are expected to
devoteasignificantamount of timeand
effort to participation in community
programmes and projects within the
immigrant and refugee communities
they serve. Allof thesechallengesshape
the notion of leadership and manage-
mentof the refugee service agencies, the
other agencies, local governments and
ministries thatdepend upon them, com-
plex and challenging.

Leaders are stressed to spend more
time on boundary spanning and fund-
raising at a time when the stresses
within their organizations require more
hands-on effort. If those within the or-
ganization or their board of directors
feel that management and leadership
arenolongerattentive toconcernsatthe
point of service and within their organi-
zation, that situation can fuel tension
and evenconflict within these NGOs.#

These are only some of the reasons
why public service networks are more
complex than their private sector ana-
logs. With these differencesinmind, let
us turn to some of the more specific im-
plications of increasing pressure to
moveintotightly interdependent serv-
icenetworks in the area of refugee serv-
ices.

The Implications of Networks for
Refugee Services

Thereare anumber of implications that
flow from the trends discussed thus far.
Thediscussion of networkissues to this
point or themore pointed observations
tofollow arenotintended to say that the
idea of networks should be abandoned
or that efforts should not be made to
ensure that refugee service systems
should be less than efficient. After all,
there are increasing demands and de-
creasing resources to provide critically
important services. And it is unlikely
thatwe willmovebackward toa time of
relatively autonomous organizations
operating in loosely coupled partner-
ships. Itis, however, necessary that we
come to grips with what is required to
lead and operate servicenetworks. Itis
also importantnotto push thenetwork
model toofarin waysthatdonot recog-
nize the differences between the private,
for-profitmodel and therealities of refu-
gee service delivery in the public arena
that is notabout profit that isnot solely
concerned with efficiency.

The following preliminary observa-
tionsaboutrefugee servicenetworksare
notmeanttobeexhaustive. Rather, they
areintended toindicate why itis impor-
tant for all those who participate inrefu-
gee services to think further about the
realities of life in the network. These
illustrative issues include the impor-

tance of networks by design and not
accident, the importance of capacity
building for all participants, the chal-
lenges of governance of thenetwork, the
need to address resources in the net-
work, thecriticalimportance of account-
ability and the internal impacts on NGO
service providers in the network.

Networks as Deliberate Choices

If government wants to have refugee
services provided by anetwork instead
of agroup ofloosely coupled NGO part-
ners, that decision is best made forth-
rightly and should not be the result of
uncontrolled policy drift. On the one
hand, such networks cannot work well
if the approach to their management is
merely to seek to turn NGOs into stand-
ard units of ministries. The strength of
refugee service organizations in
Canadais that they are very differentin
nature, function and operation. On the
other hand, the structure of networks
and the processes by which they func-
tionmatter.> Atsome point,itbecomes
important for all of the participants in
the service networks to understand
what the networks are, who is in the
network, how itis structured and what
formal or informal understandings
guide the operation of the network.

Insome instances, of course, the net-
works are relatively formal and are es-
tablished in part at least by legislation,
regulations, grants, or contracts. In
other instances, they are much more
informal. For example, while police
departments are often not formally part
of a network that centres on school
based programmes, law enforcement
agencies can often behelpful to or prob-
lematic for the refugee community ina
variety of ways. The objectofattempting
tobeclearinunderstanding networksis
notto formalize them to the pointwhere
they lose their flexibility, but to ensure
thatitis clear thatthereisanetworkand
tobeclearhow it works, or for that mat-
ter does not work.

Of course, if the networks are to be
understood and their operation sup-
ported, the focus of effort mustbe clear.
It is unlikely that the network chal-
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lenges can be metand the basic goals of
refugee services can be achieved if the
focus on decision making is shifted pri-
marily to law enforcement concerns
suchasefforts toblockimmigrantsmug-
gling or illegal refugee claims. If the
refugee networks become confused
about the primary purpose, and focus
only on stamping out ailments in the
system, they may succeed in curing the
disease only to have killed or seriously
weakened the patient, thelarger society
that has benefited so much from the
strength, intelligence, and creativity
contributed by refugees and other new
arrivals.

Capacity Building: An Essential
Element for Ensuring Effective
Service Network Operations

If the object is to create and rely upona
network toprovide publicservices, then
itis essential to consciously determine
who will provide the resources for net-
work maintenance and the manage-
ment capabilities to ensure its
effectiveness. It is in everyone’s best
interest to ensure that all of the units
participating in the network have the
requisite capabilities. In relatively
tightly linked networks with highlevels
ofinterdependency, the entirenetwork
is only as strong as its weakest compo-
nent.

Inparticular, there are several factors
thatrequire attention in capacity build-
ing fornetwork operations. First, public
service networkmanagementrequiresa
fairly high degree of sophistication. In
the first place, the backbone of most
networksisaset of contracts or grantsin
the nature of contracts. Few organiza-
tions will claim that they have substan-
tial contract management capabilities.
Beyond that, while each participant in
thenetwork mustmanageits owninter-
nal operations, each must also partici-
patein themanagement of thenetwork
and networks are subject to a host of
uncertainties and contingencies.6

Theresources tobuild the capacity to
function in networks must come from
somewhere. Whileassociations of pro-
vider organizations can support some
of the work, itis clear that governments

must accept responsibility for a signifi-
cant part of the capacity building effort.
Just as the government must provide
resources for network management, so
doministries, both federal and provin-
cial mustbe provided withthe typesand
amounts of resourcesneeded to perform
their roles. It is not possible to push
more demands and large amounts of
resources through ministries that have
been cut to the point where they no
longerhavethe capacity to perform their
base functions, let alone new obliga-
tions. The first casualty of that kind of
behaviour is decreasing support from
those ministries to the NGOs for the
delivery of services. The second willbe
loss of accountability.

Governance is a Critical Fact of
Life: Whether It is Recognized
as Such or Not

Attention must alsobe paid to the gov-

ernance of such networks. AsMilward

putsit:
The fact that a hollow state relies on
networks is a weakness as well as a
strength. . . Networks, the mainstay
of the hollow state, are inherently
weaker forms of social action. Be-
cause of the need to coordinate joint
production, networks are inherently
unstable over time. Managers con-
tinually are faced with problems that
can lead to instability negotiating,
coordinating, monitoring, holding
third partiesaccountable and writing

and enforcing contracts . . 47

Networks donotrespond well tosim-
ple overhead controls. Besides, thecrea-
tivity and drive that make NGOs such
constructive partners for the provision
of public services can easily be lost if
they arenotafforded anactiverolein the
governance of thenetwork.

All this having been said, there are
power relationships among the units of
anetwork and not simply from govern-
ment toNGOs. Those whohave studied
the matter find that governance issues
relating to power are often overlooked
because itis assumed that the very idea
of networks implies mutual coopera-
tion and the assumption that special
interests are to be “checked at the

door.”*® However, anyone whohas par-
ticipated in meetings involving
schools, refugee service agencies, pro-
vincial authorities and city officials
knows that the representatives of each
of these organizations come to the meet-
ing with a sense of his or her specific
mission and of the interests of the or-
ganization each represents in addition
totheir common concern for theneeds of
refugees.

Whilethelessons of the private sector
networks may be of some assistance,
such issues as accountability and the
criticalimportance of high levels of trust
between clients and service providers
make the refugee service context very
different. Among other reasons, the
kinds of incentive systems thatare often
used to manage private operations are
very different from the public setting.
For all these reasons, it is important to
consider how the networks in which
one operates is governed. That means
notonly aconsideration of cooperative
efforts, but also a willingness to con-
sider what happens when conflicts
arise. Italsorequires thoughtabout the
kinds of issues that each of the partici-
pants in the refugee service network
brings to the table.

The Nagging Problem of Resource
Scarcity and Interdependence

One of the serious problems facing refu-
gee service networks is the difficulty of
resource shortages amidst increasing
demands for services. Thekinds of cuts
infederal funding, in transfer payments
tothe provinces and reductions in sup-
portatthe provinciallevel forlocal serv-
ice providers and local units of
government have presented precisely
the kinds of circumstances, that those
who study networks suggest, are coun-
terproductive. They are counterproduc-
tive in part because they provide
incentives for NGOs to compete with
one another for resources in the form of
more limited number of grants and con-
tracts. Moreover, where the funds for
existing grants or contracts arereduced,
providers are faced with aneed to seek
alarger number of grants or contracts to
yield the samelevel of funding, whichis
essential if those organizations are tobe
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abletosupport their paid staff and their
operations. Of course, each of those
grants or contracts comes with adminis-
trative costs and reporting obligations
as well as the need to perform the spe-
cific activities set forth in the funding
agreement. Thus, the NGOisleveraged
to produce more for the same amount of
funding or less. Not only that, but the
organization must find a way torelease
officerstodo theadditional work on the
funding applications as well asadmin-
istration of the additional programmes
if the applications are successful.

There is the additional problem that
the issue of resources inanetwork con-
text is not simply a question of the re-
sources available toa particularservice
provider organization. Italsohastodo
with the cumulative resources available
to the network. Thus, the dramatic re-
ductions in funds from the provincial
level in British Columbia to municipali-
ties primarily affects police and fire
agencies. That, in turn, means that there
are fewer training dollars and less time
available for programmes that refugee
groups would like to operate with those
emergency services units. Similarly, the
issue of resources in Ontario includes
educational funding cuts, changes in
English as a Second Language (ESL)
programme eligibility thatin effect are
programme cuts and the crisis in the
health care programmes, as well as re-
strictions on access to certain kinds of
benefit programmes for applicants at
certain stages of the refugee claimant
process. All of these funding issues af-
fect, for example, multicultural liaison
officers based in the schools.

The ironic fact is that a reduction in
availableservices canintensify the pres-
sures within refugee families and ulti-
mately produce greater demand if the
family moves into crisis or if the chil-
drenbegin tomanifestbehavioural dif-
ficulties in school or even find
themselves in trouble with law enforce-
mentauthorities. Itisimportantto con-
sider not only the resource base of a
particular unit of anetwork, butalso the
general resource picture of thenetwork
relative to its responsibilities and the
population it is expected to serve. An-
other irony arises from the fact that re-

sourceneeds are increased whenanen-
forcement oriented emphasis is under-
taken, since it requires more application
materials and more record keeping to
ensure that applicants are truly quali-
fied toreceive the servicesand to protect
against misuse of the system. Hence, the
costs of service delivery in the network
increase for the same level of services.

Of course, one of these network-wide
resource issues has to do with the prob-
lem of network management. For rea-
sons noted earlier, successful network
operations require capacity building.
That capacity must include the where-
withalto conductnetwork governance,
to carry out essential coordination and
buffering among network units. Then
there is the need for the capacity in the
network to handle accountability con-
cerns which become increasingly com-
plex in network operations.

The Accountability Challenge

Virtually everyone whohas studied net-
works agrees that accountability in
such settings is particularly difficult.
Thereareseveralreasons. For one thing,
ithasbeen argued that “The leakage of
accountability in the hollow state and
the lack of government capability or
willingness to effectively manage its
contracts with nonprofits is a major
problem.”® This issue of “leakage” is
a concept popularized by Bardach and
Lesser whoargue that the fact the “leak-
age of authority” that occurs whennet-
works are created and operated
collaboratively offers flexibility, but it
also makes accountability much more
complex.? Because authority and re-
sponsibility are parcelled out within
the network, itis difficult to get a clear
picture of how well the network is per-
forming as well as the effectiveness of
individual units within the network.
The NGOs within the network are ac-
countable not to only the governments
and private funding agencies at all lev-
els who provide resources, but also to
their boards of directors, to the other
member units of the network and ulti-
mately to therefugees and their families
for whom the entire system was created
in thefirst place. The ministries, in turn,
face other accountability requirements

for the operation of the network, as the
recent debates over the operation of Hu-
man Resources Development Canada
indicate.

With regard to ministries, one of the
problems is that the nature of discus-
sions of accountability within the con-
text of the New Public Management
have become more complex generally,
quite apart from the additional issues
presented by service delivery networks.
Itis clear that while ministerial respon-

-sibility is a very positive concept thatis

central to Canadian democracy, there
seem to have been changes in the way
that this traditional mechanism of ac-
countability operates in the contempo-
rary environment.5! Beyond thatthere
has been an increasing tendency in
Canada to employ legal tools of ac-
countability. Itisironic that during the
very period when Canadians were in-
creasingly using the courts to test gov-
ernment policy and behaviour, efforts
havebeenmadetorestrictaccessby refu-
gee claimants and other new arrivals to
call upon the courts for substantive ju-
dicial review. In the midst of this set of
dynamics, administrative reform efforts
called for market oriented tools of ac-
countability to be employed, such as
outcome measures, customer satisfac-
tion assessments and broad perform-
ance management techniques. How-
ever, there is a good deal tobe done to
consider how these various devices
apply to public service networks.

Internal Impacts on Refugee Service
Organizations

All of these factors add up to producea
variety of impacts within individual
refugeeservice organizations. Thefacts
of life in service networks add stresses
as executives spend more time on
boundary spanning obligations and
funding issues which takes them away
from the organization’s primary mis-
sion, straining relationships with work-
ers and sometimes with boards of
directors.5 Itis often the case that net-
works expect that member organiza-
tions will, as one private sector network
advocate recommends, “offer the best
and brightest. Put yourbest peopleinto
these relationships.”®® However, do-
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ingsofrequently brings stress inside the
home organization.

Evenmore than that, however, is the
importance of the presence of leverage
pressures in the networks. The fact is
that the use of grants and contracts with
not-for-profitisviewed in partatleastas
away of leveraging greaterimpact from
the same dollars than what could be
developed in a government organiza-
tion and competition for resources
makes it possible to leverage more.5
Thatadditional impact mustcome from
the organization and its people. And
because refugee service workers are so
committed to their mission, they often
willingly accept obligations to attend
evening meetings, invitations to week-
end eventsin the refugee and immigrant
communities and emergency requests
forhelp at virtually any time. However,
there are costs to the service providers
and their families for this commitment
and responsiveness.

Unfortunately, however, there is of-
ten a tendency to underestimate these
and other real costs relative to actual
revenue thatcomesintoaservice organi-
zation from grants and contracts in ad-
dition to the costs mentioned earlier
having to do with the actual prepara-
tion of proposals and administration of
grants or contracts. Failing to incorpo-
ratetheinvestments of time and energy
required for grant writing and contract
administration in assessments of re-
source commitment for service delivery
is a serious miscalculation of true cost.
Similarly, assuming contributions from
other units of the network that may not
in reality be able to continue support at
current levels let alone to enhance is a
further problem. These errorsmay pro-
duce overestimated resources and un-
derestimated obligations. And just as
ministries and local government agen-
cies cannot contribute funds that they
donothave, NGOs cannot provideserv-
ice commitments that they cannot sup-
portwithoutdamaging theirpeopleand
their organizations. These extraordi-
nary efforts can be mounted during
emergencies or for relatively limited
periods, butif they continue for toolong,
they will take a toll.

Even assuming that a network par-
ticipant is not overextended, it is still
important that the people within the
organization be equipped by training
and support to deal with the stresses
that the network is producing. For ex-
ample, as programme eligibility rules
become more stringent, it is important
that personnel be trained to meet those
new situations in order to better serve
refugee clients. Itis particularly helpful
if people from other parts of thenetwork,
including government units, can be
trained together. Unfortunately, in or-
ganizations, both governmental and
nongovernmental, thatare under finan-
cial stress, training and professional
development is often one of the first ar-
eas tobe cutifindeed such support was
ever available. Moreover, apart from
training programmes, few organiza-
tions in the network provide organiza-
tional renewal support. It should beno
surprise to find that burnout is a prob-
lem evenamong committed service pro-
viders. That accumulated stress can
manifestinincreased conflict within or-
ganizations as well as in more personal
ways.

Of course, one of the dangers that can
come fromnetwork stressesisasenseby
service workers of aloss of identity. In
therefugee service arena, many workers
came to particular organizations be-
cause of a strong commitment to what
the agency does. If the organization al-
ters its directions or seeks to change its
mission and character because of the
demands of networks, thereisadanger
of internal conflict. The sameis trueifa
board of trustees, believing that it
should focus primarily on the demands
of thenetwork, hires executiveswhoare,
orwhoareperceived tobe, more commit-
ted to the network than they are to their
ownorganization and the peopleitwas
designed to serve. If the executive de-
cides to focus primary attention on en-
trepreneurial efforts to entertain new
programmes as opportunities for the or-
ganization, the message may be that the
existing programmes are notimportant.
That canbe devastating to paid employ-
ees or volunteers whohave worked long
and hard to develop the ongoing pro-
grammes and make them work in the

face of challenges. These kinds of
changes are particularly difficult in
refugee services where successful per-
formance dependsupon trust that takes
years tobuild in the refugee and immi-
grant communities. Success also de-
pends upon a sense of continuity and
continuing service even though it is
clear that the network context and the
larger environment within which serv-
ice networks function is turbulent.

Conclusion

To those who work in the schools, clin-
ics, settlement offices, or legal settings,
itmay sometimesappear that they oper-
atealmostalone. For those who workin
local NGOs providing particular types
of services, it can appear that they are
struggling to create and deliver services
out of what is available locally to meet
agreatneed with little assistance. From
the perspective of government officials
atthe provincial level or in Ottawa, the
challenge is to address some 25,000
new refugee arrivals each year and to
provide some level of support for the
service systems on which those new
Canadians must depend for their settle-
ment and integration into society. But
the reality is that all of these people are
participants in refugee service net-
works. And what each can or cannot
accomplish on behalf of refugees is in
very importantrespects related tohow
those service networks function.

Certainly the networks are affected
by the political, economic and legal
pressures in their environment. There
islittle question that political pressures
to constrain grants of asylum and to
take an approach that is heavily ori-
ented toward enforcement complicates
the tasks of both the refugees and the
service providers who seek to assist
them. The set of economic cutbacks at
all levels and across the full range of
agencies and services has placed a se-
vere strain on those providers as well.
And certainly, the possibility of signifi-
cantly more complex and restrictive
policies at the federal and provincial
levels in a variety of social service pro-
grammes adds to the pressure on the
organizations within the service net-
works.

24

Refuge, Vol. 18, No. 6 (March 2000)

© Philip J. Cooper, 2000. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes, provided the original author(s)
are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.



Allthathavingbeen said, the mission
is very much worth the effort. Surely
everyone involved can agree that it is
critical that the emphasis must be on
how to provide thebest quality services
in the requisite quantity to ensure that
new Canadians can build their new
lives and make the kind of constructive
contributions to the society that so
many refugees and immigrants have
before. Challenges havealwaysbrought
out the very best in the kinds of people
who dedicate their time and talents to
refugeeservices.

However, in order to perform that
mission in the contemporary environ-
ment, it is important to recognize that
the peopleand theindividual organiza-
tions are indeed parts of service net-
works, that those networks have a
variety of common characteristics and
those characteristics in turn have con-
sequences. Withoutlosing sight of one’s
own objectives and those of the home
organization, it isimportant toconsider
those networks and their consequences
in the day-to-day challenge to welcome
new Canadians.

Those of us whohavebeen in a posi-
tion to learn so much from Canadian
refugee service providers continue to
watch and to learn as the dedicated
public servants, NGO members, and
individual providers meet these chal-
lenges. m
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Creating a “Community of Learners” Through Cultural
Mediation: A School’s Perspective

Abstract

Schools in diverse settings pose leader-
ship challenges with the principal. They
also afford opportunities. A principal
who asserts a leadership role and takes
therisk of reculturing the school engages
studentsand teachers as well as the com-
munity at large in the educational
endeavor. Through a case study of
Rideau High School, Ottawa, this article
explores interventions that help build a
“community of learners.” In this case,
the principal taps on the uniqueness of
the community by linking outside and
inside resources in the school through
culturalinterpreters.

Résumé

Les écoles situées dans des environ-
nements multiculturels posent des défis
de leadership aux directeurs d’école.
Elles fournissent aussides opportunités.
Undirecteur quiimposeun réle deleader
et prend lerisque deremodeler la culture
del’école, entraineavec luiles éléveset les
enseignants, ainsiquelacommunautéen
général, dans la belle aventure de
I'éducation. A travers I'étude du cas de
I'écolesecondaire Rideau (High School),
située a Ottawa, cet article examine les
interventions quiaident d construireune
« communautéd’apprenants ». Dans ce
cas précis, la directrice exploite le
caracteére unique de la communauté en
reliant les ressources externeset internes,
al'intérieur del'école, parle truchement
d'interprétes culturels.

Patricia Irving, Principal, Rideau High School,
Ottawa, Ontario.

Claudia Maria Vargas, Ph.D., Research Assistant
Professor, Department of Paediatrics,
University of Vermont and core Faculty of the
Vermont Interdisciplinary Leadership,
Education for Health Professionals Programme
(VT-ILEHP).

Patricia Irving and Claudia Maria Vargas

Introduction

According toNieto (2000), education for
a culturally diverse community is a
process and itis pervasive. It affectsall
school structures and because schools
are so much at the heart of what we call
community, virtually all other aspects
of social, political and economic life as
well. Of course, districts and schools
experiencing increases in linguistic
and cultural diversity may and do re-
spond differently to those challenges
and opportunities. In this, as in other
aspects of educational life, principals
can play important leadership rolesand
are faced with important responsibili-
ties.

This article discusses one school and
its principal’s efforts tomeet these chal-
lenges. It is a case study of the pro-
grammes and leadership approach
developed at Rideau High School in
Ottawa. Itfocuses on thefact that meet-
ing the challengesand capitalizing on
the opportunities presented by growing
numbers of refugees and immigrants re-
quires leadership efforts beyond busi-
ness as usual. It is critical to create a
community of learners built upon the
strengths of diversity and the involve-
mentof students, parents, teachersand
community organizations working to-
gether in new ways. In our efforts to
achieve these results, we have found
that Multicultural Liaison Officers
(MLOs)have played asignificantrolein
promoting and supporting a commu-
nity of learners among immigrant and
refugee students and their families
(Vargas 1998, 1999, 1999a).

First, this article introduces the com-
munity of Rideau High School. Second,
we visit the community of learners con-
ceptand the interventions we have de-
veloped in cooperation with the
Multicultural Liaison Officers (MLOs)
toachieve thatgoal. Finally, we present
abrief analysis of what works and why.

While recognizing the role of the princi-
pal, it is important to address the need
to expand MLO resources as well.

Based on this discussion, we con-
clude that school principals who em-
brace a leadership role with certain
features contribute to a community of
learners in schools with significant
numbers of refugee and immigrant stu-
dents. Amongthoseleadership features
thatcontribute toacommunity of learn-
ers are: a) tapping creativity among
staff; b) taking risks to reculture the
school culture (Hargreaves and Fullan
1998); c) daring to “fight forlost causes”
while holding on to hope (Hargreaves
and Fullan 1998); d) upholding cultural
competence;and e)building on the abil-
ity to deal with complexity.

Welcome to Rideau High School
Rideau is an “inner-city” school of 800
studentsin thenortheastend of Ottawa.
It has been designated as a “Focus”
school and as such receives funding to
providebreakfast, bus tickets and other
staples forneedy students. The popula-
tion is diverse both culturally (with 45
language groups represented—the
three languages most commonly spo-
ken after English are Arabic, Somaliand
Portuguese) and economically. Some
students come from the Vanier area,
where 70 percent of the population lives
below the poverty line and others are
from families associated with embas-
sies. Many students are self-support-
ing; some are single parents. These
latter students feel fortunate to have
their children in a pre-school pro-
gramme in the Rideau Child Care Cen-
tre, a facility governed by the Day Care
Act, attached to the school. Many of
these students proceed to college and
university after high school and with-
outexception, allmaintain that they feel
that by continuing their education and
by giving their childrenahead-start on
literacy they will be able to “break the
cycle.”
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Aswell, Rideauishometofive classes
of Adult ESL (English as a Second Lan-
guage) students. Their programme is
funded by the federal government. Our
students occasionally assist in these
classesas “readingbuddies” or compu-
teradvisors.

For the past year and a half, Patricia
Irving hasheld the position as principal
at Rideau High School.! “My mission
was to transform the image, but most
important the culture of the school so
that it would be inviting to all commu-
nity members and would encourageall
of usinside tobecomeactively involved
in the school and out as learners.” The
younglearn from elders (as wellas from
teachers) while elders play an active
roleimparting their knowledge and ex-
perience toyoung ones. Although there
is a great deal of overlap in the liaison
work with various parties in this com-
plexlearning enterprise, the work of the
Multicultural Liaison Officers (MLOs)
isapparentand significant throughout.
What is evident is that their work is al-
ways for the good of students—to keep
theminschooland then to provide them
with equality of opportunity. They are
alsoaware of the importance of the spe-
cial needs and challenges some stu-
dents face and help us to address these
equity issues.

What is the Principal’s Challenge
and What is Required to Meet It?
Before turning to the specific ways in
which we have worked to develop a
learning community at Rideau, let us
considerbriefly what theliterature sug-
gestsisimportant to this kind of change
process: first, in terms of the changes
involved and second, in terms of the
attitudes and skills required to meet

them.

Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) argue
that in responding to such challenges
withsensitivity and commitment, prin-
cipalsmay have to exploremanagement
approaches other than “business as
usual.” Buffering and fostering a com-
munity of learners calls for a principal
who can integrate certain compo-
nents—tapping creativity among staff,
taking risks to reculture the school cul-
ture and daring to fight for lost causes
while holding on to hope (Hargreaves

and Fullan 1998). Although seemingly
a risky proposition, the challenge of
stimulating the creative talent of admin-
istrators, teachers, parents and learners
tofoster acommunity of learnersamong
immigrant and refugee students is es-
sential to advance the Canadian policy
of a multicultural society (Elliot and
Fleras 1992). Above all, it is essential if
weare tomeet the needs of all students,
including refugees and immigrants.
Although thereis uncertainty and inse-
curity indealing withnew cultures, new
languages and new world views, the
prospects of doing nothing are unthink-
able. From a more positive viewpoint,
meeting theneeds of refugeesisaway of
putting our moral and ethical princi-
ples to work towards social justice
(Freire 1970, 1998, 1998a; McLaren
1998). Engaging the community means
that all of us reap benefits from the con-
tributions of the many ethnocultural
groupsrepresented by our students. As
Hargreaves and Fullan put it,
[TIhe principal’s task is to combat
cultures of fear and hopelessness. . .
this can be achieved by developing
strong collaborative cultures among
the staff and with the community to
build a sense of hope, security and
strategy in which good things can be
achieved educationally despite the
conditions. (1998, p. 110)

Batsis (1987) points to several char-
acteristics common to principals in suc-
cessful culturally diverse schools. They
include: “highlevels of job satisfaction,
being involved with the teaching staff,
and concerned aboutand involved with
the future direction of education,”
(Batsis 1987, p.7). Morespecifically, the
effort to re-culture the school calls for
school principals to exert leadership to
implement changes in curriculum,
school climate and pedagogy (Lee
1993). Of course, for principals to deal
effectively in diverse school settings,
they need to have cultural competence.
Thatdoesnotmean detailed knowledge
of all cultures, butrespect for and sensi-
tivity to differences among cultures.
Theyalsoneed to work toward develop-
ing communication skills appropriate
to deal with the complexity posed by
representation of non-western world

views in the school community (Batsis

1987). Reculturing, in sum, is a process

by which principals integrate rational

as well as social processes.
Reculturing by contrast [to restruc-
turing], involves changing the
norms, values, incentives, skills and
relationships in an organization to
support (and prod) people to work
differently together. The goal is to
create more collaborative work cul-
tures. Reculturing does make a dif-
ferenceinteaching and learning. The
cumulative evidence is that students
learn much better when principals,
teachers and others develop a pro-
fessional learning community
among themselves, focus onimprov-
ing teaching and learning, examine
and act on assessment data in rela-
tion to what students are learning,
and connect with external communi-
ties and resources to support themin
their efforts. (Hargreaves and Fullan
1998, pp. 118-119)

To be sure, in the current environ-
ment school administrators must meet
the challenge toimplement change and
generate opportunities for growthin the
face of difficult barriers that include:
decreased funding; increase in de-
mands for services beyond standard
schooling; the needs to offer English as
asecond language classes; pressures to
ensure availability of child care; and the
urgency to gain the trust of asometimes
disenchanted community. Such a set-
ting calls for a leadership style infused
with “hope” and a willingness to “fight
for lost causes.”

Fromapractitioner’s perspective, Pat
Irving identifies other equally impor-
tant challenges to school principals.
Among them, she considers the follow-
ing crucial: supporting ongoing com-
munication with parents and
guardians; creating and fostering a safe
environment for all learners and staff;
providing opportunities for profes-
sional development and in-service
(around issues of diversity and commu-
nity outreach for staff); ensuring thatno
student falls through the cracks; and
accountability to staff, students and
parents. These elements call ona prin-
cipal “to operate within parameters of
funding, resources and school board
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backing for initiatives.” As a school

leader, Irving sees her responsibilities

to include “embe[dding] a philosophy
of acceptance, equity and accountabil-
ity intoallaspects of schoollife.” Justas
important to her is “to foster school-
community relations and partner-
ships.”

According toHargreaves and Fullan,
“principals willbe much more effective
(and healthier) if they develop and pur-
sue high hopes as they re-culture their
schools and their relationships to the
outside” (1998, p. 120). This need fora
hopeful climate calls upon principals to
be leaders who project, as well as em-
brace, and convey hope to their stu-
dents, teachers, parents and the
extended community. Such an ap-
proach is particularly important when
working with refugees who have often
feltbetrayed, disenfranchised and vio-
lated by government officials in their
homelands and sometimes even in their
new country. What factors, then, facili-
tate engaging the school community
and the community at large? The next
sectionexplores four areas in which we
have restructured the school commu-
nity tointegratetheMLOProgrammeas
away to promote and supportacommu-
nity of learners: a) interaction with fami-
lies; b) staff; ¢) students; and d) other
social service professionals—efforts
supported and endorsed by school prin-
cipals.

Building “A Community of
Learners”

What is a community of learners and
how has Rideau sought to achieve it?
Let us consider first the elements of a
learning community, the voices of fami-
liesinit, thecritical participation of stu-
dents, the role of school staff and
essential relationships with other serv-
ice providers.

The Elements of a Community of
Learners

Inacommunity oflearners, everyone’s
talents are tapped--parents, community
membersand leaders, teachersand non-
teaching staff—to collaborate in theedu-
cational enterprise (Kahin 1998;
Phuntsog 1998; Richman 1998). Itis a

fluid and permeable conception of
schools. Instead of viewing schools as
closed and impervious to the surround-
ing environment, an open systems ap-
proach is embraced. What goes on
outside the school clearly affects what
happensinsideit. Educators cannotdo
the job alone. And, beyond that, it is
clear that in a rapidly changing and
complex world: “Toeducateanincreas-
ingly diverse student population,
schools must look to families and com-
munities to help in fostering academic
success” (Osterling et al. 1999, p. 64).

Insuchacommunity view, the deficit
approach that sees students and par-
ents who do not speak English as defi-
cient is abandoned in favour of a
growthmodel. Inagrowthmodel, par-
entsand students who speak languages
other than the dominant language are
viewed as community members who
bring tothe school theirknowledgeand
experience asexperts of theirnative lan-
guages and cultures. Not only can first
language skillsbe used to foster second
language learning, but refugees from
diverse backgrounds can help each
otheracquire orimproveliteracy. “Im-
migrant families are eager to participate
in the education of their children by
using their language abilities, skillsand
funds of knowledge” (Moll, Amanti,
Neffand Gonzalez, cited in Osterling et
al. 1999, p. 64)." Although refugee and
immigrantstudents’ educational needs
differ, a learning organization is flex-
ible in serving those needs while ben-
efiting from the wealth of experiences
and know-how or professional exper-
tise theybring.

A principal whose leadership style
views his or her school as a learning
community is open to inputand contri-
butions from any representative of the
community. Rather than a top-down
approach in which top management
dictates, the principal is a leader who
invites everyone to join and partake in
the educational journey. Insucha con-
text, the human and personal interac-
tion is decisive, whether it is with
parents or students who bring with
them other frames of reference, talents,
expertise, as well asbaggage from their
refugeeexperience. The principal sends

amessage of awelcoming environment
inmany subtle ways, butmay trigger the
opposite effect just as strongly. How
then, can principals re-culture their or-
ganizations to maintain high academic
standards and ongoing programmes
whileaccommodating theneeds of refu-
gee and immigrant students and their
families as well as gain from their tal-
ents? The next section explores the
ways that Rideau High School does it.

Giving Voice to the Voiceless:
Interactions with Families

Creating a welcoming and inviting en-
vironment for parents and families
plays a significant role in engaging pa-
rental participation in the school
(Holman 1997). According to Holman
this canbe accomplished by “Lessening
[the] intimidation factor and removing
the language [and culture] barrier”
(Ibid, p. 37). There areanumber of ways
that MLOs champion parents’ input
and dreams and desires for their chil-
dren’s education. Though not an ex-
haustive list, these are some of their
interventions. They organize “parent
discussion groups” and suggest read-
ing materials for discussion. Second,
“MLOs help us to be proactive, tel-
ephoning parents of ninth grade stu-
dents to welcome them to the school.”
This contact also helps in anticipating
specific cultural and religious concerns.
Third, toensure abroad representation
of the families in the school MLOs en-
courage parentalinvolvement in School
Council.

Fourth, dueto theirexcellentcommu-
nication skills and insightfulness,
MLOs identify issues of concern, e.g.
police presence in schools in order that
we can clarify, explain and allay fears.
Fifth, they assist in explaining the Ca-
nadian school system and the differ-
ences in schooling in their home
country and Canada. Since some of our
parentsarerefugeesand havelittleorno
experience with aschool system, MLOs
canhelp explain equivalency determin-
ations. This means that the teacher-
counsellorsors sometimes have to
determine whether the student has the
language skills and the pre-requisite
knowledge to be successful in the
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courses that they select. In some in-
stances they have to make hard (diffi-
cult) decisions when the learning that
had occurred in their own country does
notalign with the priorlearning of their
Canadian counterparts. MLOs also
help ease the reluctance of parents to
send their children to vocational
schools, for example. The reluctance is
often duetoasincere desire togive their
children every opportunity to take
courses that lead to post-secondary edu-
cation. There appears to be somewhat
more reluctanceamong immigrant par-
ents than most other parents towards
sending their children to a vocational
school. There is also the (erroneous)
perception that all students attending
vocational schools have behavioural
problems

In general, they help parents make
informed educational decisions by ex-
plaining streamed courses and course
selection. They cancallhome toexplain
the permission form required for testing
before it arrives home, as well as inter-
pret testresults to parents. Tohelp chil-
dren with special needs and their
families, MLOs attend, as integral team
members, the Identification, Placement
and Review Committee (IPRC) process
todetermine whether childrenneed spe-
cial education services, or placement in
a gifted programme. Teachers benefit
from the help of the MLOs when ESL
issues need to be addressed and the
parents’ input is also necessary.

Other waysin which MLO:s facilitate
communication with parentsareincon-
veying educational orbehavioural con-
cerns to the parents in an ethically
sensitive and respectful manner in
which confidentiality is protected.
MLOs explain effective discipline prac-
tices used in Canadian schools. If a
child isexperiencing problems or off the
school yard, MLOs assist in getting a
plan of action in place that the parents
can understand and support. Seventh,
MLO:s help school officials ensure the
general well-being of the child. Forin-
stance, informing parents that their
child hasbumped his orherhead onthe
play structure and, although the child
may appear tobe fine, he or she should
bemonitored athome.

By lending assistanceinbridging the
cultural as well as linguistic gap be-
tween parents and children, MLOs also
translate the desire of the adolescent to
enjoy a social life away from the home
(asillustrated in some of the examples
described below). They explain custody
policies to parents in conflict. Last, but
equally important, MLOs providecoun-
selling when a student is self-support-
ing.

In sum, the interventions of the
MLOs, ingeneral, give voice tothe voice-
less by creating an inviting school at-
mosphere for parents and community
members, or supporting what Vargas
(1999a) calls “institutional communi-
cations building” and “institutional
adaptation.” “Personal outreachin the
form of home visits, phone calls and
personal greetingsatschool events also
will send astrong message of welcome”
(Holman 1997, p. 37). These are ways
that we infusehope and encourage par-
ents to overcome fears and make their
voices heard in what can appear to be
lost causes.

Students at the Heart of the
Learning Community: Promoting
Academic Success While
Decreasing Racial, Ethnic, and
Religious Tensions
In school, socio-cultural and religious
factors affect academic performance
(Zhou and Bankston III 1998; Nieto
2000; deMarrais and LeCompte 1999).
The refugee experience may also affect
the school experience (Leavitt and Fox
1993; Boothby 1994; Liibben1996;
Hyman et al. 1996; Richman 1998;
Phuntsog 1998; Bayer and Brown 1999;
Vargas 1999). Since the policy of educa-
tioninCanadais to afford equal educa-
tional opportunities, mainstream
schooling is not enough. In working
through differences, the MLOs have
played a central role in resolving unin-
tended but conflictive messages that
impede or detour academic endeav-
ours. As cultural interpreters, they are
important resources for students with
whom they can identify. Since some
MLOs were refugees themselves, they
understand the struggles in the accul-
turation process, which can be as diffi-

cult for immigrants also. Equally im-
portant, MLOs provide reassurance
and direction when studentshave con-
cerns of anacademic, social, or personal
nature. Thus, students seek MLOs out
to get help in conveying their opinions
about various issues to their teachers.
Consider the following examples.

Challenges on how assignments can
have meaning for the students are ex-
plained through the MLOs. For exam-
ple, writing assignments on Christian
holidays may be totally meaningless for
students from other religions, making
the assignment an insurmountable task.
MLOsalsohelp students problem solve
about appropriate academic courses.
Physical education for instance has
been substituted for computer science
courses for Muslim students with the
principal’s sanction.

In the North American educational
context, development of leadership
skills is very important. However, for
newcomers, the language and culture
may lead them to retreat from visible
roles. Through the MLOs, students
avail themselves of leadership opportu-
nities. Among these, was a racism
awareness camp organized for 25 high
school students last year. Sometimes
certain cultural groups ask us to recom-
mend students to represent that group
atround table discussions, community
forums etc. In other instances, with the
encouragement of the MLO, students
will have the confidence to put their
names forward for student government
positions. In other cases, immigrant
and refugee students who have blos-
somed through the interventions of the
MLOs, now assist and partake in peer
mediation. Since the inception of the
programme, students have asserted
leadership roles in doing presentations
tostaff on events such asRamadanand
Eid (Eid isanimportant and big celebra-
tion at the ending of the fasting period
[Ramadan]). Lastyear when Christmas,
Eid, and Chanukkah all fell within days
of each other, our students presented
the commonalities that exist among all
three at a school ceremony.

Other educational considerations
with which MLOs help students is in
facilitating access to resources. They
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connectstudents with expertsin certain
fields to aid them in thinking about ca-
reer choices. The library and computer
resources are no longer foreign when
MLOs provide tours or arrange sched-
ules to work in the computer rooms.
MLOsalsoencourage studentstogivea
cultural focus to their independent
study in senior courses, for their own
pride and the enrichment of others.
“[G]reat strides in learning, including
basic skills can be expected when in-
struction is compatible with natal-
culture.In reading instruction, for
example, the inclusion of students’
prior life and cultural experiences was
found to enhance their comprehension
and critical skills (Mason and Au, cited
in Phuntsog 1993, p. 38).

ButMLOs are also available to inter-
vene when students’ social or personal
life affects their academic work. Inter-
racial or interdenominational dating
sometimes erupts in conflict at home.
Eventheideaof dating may be severely
sanctioned by students from more tradi-
tional cultures. In sum, as “principal—
and previously as vice-principal—I
have seen the dramatic impact of the
MLOs.” AsIquote the principal at my
previous position: “The arrival of the
MLO at our school resulted in a racial
conflict free school within a period of
three months.”

Interactions with School Staff:
Towards A Multicultural Pedagogy

Cultural mediators, in this case MLOs,
respond to concerns and questions
school staff may have around cultural
issues which impact on students’ par-
ticipation. Through their expertise, they
provide advice to teachers regarding
selection of reading materials for appro-
priateness of content or potential for
parentdisapproval. Specifically,issues
arise regarding dissection of frogs in
biology classes. Rather than doingiton
arealanimal, theschoolhas purchased
computer programmes thataccommo-
date religious precepts regarding dis-
secting animals. Teachershavebecome
sensitive and understanding of feast
days observed by Muslims Bhuddists,
as well as Jewish or Christian holidays,
by not scheduling tests or field trips on

those days. Since observing Ramadan
requires fasting from sunrise to sunset,
teachers have learned not to place
physical demands on those fasting.

An important role of the MLOs is to
educate the staff. They do this by pro-
viding informationregarding faith and
cultural practices. Last December, Jew-
ish, Christian, Muslim feasts coincided,
soweheld aninformation sessionhigh-
lighting the commonalties. MLOs often
make presentations at staff meetings or
providein-service training for staff. At
thesametime, ourstaffeducatestudents
and parents about Canadian holidays
and invite them tojoin us, forexample,
in Remembrance Day ceremonies.

When creating astudent’s individu-
alized learning plan (ILP), MLOsarean
integral part of the team. Thus, they
help members of the school Multi-Disci-
plinary Team navigate through cultural
nuances that may have important im-
pact on the diagnosis (or course of ac-
tion) made by social workers,
psychologists and guidance couns-
elors. When a need arises, they may
make a home visit to the family to gain
insight about what the real issue is.

Theacademicactivities organized by
teachers incorporate a crucial cultural
and linguistic component. The MLOs
support these activities with transla-
tion for Student-Led Conferences. In
fact, MLOs of all linguistic groups at-
tend. They provide translation for some
itemsin the schoolnewsletter and make
signs for certain ceremonies and school
events. Studentleadershipis tapped by
helping teachers in the creation and
sponsorship of Multicultural Club ac-
tivities. Given that thereis a police pres-
ence in our schools to educate our
communities, we anticipate the re-
sponses of fear by refugee childrenand
their parents with the assistance of the
MLOs. We work with the police by ex-
plaining refugees’ apprehension of au-
thorities due to abuses they may have
endured in their homeland. Sensitivi-
ties regarding the canine unithavealso
been worked out since routinely “drug
dogs” come into the schools to check.
The MLO will caution officials that
Muslims are uncomfortable with dogs
around.

Let us consider one other example
that illustrates how MLOs’ practical
help can be useful in preventing diffi-
cult or potentially embarrassing situa-
tions. Irving explains: “We had
planned a trust exercise at our ninth
grade orientation camp. Each student
was to fallbackwards into thearms of a
classmate. When the MLO saw how the
game was to take place, she quickly and
discreetly, drew to the side the Muslim
girls who would nothave wanted todo
this exercise with boys. They all pro-
ceeded as a group to enjoy the game
(girls with girls).”

In sum, MLOs positively affect the
pedagogy by helping teachers in vari-
ous aspects and thus avoid potential
conflict. However, inorder forMLOsto
beaccessible to teachers, MLOs mustbe
given access to the internal e-mail sys-
tem so that teachers and MLOs have
ready communication.

Working Relationships with
Service Providers: Services that
Reinforce a Multicultural
Commitment

Theefforttocreateacommunity of learn-
ers entails creating linkages with com-
munity organizations and profes-
sionals in other social service arenas.
Some of these liaisons are for the pur-
poseof supporting academicendeavors
while othersareintended tonurture the
well-being of all learners. Academic
workatschoolis advanced through the
homework groups created at commu-
nity centers. MLOs have been influen-
tial in the implementation of these
programmes. These efforts have been
complemented by the work of cultural
groups withwhom MLOs have worked
diligently encouraging them to recog-
nize academic excellence. For instance,
the Somali cultural group awards cer-
tificates in recognition of academic
achievement and grants scholarships.

Research in support of maintaining
the native language abounds (Genesse
1994; Christian et al. 1997; Nieto 2000;
among many others). In this respect,
MLOs have been instrumental in liais-
ing between heritage language pro-
grammes and regular day school
programmes to ensure that students
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maintain and strengthen their native
language.

The link between good health and
academic performance is one that we
take seriously. However, refugee chil-
dren and their families may not know
where orhow toaccess services, ormay
lack the language skills to communicate
with health care providers. In many
instances MLOs accompany parents to
the doctor, dentist or hospital. They
assist, according toIrving, with difficult
health careissues tomore common ones,
“from the toothache that requires atten-
tion to making an adolescent aware of
the services of the Board sexual-health
clinics in schools.”

It can be said that MLOs are multi-
talented individuals who have the ca-
pacity tomanoeuvre through anumber
of social, psychological oremotional is-
sues as they help students and parents
find the appropriate services. Among
those is providing intervention for stu-
dents and parents around drug-related
issues. They also help when involve-
ment of the Children’s Aid Society
(CAS)becomesnecessary.

Althoughitis morecommontohave
separate programmes for children and
for adult learners, at our school MLOs
create opportunities forboth age groups
tointeract witheach other. Thisisdone
through connections for our parents in
LINC (Language Instruction for New
Comers) programme and our students
at the school. Auerback asserts that
learning “is a collective process, where
participants share and analyze experi-
ences together in order to address con-
cerns, relying on each other’s strengths
and resources rather than addressing
problems individually or relying on
outside experts to solve them” (cited in
Osterling 1999, p. 65). In our school, the
presence of parents and grandparents
who are students in the ESL classes,
enhances the school as a learning com-
munity for all. Their presence as role
models for the younger students has
had a positive effect. Atthe same time,
high school students reap the benefit of
contributing to the learning of their
eldersas well asthe children inthe child
care centre housed in the school.

MLOs as Role Models: The
Highlight of Last Year

When the MLO at Rideau High School
became a Canadian citizen, we held a
party for her. Many students were
thrilled to share stories of their citizen-
ship ceremony. Others asked how to
begin the process.

The Challenges Yet Before Us
For the future, we envision the opportu-
nity to serve more students and serve
thembetter. Atthesametime, ourentire
school community also learns, grows
and develops. Wesee theneed toserve
students, butnotjustona “caseby case”
basis. It is clear that school principals
must adopt appropriate leadership
styles to meet the particular challenges
of diversity. Nonetheless, it is equally
clear that principals and their staff,
howeverskilled, are unlikely tosucceed
without help. While the contributions
of students, parents and the community
are important, it is also essential to ad-
dress the need for cultural liaison and
interpretation.

Forexample, itis sometimes difficult
to keep our communication with fami-
lies clear and consistent. In some in-
stances, parents bring personal friends
with them to help. However, there are
“toomany peopleinvolved,” notall see-
ing theissues in the samelight. Because
of the Freedom of Information Act, we,
school officials, cannot always discuss
all of the details of the case. Whilesome
cultures see an individual student’s is-
suesas of concerntoa group beyond the
nuclear family, an ability to share infor-
mationis constrained. Even more diffi-
cult, weneed to preclude thorny ethical
dilemmasthat arise when relatives, stu-
dents or community members are used
totranslate (See Vargas 1998). With the
assistance of the MLOs, we can ensure
confidentiality and effective communi-
cation. Theseare only afew of themany
reasons we need their help.

Of course, MLO’s resources are rela-
tively limited. The availability of more
MLOs could help us develop the trust
that would allow parents to permit their
children toavail themselves of opportu-
nities of which they are now skeptical,
such as leadership camps, educational

exchange programmes, or after school
programmes. As Phuntsogasserts “Af-
ter school community-oriented pro-
grammes must be developed to forge
stronger school-community relation-
ships” (1993, p. 38). If more personnel
weredevoted to thisinitiative, wecould
capitalize more on the individual
strengths of theMLOs. For example, the
success of our literacy initiatives at
Rideau could certainly be enhanced by
the contribution of one of the MLOs who
has her master’s in library science.
OtherMLOs could gointoclasses tolec-
ture on “world religions” or “world is-
sues,” if they were not so few innumbers
and with such a huge mandate.

Conclusion

Aswith any case study, this discussion
of how we have tried tobuild acommu-
nity of learners at Rideau offers lessons
for analysis and for possible use else-
where. Even so, each school and each
community isunique and itisanimpor-
tant lesson from this study that those
elements of uniqueness areimportant to
consider in any leadership effort. The
challenge is not to homogenize each
school or community but to build on
their diversity and to work effectively
with those inside and outside the school
to address the challenges that arise
along the way. The risk of reculturing
opens the door to possibilities for refu-
gee students and their families by af-
firming their cultures, lighting a ray of
hope in what appears to be “a lost
cause.” W
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The Community Youth Outreach Programme
In Delta, British Columbia, Canada:
“The Personal Touch That Works”

Sherman Chan, Hardeep Thind and Lesley Lim

Abstract

With Canada’s strong multicultural
policy, immigrants are encouraged to
maintain their cultural values and expec-
tations whileadjusting toanew country.
This in mind, the, Surrey Delta Immi-
grant Services Society partnered with the
British Columbia Ministry Responsible
for Multiculturalism and Immigration,
British Columbia Ministry for Children
and Families, and the Delta School Dis-
trict to develop a programme which as-
sists newimmigrant youth, their families
and their community. It providesan in-
novative approach to assist with lan-
guageand cultural interpretation as well
as school based initiatives for all parties
involved. Thus, this paper is a descrip-
tion of the Community Youth Outreach
Programme in Delta, British Columbia
and a discussion of the key features that
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address the needs of immigrant and refu-
gee students and their families while af-
firming their culture and linguistic
background in a demographically dy-
namicareq.

Résumé

Lapolitiquemulticulturelle trés sérieuse
du Canada encourage les immigrés i
maintenir leurs valeurset leurs attentes
culturelles tout en s’adaptant a un
nouveau pays. Aussi, I’ Association pour
services aux immigrés de Delta Surrey
(Surrey Delta Immigrant Services
Society), s’est-elle associée avec le
ministere de la Colombie-Britannique
chargé de la politique multiculturelle et
del'immigration, leministéredel enfant
et de la famille de la Colombie-
Britannique et la Delta School District
pour développer un programme d’aide
aux jeunes immigrés fraichement
débarqués, leurs familles et leur
communauté. Ce programme propose
une approche nouvelle pour soutenir les
efforts en matiere d'interprétation de la
langue et de la culture, ainsi que les
initiatives en milieu scolaire, pour toutes
les parties concernées. Ce document
contient donc une description du
Programme communautaire d’inter-
ventionaupreésdelajeunessede Delta,en
Colombie-Britannique, ainsi qu’'une
discussion des éléments clés qui
répondent aux besoins des étudiants
immigrés et réfugiés et de leurs familles
tout en affirmant leur culture et leur
origine linguistique dans une région a
démographie trés dynamigue.

The Community of Delta: Rich
Diversity
Delta derives its name from the fertile
delta of the Fraser River. Itis strategi-
cally located within a region of 1.8 mil-
lion people and is linked to the Greater
VancouverRegional District, the United
States of America and the PacificRimby

road, rail, air, sea and river (Corpora-
tion of Delta 1998). Delta has a popula-
tion 0f 95,411 and 40 percentof them are
between 20 and 44 years old. Fifty per-
centofits populationisemployed in the
labour force. According to the 1996 Sta-
tistics of Canada census, 20 percent of
Delta’s population was foreign-born. Of
all the foreign born population, 25 per-
cent is of South Asian (Punjabi, Hindi,
and Urdu) ethnic origin, an increase
from 11 percent in 1986 while 12 percent
is Chinese (Cantonese and Mandarin),
an increase from four percent in 1986
(BC Ministry Responsible for
Multiculturalism and Immigration
1999).

Surrey Delta Immigrant Services
Society (SDISS)

SDISS is a non-profit Society whose
mandate is to promote the independ-
ence of immigrants and tobuild strong,
culturally diverse communities. It pro-
vides a range of information, counsel-
ling, language and employment
services to children, youth, adults and
families in Surrey, Delta and the sur-
rounding areas in British Columbia,
Canada. The adjustment which new-
comers must make in immigrating to
Canada canbe made much easier with
assistance from immigrant and refugee
services delivered in the native lan-
guage in a culturally sensitive manner.

A volunteer Board of Directors gov-
ernsSDISS. Currently thereare 71 mul-
tilingual staff, 236 interpreters and 115
volunteers who offer language and cul-
ture specific services. Last year, the
Society provided more than 30,000 cli-
ent contacts to immigrants and refu-
gees. The budget for the fiscal year
1999/2000 is $3.8 million. Among the
various programmes which stands out
includes: the Community Youth
Outreach Programme.
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The Community Youth Outreach
Programme addresses theneeds of im-
migrantand refugee youth thatarenew
toCanada. Inencountering anew land,
they face barriers and problems of ad-
justment and integration that hinder
their social development and learning.
They tend to become isolated from the
mainstream life of school and commu-
nity activities because they are still
learning English and because of differ-
ences in culture and upbringing. Some
of them also face family separation due
to international business ownership,
resulting in arrangements in which the
mother and the children live in BC but
the father is based in Hong Kong; in
other cases the childrenlive in BC while
both parents live in Taiwan.

The discussion in this paper is di-
vided into four major parts. First, it in-
troduces Canada’s policy on multi-
culturalism. Second, itreviews the ESL
policy and philosophy of the Delta
School District. Third, it presents the
Community Youth Outreach Pro-
gramme and explores its key compo-
nents. Last, it examines the innovative
aspects of the programme and why it
works.

Youth in Transition and
Multiculturalism in Canada
A number of predominant models de-
veloped by researchers to assess the
psychological adaptation of immi-
grants and refugees in the host society
were taken into consideration in the
development of the Community Youth
Outreach Programme. According to
Sayegh and Lasry (1993), the model of
assimilation talks about the process of
social transformation that promotes
successful assimilation and which oc-
curs when immigrants identify com-
pletely with the new society at the
expense of their cultural identity. How-
ever, the Canadian multicultural policy
is based on a “cultural mosaic” frame-
work. The framework was developed
using Berry’s model of Acculturation
(Berry 1980, 1984). Acculturation, ac-
cording to Berry, is a broadly defined
process in which the native language
and culture is maintained and sup-
ported, while the second language is
developed and the individual adjusts to

theirnew culture. Thismodel informed
the design and development of the Pro-
gramme. This model of acculturation
identifies changes within both immi-
grants and host society as a result of
contacts. Acculturation can be seen as
the selective adaptation of value sys-
tems and processes of integration and
differentiation. Berry’smodelsuggests
thatimmigrants and refugees must re-
define themselves towards both the
new culture and their own cultural
values. In this model there are four
possible outcomes of this identity proc-
ess:

1. Assimilation -to give-up one’s cul-
tural values in order tobe accepted into
the dominant cultural values.

2.Integration -toretain one’s cultural
values as well as acquire new cultural
values.

3. Separation -to only retain one’s
cultural values and not to accept new
cultural values.

4. Marginalization -to maintain a
partfrom one’s cultural values and new
cultural values. (Berry 1980, p.227)

Of these four possible outcomes, in-
tegration appears to be the preferred
outcome of the Canadian multicultural
policy and settlement practices. Inte-
grationis along term, two-way process
in which immigrants and refugees
achieve full participation in all aspects
of Canadian life and Canadian society.
Newcomers canbenefit from the full po-
tential of theirnewly adopted land (See
also Cummins 1996).

Sinceimmigrantand refugee youths
new to Canada confront difficulties in
a country that, although it offers them
opportunities, speaks a language they
do not know. They are also unfamiliar
with theway of life. Until theirlanguage
skills are developed, their inability to
communicate isolates them from peers
and school activities (Handford et .al
1993). Some of them have experienced
disruption in their education, e.g. war,
refugee camp or uprooting due to emi-
gration. Some, because of the stigma
attached, keep their refugee identity
and status a secret from their peers. Of
course, this secrecy is a way to conceal
their vulnerability. The report, “After
the Door hasbeen Opened” (Minister of

Supply and Services Canada 1988)
points out thatchildren and youth must
prepare themselves to be adults in Ca-
nadian society. Their opportunities
come from experiences of success in
school, from importantadults, and their
peers. However, under many circum-
stances, as highlighted above, instead
of success,immigrantand refugee youth
encounter frustration because of lan-
guage difficulties, the fear of refugee
stigma, the inability of the guardians to
understand their needs and the de-
mands of integrating into anew culture.
Without appropriate guidance and
support, thechildren and youth become
margina-lized leading todistress, isola-
tion and social dysfunction (Igoa 1995).

The Canadian Council for Refugees
(1998) explores the meaning of settle-
ment and integration and presents
guidelines for best practices as well as
examples of programmes worthemulat-
ing. The design of the Community
Youth Outreach Programme incorpo-
rated these guidelines. British Colum-
bia’s Ministry for Children and
Families in the Delta area was support-
ive of this programme because it was
considered a preventive approach: the
more assistance new immigrant youth
and their families receive now, the less
likelihood of them needing to access
servicesin the future.

English as a Second Language
(ESL) System in the Delta School
District
The philosophy of the ESL programme
in the Delta School District is that all
students, regardless of their linguistic
and culturalbackground, willhave the
opportunity to develop their potential
to the fullest extent. Integration is the
main focus and mutual respectbetween
different cultures mustbe encouraged.
The districtalsobelieves that the degree
of success of the ESL programme de-
pends, to a large extent, on the amount
of interaction and understanding be-
tween the student, the school and the

student’shome.

Multicultural Services are offered
through a multicultural worker. The
multicultural worker’s role differs from
the Youth Integration Worker’s in that
she or he is involved in the assessment
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process and placement of ESL students
while the Youth Integration Worker is
not. A large part of the multicultural
worker’s time is spent doing such work
inthe district’s elementary schools. She
is also involved in promoting accul-
turation, multiculturalism, social har-
mony and facilitating communication
between home and school.

Based on the statistics provided by
the district, there were 1508 ESL stu-
dents served in the 1997-1998 school
year. This was the last year that such
statistics were available. The northend
of Deltaaccounted for 89 percent of the
district’s total ESL population (Delta
School District, 1996, English as a Sec-
ond Language: Population Growthand
District Response Report; Delta School
District, 1996, Special Programmes Re-
source Binder, p. 2-20). Thus, this is
where the Youth Outreach Programme
is focused.

The Launching of the Community
Youth Outreach Programme
The fall of 1993 was the launch date for
the Community Youth Outreach Pro-
gramme. A Punjabi/Hindiand a Can-
tonese/Mandarin speaking Youth
Integration Workers were stationed at
two schools. The Director of Special
Programmes of the Delta School District
where the ESL programme residesmade
the decision about location. A major
criterion was a high enrollment of new
immigrantand refugee students. Based
on this, a junior high school (grades 8-
10) and a secondary school (grades 9-
12) in the north end of the district
benefited from the assignment of Youth
Integration Workers. The junior high
school provided the Youth Integration
Worker with an office and a phone,
which werelaterrealized tobeessential
items. Inaddition, they were welcomed
into the classroom during school time,
another essential element to the pro-
gramme’s success, becauseif the work-
ers were to build rapport with the
students and the staff, thye had to be
highly visible. Animportantstrategy to
this would be to spend lunch hours with
the youth, visit them on the soccer field,
basketball court, or walk the hallways
with them. Once the immigrant youth
feels comfortable with the worker, he or

she will start to seek out the worker on
his or her own.

The programme provides services to
allnew immigrant youthand their fami-
lies regardless of their status. Theman-
date of the programmeme is toaddress
the needs of these students and their
families who arenew to the community
and the school. The programme assists
themin overcoming adjustmentand in-
tegration problems. Somehave special-
ized problems, for example, family
separations mentioned earlier.

The Youth Outreach Programme
had a very successful first year (1993).
This was largely due to the fact that the
programme was placed in schools with
administrators who are committed and
accommodative of these students’
school needs. The teachers and princi-
pals were extremely helpful with the
extra resources they provided. They
saw this as a win-win situationbecause
they were dealing with the influx of im-
migrants with no additional help be-
fore.

With such a positive first year, the
programme was expanded to serve
three schools on a full-time basis and
serve other schools on an “as needed”
basis. The served schools are finally
feeling that they are reaching out and
connecting with parents and youth.
The outcome is that all stakeholders,
parents, teachers, administrators and
youth, are grateful for having on site
workers who domore thaninterpreting
forthem. They are very pleased with the
community orientation, ethnocultural
community connections and after
school activities such as a field trips to
the Science World, that were notbeing
provided before. Recently, other
schools in the district with a growing
number of immigrant youth havebeen
very vocal about the need for similar
services.

The Programme can be divided into
five categories: (a) Community Orienta-
tion; (b) School Orientation; (c) After-
School Activities; (d) Individual
Guidance; and (e) Parents’ Group.

Community Orientation

For children who areresettled, being in
anew environmentcanbe overwhelm-

ing, particularly if this new environ-
mentis one’snew country of residence.
They must learn everything all over
again:how touse public transportation,
obtain a social insurance number and
usebank services. Thus, the purpose of
the community orientation is to assist
the students who can, in turn, assist
their parents on basic knowledge of
how to use public services. One effec-
tive way todo thisis through field trips.
Most field trips are planned using pub-
lic transportation and the students usu-
ally choose the destinations. It is an
opportunity for students to go tosome
of the athletic games, different educa-
tional settings and points of interest that
they havehheard aboutbutmay nothave
had the means to attend. The pro-
gramme subsidizes the field trips, mak-
ing them more accessible for students
and on a few occasions, due to the fami-
ly’s lack of financial resources, the ex-
penses of the trips are fully funded by
the programme. These activities allow
the students tobuild their confidence so
that subsequently they can take their
families on similar trips. For instance,
three yearsago, astudentcame toschool
on a Monday and was excited to share
what she did on the weekend. She
wanted to do something special for her
younger sister’s birthday so she sug-
gested to her parents that the family
(about fourteenmembers, including her
aunts and uncles) go bowling. They
were quick to say that it was too expen-
sive and dangerous. However, she
pointed out: “I have gone with the
school and I am still in one piece.” The
parents then allowed the fifteen-year-
old daughter to phone thebowling alley
and to make some inquiries. She ex-
plained to the owner of the bowling al-
ley that she had come with the school
and was interested in bringing her fam-
ily. The gentleman remembered the
group and ended up allowing her fam-
ily to bowl one extra game after seeing
how much fun the family was having
trying out a new game. The parents
were sore the next day but they men-
tioned, during parent teacher inter-
views, that they were grateful the
programmeintroduced their children to
different recreational places in the com-
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munity. They expressed that they did
not have the time or enough English to
do these kinds of events on their own,
nor would they allow their childrenand
their friends to do so without being in-
troduced first. Once the immigrant
youth feels comfortable and knowl-
edgeable about the resources in their
community, they do not feel alienated.
Breaking down the barriers or the fears
of the unknown makes their surround-
ing community less foreign and intimi-
dating.

School Orientation

The culture shock of being in a new
country and the need to learn about the
Canadian school system can be quite
overwhelming. Therefore, this pro-
gramme helps tobridge the gapbetween
new and old environment for the stu-
dents as well as the parents. The Youth
Integration Worker also provides one-
on-one guidance with the families to
explain school rules, timetables and re-
quired school supplies.

For new immigrant students, school
orientation is the same process as for
anynew student, except the Youth Inte-
gration Worker gives them a tour and
information about their new school in
their native language. The family is
assisted with interpretation and the
new studentis assigned abuddy witha
boy or girl from the same country or who
speaks the same language. On a few
occasions, when language is a barrier,
the settlement counsellors from SDISS
are called to the school for assistance
withlanguagesnotknownby the Youth
Integration Worker.

The parentsare very pleased with the
one-on-one guidance service because
schooling in Canada is different from
their native country’s schooling. InIn-
dia, for example, students go to school
six days a week, there are no co-ed
classes, no bells to signal the start and
end of class, and teachers are referred to
as “madam” or “sir,” and not by their
lastname. There, teachersare given the
responsibility to be disciplinarians,
whereas in BC, that is not the case. Of-
ten, parents have told the school to pun-
ish their child anyway they deem fit.

However, the teacher and principal al-
ways inform the parents that discipline
is their responsibility not the school’s.

One noticeable change since the pro-
gramme started hasbeenthe increasein
immigrant parents attending parent-
teacher conferences. The reasons are
twofold. First, parents are contacted in
their native language either by tel-
ephone or by sending home translated
parent-teacher interview forms, to
which they can respond in their native
language. Second, since they know the
Youth Integration Worker willbe avail-
able to assist them to speak to the chil-
dren’s teachers, parents gain con-
fidence inattending the sessions. A few
even tried to speak for themselves and
the youth worker needed only to inter-
pret a few words. This indirectly help
the parents’ self-esteem. The parents
feel that the Youth Integration Workers
understand them and they are there to
help.

After-School Activities

The after school activities component
hasatwo-partobjective: aneutral terri-
tory to gain more insight into the youth
as well as an opportunity for the immi-
grant youth to learn something new.
This neutral territory is a place where
students can go freely with no expecta-
tions to share their resettlement experi-
ences or toengage in conversation. This
does not put the youth on the spot as
they might feel when they are in their
academic setting. Itis also a venue for
students to work on their social skills
such as teamwork, and communication
and leadership skills.

The after-school activities were de-
signed for the purpose of connecting
with the immigrant youth in a non-
threatening environment. It was be-
lieved thatan activity such asbasketball
introduced after school would attract
morestudents. Ultimately the goal was
tobuild trust with the youth. After the
initial after school activity, it was real-
ized that the games or sports which
Canadianborn students had grown up
playing, werequite different from those
of immigrant students. In a particular
case, when a group of students were
setting up the volleyball net outside af-

ter school, some of the South Asian girls
started running around the field. It
appeared tobe tag toCanadian students
butthey were informed that it was “kho-
kho” aform of tag thatis very popularin
India where all the girls get togetherand
play. The original idea wasn't to play
“kho-kho” but after having learnt the
new game, other days were set aside to
playit. Inaddition to the sports activi-
ties, time was set aside to play Chinese
chess and “bhabhi” a card game that is
popular in India. On these occasions,
Canadianstudents were invited tolearn
games from other cultures which they
enjoyed very much. Other extra-curricu-
lar programmes such as the GOAL club
were also created to support the accul-
turation process while developing lead-
ership skills.

“GOAL Club:” Developing Future
Leaders

Inaddition to the after school activities,
a club was started for the new immi-
grant students at one of thehigh schools.
The studentsnamed it GOAL (Globe of
All Languages) Club. The primary ob-
jective of the club was to assist students
with their integration into school life.
Many students came from their former
schools asleadersbutfeltintimidated to
join any school group in Canada. The
focus of the club was to organize activi-
ties such as cultural appreciation days,
publish newsletters and organize field
trips. The students were full of pride and
wanted to share their cultures and cel-
ebrate their festivals and other signifi-
cant dates at the school. The Chinese
students, forexample, organized a Chi-
neseNew Year celebration, which other
ethnic students helped to serve on that
day. Thestudents’ enthusiasm was evi-
dent in their passion, preparing the
dishes and making displays with great
pride. The students felt that they were
able to contribute and enhance the
schoollife. They werealso very proud to
share their cultural festivals with their
teachers and Canadian peers. These
types of events can be a morale booster
for students who arelooking for a place
to fitin.

A newsletter committee was estab-
lished as well for students’ voices to be
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heard. The newsletter was distributed
tostaff at the school and many teachers
found them to be a wealth of informa-
tion. Articles included topics such as:
“Being New toCanada,” “Seeing Snow
for the First Time,” and “Feelings We
Had When We Got Off the Plane.” Shar-
ing cultural information, advertising
forup-coming events, event summaries,
and student poetry were published. An
immigrantstudent wrote the following
article.

Snow

I woke up one morning and I saw
snow. It was just like little pieces of
crushed ice, dancing down from
heaven with the wind’s direction. I
acted like how Israelites first saw
manna. [ ran to my room and
wrapped myself up in order to go
out. “I got to go out and feel it my-
self,” T said to myself. “How can I
describe snow to my friends in Tai-
wan when I did not feel it myself!” 1
rushed out and was amazed at how
calm everything was. Itried to hold
the snowflakes with my hand, but
they immediately melted. — T still
remember the prayer my brothers
and I said that night. “Please God,”
webegged, “can we have more snow
tomorrow?”

In two of the last three years, a
multicultural programme in the
evening “Talent and Fashion From
Around the World” was produced by
the GOAL club members. This show
was an opportunity for the students to
showcase their talents as well as their
native attires. Students were involved
in singing, dancing, modelling and
playing musical instruments. Many
hours went into rehearsing for the pro-
grammebut, at theend, the students felt
a genuine sense of school pride and
were pleased with their accomplish-
ments. Theresponses from the students
demonstrated that these showsboosted
self-esteem for the students and their
parents. The audience showed their
enthusiasmby asking for another show
nextyear. In particular, many teachers
were pleasantly surprised to see “their
quiet, shy and reserved ESL students
shining like a bright light on stage.”
They saw aside of the students that they
would never have seen otherwise.

Ideally, it would be great for a club
like this one to link up with the student
counciland haveajointventure. Unfor-
tunately, ithasbeen the experience that
once the student council gets involved
many of theimmigrantand refugeestu-
dents take on a quiet role again. The
reasons may be that the student council
hasawider perspective than the GOAL
cluband also theimmigrantand refugee
students may feel shy about their ability
toexpress their views and communicate
fluently in English. Slowly as the immi-
grant students build their English and
self-esteem, a joint venture like this
could be undertaken again. Immigrant
and refugee students also have indi-
vidual needs for emotional support.
The individual guidance component
serves in this area.

Individual Guidance

The majority of the Youth Integration
Worker’s time is spent with newcomer
youth in providing individual guid-
ance. Since the youth workers do not
have a counselling background, only
guidance is provided to the youth and
their families. Common issues for these
students are: “being afraid,” “con-
fused,” “scared,” or “unhappy” in the
new environment. Most of theseissues
stem from culture shock and isolation.
Theyouth oftenhave ahard timeadjust-
ing to new cultural values. Their self-
identity is challenged because they are
now caughtbetween twocultures. The
parents’ experience may not be similar
because they may have limited contact
outside of the home. The youth are try-
ing hard to “fit in” as quickly as possi-
ble, sometimes giving up their own
cultural beliefs and values. Thus, par-
ents and youth often have a difficult
time dealing with intergenerational
conflict. Referrals are made mostly
through the ESL teachers, some through
other class teachers, some are self-refer-
rals, and others are done by school ad-
ministrators.

If an issue arises that requires coun-
selling, the school counsellor is con-
tacted and the studentisreferred tohim
orher. However, if there is a language
barrier, the Youth Integration Workeris
usually present in the counseling ses-

sions. Sometimes areferralismade out
of theschool and the appropriateagency
would be involved with the youth. The
Youth Integration Worker may still as-
sist if either the outside agency or the
youthrequestit.

Since the Delta area office of the Min-
istry for Children and Families does not
have any Punjabi or Chinese speaking
social workers, the Youth Integration
Workers have assisted them on numer-
ouscases. Last yeara 17 year old South
Asian girl was apprehended due to
physical abuse in her home and the
YouthIntegration Worker worked with
the social worker advising what would
be culturally appropriate while also
assisting the social worker onhome vis-
its. The social worker stayed in touch
with the student through the Youth In-
tegration Worker and not the school
counsellor in this case. In another inci-
dent, theimmigrant youth did notspeak
either Punjabior Chinese, but the Youth
Integration Worker assisted with the
entire removal process as well. The
youthwanted a familiar person toescort
her with the social worker to her home
and then to foster care. The Youth Inte-
gration Workers arebound by the same
legal requirements that teachers and
social workersmustabideby regarding
confidentiality of information dis-
closedby astudentaboutabuse, neglect
or suicidal thoughts or intentions.

Many immigrant youth are appre-
hensive about going to the school coun-
sellor. Hence, they usually get there
with the assistance of the ESL staff or the
Youth Integration Worker. Most eastern
cultures discourage any conversation
about the family to outsiders. Family
issues are to be kept within the family,
therefore many immigrant families have
frowned upon counseling generally.
However, depending on the severity of
the issues, parents may be contacted
and strict terms of confidentiality are
afforded to the parents also. Establish-
ing contact between the families and
schoolsisimportant to start the process
of trustbuilding.

Parents’ Group

Inaddition to providing support to the
immigrant youth, the Community
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Youth Outreach Programme hasalso fo-
cused on providing services to parents
who are refugees or immigrants. The
establishment of a parents’ group was
attempted in thefirstfew years,butwith
only one successful attempt in getting
the parents together. However, in the
last year and a half, another parents’
group has been successfully estab-
lished. The group was originally devel-
oped around their needs and concerns
aboutbeing more informed of their chil-
dren’seducation. They realized that the
schooling system in Canadais very dif-
ferent from where they come. Yet they
were unable, due to the lack of under-
standing and language skills, to fully
grasp all that they need to know about
their children’s education and the Ca-
nadian school system. They wanted to
beinformed and ultimately tobeable to
make informed decisions regarding
their children’s educational goals. Nei-
ther do they want to place complete trust
or responsibility in the children to tell
and explain school procedures, given
that the children may act in their self-
interestand alterinformation senthome
by teachers. Thus, all parties, i.e: par-
ents, school counsellors, ESL teachers
and the Youth Integration Worker, saw
the Parents’ Group to be an answer.
Since the parents’ group was created,
all communicationis done in the native
language, Mandarin in this particular
Parents’ Group. The mandate of the
parents’ group is threefold. First, the
parents’ group serves as a support
group. A monthly meeting is held for
them tocome meetand makenew friends
inanew environment so that they won't
feel so isolated and alone. Second, the
group organizes activities that allow
the parents to do fun things, be informed
and be educated. Some of the activities
that have been organized so far are:
workshops on the Registered Retire-
ment Savings Plan, taxation, environ-
mental awareness, entrance to
university, weekly badminton evenings
and western cooking classes. This was
organized due to the numerous com-
ments that immigrant parents have re-
garding unknown foods, such as
squash, that they saw in the grocery
store but did not know how to cook.

Third, the group meetings serve as a
means of communication to informand
update. This is accomplished by distrib-
utingmonthly newsletters thatare pub-
lished by the parents to inform all
parentsaboutupcoming school events,
community events and issues relating
toimmigration and families.

In addition, in the past year the par-
ents have put together an “Asian New
Year Teacher Appreciation Luncheon”
that was a grand success. The parents’
group wanted to show their apprecia-
tion and respect to the school and the
teachers for their dedication, since
teachers arehighly respected in eastern
cultures. The teachers at that particular
schoolwere givenatruetaste and expe-
rience of Asian culture and New Year
celebrations. Many parents were pro-
fessionals back home and miss the abil-
ity to contribute positively to their
community and environment due to
their lack of language abilities or their
perception of their lack of language
abilities. Loss of status and professional
opportunities are two major concerns
that affectimmigrant parents. The par-
ents’ group indirectly assists in build-
ing their self-esteem and self-worthina
new environment and country. Many
immigrant parents, similar to the
“mainstream” parentshave agreatdeal
to offer to the school, however, anappro-
priate avenue is not always apparent.
Joining the Parents’ Advisory Council
at their school seems to be too over-
whelming for them given their language
and cultural barriers.

Lessons Learnt: The Personal
Touch That Works

The Youth Integration Workers have a
very close working relationship with
the ESL teachers. Sincemostimmigrant
students receive English support, the
department was a natural tie-in with
the programme. As mentioned earlier,
due to the “opendoor policy” of the ESL
department and the schools, the Youth
Integration Workers have spent many
hours with the youth directly in the
classroom providing easy access to the
students.

The obvious assistance the school
knew itwould receive was theinterpre-

tation services. Since the two Youth
Integration Workers are able to speak
the language of 88 percent of its immi-
grant student population (Punjabi,
Hindi, Cantonese and Mandarin), com-
munication between home and school
could easily befacilitated. Onsite Youth
Integration Workers who serve as lan-
guage and cultural interpreters, are
available to deal with daily school is-
sues with the youth as well as to notify
parentsifissues were of concern to them.
This flow of communication makes the
daily routines of the schools run much
smoother than everbefore.

The essential ingredient to any pro-
gramme’s success is building a solid
foundation from which the programme
can continue to grow. The overwhelm-
ing positive response from the Delta
School District was instrumental to the
success of this programme. This wasin
the form of partial funding and support-
ing Special Programmes coordination.
Due to the flexibility of the Districtand
most certainly of the schools, the pro-
gramme has been to mould itself to meet
the needs of immigrant youth, their
families and the schools.

Over the years, recognition for the
programme has come in the form of per-
sonal testimonies from students in our
annual surveys. They emphasize how
the programme has enriched their lives
and provided a means for a smoother
integration process. Letters of support
and feedback from school principals,
counsellors, teachers and parents as to
the “excellent and essential resource
serviceinmeeting theneedsofadiverse
and multi-faceted population” have
served as the programme’s measure-
ment of its benefits. Consistently, the
assets of the programme have been its
ability to: assist with the understanding
of intergenerational adaptation; allevi-
ate potential tensions and promote un-
derstanding between different
eth-nocultural communities; connect
immigrant youth and their families to
local community resources;help reduce
incidents of conflicts between the differ-
entethnocultural communities; serve as
an early intervention of immigrant
youth and their families inneed of addi-
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tional assistance; educate new immi-
grantyouth and their families of Cana-
dian society; help reduce isolation and
increase self-esteem; and help in the
settlement and adaptation process. The
ultimate goal of parents and studentsis
tobecome integrated into the Canadian
community.

The major obstacle the programme
may face in the future will be lack of
continued funding from the govern-
ment. This programmehastoapply for
funding each year and the government
may change its funding priority from
preventative and support services to
remedial service. In such a case, the
programme would loseits funding. An-
other challenge for the programme is
that with the addition of a third base
school, the Youth Integration Workers
havebeenbusy meeting the demands of
the third school as well as the many
other schools calling in for service. In
order for this programme tobe effective
and notto”spread toothin,” additional
resources need to be deployed at this
crucial juncture.

Conclusion
Integration issues for immigrant and
refugee youth vary from the initial ad-
justment to peer support, school life,
community surroundings and to long
term issues. All of them require a col-
laborative scheme to adequately deal
withthem. Language and cultural val-
ues were identified as the most impor-
tant adjustment issues youth face.

These make it difficult for youth to un-
derstand and adapt to the Canadian
culture, the school system, or make
friends. The difficulty that parents face
in securing gainful employment, the
change in lifestyle and parental role,
whichmay notbe positive, also play an
important role in how youths get ad-
justed to their new homeland.

With the help of the Youth Integra-
tion Worker, immigrant and refugee
youth and their families are better pre-
pared to adapt to Canada and to live a
productivelife. The challenge rests with
theimmigrantserving agencies, schools
and government agencies to collaborate
sothat their services supportimmigrant
and refugee youths in their efforts to
become productive members of their
new country whilerespecting theirown
culture and personal integrity. m
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Supporting Refugee and Immigrant Children:
Building Bridges Programme of the International Children’s
Institute in Canada and Overseas

Abstract

Thisarticle highlights factors concerning
refugee school-aged children and their
caregivers both in Canada and overseas.
This article documents the impact of the
International Children’s Institute’s
Building Bridges programme, which has
received validation from both qualitative
and quantitative studies. It concludes
with implications for authentic pro-
grammes which combine education,
health and NGO (non-governmental or-
ganization) sector partnerships.

Résumé

Cest article souligne certains facteurs
concernant les enfants réfugiés en dgede
scolarité et leurs fournisseursdesoins, au
Canada ainsi qu’a I'extérieur. L'article
documente l'impact du programme de
Ulnstitut international des enfants,
intitulé « Construire des ponts », qui a
recu la validation d’études tant
qualitatives que quantitatives. Pour
conclure, I'article évoque les implica-
tions que cela comporte pour des pro-
grammes authentiques quicombinent des
partenariats entre les secteurs de
I'éducation, de la santé et des ONG (or-
ganisations non-gouvernementales).

Introduction
The demographic transformation of
communities in Canada and overseas
has focused attention on issues related
to identification of needs and effective
interventions inimmigrantand refugee
children as well as their families. It has
beendocumented thatthe number of Ca-
nadian immigrants more than doubled
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in the late 1980s, and in the early 1990s
three quarters of immigrant children
were of school age. Moreover, of great
concern are children who came from
war torn countries and those who con-
tinue to experience adjustmentdifficul-
ties during the resettlement phase
(United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees 1994; Cole 1998; Vargas
1999; Beiser et al. 1995).

Surveys concerning world refugees
often estimate that there are millions of
displaced people throughout the world
whohaveresettled or are in the process
of applying for resettlement undersafer
conditions. Their needs for assistance
include settlement orientation, shelter,
health care, employment, legal repre-
sentation, second language skills,
outreach services, cultural supports
and education (Cole 1996). With regard
toschoolage children, itshould benoted
that migration characteristics are not
always disclosed to schools. Thus, fac-
torsrelating torefugee children’s devel-
opmental histories including losses,
malnutrition, deprivation or gaps in
formal educationareunder-reported by
families. This reluctance toreveal infor-
mation relating to migration status is
understandable in view of the vulner-
able positions in which many families
find themselves. Yet, without knowl-
edgeaboutbackground circumstances,
adequate care and programmesmay not
be provided by education or mental
healthservices (Ajdukovic & Ajdukovic
1993; Cole 1998).

Children who have been exposed to
aversive events and losses can suffer
emotional scars related to trauma. In
recentyears, for example, attention has
been focused on Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) in children. Research
findings estimate that up to one half of
children from war-torn countries expe-
rience PTSD symptoms. Inorder tomeet
the needs of such children, significant

adults in their lives need to develop
appropriate knowledge and facilitate
resiliencebuilding programmes (Motta
1995; Price 1995; Mason 1997).

Educators and mental health profes-
sionals who serve multicultural com-
munities are faced with the com-
plexities created by resettlement, dis-
ruption in support systems and com-
munication barriers. In this context,
schools have become the most signifi-
cantagents of change in shaping future
communities. One of the major dilem-
mas faced by schools, however, is that
they havebecome interventionssites for
numerous psycho-social problems af-
fecting school-age children and their
families. During an era of declining
budgets, school systems have become
more cognizant about the need to de-
velop coordinated partnerships and
accountable programmes which meet
the needs of all involved (Cole 1995;
Adelman 1996).

The object of this paper is to docu-
ment an innovative programme which
has brought together expertise in sev-
eral areas related to children’s adjust-
ment needs. By doing so, the
International Children’s Institute has
developed a framework for partner-
ships which transcends geographical
boundaries and advocates for cross-sec-
tional collaboration for the benefit of
local communities.

The Building Bridges Programme:
The Canadian Site
The Building Bridges programme was
designed, piloted and implemented in
schools in Metropolitan Toronto follow-
ing its inception in 1993. It has been
developed by the International Chil-
dren’s Institute, a non-profit humani-
tarian organization. The Institute has
as its mandate the development and
implementation of community based
programmes in school systems to sup-
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port children’s mental health. These
programmes are designed to teach cop-
ing skills to children (especially those in
elementary schools) who are experienc-
ing stressand/ or traumaresulting from
war, displacement, famine or natural
disasters. The Institute’s programmes
are alsodesigned toenable caregivers to
encourage and support children. The
Institute brings together teams of par-
ents, psychologists, educators, commu-
nity health professionals com-
munication professionals and children
in order to study and identify the best
methods of responding to the needs of
the children. The recommendations
which emerge from these studies and
site assessments within each commu-
nity are translated into specific pro-
grammes. Thus, facilitating com-
munication is the core strategy of the
-Institute’s programmes.

Although initially intended to sup-
port the integration of refugee school-
age children, the programme has
broadened to encompass all children.
Thus, from focusing on children who
may have tertiary serviceneedsrelated
to traumatic events, the Building
Bridges programmehas developed into
a primary prevention programme
which supports resilience and pro-
motes adaptive coping skills for all chil-
dren, including immigrantand refugee
children, their teachers and parents
(Coleand Sroka 1997). By employing a
multi-disciplinary, whole school ap-
proach the Building Bridges pro-
gramme has fostered partnerships and
school-based activities, which reflect
the involvement of each stakeholder
group - the children, their parents and
the teachers.

This multi-year programme (onaver-
agetwotothreeyears)beginsits workin
eachsiteby conducting a needs assess-
ment. Numerous assessment toolshave
been developed by the International
Children’s Institute with input from
stakeholders and mental health con-
sultants of cross-cultural services.
These tools, which include among oth-
ers community resource audits, needs
assessment guides and school profiles,
facilitate data gathering and ongoing
consultation. It should be highlighted

that one of the more authentic tools be-
came the framework for focus groups
and panel discussions, which promote
the “voices of children” and those who
support them both at school and at
home. Since communication is a core
strategy in all of the International Chil-
dren’s Institute activities, ithasled toa
process of fluid discovery of needs, gap
analysis of services and the shaping of
activities in response to the “heard
voices of children.”

Since the International Children’s
Institute advocates collective pro-
gramme ownership, ithas documented
best practices and developed training
and programme implementation
guidesfor ongoing use. These materials
have been subjected to modifications
and knowledge updates as the pro-
gramme expands both in Canada and
overseas. Examples of materials in-
clude: assessment tools; school-based
guides for in-service, Principal’s guide
to the Building Bridges programme;
Working with families; Teacher’s guide;
videos and Caregivers guide to the pro-
gramme. A website has been estab-
lished to promote world wide
communication aboutnetworking and
documentingbest-practices onbehalf of
children in stressful situations.

Classroom Based Activities

Asnoted earlier, in-class activities were
shaped by identified stakeholderneeds
and by teachers’ and consultants’ psy-
cho-pedagogical bodies of knowledge.
All classroom activities of the Building
Bridges programmehavebeen cross-ref-
erenced with the new Ontario Ministry
of Education’s curriculum guidelines.
Thus, these class-based activities are to
beviewed as an integral part of curricu-
lar objectives. The overall aims of these
activities are to promote inclusive edu-
cationalday today practices. Therefore,
cooperativelearning strategies, the pro-
motion of effective communication, the
enhancement of proactive social skills,
coping skills and positive self-esteem
are central goals supported by educa-
tors and mental health consultants
alike.

The following are highlights of core
classroom-based activities, which are

documented in detail in the Guides of
the International Children’s Institute
and are used in teacher inservice by
schools opting to participate in the
Building Bridges programme:

a) Buddy Teams: aims to promote
friendships and cultural bridging. It
canbecome amechanism forsocial inte-
gration and social acceptance by peers;

b) The Change Exchange: aims to
identify children’s needs, their charac-
teristics of stress and the impact of trau-
matic events. It can also identify best
practices and provide a forum for chil-
dren to share activities and problem-
solvingstrategies;

c)Games We Like to Play: can further
self-confidence through skill develop-
ment in recreation. Its objectives are to
promote positive self-esteem through
the mastery of activities, provide a safe
way for emotional release of stress and
promote friendships;

d) Art is Inside Me: can help with
emotional release through self-expres-
sion in visual arts. It can also aid in
mastery of routine activities and skill
development;and

e) Stories in the Classroom: aims to
promote story telling and story book-
making. This framework can help the
adjustment of children who have to re-
build assumptions about themselves
and their environment. It can put past
traumatic experiences into a safer con-
text and can help children develop a
positive vision of their future.

Voices of Children, Teachers and
Parents: Thematic Research
Finding
Before programme implementationand
throughout the development of the
Building Bridges programme, panel
discussions were held with
stakeholders to identify goals, needs,
coping skills and indicators of success
(1994-1997): Children’s panel discus-
sions aimed, each year, to explore the
nature of entering school; identify
behaviors which impact on new stu-
dents; identify strategies for dealing
with stressful situations; explore main-
tenance of first language and cultural
identity; share perceptions of the learn-
ing environment; discuss social rela-
tions and identify indicators of
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successful adapt- ations and school
performance.

Teachers’ panel discussions aimed
to identify teachers’ appraisal of stu-
dents’ needs; document required re-
sources for working with newcomer
students; develop a process for collabo-
ration and programme development
with the staff of the International Chil-
dren’s Institute and develop mecha-
nisms for home-school partnerships.

Parents’ panel discussions, which
utilized the services of translators and
cultural interpreters, centred around
the identification of parental percep-
tions of children’s needs; aimed to ex-
plore the value of retaining first
language while learning English as a
Second Language; assisted parents in
better understanding their children’s
school system; identified multicultural
expectations of children; discussed dis-
cipline and conflict resolution and iden-
tified indicators of success for their
school-age children.

Qualitative evaluation data was col-
lected from all stakeholder groups. In
addition, quantitative psychometric
data was obtained as part of the feasibil-
ity study pre and post programme im-
plementation with the children
(Fitzgerald 1997; Cole & Srokal997).
The programme evaluation sample in-
cluded 147 grade 3 and 4 students in
seven programme classes in four
schools. As part of the study, 77 stu-
dents in four additional classes in the
same schools acted as control groups.
The four participating schools are lo-
cated in different neighbourhoods in
Toronto and represent the diverse de-
mographic makeup of the student
population. For example, in one of the
elementary schools, 60 percent of the
student population comprised children
born outside Canada.

The psychometric battery was cho-
sen to reflect norm-referenced and cul-

ture-fair measures which have been in -

use with heterogeneous student
populations in Canada and the United
States (Fitzgerald 1997). Data were col-
lected through child self-report ques-
tionnaires read out tostudentsin order
to minimize the impact of English as a

Second Language reading proficiency.
Pre-post data gathering took place in a
six month interval period.

Key findings from the psychometric
study highlight that: a) children in par-
ticipating classes reported having more
close friends by the end of the pro-
gramme implementation year than their
control counterparts;b) by theend of the
school year, children who took part in
the Building Bridges programme re-
ported a wider range of people with
whom they could communicate about
theirneeds or problems than their coun-
terparts in control classes. Taken to-
gether, these findings indicate that
children in participating programmes
demonstrated better ability to develop
adaptive communication skills and bet-
ter social relationships, all of which
comprise key indicators of mental
health.

The qualitative data were consistent
with the quantitative study findings.
Indeed, early in the needsidentification
phase, children identified language
development, communication and ori-
entation as key priorities. However, as
their skills in English as a Second Lan-
guagedeveloped, other thematicissues
wereidentified in subsequent panel dis-
cussions. Those included social needs
such as friendships, welcoming other
students and conflict resolution strate-
gies. The children gave examples to
support their opinions and by doing so,
demonstrated an increased awareness
of the process of integration in their lo-
cal schools.

Parents and teacher discussion pan-
els identified a range of needs at the
early part of the programme. At that
stage, they noted immediate needs in-
cluding orientation related informa-
tion, knowledge about resources for
newcomers and avenues for communi-
cation between teachers and parents.
AsBuildingBridges programme imple-
mentation progressed, expressed
themes came to encompass issues con-
cerning children’s social integration,
academic outcomes, self-esteem and
maintenance of home language and
cultural heritage. Since both parents
and teachers aimed at strengthening
home-school ties, discussion meetings

shifted from problem and needs identi-
fication into a problem-solving phase.
By doing so, they began to share knowl-
edge and examples which aided the
integration of children in adaptive and
developmentally appropriate ways.

In summary, the Building Bridges
programme documented the value of
cross-sectional collaboration at the
school and community level. This
multi-year partnership between par-
ents, children, school and International
Children’s Institute staff aided the over-
all improved adjustment of children.
Findings through discussions, student
class work, self-report questionnaires
and observations demonstrated the
value of combining school and commu-
nity resources to support newcomer
children.

Sinceboth the process of programme
development and programme imple-
mentation have been documented in
user guides, itis likely to facilitate easy
dissemination of knowledge to new
Building Bridges sites. The Interna-
tional Children’s Institute is currently
consulting with school boards about
programme expansion and develop-
ment tomeetlocal needs in concert with
curriculum guidelines.

Building Bridges Overseas

... [Alfter five minutes we heard
three more bombs. I was afraid. I
could feel myblood freeze. It was too
dangerous to wait for my parents to
come back to the apartment, so we
went to the basement... the next days
of the bombing were terrible...”
(written by T., a 12 year old new Ca-
nadian student)

This child’s story represents many
voices of traumatized children who
have suffered displacement following
the aftermath of war and its devastating
impact. These types of experiences can
belonglasting both forindividualsand
the communities as a whole. They re-
quire holistic interventions that move
individuals and groups from a state of
helplessness to a path of rebuilding of
the self despite adversity (Cole 1996;
1998; Williams & Berry 1991; Jensen &
Shaw 1993). The Building Bridges Pro-
gramme has been implemented in re-
cent years in Croatia, Bosnia and
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Herzegovina and in Albania. The Insti-
tute is currently consulting in Kosovo.
By adopting a whole community ap-
proach, similar to the framework docu-
mented in Canada, International
Children’s Institute teams have been
abletokeepcore programme goals while
adjusting to local needs.

In Croatia, for example, the Interna-
tional Children’s Institute has imple-
mented the Building Bridges
programme since the early 1990s by fos-
tering cross-sectional links to support
educational programmes. As docu-
mented in the Canadian programme,
discussion and focus groups with chil-
dren, parents, teachers, mental health
professionals and community care giv-
ershaveresulted in the identification of
the psycho-social and educational
needs of children suffering from the ef-
fects of war. In addition to the identifi-
cation of needs, the programme also
documented coping strategies, knowl-
edge and skills which represent the
stakeholders effective practices during
the phase of rebuilding the social fabric
of the communities. A conference in-
cluding participants from 13 schools
and stakeholders provided a platform
for exchange of experiences and appli-
cation of Building Bridges solutions to
common local problems.

In Bosnia and Herzegovina Interna-
tional Children’s Institute teams con-
ducted site visits as part of the needs
assessment. A gap analysis which was
coordinated with local professionals,
NGOs and community representatives
shaped the Building Bridges pro-
gramme framework and interventions.
Again, as published in Canada, aseries
of guidebooks were developed in order
to assist professionals with future pro-
gramme planning. A community con-
ference held in 1999 provided a
mechanism for sharing knowledge,
learning about programme opportuni-
ties and displaying children’s work in
the process of rebuilding their trust in
themselves and in those who support
them towards a stable future.

The International Children’s Insti-
tuteis currently involved in developing
psycho-social programmes for Kosovo
refugeesin Albania. Site assessments in

refugee camps in and around Tirana
haveled toabetter understanding of the
living conditions and the availability of
local resources. This knowledge links
the assessment outcome knowledge
with the development of local psycho-
social programmes. For example, over
40 site visits and meetings were held
with Albanian government officials,
local and international humanitarian
organizations, health centres, schools
and municipal officials. This type of
assessment process has enhanced the
knowledge of those involved in provid-
ing aid and is likely to shape more au-
thentic interventions for populations
exposed to physical and psychological
brutalities.

The framework and nature of the
Building Bridges programme for refu-
geesispresently being documentedina
guidebook and on a video programme
designed for psychosocial interven-
tions in refugee camps. It will include
thefollowing:

a) Orientation and pre-deployment
training. This training based on a
“train-the-trainer” model, will be coor-
dinated with local staff and will aim to
train teachers, among others, to learn
skills involved in providing psycho-
logical first aid;

b) Recreational and out of school ac-
tivities. These are likely to support chil-
dren’s social skills and commu-
nications through organized activities
modified from the Building Bridges pro-
gramme. Summer programmesareakey
part of this phase; and

c) Long-term programmes. These
programmes are embedded in the aca-
demic year and reinforce curriculum ob-
jectives while supporting children’s
competence and confidence building.
Whole school activities and parents’
support groups will likely resultin skill
development towards resettlement.

Conclusion
The transformation of communities in
Canadaand overseas requires comple-
mentary programmes which empha-
size a team approach to needs
identification, design, implementation,
monitoring and assessed outcomes
(Cole 1996). Nevertheless, the com-
plexities associated with funding for

both NGOs and for professional serv-
ices in existing systems often results in
advocacy for needs identification and
to a lesser extent in the documentation
of sustained long-term programmes
(Herman 1994; Hicks Lalonde & Pepler
1993; UNHCR 1995). The Building
Bridges programme has systematically
documented a framework which aims
toovercome difficulties associated with
overreliance on traditional services for
traumatized children and their fami-
lies.

Both overseas and in Canada the In-
ternational Children’s Institute has
combined “bottom-up” with “top-
down” knowledge and partnerships
which have allowed for a more timely
design and implementation of locally
modified programmes. Identifying key
people in all local sectors, has led to
stronger communication patterns
within arange of initiativesand amodel
which has linked primary, secondary
and tertiary prevention services (Cole
1998). To date, qualitative and quanti-
tative studies of the Building Bridges
programme support this framework
(Cole & Sroka, 1997). In line with the
trend toward increased accountability
in government, health, education and
NGOs, there seems tobea growing need
toaddress outcome-based measures for
programmes. Major change in service
orientation will consequently require
modifications in thinking, planning,
advocacy and utilization of resources.
|
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The Multicultural Liaison Officers’ Perspective in Assessing
Refugee Children in the Schools

Abstract

Any assessment, psychological, educa-
tional or speechand language, even in the
native language, may pose many chal-
lenges for refugee children and their
families in the schools. The Multicul-
tural Liaison Officers are based at the
schools to help families in dealing witha
neweducational system. Oneof theareas
the MLOs play amajor roleisinassisting
the schools in assessing students. This
article examines the involvement of the
Multicultural Liaison Officers and their
perspectives on assessing refugee chil-
dren with disabilities as well as some of
the obstacles and possibilities the fami-
lies and the professionals face in dealing
with this process.

Résumé

Toute évaluation, qu’elle soit psy-
chologique, pédagogique ou d’élocution
et de langage, méme dans la langue
maternelle, peut poser bien des défis aux
enfants réfugiés et a leurs familles dans
les écoles. Les agents de liaison mul-
ticulturels (ALM) sont basés dans les
écoles pour aider les familles a faire face
au défi d’un systéme éducatif nouveau.
Un des domaines oti les ALM jouent un
role important est dans l'aide qu'ils
apportent aux écoles pour I'évaluation
des éleves. Cet article examinela partici-
pationdes ALM et leurs optiques propres
sur l'évaluation des enfants réfugiés
souffrant d’handicaps, ainsi que les ob-
stacles et les possibilités auxquels les
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familles et les professionnels ont a faire
face pendant ce processus.

Introduction

The Multicultural Liaison Programme
was launched in 1991 as a project be-
tween the Ottawa-Carleton Immigrant
Services Organization and the former
Ottawa Board of Education, now called
Ottawa-Carleton District School Board.
The Multicultural Liaison Officers
(MLOs)arebased at the schools toassist
refugee children and youthinadapting
to theirnew school environment; to get
parents involved in their children’s
education; and tohelp school staff learn
about the different cultural back-
grounds of refugee students. The MLOs
provideservices in areas of translation,
referrals, orientation, advocacy and
mediation, tonameafew. Wealsowork
with the schools in assessing students
as well as explaining the results and
processes to the parents.

Whenastudentis referred forassist-
ance, one or more different types of as-
sessments may be used in order to
identify special needs such as educa-
tional, psychological, speech or lan-
guage. Theassessments may include: a)
gathering information about the stu-
dent from the parents and profession-
als; b) observing the student in the
school or classroom setting; c) examin-
ingastudent’s school work;and d) most
often, doing informal or formal testing.
Some assessments may indicate that the
student’slearningneeds require the in-
tervention of an Identification, Place-
mentand Review Committee (IPRC). For
thepasteightyears, as Multicultural Li-
aison Officers, wehavebeeninvolved in
many IPRCsaswell asin firstlanguage
assessments with students from Viet
Nam, Iran, Afghanistan, among others
(the entire team of MLOs speaks more
than 25 languages).

The method and instruments used
with the IPRC has been designed in
North America but, for many reasons,

this method may not meet the needs of
children born and raised in other parts
of the world—the Middle East, Africa,
Latin America or Asia. Factors such as
religion, race, ethnicity and language
have not been taken into consideration
when designing these instruments. In
language assessment tests, forexample,
the level of difficulty of the vocabulary
designated for a particular grade level
fornativebornstudents maynotneces-
sarily match that of students who are
speakers of other languages. In other
words, vocabulary that is considered
appropriate for afirst grader inIranmay
beappropriate fora fourth or fifth grader
in Canada and vice versa. Conse-
quently, standardized tests may not
have been designed with the intent of
accommodating the diversity of the
school population. Several cases are
discussed toillustrate some of the diffi-
culties we encounter. We hope these
cases help professionals working with
refugee children and their families in
understanding some of the culturaland
linguistic challenges in service deliv-
ery.

Cultural Interpretation in
Assessing Children with
Disabilities
Since many refugees come from coun-
tries where there is no delivery of serv-
ices for children with disabilities, we
faceseveralchallenges. There are other
factors at play, in particular, cultural
perceptions of disabilities. Forinstance,
parents may not seek services that their
child may need because, in their culture,
a child with a disability is viewed as a
punishmentfrom God. Therefore, their
first response may be to hide the child.
In some Middle Eastern cultures, fami-
lies with children with physical or men-
tal disabilities arealso stigmatized. For
Buddhists, a disability is attributed to
Karma (the law of cause and effect) for
something donein a pastlife. Nonethe-
less, the family and the community are
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expected to treat thechild with careand
compassion to avoid acquiring more
Karmain the presentlife. Thus, difficul-
tiesinevitably arise when thereisagreat
deal of diversity within a classroom.

For teachers, the increase in the
number of minority students in our
school system demands from an effec-
tive educator a better understanding
and acceptance of differences, espe-
cially of children with disabilities. Frus-
tration often occurs when teachers and
students feel that they arenot communi-
cating or being understood. For in-
stance, a student from Viet Nam was
asked to produce a paragraph on
Christmas. Instead, he sat there for 30
minutes not writing anything down.
This happened because theboy doesnot
celebrate Christmas athome thushehas
no experience of Christmas after being
in Canada for only a short time. MLOs
play a role in bridging these gaps. To
illustrate some of the common barriers
encountered, we present the following
cases.

Case 1: A Child with Hearing and

Speech Challenges
“It was in an elementary school when I
attended the IPRC for this girl from Iran.
She was seven years old and had been
diagnosed with hearing and speech
disorders.” The special education
teacher had worked with her individu-
ally through the school year. However,
afteranumber of months, there wasnot
much improvement observed. Al-
though her parents were very coopera-
tive and had tried their best to help, the
child had not made any progress. In-
stead, shehad become very stressed and
irritated. An IPRC was necessary to
decide her placement. The IPRC team
made up of a school psychologist, a so-
cial worker, the principal, the teacher,
the parents and the MLO attended the
meeting. “Iwasinvolved tohelp trans-
late the results of the assessment to the
parents.”

“Thiskind of meeting wasnew to the
parentssince in theirhome country they
had never been asked to attend such
meetings, especially one that involved

somany people. Thus, when they were
asked to express their views, they had
none. They only indicated, “We have
done our best to follow the teacher’s
instructions and have practiced with
ourdaughter all the words and phrases
that were sent home” as they had
agreed prior to this meeting. Onething
wasclear though, when the teacher sent
home pictures of different objects and
asked the parents to practice them with
theirdaughter, the parents followed the
teacher’s recommendations. “It was
notuntilImade a home visit, thatI dis-
covered that, not only did the parents
not speak any English, but that they
were practicing the vocabulary in Farsi
and Kurdish.” Meanwhile at school,
the teacher practiced and spoke to her
only in English. This miscom-
munication between home and school
had caused the poor girl so much con-
fusion that she had become terribly
stressed and no one knew why. Mean-
while, the parents had worried that,
maybe, their daughter was having
some kind of mental disorders.

This case, ononehand, wasresolved
once the parents understood what the
problem was. On the other, the school
gaveup hope of the parentshelping the
child since they did not have the Eng-
lish skills to help her. Based on this
case, school officials and the MLOs con-
cluded that training for parents with
children with disabilities is necessary.
Especially in need of such training are
newly arrived families for whom the
life style, school system, the views and
services on disability are so different.
The principal, at the suggestion of the
MLO, recognized the need to offer sign
language classes for parents. In fact, a
classwas setup. The problem then was
the cost because parents could not af-
ford the course. The option was then
left up to teachers to teach a few ses-
sions to the parents on a voluntary ba-
sis. Although the students could
communicate with the teachers, the
parents were not served when, due to
budget cuts more demands were placed
on teachers.

Case 2: A Boy with Learning
Disabilities, Mainstream or
Exclusion?

A more recent case involved, Peter (a
fictitiousname), a twelve year old boy
who had been diagnosed with learn-
ing disabilities and behavioral prob-
lems. The school had given him all the
necessary tests and an IPRC was ar-
ranged to decide whethertosend him to
aschool that offered aspecial education
programme. After giving the explana-
tions to the parents, they stated that
there was nothing wrong with their son.
According to the parents the reason for
being a slow learner was thathe had no
help or supportathome sinceboth par-
ents are illiterate and do not speak any
English. The parents said that theirson
feltmiserable and insisted that whathe
needed was a private tutor. Unfortu-
nately, the parents could notafford one.

Wealsolearnt from talking to the par-
ents that the boy was very shy and be-
cause he was not able to speak English,
hefeltisolated and had no friends athis
first school. One way he used to break
his isolation was to get involved witha
group of students who often getin trou-
ble for theirmischievousactsasaway to
attractattention because of their lack of
English proficiency. Peterexpressed his
frustration with his inability to speak
English by being disruptive.

In September of 1999, Peter was sent
to another school with a special educa-
tion programme in a class with only
eightstudents. Since this school was far
away from home, the school arranged
for a taxi to pick him up to and from
home. Tocomplicate matters, he shared
the taxi with three other students who
had profound physical and mental dis-
abilities who were also his classmates.
This presented several problems for the
boy and for the family.

Peter tolerated that school for only
one week. He refused to go no matter
how hard his parents tried to send him
back. His excuse was that he did not
want tobe placed in the same classroom
with children whohad mental or physi-
cal disabilities “because my friends
[and the neighbours] are calling me re-
tarded.” His parentsalsoadmitted that
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they were suffering from the same prob-
lem in the neighbourhoods. According
to the parents, every time the taxi ar-
rived, neighbours who were from the
same country, “point at our son, and
callhimnames.” Furthermore, the par-
ents noticed that “He has also started
making funny gestures and unusual
sounds imitating the children who are
in his class.”

Theboy insisted thathe wanted to go
back to his old school and be with his
friends. “A second meeting was ar-
ranged and I was also asked to be in-
volved.” The parents admitted that the
second school with only eight students
in the class would certainly be a better
place for their son. However, they pre-
ferred for Peter to go to the school near
home wherehe could attend school with
his friends rather than with the students
who had developmental delays. Be-
cause disabilities carry astigmain some
cultures, the family responded: “Our
reputation is at risk and we cannot ig-
nore it.” The principal of the school
made them understand thatby this de-
cision, their child would nodoubt fail as
he would be placed in an ESL class with
25 other students. In this situation, the
teacher would not be able to give extra
attention to his individual needs.

In late January 2000, a meeting was
held to discuss Peter’s situation. The
case is partly resolved, though. After
missing school for two weeks, Peter is
attending the special education school,
because the principal sent him back
with the promise that he has to stay
there for only one year. Atthe meeting,
Peter’s progress was discussed. In fact,
he has shown improvements both aca-
demically and behaviourally. Since his
behaviour is really noticeable in a class
of eight, appropriate response and fast
response in a small setting has helped.
The parent’s situation remains unre-
solved. They still feel ashamed since
they are still not convinced that the spe-
cial education programme wasbetter for
their son. Surrounded by their eth-
nocultural community, they feel espe-
cially helpless tohelp Peter,because the
principal was not welcoming and dem-
onstrated no empathy towards the cir-
cumstances of this family. For now,
Peter seems to be doing satisfactorily.

Case 3: A Child with Autism
Whose Needs Got Lost in the
Refugee Journey

“Ihavebeenhelping a family whose
child has autism.” The family had
moved three times before coming to Ot-
tawa. Because of themoves, theboyhad
never been in school nor had he ever
been diagnosed with autism. Mom
brought John (a fictitious name) who
was eight years old to a school near
home for registration and, poor John,
was placed in a regular class. The
teacherimmediately noticed the differ-
ence in him from other students. She
suspected autism but there were no
documents fromhome or from his fam-
ily doctor. She put his name in to be
tested and within a week, John was
placed inaschool for childrenwhohave
special needs. Because of John’s severe
autism, he was lucky to be tested so
quickly. In other cases testing and the
entire process of seeking a proper place-
ment takes months.

Besides getting the support from the
school, John also receives care from the
Children Treatment Centre and the In-
fant Development Programme. They
provide speech therapy, nutrition coun-
sellingand physiotherapy. A coordina-
tor makes arrangements with the pro-
fessionals and John’sMom. “Mom feels
very fortunate to get help from every-
body. However, duetoculturaland lan-
guage barriers, Mom finds it difficult
remembering ‘who is who and ‘what
kind of help her child is getting.”” She
feels overwhelmed with the number of
professionals coming to her home giv-
ingherideasand suggestions onhow to
work with her child. This is very com-
mon with many of our families who
struggle to cope in a new homeland.
They may not be able to remember the
names of the people or the agencies that
have visited them. Professionals also
find it difficult to clarify what contacta
family has had and with what agencies.
Unknowingly, the agencies may be du-
plicating services.

” Another difficulty in working with
Mom is that she is illiterate.” Many of
the things the specialists suggest her to
domaybebeyond her comprehension.

For example, the specialists tell her to
“have eye contact when she speaks to
him, repeat words over and overagain,
play with him by using toys, etc. Mom
had tried once but gave up because the
tasks are too overwhelming.” On one
hand, the specialists feel that Mom is
not willing to participate. On the other,
Mom expects them to do it all, because
she comes fromaculture thatholds pro-
fessionals in high esteem. Clearly, itis
difficultforMom to understand the com-
plexity of treatment for a child with
autism. Patienceisrequired tohelp her
learn why such strategies arenecessary
tohelp herson. Professionals alsoneed
to understand that Mom comes from a
culture that defers to professionals. “I
helped herbyexplaining that sheneeds
to be involved in her child’s develop-
mentbyjusttaking a few minutes out of
her busy schedule to work with her
son.” This effort will need time and
patience. “Mom needstolook atitasa
learning process for both theboy and for
her.”

Specialists also need to understand
thateverything isnew forMomand they
need to give her time to learn new con-
cepts and strategies for working witha
child with autism. Home visits fromso
many professionals working with the
family for whom “saving face” is so
importanthasbeenjustaschallenging.
Gradually, though “Momislearning to
take partand the trust we havebuiltover
time is paying off. John is doing very
wellat schooland Mom is now enrolled
in an ESL class full time.”

Reflections on Cultural
Interpretation
From our experience working as
Multicultural Liaison Officers in the
schools for the pasteight years, we find
that culture and language are the major
barriers to communication. Using di-
rect translation to explain the results of
the assessment most often does not
work. It is important that the cultural
interpreter be familiar with the school
system and with assessment instru-
ments and procedures. Itisalsoimpor-
tant to keep in mind that the cultural
interpreter does not only interpret but
his or her role is to help explain the cli-
ent’s values, practices, feelings and be-
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liefs. These factors will not surface if
only direct translation is done. If the
interpreter is not familiar with an as-
sessment procedure, there should be a
briefing prior to the assessment. In this
meeting, the assessor would have the
opportunity toexplain to theinterpreter
what to expect and what will transpire
in the assessment process. Likewise,
debriefing is essential. In this phase,
interpreters should share with the as-
sessor observations and comments re-
garding cultural values, beliefs, or
norms that may influence the assess-
ment process. Such information canbe
valuable when writing up the report
and in making recommendations as
well as considering the parents’ per-
spective.

I have an example from one report
done by a speech and language thera-
pistonathird grade student. The thera-
pist found that this student had
difficulty in forming and reproducing
sounds. She also had trouble with con-
sonant blends, decoding and phonics,
ingeneral. If direct translation hadbeen
used to explain to the parents, they
would nothave understood what these
terms meant, much less the purpose of
the assessment. In situations such as
this, the cultural interpreter should ask
the assessor to give examples of the
sounds or consonant blends that the
child needs to practice. This way, the
parents know exactly whatyouare talk-
ingabout. Withsimplebutusefulexam-
ples, parents can work with the child at
home concentrating on specific tasks.

Another obstacle that we often seeis
that many refugee families, especially
recentarrivals, may not feel comfortable
admitting that they do not understand
whatisbeing explained. Somenod and
say “yes,” giving the impression to
teachers or professionals that they un-
derstand, when in fact, they are just
being polite. Itis crucial that the inter-
preter tactfully ask questions that will
demonstrate the parents’ comprehen-
sion during the meeting toavoid possi-

ble misunderstandings. Interpreters
may also have to explain important in-
formation and unfamiliar termssuchas
IPRC, names of devices and what vari-
ous specialists do. This may need tobe
done several times or as many as it is
necessary for them to grasp the con-
cepts. Tofacilitate interactions and com-
munication, it is helpful to teach the
families to pronounce the names of the
professionals involved with whom they
will have the most contact. If possible,
to protect the trustbuilt over a period of
time, it is important to be consistent in
using the same interpreter.

Conclusion

Assessing refugee students in the
schools is one of the many challenges
we face daily. Factors such as the stu-
dent’sheritage, theimpact of culture on
the student’s development, barriers to
communication and the willingness of
the professionals tobe culturally sensi-
tive to the needs of the families, have to
be taken into consideration. To do as-
sessments more effectively, we need to
be more flexible by acknowledging
stereotypes and assumptions. A com-
mon stereotype is that parents do not
care about their children’s education.
However, our experience shows that, in
fact, parents carebut do not know how
toaccess services that may be available.
We also need to become more aware of
other cultures, which will help uslearn
to accept other people’s own cultural
backgrounds and beliefs. An assess-
ment process can be an overwhelming
experience for students and parents
that can cause stress, anxiety, uncer-
tainty, fear and even mistrust. By en-
couraging constructive communication
aboutdifferences as well as taking time
to deal with culturaland language con-
cerns, we can learn from one another.
Professionals can do theirjob withmore
ease, but most of all, with understand-
ingand respect for their clients’ perspec-
tive. This approach can benefit the
families and serve the children well in
this challenging process. m
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The Vitality of Interconnectedness:
Vast’s Service Delivery Programme, First Alone, Then Together

Mahshid Esfandiari and Frances MacQueen

Abstract

Workwith survivors of torturerequiresa
delicate balance of therapeutic ap-
proaches. This article presents the work
of the Vancouver Associationfor the Sur-
vivors of Torture (VAST) by delving into
someof VAST Therapeutic Principles of
Care. It surveys the various therapeutic
approaches embraced by VAST which
help bridge the inside and outside world
of survivors of torture. Among these ap-
proaches, bodywork plays a significant
rolein establishing this bridging. Most
of all, this article emphasizes the need to
respect the leads from the survivors them-
selves. Culturally appropriate and sen-
sitive treatment approaches are central.
All of these salient factors contribute to
the holistic approach emphasized by
VAST in order to join hands with survi-
vors on their way to building a sense of
interconnectedness and human vitality.

Introduction

Résumé

Le travail avec des rescapés de la torture
requiert un équilibre délicat entre
diverses approches thérapeutiques. Cet
essai présente le travail de I’ Association
des survivants de la torture de Vancou-
ver (VAST - Vancouver Association for
the Survivors of Torture), en explorant
quelques-uns des Principes théra-
peutiques de soin de VAST. Cette étude
examine les approches thérapeutiques
variées utilisées par VAST quiaident des
rescapés de la torture a établir un rap-
prochement entreleurs univers intérieur
etextérieur. Parmi toutes ces approches,
les soins apportés au corps jouent un role
significatif dans l'élaboration de ce rap-
prochement. Mais cet essai fait surtout

Frances MacQueen, VAST, (Vancouver Association
for the Survivors of Torture), Coordinator.

Mahshid Esfandiari, Ph.D., Psychologist, VAST,
(Vancouver Association for the Survivors of
Torture), Clinical Coordinator.

ressortirlebesoinde respecterles indica-
tions fournies par les rescapés eux-
mémes. Des approches thérapeutiques
culturellement appropriées et sensibles,
sont primordiales. Chacun de ces facteurs
saillants joue un role dans l'approche
holistique mise en oeuvre par VAST afin
detendrelamain aux survivants et deles
soutenir dans leurs efforts pour élaborer
un sens d'interconnexion et de vitalité
humaine.

The Vancouver Association for Survi-
vors of Torture (VAST), althoughasmall
NGO, playsacrucialroleinserving the
needs of refugees who have survived
torture. In1999, they saw over 300 peo-
ple from over 50 countries as well as
debriefing over 300 Kosovars. The staff
comprises of a coordinator, a clinical
coordinator who is a psychologist and
asupportstaff. The clinical coordinator
oversees the volunteer work of the team
of psychologists and psychiatrists.
Otherimportant playersin VAST are the
team of six body care practitioners as
well as the cultural interpreters who
work closely with the clinical coordina-
tor.

But, whatbrings refugee service pro-
viders to this kind of work- In this line
of work, feeling that the endeavours
make a difference is part of the driving
force. In fact, making a difference is a
sustaining value. Francesillustrates it:

There are two things in terms of sus-
taining me. One is I think it’s a real
honour to witness somebody’s story.
That’s sustaining. And the other is
the fact that one can make a real dif-
ference in someone’s life. They're
very small differences, but what an
honour to be able to do that. And
then other times, it's really big. I can
honestly say that I've saved many
people’s lives by getting them to a
safe haven or by finding someone
whocould do thatinthehomeland. ...
It’s these kinds of victories in this
office that we get. I mean, the beau-
tiful serendipities that happen here
from time to time and moment to

moment. We probably have one at

least every week.

The coordinator organizes VAST's
services from the outside mainly be-
cause we need to have someone whois
designated to be the outside contact as
well as to oversee the services from
within. In this capacity, the coordinator
also provides practical support for peo-
ple who have survived torture, but in
truth, we all provide support for each
other in many ways, in structured and
unstructured ways. For the coordina-
tor, the question is why do such work?
The response is:

IthinkThappentobegood atit. If you

ask me why am I good at it, I don’t

really know. It’s very easy for me to
make a connection with people and [

feel very connected with people. I

have a long history of human rights

activity. I'velived in countries where
human rights violations are a regular
occurrence and part of the normality

of life. I've lost friends to political

violence, so it’s part of my history.

Although the coordinator does not
think of herself as a survivor of torture,
she sometimes shares with refugees
some of herexperiences toletthem know
thattheyarenotalone. “Ithinkit’s very
reassuring for some people thatitisnot
the end of the world, nor the end of the
road. So I might choose to tell some
people. With other people, it does not
come up.”

As clinical coordinator, Mahshid’s
roleis diverse.

If there are people who are in imme-
diateneed, Iwill see them. Then,Iwill
continue with some of them for
therapy. Aswell, I organize the thera-
pists’ team, interview the therapists
and bring them to the team. Ialso do
the referrals and arrange for the in-
terpreters. I try to take care of the
therapists’ needs.

The clinical coordinator also organ-
izes monthly meetings and invites
speakers to meetings and organizes the
body workers’ team, since working to-
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getherisessential. Tocomplement psy-
chological therapy, survivors of torture
(participant is the term VAST uses) are
referred to thebody workers. Thus, “we
work alongside with them: I do the
therapy and they do thebody work. As
well, we spend time and talk about the
changes in the person.”

VAST’s Clinical Philosophy:
Therapeutic Principles of Care
For those thatmay havea calling to this
line of work, the question may emerge
whether a particular clinical philoso-
phyisnecessary. However, thereisnot
one that can be easily categorized. We
assume that people are made of their
experiences. This means that what
someone may be dealing with may not
be justabout the torture itself. It could
be related to their childhood experi-
ences or their social experiences etc. For
example, if they immigrated orareina
refugeessituation, the difficultiesmaybe
connected, butitisnotspecifically about
thetorture experience. Itdoesnotmatter
tous, whatitis connected to, or what the
problem is. The main objective is to al-
low the persons tobe. Webring them to
where they can pay attention to what
their needs are at this time and how we
can cooperate to help each other tomeet
theirneeds, whateveritrelates to. If we
take care of this need, which in the
present session, we may gradually take
care of the layers. Along the way, we
may end up facing the torture and we
realize, “Oh, thereitis!” That’s why this
personishavingahard timein this situ-
ation, of having experienced it previ-
ously elsewhere, either in childhood or

ina trauma experience.

Through the process of building a
relationship, we do not put something
aside and say, “Okay, this has nothing
todowithme, and Iam notgoingto talk
with you about this, let’s talk about the
torture. No, that’s not the way we
work.” This is aboutlife,aboutlearning
how to getback again towho they were
before the torture. Survivors of torture
become frozen in time by the torture.
Therefore, we work tomaneuveraround
those experiences and untangle them. It
is about coming to recognize that the
torture was asmall portion of their lives.
Inallof this, it is important to reawaken

memories of good experiences, which
are forgotten because of the torture.
Thus, this is about how to be able to get
back to normal life again!
VAST’sservicedelivery programme
is both constant in its aim and flexible
enough to adapt to changing circum-
stances. Every aspectrelates directly to
the same concepts. Frances explains: “I
don’t get to determine what happens,
the person determines that. That’s very
important.” When a person comes to
our center, the process starts off with
Frances, who does the initial intake.
Overtime, the process for the intake has
changed. AsFrancesdescribesit, “there
isno one set procedure.” Thishastodo
withanumber of factors guided by years
of experience in doing this work and by
what is told to us. Flexibility, careful
listening and looking, clarity of purpose
and loads of discussion, all impact the
nature of theintake . Thislearning proc-
ess can be both invigorating and frus-
trating. According to Mahshid, “There
isnoblueprintwecanlookto. It'simpor-
tanttousall that there are some consist-
encies, but the only hard and fast ruleis
the principle of care” (see box below).

The “Usuals”

Since thereisnostrict set of procedures,
we prefer to call them ‘the usuals’. The
intake takesaboutanhour. Thisis when
Frances asks questions about the per-
son’s physical health, although a phy-
sician from Vancouver Hospital
regularly sees people at VAST. She ex-
plains how VAST works, who the
funders are and what is the range of
services offered. A diverse number of
options are available, from practical
supportsuch asbustickets orasnackor
bodywork such as massage therapy or
psychological counselling and psychi-
atricservices. Anexplanation of VAST’s
protocol around confidentiality and
safety follows. Usually, by theend of an
hour, the personhas determined which
services, if any, she or he wants. Gener-
ally, the follow-up meeting with Frances
is also arranged at this time and such
appointments are made before the per-
son leaves.

ot

“We’ve evolved this process to take
into account that we can and must be
abletolet go of ‘procedure,’ should the
situation call for it,” says Frances.
“We've learned that the most effective
way is people-before-administration.” So
we may or may not ever learn the story
of the person’s torture, their real name,
country of origin. Usually wedo, butnot
always. And that has to be accepted.
Otherwise we are holding on to our
agenda, instead of paying attention to
theirneeds. Since the experience of tor-
tureis different for every person, thera-
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pistsneed to work with the information
eachperson provides. During this proc-
ess, the therapist needs to stay with the
person in the present. Because the tor-
ture experience is so injurious, the per-
son may avoid talking about it. The
therapist may then focus on how the
person is doing now, what he or she is
feeling, with whom they are maintain-
ing contact on a daily basis. However,
itisin these interactions that unfolding
occurs. Gradually the person unfolds
glimpses that allow the therapist and
the person to see the root of whatis cre-
ating the situation. It is then that the
survivor begins to recognize his or her
needs.

As a therapist, one does not want to
go to the experience of torture, because
this is very uncomfortable. Sometimes
the therapist does not get the whole
story, but through this interaction, a
participant begins to rediscover his or
her needs. This is critical because the
person was denied his or herneeds. In
fact, the person has forgotten what his
orherneedsare. Thus, inthe therapeu-
ticcontext, we teach survivors that their
needs are important. The participant
leads you to where you are at that par-
ticularmoment. Itis then that the thera-
pistmay respond with, “Let’s talk about
this.” A therapist cannot expect to get
the whole story at once, but mustbe ex-
tremely patient and allow the small
glimpses toemerge gradually.

None of our case histories is typical.
However, following VAST principlesis
critical, regardless of the case. The fol-
lowing two stories may illustrate how
the principles workin practice. The true
identity is concealed in order to protect
the confidentiality of the persons. Any
parallel with areal person is merely co-
incidental.

Case History 1

A Canadian Immigration officer con-
tacted us to discuss resources for a
twenty eightyear old woman, “B,” who
had arrived very recently and had ahis-
tory of trauma in her country of origin.
VAST was hosting abarbecueinalocal
park thenextday and we told the officer
that she would be very welcome to at-

tend. Atthebarbecue “B” played foot-

ball, soccer, and ate and drank with
other program participants. Conversa-
tion was very limited, but everyone
made an effort to engage her in conver-
sation. “B” spoke German very well,
which was the only common language
and Frances strove to convey the man-
dates and workings of VAST and she
was invited to phone us.

After two weeks, she phoned for an
intake. Sincewehad someknowledge of
her ethnicand political background, an
interpreter was arranged with similar
history. During the intake conducted in
herfirstlanguage, she gave afalsename
and said that her country of origin was
Germany. She presented predominant
avoidance symptoms: emotional con-
striction, low affect and socialisolation.
Therapy was set-up using a female
Swiss German interpreter on a weekly
basis. Initial subjects for discussion
were her present daily contacts and ac-
tivities ather English language classes.
The therapist also focused on her body
posture, drawing attention to how she
carried her body and how she was
breathing. A concern of the staff was the
apparent loss of weight. When asked
about it, she answered that she ate
merely for energy to carry her body
around, that she experienced no enjoy-
ment from food and had no appetite.

Inalater discussion she talked about
herbelief thatmost people werebad and
that there were only a very few people
who were good in this world. She had
not at this point discussed any of her
traumatic experiences and conversa-
tion remained with present day events
as well as her opinions. She was given
an assignment to draw any of the good
people that she had known with sug-
gestions that she could put them in a
boat, like Noah's Ark, so that they could
be saved from the flood. The next ses-
sion shebrought in a drawing with her
family members in the Ark. Her family
members were all dead; her father of
sickness, her siblings were killed in the
war and hermotherdied afterherhealth
was affected by the death of “B’s” sib-
lings. This led to a discussion on the
beginning of her past, her childhood
withher grandmother whom sheloved

very much and with whom she spent
most of her childhood. Discussion on
her grandmotherinvoked happymemo-
riesand led toa conversation abouther
grandmother’s cooking which she re-
membered with gusto. The therapist
gaveher the task of trying to remember
the recipes and to re-create those foods
as acomfort. Shebegan to gain weight.
After four months of therapy, sheintro-
duced herself to another program par-
ticipantby her ownname and country of
origin.

All of the therapy was directed by
“B.” The therapist did notlead, “B” did.
When she was numb, she was allowed
to be, the therapist merely pointed out
her observations with unconditional
acceptance. She was not pushed to re-
callnorrecollectand shebecame able to
expressanger and sadness. When these
emotionsreturned, they wereacknowl-
edged. A turning point in her therapy
came after about three months. Shebe-
gan to realize that most of her life had
been positive (more good thanbad had
occurred in her life). Her energy re-
turned and shebegan tobe able to focus
onherstudies. Meanwhile, she came to
therealization that shenow had the free-
dom to choose anew course for herlife.
She chose not to return to nursing. In-
stead, she is continuing to explore the
world that is hers, moving fast toward
recovery. Comfortable inher homecul-
ture as well as the Canadian main-
stream culture, she is now socializing
well. The exploration and discovery of
other parts and qualities in herself con-
tinues while she maintains contact with
and participates in VAST’s social ac-
tivities.

Case History 2

“P,” amale in his mid-thirties brought
hissisterto VAST foradvice toassisther
with a failed refugee claim. He came
through arecommendationby another
political activist, “M.” Laterherevealed
thathehad been in prison with “M” for
many years. VAST services were ex-
plained to him while his sister was as-
sisted. “P” began to bring in other
peoplewhoneeded immigration assist-
anceand weadvised how and when we
could, or made appropriate referrals.
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We joked with him and discussed the
culture, politics and mutual stories or
news.

After several months, he revealed
that he believed that he would benefit
from therapy but washesitant toreceive
it, especially from someone of his own
culture. Thus, he was given a choice.
We explained to him that should any
therapist not suit or help him, he could
try others, that “therapy was a bit like
marriage. Therapists worked in differ-
ent ways and one had to find the right
person,aperson withwhomhe feltcom-
fortable.” All programme participants
are told this. Heelected to work with his
original therapist,even though therapy
sessions were initially hesitantand test-
ing. Added to this dynamic was an-
other, the influence of a political ally
from another party who was receiving
therapy at VAST. The ally persisted in
trying to convince “P” that he should
change to a Canadian-born therapist
who was deeply committed to social
justice.

Focusbegan on anger management,
with a discussion on family relation-
ships and the possible effects of being
aninattentive parent. “P” wasisolated
into a small sub-culture fromhis coun-
try since he was still involved in politi-
cal struggle and party activities. This
was understandable since his identity
wasformed by hisengagementasaradi-
calactivist for the poorat the age of thir-
teen. His parents were poor. Gradually,
as a trusting relationship was built, he
began to reveal glimpses of his experi-
ences in prison and of the torture thathe
endured. The therapist responded to
these glimpsesby listening and moving
away from the story without asking him
toelaborate, referring him instead to pay
attention to his feelings and body reac-
tions whilst he was speaking of the
trauma. The therapist conveyed tohim
that her interest was in him as a person
and onhow hisexperiences were affect-
ing him now. He then discovered for
himself that bodies and feelings are in-
terconnected. At this pointhe wasalso
referred to a body care practitioner, a
ReikiMaster with knowledge of Neuro-
logical Organizational Techniques.
The body care practitioner worked in

conjunction with the psychotherapist.
He began to move to recovery very
quickly. He and his child began to take
classical music lessons arranged
through VAST.

As he developed a stronger sense of
himself and his internal strength, his
marital relationship underwentacrisis.
His trauma responses then became re-
triggered, but he recovered his emo-
tional well being very quickly. This fast
recovery was asurprising discovery for
him, adding to his sense of self. He
maintained therapy, attending ap-
proximately every two weeks whilsthe
struggled with the fundamental issues
precipitated by his wife’sdesire toleave
the marriage. They live separately for
now but maintain some continuing in-
timacy, always at the wife’s behest or
request. Heis continuing tolearnand is
now self-processing his emotions. The
therapy has helped him as he is now
able to identify his issues and process
them. Meanwhile, he checks inapproxi-
mately once every twomonths.

Implications for Therapeutic

Practice
The “VAST Therapeutic Principles of
Care” were taken from some research
findings onsurvivors of torture on what
may induce feelings of terror (Horowitz
1993, Martin-Bar6 1994). A brief discus-
sion follows to elaborate on a few of
these principles. The discussion willbe
based onourownexperiences aswellas
research findings. To open the doorfor
programme participantstoengage, two
principles are essential to begin the
process, safety and confidentiality, both
of which go hand in hand. The major
focus of intake is explaining to potential
participants their rights and responsi-
bilities as well as our rights and respon-
sibilities.

Horowitz (1993) identifies several
stages in the treatment of PTSD. In the
first stage, it is essential to establish
safety and to build trust. By trust, we
say, “you can trustsome peoplein some
areas of your life. It’s okay not to trust,
and people are not expected to trustin
all areas of theirlife.” The mostimpor-
tant thing is that the program partici-
pant trust his or her own feelings and

instincts. This way, the program par-
ticipant knows what is good for him or
her atall times. He or she should listen
to the inner voice and check out any
personal hesitations.

When peoplefirstcometo VAST, they
have been hurt. An official has at-
tempted consciously to destroy them
and theirideals, perhaps has destroyed
their family members orcolleagues. To
be more precise, another human being
hasacted previously inan unbelievable
and unconscionable way, therefore
anything becomes possible then. Con-
sequently hypervigilance symptoms
are predominant (common physical
symptoms are flight, fight and freeze)
and there needs tobe constant reassur-
ance to prevent triggering these re-
sponses. At the VAST office, we have
signs that ask people if they experience
anything which makes them feel unsafe,
to please try to tell someone, any one of
us, so that we can address this. In one
particular case, a Nigerian saw a coat
hanger whichhadbeen covered by cro-
chet in green and white weave. Hebe-
lieved thishad been placed thereby the
Nigerian Government (The flag is green
and white). We immediately removed
the coathanger and promised him that
he would not see it again in the office.

Among VAST Principles of Care, one
recommends to “Be alert to triggers in
the centre’s environment, like uniforms
or lengthy waiting periods.” Triggers
canbeanything and cannotbe avoided,
but we can take care of what we know
about. We must, as professionals, re-
spectboundaries, benon-intrusiveand
allow the program participant space.

Tortureis used by repressiveregimes
and groups to systematically destroy
anindividual’s personality and a so-
ciety’s sense of security. It plants the
seeds of dismay and mistrust within
a community and if given time,
grows tobecome [an] immutable and
ominous reminder of the terror that
issocloseathand. Its effects arelong-
lasting and widespread over all
realms of the survivor’s life; to all
those who come into contact with
him or her and to the entire commu-
nity. This devastation is what has
become so appealing to the torturer,
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and thus torture is often used as the
ultimate and most powerful means
to crush the adversary and the soci-
ety from which they stem. (VAST
1995, p.2)

Another point to the trust and safety
issueis that most of our program partici-
pants are or were political activists.
Consequently, their governments may
stillbe interested in silencing them since
there are people in our midst who do
reportback. One of our Iranian partici-
pants was in a demonstration and
within a week the government was
showing a photograph of his participa-
tion to family members back home.
There are valid concerns regarding

spies and there are many examples of

political insecurity. Most of our Pro-
gram participants are very concerned
about the safety of their family members
and colleagues back home. This is a
valid concern and one thatmustbe taken
seriously.

The Family Context

Social isolation generally is one of the
results of the official and intentional
infliction of pain and suffering (See
Martin-Bar6 1994). As a result, family
relationships become threatened. It
may be that the person’sexperience was
so horrific that she or he cannot share
the experience with his or her partner,
or thatif shared, the partnerisunableto
fully integrate this knowledge forhim or
herself. Therefore, intimacy isbroken as
the survivor and his or her partner are
unable to reach the intimacy that is
needed in a healthy family context.
Wearecurrently working withacou-
ple who are both traumatized and un-
able to fully share their feelings and
experiences with each other. Both are
demanding acknowledgementand car-
ing from the other. At this time, how-
ever, neither can summon up the
resources needed to assist the other,
since each one is totally occupied and
absorbed with his and her own inner
pain. Consequently, each one is frus-
trated with the other and upset with the
demands placed upon him and her by
the other. Weare working individually

with separate counsellors. In addition
to the individual therapy, we are pro-
viding them ‘couple counselling’ in or-
der to help them hear and to know
themselves as well as each other.

In other examples, some parentshave
come to us because they are concerned
aboutthebehaviour of their children. In
most cases, the problems experienced
havebeen managed by working prima-
rily with the parents. Healthy social
interaction begins at home and works
outward. Inall of our work, our focusis
toidentify, acknowledge and normalize
reactions to trauma. To do this, we en-
courage people to pay attention to their
thoughts and feelings in the ‘here-and-
now.’

Knowledge of Culture
Itisimportant to understand the politi-
cal, religious and cultural context of any
individual. However, the most impor-
tantfactoris then tosuspend judgement
and make no pre-conceived assump-
tions, because each person is a culture
unto him or herself. VAST therapists
allow the individual to teach and to in-
form us about his or her world scheme,
according to what feelsright at the time.
Wearealso supportive about doing this
at each individual’s pace and wishes.
Authentic interest expressed by the
counsellor about the programme par-
ticipant’s world view and background
culture arealso a useful bridging to dis-
cuss values, ideas and to gain insight
about inner workings.

Culturally Sensitive Treatment
Approaches

Most newcomers are unfamiliar with
our culture of counselling. Tobe effec-
tive, we believe it is important to allow
the person to take the lead, to determine
for him or herself “how,” “when” and
“what” they need toreceive tomove to-
wards recovery. Thus, we modify our
treatmentapproaches to accommodate
the person’s own pace and culture. We
ask, “what would this person do?” Or
“what would be helpfulif he or she were
in the country of origin?” Anapproach
thathas proveneffectiveto VAST prac-
titionersisbodywork.

The Bodywork Team: Healing from
Inside and Outside

Torture is generally committed on the
body toimpact the soul or psyche. Thus
body and mind both need attention.
Working with survivors of torture is
whole person work. Survivors are ex-
tremely vulnerable, sad and consumed
with memories of being tortured. The
memories are especially felt in the par-
ticular parts of the body that were in-
jured. Furthermore, because of the
trauma, survivors are not able to con-
nect with the emotions associated with
the trauma. Instead, inmany cases, they
endure body sensations. Therefore,
bodywork is essential to give attention
to the body while at the same time at-
tending toemotions. In order toaccom-
plish this, the survivor works withboth
the therapist and thebodyworker. Itis
a process of working both inside and
outside. Each practitioner, though, has
a different section to work on but pro-
vides feedback tothesurvivoraswellas
to the other practitioners. Thus, a thera-
peutic triangle is established. Amaz-
ingly “what you notice in therapy, the
bodyworker experiences also, the same
feelings.”

Our body care practitioner team is
being developed. Itcurrently consists of
six professionals froma variety of differ-
ing theoreticalbackgrounds. The team
isrepresented by: 1) a Reiki Master with
Neurological Organizational Tech-
nique (NOT)and Touch for Health theo-
retical knowledge; 2) a Rosen Method
specialist; 3) an Alexander Technique
specialist; 4) a specialist in Breema and
Shiatsu;5) amassage therapist;and 6)a
physiotherapist. Consequently, the
bodywork teamaffordsa variety of heal-
ing approaches, some involve touch
while others focus on transmitting en-
ergy without touching thebody. Reiki
and Alexander, for example, work
through energy transmission by plac-
ing thehands above thebody or specifi-
cally above the injured part of thebody.
Among those thatinterveneby touching
thebody are Breema, Rosenmethod, and
Shiatsu. Kurdish people have made a
contribution with the Breema method,
which can be described as a combina-
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tion of massage and chiropractic tech-
niques. Shiatsu works by massaging
certain points in the nervous system.

Thus, touch can be above the body
fromenergy sources, light ordeep tissue
work. Again, VAST is careful tolisten to
the survivors’ voices in their prefer-
ences as we make every effort to match
needs toresources. Aboveall, westress
the need for the survivors to control
what is happening to them, which is
unlike their torture experiences. Now
they have control of the processes that
affectthem. Thisis especially important
since any bodywork may trigger trau-
maticmemories.

Conclusion
Working with survivors of torture re-
quires special skills and sensitivities
from practitioners. Equally important
is to offer a variety of therapeutic ap-

proaches and modalities that are cul-
turally appropriate and respectful of the
programme participants. Above all, a
holistic approach is necessary to con-
nect with the person at various levels.
Among the therapeuticapproaches, we
consider bodywork complementary to
more mainstream psychological ones.
Inordertoservesurvivors fromdiverse
cultural backgrounds, we attend care-
fully to the selection of cultural inter-
preters. Regardless of theapproach, the
survivor must provide the lead in the
therapeutic process. If the survivor
chooses in an instance not to receive
therapy but tojustshare a cup of coffee
or tea with other survivors or with the
coordinator, this is accepted and re-
spected. “If survivors just want to so-
cialize, meet others from other cultures,
or meditate at the center ... or talk with

oneofusorastaff person, werespect the
boundaries setby thesurvivors,” asserts
Esfandiari. At VAST, the therapeutic
principles of care provide guidelines to
practitionersbut mostimportant, is let-
ting the survivor lead the process sup-

ported inasafeand trustworthy setting.

References

Horowitz, Mardi J. 1993. Stress Response
Syndrome: A Review of Posttraumaticand
Adjustment Disorders.” InJohn P. Wilson
and Beverley Raphael (Eds.), International
Handbook on Traumatic Stress Syndrome,
New Yorkand London: Plenum Press, pp.
49-60.

Martin-Baré, Ignacio. 1994. Writings for Lib-
eration Psychology. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

VAST. 1995. VAST Basic Documentation,

Vancouver, B.C., Unpublished. o

Refuge, \@Mﬂ]&hmasmﬂm@%é MacQueen, 2000. This open-access work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution- 55
NonCommercial 4.0 International License, which permits use, reproduction and distribution in any medium for non-commercial purposes,
provided the original author(s) are credited and the original publication in Refuge: Canada’s Journal on Refugees is cited.





