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Resource 1 - Guide for Mentoring
The following document and associated resources have been developed with the support and advice of many
community agencies across Alberta. Many of the resources have been adapted from Mentoring Immigrant and Refugee
Youth: A Toolkit for Program Coordinators¹ . They are intended to support community-based groups and organizations
that are striving to develop and deliver quality mentoring programs to children and youth who are new to Canada. The
tools are based upon research and the combined expertise of those who are already doing this important work.
Canada, and Alberta in particular, is a multicultural place. Every year, we welcome New Canadians – be they immigrants
or refugees. Many New Canadians face challenges when they arrive – language barriers, gaps in their education,
cultural adjustments. It is increasingly important that community groups and organizations develop programs to
effectively support these members of our communities. Introducing, or in many cases formalizing, the practice of
mentoring for New Canadians is an important part of addressing many of the challenges that these youth face as they
grow up. To support the development of a mentoring program with newcomer and refugee children, it is important to be
open and understanding - to listen, learn and adapt to meet the needs and preferences of the particular community you
hope to work with. A culturally relevant approach is necessary for making a connection with youth.
These considerations frame the tools and resources on the AMP website for mentoring newcomer and refugee youth.
They provide specific resources to support your work with diverse communities, supporting the development and
implementation of quality mentoring programs that foster strength and resilience.

Early Considerations

or strengthen existing, programs.

Before you start a program, it is important to build a

and risks that face children whose families are new to

relationship and trust. Taking the time to do this, to

Canada. Resource 3 identifies challenges youth may be

learn about the specific community and culture, and to

facing, and program coordinators and volunteers should be

understand their needs helps lay the foundation for a quality

aware of.

program that addresses specific needs and strengths in
the community. Resource 1 includes a list of things you will
want to consider as you begin to build a mentoring program

It is also important to keep in mind many of the challenges

Assessing Strengths and Needs for a
Program

to serve children and youth who are new to Canada.
Before you move ahead to design and implement a
There are many different terms used to describe New

program using the tools and resources provide on the AMP

Canadians. Some are legal terms; others may, unknowingly

website, it is important to clearly identify the need for your

to some, have offensive or negative connotations. Using

program. Think about the who, the what, and the where. Use

terms correctly is an important way of treating people

the questions attached in Resource 4 to connect with the

with respect. Resource Two A Glossary of Terms, will help

community and other agencies to begin to assess strengths

partners to use appropriate language in efforts to build new,

and needs for a mentoring program.
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Staffing and Volunteers

Recruitment and Retention of Mentors

The number of your staff will depend on the size and scope

Before you begin your recruitment efforts you may want

of your program. At the very least, you will need a program

to consider the various roles that a mentor can play in

coordinator, and larger programs may need more than one

the life of an immigrant child or youth. Resource Seven

coordinator. Some programs have one paid staff person

describes some of these roles and can be used to help you

and designate other program responsibilities to a team

be more clear about what kinds of mentors you need and

of committed volunteers, advisory committee members

the role you hope they will fulfill. Some mentees and their

or, in the case of school-based or supported programs, a

families will want a mentor who shares their first language

teacher, guidance counsellor or liaison worker). Whenever

or culture; others will want an intercultural mentoring

possible hire a program coordinator who has the skills

experience. It is important to be able to provide both.

required and is from the same cultural/ethnic group
you want to work with. When this is not possible hire a

Resource Eight includes a set of suggestions meant to

coordinator with experience working with that community

augment more conventional recruitment and retention

or who is respected by the community and be sure to gain

strategies. They include unique things you may want to

partner, advisory members and volunteers who can bring

consider in efforts to attract volunteers from specific

this knowledge and insight to your program. Attached is a

cultural or ethnic groups to your program.

conventional mentor program coordinator job description.
Work with advisors to modify this job description to include

Screening

the unique skills and requirements of your program.
It is important that rigorous risk mitigation and safety
It may also help to create some sort of advisory committee.

precautions are in place for all mentoring programs. Refer

This committee should include appropriate representation

to AMP’s Community Based Mentoring Program Toolkit’s

from the community you are working to serve. To begin,

Screening Guidelines for both mentors and mentees as the

brainstorm a list of possible resources (organizations,

basis for your screening processes. Consider the following

community groups, cultural/religious groups, immigrant

suggestions to adapt mainstream processes to meet the

serving agencies) that you could connect with to develop a

needs of your target community and your program:

strong and appropriate program. Then review the guidelines

 Make any adaptations necessary to the application

attached in Resource Five to support the creation of an

and interview forms so that they are appropriate to the

inclusive advisory committee.

community you are trying to reach.
 Build relationships with potential mentors before you begin

To be successful, an inclusive advisory committee must
be more than just bringing diverse people around the
table. The committee must be governed by a willingness
to listen and to understand each other’s differences, and

a formal interview process.
 Minimize the amount of information required from potential
mentors and mentees.
 Only gather information that is essential for safety and

a commitment to build a program that celebrates these

develop appropriate program content. Remember that

differences. Use the attached ideas about multiculturalism

questions that are common on mainstream application

as a tool to support constructive dialogue among your

forms may not be appropriate on your forms. Again, rely

committee members.

on your advisory committee to review and vet all of your
forms and processes.
 When appropriate work with professionals or leaders from
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the community to connect with families and support the
recruitment and screening of potential mentees.
 Reduce paperwork and ensure it‘s purpose is understood.

 Invite parents to take part in or observe the program
whenever they are able.
 Also engage with parents in a meaningful way. Don’t
just ask them to come but ask them to come and do

Training

something specific. Help them to feel valuable. See

Training for volunteers who want to work with newcomer
and refugee youth should begin with a standard quality
mentor training program. AMP has developed an online
training program for mentors and an online guide to child
safety. It is essential that your mentors and mentees
participate in these trainings before they are matched
or your program begins. Click here to find out more
about AMP’s Online Training. It will be important that you
provide support to mentors and mentees to access this
training and that you follow up with additional in-person

parents as an asset and a resource for the program.
 Organize regular family nights where parents can come
with their other children. Provide food if possible. Invite
other important community members if possible.
 Remember that building relationships with the broader
community is essential to program success. Faith
organizations, cultural centers, and other leaders and
institutions can help foster a successful program. Make
this an explicit part of your program planning and ensure
that someone is responsible for this important work.

and program specific training.
In addition to this standard training you will need to
include training and information related to working with
immigrant communities generally and with the young
people in your cultural or ethnic community specifically.
Tool Nine includes tips and things to consider when
training mentors for your program.
Please refer to AMP’s standard resources and guidelines
to support quality supervision and monitoring.

Community Engagement
On-going engagement with the community will be
essential for the programs longer-term success. Below
are some suggestions to support your efforts to engage
parents, guardians and the broader community:
 Try to meet with parents in person. Work with your
advisory committee to make connections and identify
an appropriate person to be a family/community liaison
for the program.
 Host an open house and invite family and community
members to take part.

Alberta Mentoring Partnership - Mentoring Refugee, Immigrant & Newcomer Children and Youth
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Resource 2 - A Glossary of Terms
Who is a Newcomer?
A newcomer is an immigrant or refugee who has been
in Canada for a short time, usually less than 5 years.
Newcomers have access to lots of services at settlement
agencies, like language and immigration help.

Who is an Immigrant?
An immigrant is someone who has moved from their
country of origin (their homeland) to another country to
become a citizen of that country, if they wish to do so. Just
visiting a country, even to work for a few months, does not
make you an immigrant. Immigrants are people who live
permanently somewhere other than their homeland.

Who is a Refugee?
Refugees are people needing protection or are people
escaping being persecuted in their homeland. This means

settlement-services/what-immigrant-refugee-newcomer-undocumented-person

1.0 Terms for Newcomers and Immigrants
Immigrant – a person who has settled permanently in
another country. Immigrants choose to move, whereas
refugees are forced to flee.
Permanent resident – a person who has been granted
permanent resident status in Canada. The person may have
come to Canada as an immigrant or as a refugee.
Landed immigrant – this term, still sometimes used, has
officially been replaced by the term “permanent resident.”

2.0 Terms for Refugees
Refugee – a person who is forced to flee from persecution.

that if they stay or return to their homeland, they will risk
being tortured, killed, suffer cruel treatment, or worse.

Convention refugee – a person who meets the refugee

Refugees seek protection in safe countries, such as

definition in the 1951 Geneva Convention relating to the

Canada.

Status of Refugees. This definition is used in Canadian

Who is an Undocumented Person?
An undocumented person is a newcomer who has moved
from their homeland to another country to become a
citizen. However, undocumented persons are different from
documented immigrants because their immigration status
is unknown or unofficial.
Undocumented persons are also known as: Uninsured
person, Sans papier (without papers), non-status, without
status
Source: http://www.newyouth.ca/immigration/

law and is widely accepted internationally. To meet the
definition, a person must be outside their country of
origin and have a well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opinion.
Asylum-seeker – a person who is seeking asylum. Until a
determination is made, it is impossible to say whether the
asylum seeker is a refugee or not.
Refugee claimant – a person who has made a claim for
protection as a refugee. This term is more or less equivalent
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to asylum-seeker and is standard in Canada, while

status or no status at all in the country where they live.

asylum-seeker is the term more often used internationally.
Economic migrant – a person who moves countries for
Resettled refugee – a refugee who has been offered a

a job or a better economic future. The term is correctly

permanent home in a country while still outside that

used for people whose motivations are entirely economic.

country. Refugees resettled to Canada are determined to be

Migrants’ motivations are often complex and may not

refugees by the Canadian government before they arrive in

be immediately clear, so it is dangerous to apply the

Canada, whereas refugee claimants receive a determination

“economic” label too quickly to an individual or group of

in Canada.

migrants.

Protected person – according to Canada’s Immigration and

Person without status – a person who has not been

Refugee Protection Act, a person who has been determined

granted permission to stay in the country, or who has

by Canada to be either (a) Convention Refugee or (b) a

stayed after their visa has expired. The term can cover a

person in need of protection i.e. a person who may not meet

person who falls between the cracks of the system, such

the Convention definition but is in a refugee-like situation

as a refugee claimant who is refused refugee status but not

defined in Canadian law as deserving of protection, for

removed from Canada because of a situation of generalized

example because they are in danger of being tortured.

risk in the country of origin.

You may also hear… political refugee and economic

You may also hear... Illegal migrant/illegal immigrant/

refugee –

Illegal – these terms are problematic because they
criminalize the person, rather than the act of entering

these terms have no meaning in law, and can be confusing

or remaining irregularly in a country. International law

as they incorrectly suggest that there are different

recognizes refugees may need to enter a country without

categories of refugees.

official documents or authorization. It would be misleading
to describe them as “illegal migrants”. Similarly, a person

* These definitions have been adapted from a glossary prepared
by the Canadian Council for Refugees. www.web.ca/~ccr/

OTHER TERMS FOR PEOPLE OUTSIDE
THEIR HOME COUNTRY

without status may have been coerced by traffickers: such
a person should be recognized as a victim of crime, not
treated as a wrong-doer.
(Source: http://ccrweb.ca/en/glossary)

Temporary resident – a person who has permission to
remain in Canada only for a limited period of time. Visitors
and students are temporary residents, and so are temporary
foreign workers such as agricultural workers and live-in
caregivers.
Migrant – a person who is outside their country of origin.
Sometimes this term is used to talk about everyone outside
their country of birth, including people who have been
Canadian citizens for decades. More often, it is used for
people currently on the move or people with temporary
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Resource 3 – Challenges
Newcomer and Refugee Youth
May Be Facing
Newcomer and refugee youth may be facing many challenges in addition to language and cultural
adjustments. Many of these challenges stem from their home life.
Separation from parents or other family members is

and or higher rates of crime, exposure to gangs, as well as

common during the immigration and resettlement

the need for older children to work for additional income or

process. These separations may create feelings of cultural

provide child care while parents work multiple jobs.

dislocation and instability and increase stress levels,
making the young person’s adjustment more difficult. Even

Educational Adjustments – Youth may be disadvantaged

when families are able to stay together, the parents may be

in their schooling for a variety of reasons including limited

absent due to the demands of working one or more jobs.

English proficiency (both in parents and children), less
well-educated parents, and inadequate or interrupted

Traumatic Experiences – Refugee children, in particular,

schooling in their country of origin. Refugees in particular

may have had traumatic experiences related to situations

may have had their formal education interrupted for

such as war, genocide, torture and death of family members

multiple years. They may also have attendance problems

or friends. These experiences impact children differently

due to their role as interpreters or child care providers for

and may result in a range of behavioural and/or mental

the family.

health issues. Family and community responses to these
issues may be strongly influenced by cultural beliefs and

Parent Disconnect from Education and Activities –

norms.

Parents may feel and be disconnected from their child’s
education for a variety of reasons including cultural norms

Family Trauma – Similarly, trauma affecting family

regarding the school’s role, their limited language skills, and

members, not the youth themselves, may still have an

lack of knowledge and understanding about the Alberta

effect. It can create stress and conflict at home.

education system and curriculum. Similarly, parents may
not immediately see value or be invested in extra-curricular

Poverty – Past census data indicates that more than one in

activities, including mentoring. It is important to engage

five recent immigrants of working-age were living in poverty,

them early on and build confidence.

compared to fewer than one in ten other Canadians² . The
results of living in poverty may include living in overcrowded

Intergenerational Conflict – Intergenerational conflict and

housing, living in neighbourhoods with fewer resources,

role-reversals may occur when children acculturate more
7

quickly and acquire English language skills before their
parents. Parents are often particularly disturbed at their
children’s adoption of Canadian social and cultural norms
and values. Children may feel torn between two worlds and
be embarrassed regarding their country of origin.
Overwhelming Choice – A sometimes overlooked element
of successful integration by immigrant youth is the ability to
manage all of the choices that are available in the Canadian
context. Many children and youth from new immigrant
communities have not previously experienced so many
choices in their daily lives – choices at school, in recreation,
in food. It can be overwhelming and difficult to make good
decisions in the face of so many decisions. Mentors can be
important in helping youth to build their decision making
skills and can help to alleviate some of associated distress
and anxiety.

¹This list has been adapted from Mentoring Immigrant and Refugee Youth: A toolkit for program coordinators. It can be found at www.mentoring.org/
downloads/mentoring_1197.pdf
²A Study of Poverty and Working Poverty among Recent Immigrants to Canada, HRDC Canada. 2007
www.hrsdc.gc.ca/eng/publications_ resources/research/categories/ inclusion/2007/sp_680_05_07_e/page00.shtml
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Resource 4 – Assessing Strengths
and Needs
Consider the following
as you develop your
program:

 What is the capacity of these resources to provide
mentoring support?
 What do we know about the cultural norms of these
newcomers?
 What are the childrearing practices? What are the social
norms for the involvement of other non-familial adults in

 Work with representatives from newcomer and refugee
communities, settlement agencies, community groups,
faith-based groups and anyone else who has experience
with this population. Explore the following questions before
you begin to plan a mentoring program:
 What newcomer and refugee communities are represented
in your geographical area?
 Are there specific tribal or ethnic subgroups within this
population? Are there any issues among these groups that
might affect a mentoring program?
 What are the circumstances that brought these newcomers
to Canada? Have members of the community been
subjected to traumatic experiences (war, torture, loss of
family members). Are these being addressed by other
agencies or programs? How will these issues affect the
design and delivery of a mentoring program? Are they
privately sponsored or government sponsored refugees?
 What language barriers exist and what are our resources
for addressing these?
 What are some of the specific challenges (historical and
current) that these communities have faced?

the children’s lives?
 What are their expectations and aspirations for their
children?
 What differences are there in family and children roles
and responsibilities as compared to other Canadian
families?
 What formal and informal mentoring resources do these
communities currently have?
 Who else is working with these children and their families?
How can we work with them?
 Who are the targeted mentees? How many are there? How
old are they?
 Would these children benefit from a mentor? In what ways?
 Who do we need to work with to recruit and maintain these
potential mentees?
 Are there groups we can involve that share a language? Will
this engagement be constructive?
 Are there groups or people in our community that have a
shared experience, such as refugees from different parts
of the world?

 Are there immediate or emergent issues in the community
that program partners need to be mindful of?
 What strengths in the community can we build upon?
 What human resources are already available in the
community. Are there teachers, health workers, other
professionals who may want to get involved?
9

Assessing Strengths & Needs - Questions to
Consider
 What other strengths and needs do these children have that could be supported by a mentoring program?
 English as a secondlLanguage
 Academics
 Post-secondary readiness skills
 Work eeadiness skills
 Integration, diversity and cultural pride
 Who are potential mentors for these children?
 Who do we need to work with to connect with these potential mentors and build their interest in the program?
 What kind of program would best serve these children and youth: One-to-one, group, peer, school-based, etc? (See the
Community Based Mentoring Toolkit’s Tool A: Types of Mentoring Programs: An Overview).
 Have other similar programs been attempted in the community? If so, what happened to them and what can you learn from
their experiences?

Examining Capacity—Looking Inside Your Agency and/or Partnership
 When conducting a strengths and needs assessment, it is also important to look inside your agency or partnership.
 What strengths and resources does your mentoring program and/or partnership currently have in place to provide services
to immigrant and refugee children and their families?
 What challenges might you face?
 What other capacities, skills & resources do you need to effectively serve these children and their families?
 How can you build or bring in these skills and resources?

10
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Resource 5 – Involving Community
Whether in a formal or informal way, involving the community will help your program succeed.
Some organizations choose to form an advisory board. Others reach out to people and groups at
different times in the program planning and implementation. Whichever approach you choose,
consider the following groups for involvement and assistance:
The Community – Invite cultural leaders, business leaders and/or civic leaders who have a stake in promoting and
supporting this group of immigrant and refugee children and youth.
Local Schools – Invite teachers, counsellors, principals and ESL specialists who may be familiar with the young people in
your program and their families.
Settlement Agencies – Having representation from people who already work with this community can help strengthen your
partnerships and further collaboration to build the strengths and meet the needs of the children and youth taking part in
your program.
Parents/Caregivers – Involve parents or caregivers of the young people in the program. Developing closer relationships and
capitalizing on their perspectives can help strengthen services for their children.
Youth – Invite youth who are taking part in the program to be part of the advisory committee. Providing a space for their
voices, stories and perspectives in the oversight of the program will not only strengthen the program but will also build the
confidence and leadership skills of the youth involved.
Mentors – Include bilingual or bicultural mentors, mentors that have experienced immigration themselves, or mentors
that have extensive experience working with immigrant youth on the advisory committee. Having their perspective will
strengthen the program and will help you to recruit and retain other mentors.
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Resource 6 - Understanding and
Embracing Diversity
We live in a multicultural society, with members who have come to Alberta and Canada from all
over the world. They bring their own histories and customs to our communities. Understanding
how diversity enriches our communities, and a person’s culture, helps how you can work together
with newcomers and refugees. Here are some ideas:
 It’s not just about diversity, but about how you engage with diverse communities. It’s about breaking down walls between
cultures, respecting everyone’s traditions and welcoming them into your community. Be open minded; acknowledge what
you know and don’t know and be prepared to learn.
 It’s not just about tolerance, but the active seeking of understanding across lines of difference. Understanding removes preconceptions, stereotypes, and other barriers to true inclusion. Keep an open mind as you encounter and get to know people
from different cultures.
 Accept that we may have differences, but that we can reconcile and respect them. It’s about holding our deepest differences,
even our religious and cultural differences, not in isolation, but in relationship to one another. This mutual respect fosters
greater tolerance, and acceptance of people and cultures different from ourselves and our own.
 Dialogue matters. It means both speaking and listening. Through this process, you will find things you share in common and
things you disagree on. Dialogue does not mean everyone agrees with one another. It means being open, and open-minded
when interacting with others.
These ideas, often called pluralism, help foster intercultural learning and understanding. Everyone has their own experiences
and ideas. Understanding those experiences and ideas, through dialogue, listening, and acceptance, will help newcomers
and refugees feel welcome and will produce a more rewarding experience for everyone involved.

* These ideas have been adapted from the work of Diana L. Eck. http://www.pluralism.org/pages/pluralism/meanings
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Resource 7 – Roles that Mentors
Can Play
Mentors serve many roles. Within the mentoring relationship, here are some key
activities and roles a mentor can offer:
Cultural Ambassadors – Mentors who can serve as “cultural translators” and guides in negotiating Canadian culture as
well as supporters of a mentee’s culture. They can also provide perspective to help the young person better cope with and
respond to conflicts that may occur with his or her parents during the integration process. This intercultural mentoring also
allows the mentee to share their own culture.
English Language Acquisition – Mentors can help their mentee learn to speak and read English, or to improve their English
language skills.
Emotional Support – Immigrant youth often feel socially isolated and may be victims of teasing and bullying because
they are different. A mentor can provide important support by creating a strong sense of attachment and belonging in the
mentoring relationship.
Advocacy – Mentors can help their mentee learn to access resources to meet a variety of needs. Examples include how to
use public transportation; find and use a local library; get involved in other youth programs.
Advice and Counsel – Mentors can help both the mentee and his/her family (as appropriate) on issues such as homework,
job application skills, obtaining a driver’s license and applying for college or university.
Role Modeling – When it is possible to have same culture matches, the mentor provides an important model for integration,
developing a bicultural or bilingual identity, and achieving success in a new culture. This kind of mentor supports a young
person to learn how to maintain his or her own culture while learning to be successful in a
new culture.
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Resource 8 – Tips for Recruiting
and Retaining Volunteers from
Cultural Communities
Some mentees and their families will look for a mentor from their own community, or
who shares a language. In order to recruit these mentors, consider these tactics:
 Identify a champion to be involved in recruitment - someone who is respected and credible in the community. Support this
person to connect with potential mentors in the community.
 Reach out to professional, social and religious organizations relevant to the ethnic group you serve. Meet in person with
leaders and explain your program. Do presentations about your program and the mentoring opportunity at staff and/or board
meetings. Develop and provide promotional material that is targeted to their staff.
 Look for cultural associations at local post-secondary institutions. Where they exist, build a relationship with the volunteers
that are part of the association. Meet them in person to explain the program. Develop and provide promotional material that
is targeted to their members.
 Partner with settlement agencies. Ask for their support to identify potential volunteers. Leave targeted and language specific
brochures with staff in these agencies.
 Use language specific media aimed at the population(s) you seek to recruit.
 Demystify mentoring. Explain to potential mentors that it does not require special skills and that most importantly it is about
being a role model and friend to a child in their community.
 Spend time building a relationship with a potential mentor before expecting them to commit to the program. Help them to
fully understand the purpose of the program and their role in achieving the purpose.
 Consider having formal and informal mentors. Formal mentors will have been screened and trained to work with the program.
Informal mentors may be people from the community who are not yet ready, for a variety of reasons, to become a formal
mentor but are interested in supporting the program. These informal mentors are likely to become formal mentors after
some time with the program.
 In some cases it may be appropriate to pay mentors a stipend. This small amount may remove barriers such as child care
and transportation costs enabling new Canadians to make an important contribution to their new community.

14
14

Resource 9 – Training and
Retaining Newcomer Volunteers
Securing newcomer volunteers is the first step. Effective training and support will
ensure retention. Consider the following activities:
 Include cultural advisors and/or community leaders in the
training process.

 Clearly set out roles and responsibilities of each mentor in
your program.

 Provide some background to the history of the cultural and

 During the training include exercises that help the immigrant

ethnic group and an overview of the immigration process.

volunteer identify what s/he brings to the children and youth

 Provide opportunities for experienced mentors (from the
community whenever possible) to present to volunteers in
training about their experiences as a mentor.
 During the training process provide opportunities for
volunteers to examine their own cultural identity, values
and practices.
 During the training process provide opportunities for
volunteers to examine their assumptions and stereotypes
about other cultural and ethnic groups.
 During training, provide volunteers with an opportunity to
explore what they bring to a young person who is new to
Canada. Help them to see what they have to offer.
 With support from community leaders or cultural advisors,

in your program.
 During the training, provide opportunities for the immigrant
volunteer to examine his/her own cultural identity and
practices.
 During the training, provide opportunities for the volunteer
to examine his/her assumptions about other cultures and
his or her own culture.
 Create opportunities for mentors to get to know each other,
and to share challenges and successes.
 Provide on-going support to the mentors.
 Acknowledge, thank and reward mentors in ways that are
appropriate for them and their community. Recognize their
importance in the success of the program.

provide information on specific cultural practices, values
and protocols that are important for your mentors to
understand. Work with your advisory committee to
determine what these are.
 Remind volunteers that for many of the youth their definition
of family is much larger than the Canadian “nuclear” family.
 Be clear with the volunteer that they are being asked to be
a mentor – a role model and friend. They are not expected
to be an expert or to have all the answers.
15
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Mentoring Refugee,
Immigrant & Newcomer
Children and Youth
10 Mentoring Best Practices

1

Getting Started
USE AMP DEFINITION OF MENTORING
Mentoring is the act of an adult or older youth spending
time one-one-one, or in a small group, with a child.
Mentoring for newcomer and refugee youth helps them
succeed in school, and adjust to their new home.
Consider these best practices, success, and challenges
as you get started, or as you rework your current program.
Mentoring refugee and newcomer youth is an enriching

are safe spaces for families and students, and convenient
spaces for mentoring to occur.

Be Culturally Relevant and Sensitive
Knowledge of a participant’s culture is essential to a
successful experience. This will help a participant feel
welcome and encourage success.

Be Participant Driven in Matching with a
Mentor

experience, for both the mentor and participant. Everyone

Some participants may want a mentor who shares a first

involved will learn something and grow.

language or cultural background, while some may want an
intercultural match. A program should be ready and able to

Start by Building Trust and a Relationship

offer both.

Trust is the foundation, and must be built before the

Pay Attention to Costs. Keep them Low to
Free

program starts. The mentee and their family must feel
comfortable, and see the value in mentoring. It is also
critical for buy-in from cultural and faith communities, who

Participants and their families often have limited resources;

can encourage and facilitate mentoring opportunities.

even small costs to them can be a barrier to participation.

Start with the End User In Mind

Bridge Participants to Other Services

A program must be built around the participant, and

Program closure is a natural part of the program cycle

what they need. Successful programs begin and remain

(Please see AMP Resources on Closure). For the family,

participant-focused throughout all stages.

having refferals to additional programs or services will
assist in your mentee and their family in transitioning to

Be Flexible

another program or service.

Understand participant’s interests and needs may shift on a

Start Mentoring

day-to-day basis. Being responsive to feedback encourages
a successful program.

Consult the AMP Community Based Mentoring Program
toolkit to learn more about what kinds of programs have

Schools Are Critical

proven to be successful, and for help getting started.

Teachers, principals, and counselors are key allies in
implementing programs and identifying participants. They

2
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Mentoring Refugee,
Immigrant & Newcomer
Children and Youth
Conversation Club
1

Conversation Club
A conversation club is a group mentoring exercise. It allows newcomer and refugee youth to learn and practice English,
and to learn about local culture. It also offers intercultural learning opportunities, as mentors learn about the culture
and customs of participants. Conversation clubs can also have the added benefit of developing a caring relationship
between a child and an adult or older individual. By creating a relationship based on trust and open communication,
mentors help kids foster a sense of belonging, build self-confidence and learn new skills and passions. In order to gain
the full benefits of the relationship between the mentor and mentee, ensure the match remains consistent week after
week so as to develop a deeper level of trust and connection.

Why Start a Conversation Club?

Benefits for Newcomer and Refugee Youth

If your community has newcomer and refugee youth, a

Conversation clubs may be particularly valuable for new

conversation club is a proven way of helping improve their

Canadians, such as refugees and newcomers. For most,

language skills and knowledge of local culture.

English is not their first language, nor the language spoken
at home. Finding opportunities to improve their language

How a Conversation Club Works
A conversation club is comprised of New Canadians, and
longer-term residents with strong English language skills.
They meet regularly, usually once or twice a week, and
hold discussion either as a full group, in smaller groups,
or one-on-one. Activities may be self-directed or led by a
program staff or volunteer.

skills will help them with school, work opportunities, and
social engagement.
Conversation clubs also offer an intercultural learning
opportunity. Participants will learn about Canadian culture
and customs, while also having the opportunity to share
their own culture with mentors. This is enriching for
everyone involved.

2
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Getting Started

If that’s not an option, nearby space may be available

Before you launch your program, determine the following:

through agencies like the Boys & Girls Club or Big Brothers

Staff Resources

Big Sisters, a community centre, or faith organization.
Accessibility is also important for mentors. If your mentors

Do you have the staff in place to run this program?

are high school or university students, is it walkable or

Volunteer recruitment and management will take time, as

easily accessible by transit? Is there free or low cost parking

will liaising with the families of participants, and program

available?

partners.

for what roles. Beyond mentors, you may need volunteers

Conversation Club in
Action

to oversee the program, raise funds or secure donations of

Here is what the schedule might look like:

Volunteer Resources Needed
Identify how many volunteer resources you will require, and

items, or to help with administrative tasks.

Funding Your Program
Your program will incur costs, some of which may be

3:30 - Start
Introductions, snacks provided.
3:40 – Introduction of Activity or Activities
A facilitator or coordinator sets the stage, introducing

off-set by in-kind donations. Space, food and refreshments,

the format and activities for the next hour.

supplies and materials will all cost money. You may be able

3:45 – Conversation Club

to secure in-kind space, or donations of goods through

Participants and mentors engage in conversation and

sponsorship. Companies can be targeted for both in-kind

activities, whether in groups or one-on-one

and financial sponsorship. Service groups, and agencies

4:30 – Wrap-Up

such as the United Way or your local community foundation
are potential funders as well.

Participants and mentors share their learnings, and
experience with the day’s activities.
4:45 - Close

Target Audience – Youth and Mentors
Will your club serve one age group or level of school?

Participants are picked up by their parents or other
relatives, or bussed home.

Where will you find your mentors? Do you want mentors to
come from a specific demographic, or any age?

Finding Space

The space should be easy to get to for everyone involved,
particularly the participants.
Using school spaces is the best starting point, as it removes
any travel time for participants. Schools are also a trusted
place for the families of newcomers.
3

Conversation Club
Activities

Mentor Orientation

Examples of activities can include:

positive, rewarding experience. Key things to include in an

A successful orientation will set up mentors for a
orientation:

 Questions: one person thinks of a person, place, or thing.
The rest of the room takes turns asking questions until

 Examples of material a participant may be working with.

someone guesses correctly.

 A mock mentoring session, to show what to do and what

 Stories: in one-on-one pairings, mentors and participants
each share a story about a past experience, such as a place
they’ve been, or movie they watched. The other person asks
questions.

Recruiting Participants
After deciding on your age group, you can seek out
participants in the following ways:
Talk to teachers and school administrators to see if your
program is a fit, and if they can recommend students or
promote the program to parents (use AMP tools to promote
mentoring in schools - See Making Connections).
 Put up posters in your community, or where allowed at
buildings like recreation centres, community halls, or nonprofits.
 Work with faith organizations to build bridges and
encourage participation.

Recruiting Mentors
There are many places and ways to find mentors. Here are
a few ways:
 Schools and school districts, who can identify students who
can be good mentors.
 Student groups such as Rotaract and Circle K with a service
mandate.
 Service clubs, such as Rotary or Lions Clubs.
 Businesses that are looking for group volunteering
opportunities.

not to do.
 Information on any cultural barriers or customs that a
mentor may not be aware of.
 A list of tips for a mentor to prompt a participant or to
encourage them.

Tips for a Successful Conversation Club
 Be clear on the time commitment and length.
 Encourage both participants and mentors to share their
cultural experience, and to learn about the culture of others.
 No use of cell phones or other electronic devices.
 Have a list of topics ready for your participants.
 Encourage everyone to share their experiences and
thoughts.

Summary: A Conversation Club in 10 Steps.
1. Pick an age group for participants and mentors.
2. Find a space and time.
3. Decide on a structure – one-on-one, group, a combination
of both?
4. Recruit participants and mentors.
5. Set up a schedule with a list of possible activities for each
session.
6. Train your mentors.
7. Start your program. Understand that it may take time for
rapport to develop between mentors and participants.
8. Seek feedback from participants, their families, and
mentors, informally during the program then through a
formal evaluation (at least from parents and mentors) at
the end.
9. Celebrate the successes
10. Refine your program for its next round and repeat.
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Homework Club
Homework Clubs provide extra support for youth in need, whether they’re facing language barriers, adjustments to new
cities or countries, or have other challenges affecting their education. Homework clubs can also have the added benefit
of developing a caring relationship between a child and an adult or older individual. By creating a relationship based on
trust and open communication, mentors help kids foster a sense of belonging, build self-confidence and learn new skills
and passions. In order to gain the full benefits of the relationship between the mentor and mentee, ensure the match
remains consistent week after week so as to develop a deeper level of trust and connection.

Why a Homework Club?

shares their first language, or has similar life experiences.

Homework clubs provide one-to-one or small group

knowledge of English and Canadian culture. A successful

mentoring opportunities for youth. They foster greater
academic and personal growth amongst participating
youth, and offer rewarding volunteer opportunities for
mentors.

Benefits for Newcomer and Refugee Youth

Others may view this as an opportunity to strengthen their
program will be able to match each participant with a
mentor who suits their needs.
One-to-one or small group mentoring offers intercultural
learning opportunities for both the participant and mentor.

Homework clubs may be particularly valuable for New
Canadians, such as refugees and newcomers. Refugees in
particular very likely have had their schooling interrupted,
and will have to catch up in addition to adjusting to a new
curriculum and language of instruction.
If your program targets or attracts a large number of
newcomer students, some may wish to have a mentor who
2
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Getting Started

If that’s not an option, nearby space may be available

Before you launch your program, determine the following:

through agencies like the Boys & Girls Club or Big Brothers

Staff Resources

Big Sisters, a community centre, or faith organization.
Accessibility is also important for mentors. If your mentors

Do you have the staff in place to run this program?

are high school or university students, is it walkable or

Volunteer recruitment and management will take time, as

easily accessible by transit? Is there parking available - and

will liaising with the families of participants, and partners in

is it free or low cost – if you have volunteers who require

the program, such as schools.

that?

Volunteer Resources Needed
To determine the volunteer resources you need, first
identify:
 How many mentees you can have as part of the program?
Is space a constraint?
 Will mentoring take place one-on-one or in small groups?
 Are there any other tasks that require volunteer assistance?

Target Audience – Youth and Mentors
Will your club serve one age group or level of school?
Where will you find your mentors? Will it be older students
mentoring younger ones? Community volunteers?

Finding Space
The space should be easy to get to for everyone involved,
particularly the participants. Using school spaces is
the best starting point, as it removes any travel time for

What Does A Homework
Club Look Like?
Homeward clubs can be structured to meet the needs of
your participants. Some examples of how it works:
 Twice a week, high school students mentor elementary
students one-on-one or in small groups after school.
 Grade 9 students work with Grade 1 and 2 students during
lunch hour every Wednesday.
 Elementary school participants meet one-on-one with a
community mentor every Tuesday and Thursday after
school. Volunteers ensure they get to the Boys & Girls Club,
either by walking or by bus.
 University students mentor elementary and junior high
students one-on-one throughout the day in their school.
These are scheduled around the mentors’ schedules and
breaks in the students’ day.
 At the Boys & Girls Club every Tuesday from 3:30-4:30,
students read or do homework under the supervision of a
program coordinator.

participants.
3

Homework Club in
Action
Here is what the schedule might look like:
3:30 – Start
Introductions, snacks provided.
3:40 – Homework
One-on- one or small group help, individual study,
or some combination. Participants and mentors
or the program coordinator should have a clear
understanding of what is being worked on, and what
the goal of the session is.
4:30 – Wrap-Up
This can include planning for the next sessions, a
sharing of learnings (encourage both participants and
mentors to share), or a fun activity.
4:50 – Close
Participants are picked up by their parents or other
relatives, or bussed home.

Recruiting Participants
After deciding on your age group, you can seek out
participants in the following ways:
 Talk to teachers and school administers to see if your
program is a fit, and if they can recommend students or
promote the program to parents (use AMP tools to promote
mentoring in schools)
 Put up posters in your community, or where allowed at
buildings like recreation centres, community halls, or nonprofits.
 Work with faith organizations to build bridges and
encourage participation.

Recruiting Mentors
 There are many places and ways to find mentors. Here are
a few ways:

school (in a K-9, for example) or a nearby high school.
 For university students or high school students, seek
out service-minded clubs, such as Rotaract or Circle K.
Education students at universities and colleges are good
starting point; you can contact their faculty or student
association.
 In the community, service organizations (Rotary, Lions
Club) are good starting points. Many businesses look for
opportunities where their staff can volunteer together as
a group.
 Seniors groups offer connections to volunteers with time
and expertise.

Tips for a Successful Homework Club
 Be clear on the time commitment and length.
 Offer or be aware of a next step for participants – what
program can they be a part of after this one?
 Have clear ground rules. Examples might include:
 Be on time.
 Be respectful of everyone.
 No use of cell phones or any other electronic devices.
 Let the participant drive the agenda – as long as it’s
educational, let them choose the activity they need
that day.

Summary: A Homework Club in 10 Steps.
1. Pick an age group for participants and mentors.
2. Find a space and time.
3. Decide on a structure – one-on-one, group, a combination
of both?
4. Recruit participants and mentors.
5. Set up a schedule with a list of possible activities for each
session.
6. Train your mentors.
7. Start your program. Understand that it may take time for
rapport to develop between mentors and participants.
8. Seek feedback from participants, their families, and
mentors, informally during the program then through a
formal evaluation (at least from parents and mentors) at
the end.
9. Refine your program for its next round.
10. Repeat!

 For school-age mentors, work with the school or school
district to identify good matches – whether it’s the same
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11 Ways to Overcome Challenges in Mentoring
Refugee, Immigrant and Newcomer Youth
Siloing Causes Overlap and a Lack of
Coordination

community leaders, or mentors. This can cause burnout or

Many have flagged the overlapping programs and program

and only take on what you can manage. Work closely with

times of various mentoring opportunities; there is a shared
belief that greater coordination is required.

disengagement over time.
Understand the commitment involved in your program,
volunteers to understand their capacity, and ask them to
help recruit or refer additional mentors.

Work with other agencies in your community to set up a calendar

Make use of AMP materials to help promote your program, and to

of mentoring program and opportunities. As much as possible,

recruit and train more volunteers.

make sure they’re offered on different days and times.

Mental Health and Well-Being
This is an issue that everyone agrees needs more
understanding and awareness. While you and your
volunteers are not expected to be experts in this area, know
where to find resources and refer people.
Particularly amongst refugees, family trauma will often
carry over and affect the engagement of a youth and their
parents.

Misconceptions
There is a lack of understanding amongst both participants
and their families and mentors about what’s involved.
This can be anything from program eligibility to a
belief that mentoring is something for other cultures or
socio-economic groups.
For mentors, this usually stems from a lack of information
up front, specifically regarding the time frame and other
parameters of their commitment.

Look for resources in your community, such as those offered by

Be clear about the time commitment involved. Share program

the Canadian Mental Health Association.

materials and information with families to create confidence in

Capacity, Both for the Organization and
Individuals Involved
Your organization may only have a handful of staff, and
even with program funding struggle to find capacity to
administer and deliver that program. You may also end up
over-relying on a handful of key individuals, be they staff,

your program.

Program Policies and Paperwork
This administrative burden creates problems for both the
individuals and groups offering the programs, and the
participants and their families. There may be a language
barrier, and the amount of paperwork a new arrival to
Canada deals with is often overwhelming.
Some paperwork, such as permission slips, is important. Be aware
of the amount involved and focus on the key information.
2
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English Language Skills
Developing English language skills is a priority, and often a
prerequisite for academic or employment success. Youth
may have challenges creating opportunities to develop their
English skills.
Programs like conversation clubs help newcomers and refugees
with their language skills.

Lack of Available Adult Mentors
Matching the Right
Volunteer to the Right Role

In some communities, the population may be weighted

Organizations regularly struggle with finding the right

mentors with the time to volunteer. This creates a burden

match.

on the mentors who are available, and limits program

towards families, and lack a significant population of adult

growth and success.
Get to know your volunteers, and what they’re looking for from this
experience.

Consider alternatives, like peer-to-peer or older youth mentoring
younger youth.

Employable Skills
Newcomers, particularly refugees, often encounter a skills
or credentials gap. Studies have shown that this is a top
priority for Syrian newcomers in particular.

Serving Newcomers and Refugees Where a
Critical Mass Doesn’t Exist
If your community has a small populations of newcomers
and refugees, they can run into challenges of connecting

Reach out to local businesses about volunteering, and

with potential participants, or accessing cultural knowledge.

opportunities and mentor newcomers and refugees in the
workplace.

Make use of the resources your community has. Promote
intercultural mentoring, and connect with agencies in other

Cultural Alienation or Lack of Acceptance
In some cases, a refugee or newcomer may not feel

communities to learn about how they’re reaching newcomer
groups.

comfortable accessing cultural or mainstream services.
One example is LGBTQ community members, who may
have left their home country because of oppression and
risk. Many are more likely to seek out their local Pride
Centre or a similar LGBTQ-serving organization.
Get to know your program participants, and find a mentoring
match that works for them. Intercultural mentoring opportunities
are a good fit in these cases.
3
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Mentoring
Newcomer and
Refugee Students in
Your School
Partnership

Help Your Students Achieve
Greater Success Through
Mentorship

is quick and easy.

1
2
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Fill out the application at albertamentors.ca/
partner.
Once approved, review your partner profile on
albertamentors.ca.
Share the news with mentors, mentees, and
board members.

Become a partner and help us grow the
mentoring movement in Alberta.

albertamentors.ca
info@albertamentors.ca
1-844-370-1768
9425 109A Avenue NW Edmonton, Alberta, T5H 1G1

Mentoring makes a big difference in the lives of
students, particularly newcomers and refugees.
They may be facing barriers, such as linguistic and
cultural adjustments, as well as stress related to
exclusion, poverty, or separation.
Refugee students may have had their formal
education interrupted, sometimes for several years
at a time.

1

What is Mentoring?

Connect With Your Local School

Mentoring is a relationship between a student and

Whether a mentoring program is offered in-class or

a mentor. The mentor – an older student or adult

not, schools can play an essential part in supporting

– provides support, advice, and guidance, helping

these programs.

build trust and confidence in the student.

AMP can help you...

For newcomers in particular, schools are a trusted

Why Mentoring Matters
At its most basic level, mentoring assures a young
person that there are adults who care about them
and can help them deal with day-to-day challenges.

The Mentoring Difference
Research shows that mentoring has many positive
impacts for youth, including:
 Improved academic achievement.
 Greater self-confidence.
 Better social skills.
 Strengthened personal relationships.
 A better sense of belonging in the community.

How Does it Work?
A mentor meets with a student one-on-one or
students in small groups at a regular, set time.
This can happen in the classroom or school, or at
a nearby agency, community centre, or place of
worship.
Some popular examples of mentoring include
homework clubs and conversation clubs. It can also
take the form of one-on-one activities.

and safe place. The encouragement of a teacher
or counsellor, and the program being held in the

Access tools and research to help you:

school, will provide the families of students with a

Work

feeling of confidence and trust. This increases the

Smarter

likelihood of participation among newcomer and
refugee students.

● start a new mentoring program
● improve program delivery
● recruit, screen, and train mentors

How You Can Help
Mentoring is a benefit for students. It need not be
an additional commitment for teachers. Your role is

Boost
Mentoring

to encourage and facilitate this relationship. Some

Raise awareness of mentoring by:
● promoting #MentoringMoments
● sharing your mentoring stories

ways you can help:

● supporting mentor recruitment

 Contact agencies like your local Boys & Girls Club or
Big Brothers Big Sisters to ask about the mentoring
programs they offer.
 Encourage parents to seek out mentoring
opportunities for their child.
 Get in touch with cultural groups and faith
organizations that your students may be familiar
with to ask about mentoring programs.
 Offer your classroom as a space for a mentoring
program.
 Talk to your principal and encourage them to
support mentoring programs.
 If you teach at an elementary school, talk to district
counselors or teachers at junior high and high
schools to see if their students may be interested
in mentoring yours.

● co-branding with AMP

Reach mentors and young people by:

Make
Connections

● getting profiled on albertamentors.ca
● appearing on AMP’s online search tool
● backing AMP initiatives
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Refugees and Newcomer Population Profile
Refugees and newcomers arrive from many countries. In

29, 2017, Canada has welcomed more than 40,000.

2016, Canada admitted 46,700 refugees, the most since
1980. According to the United Nations High Commissioner

As of January 2017, Alberta was home to more than

for Refugees, the top five countries of origin were:

3,000 government-sponsored refugees, and had settled

 Syria (33,266)
 Eritrea (3,934)
 Iraq (1,650)
 Congo (1,644)
 Afghanistan (1,354)
Overall, Canada admitted more than 320,000 newcomers
from July 2015 to July 2016, also a high for recent years.
Alberta was the destination for more than 57,000, its most
ever and the second most of any province.
Newcomers to Canada, and Alberta, are diverse in country
of origin, background, income, and education. Some have
strong language skills and a support network, and others
face a greater linguistic and cultural adjustment. It is
important to understand the population you are working
with, especially the refugee population.

around 1700 additional privately-sponsored refugees since
November 2015.
Syria has been home to many different religious groups,
including the Sunni, Shia, and Alawis branches of Islam,
Yazidis, Ismailis, and Christians. There is similar diversity
amongst the population of refugees who have arrived in
Canada.
Many working with Syrian refugees noted the importance
of finding mentors who share a language if not also a
common culture. Grassroots organizations, particularly
faith organizations, are important groups to work with when
developing and offering programs.

Eritrean Refugees
In 2016, more refugees from Eritrea arrived in Canada
than any other country besides Syria. Counting

Syrian Refugees

refugees and newcomers, there are an estimated 7,000

In 2011, conflict and a civil war erupted in Syria. This has

estimated that 5,000 refugees flee Eritrea each month,

created a significant outflow of refugees from the country,
numbering in the millions. Many spent several years in
refugee camps before finding settlement elsewhere.
Privately sponsored refugees have been coming to Canada

Eritreans-Calgarians alone. In 2015, the United Nations
where human rights violations have been documented, and
many are imprisoned or forced into labour camps.

South Sudanese Refugees

for several years. In November 2015, the Government of

Since 2013, a civil war has displaced 2.7 million people

Canada announced a plan to resettle 25,000 government

in South Sudan, with almost 1.5 million fleeing for other

sponsored Syrian refugees in the next year. As of January

countries.
With more than 15,000 South Sudanese, Alberta is home
to the largest community in Canada. To date, much of the
work to support refugees locally has happened through
private sponsorship and assistance.
2
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to experience, leads to a higher incidence of mental health
challenges. While accessing services in a safe space, they
may also face challenges of not being able to come out
or be open if interacting with members of their cultural
community.
It is important to ensure that a safe, welcoming space is
created to serve LGBTQ refugees and newcomers.

Learn More:
Refugee Alberta: How to Partner and Collaborate for
The continuing civil war and displacement contributes to
stress and trauma, as many newcomers still have family in

Success - http://refugeealberta.ca/refugee-organizations/
how-to-collaborate/

the country.

Somali Refugees
Somali refugees have been arriving in Canada since
the 1980s, fleeing human rights abuses and civil war. In
addition to the trauma experienced back home, and the long
waits in refugee camps, Somali refugees have often faced
language barriers – speaking neither English nor French,
which has affected employment opportunities for young
adults.
There are now large Somali communities in many cities,
and established Somali-led organizations that help with the
arrival and settlement process.

LGBTQ Refugees
LGBTQ refugees and asylum claimants often face additional
barriers. They may be fleeing persecution back home, and
also not be accepted by their cultural community in Canada.
This means they may not be comfortable accessing
services and supports from a cultural organization. They
may instead seek out an agency that serves the LGBTQ
community.
The alienation and isolation they have, and often continue,
3
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