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Introduction 

• As a Rotary International exchange 
student in Mexico 30 years ago I 
learned about identity and 
belonging.  

 



 

• That small community in Mexico 
facilitated my inclusion and sense 
of belonging.  



Overview of Research 

  

• Getting Used to the Quiet: Immigrant Adolescents’ Journey 
to Belonging in New Brunswick Canada (MQUP 2012) 

• Immigrant Youth in Canada: Theoretical Approaches, 
Practical Issues, and Professional Perspectives (OUP 2018) 

• African Male Immigrant Youth’s Transition to Postsecondary 
education in Southern Ontario (Race, Ethnicity & Education 
2018; Ethnic & Migration Studies 2018) 

• Promoting the Transition to Postsecondary Education for 
African Refugee Youth in Canadian Schools 

• From Class Assignment to Friendship: Enhancing the 
Intercultural Competence of Domestic and International 
Students through Experiential Learning (Comparative and 
International Education 2018) 



Refugee Youth Educational Challenges 

• Trauma 

• Interrupted Schooling 

• The importance of print literacy 
support at school 

• The “Late Arrival Penalty” (OECD, 
2015) 

• Move away from “deficit” approach 

• Resiliency 

 



Just step back and see what these young 
people are capable of……. 

  

   Dammee Sero 

   Recipient of WUSC Refugee Program  
   Scholarship 

    Alumni of Laurier’s Human Rights Human 
   Diversity Program 

   Recipient of 3M National Student Fellow 
   Award 

   Advocate of Rights for Ethiopia’s Oromo 
   Population 

   Works for the Government of Canada 

 

 

 



Sense of Belonging 

• The experience of personal involvement in a system or 
environment so that persons feel themselves to be an integral 
part of that system or environment (Hagerty et al.1992)  

• Sense of Belonging: Shared social identity; pursue collective 
goals; happiness, stability, contentment 

• Lack of Belonging: i.e., being rejected, excluded, or ignored 
leads to “often intense negative feelings of anxiety, depression, 
grief, jealousy, and loneliness (Osterman, 2000). 

 



Sense of Belonging at School 

• A sense of belonging at school reflects “the extent to 
which students feel personally accepted, respected, 
included, and supported by others in the school social 
environment (Goodenow, 1993: 80)  

• Youth who experience a sense of belonging and peer 
acceptance in school are more likely to enjoy school, to 
be engaged academically, to participate in school 
activities, and to persist toward high school graduation 
and university (Osterman, 2000). 



Friendship and Belonging at School 

• Making friends across ethnic groups during the adolescent 
years should be easy and natural, but it is not.  

• Co-ethnic friends often share common experiences and they 
provide cultural support, and positive academic and social 
values (bonding social capital).  

• Networks of Canadian-born friends, however, help immigrant 
youth to become familiar with school, find their way around, 
learn the unwritten rules and practices of a new culture, and 
become confident and settled (bridging social capital)  

• Schools cater to youth’s need for friendship. Must be 
purposeful. 

 
 



Inter-Group Contact Theory (Allport 1954) 

• Equal status 

• Common goals  

• Institutional support  

• Perception of similarity and friendship (Kenworthy et al. 2005) 



Case Example: Immigrant and Refugee 
Youth in New Brunswick 
• Fredericton (pop. 56,224) 

• 20 youth (12 refugee youth) 

• Florenceville-Bristol (pop. 1,639) 

• 13 youth, all dependents of economic immigrants 

• Method: Participant observation, interviews, focus groups, photo 
voice (2009-2010) 85 participants in total 



• Sense of belonging was an elusive goal for most of the 20 
immigrant youth who participated in the research in Fredericton. 

• Meeting people and making friends at school was tough for 
most of the teens. They had arrived at middle and high school 
when friendship groups were already formed and solidified and 
they had no idea how to infiltrate the seemingly closed groups. 

 

 We need to feel included in activities. How can I explain? 
 Well, … if there is a group of kids playing soccer and I am 
 watching them they will call out to me “hey are you new 
 here? Would you like to come and play with us?”                  
 [Luis,  Fredericton] 

 

Tough to Make Friends -- Fredericton 



Refugee Youth --Fredericton 
     
• The participants from refugee backgrounds especially wanted to 

make friends with New Brunswick-born peers so that they could 
“help us to not get lost and show us the right ways to do things 
here, like the right way to behave” [Pablo, Fredericton]  

• The teens could not figure out how to behave properly in their 
new environment. Everything from saying the “wrong” words in 
their “bad” English, to not having the proper school supplies, to 
wearing too much perfume appeared to be causing problems.  

 



EAL Classrooms --Fredericton 
• The immigrant youth were separated from their New Brunswick-

born peers for half of the day in EAL classrooms. While many of 
the youth undoubtedly needed assistance with English to be 
able to fully grasp the academic curriculum, the EAL classrooms 
over-protected them and served to reinforce the label of the 
“other.”  

• EAL classes are necessary, but unless concrete efforts are 
made by school staff to nurture relationships with Canadian-
born students, immigrant youth become segregated in the 
classrooms with limited access to a network of peers beyond 
their immediate immigrant group (Súarez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 
2007).  

 

 

 

 



Bullying and Racism --Fredericton 

• The “othering” became particularly serious when it involved 
racism and bullying. Racist name calling was not questioned by 
school authorities and the Black students were expelled when 
they responded to persistent bullying with aggression.  

• Within this context, Auma from Liberia remarked that 

At my school if you are White people will hang out with you. The 
White kids are popular, they have friends and they get good 
grades. But if you are the Black one it is really tough to get 
friends or to be good at anything 

[Auma, Fredericton] 



Engaged Citizens -- FV-Bristol 

• In Florenceville-Bristol the entire community seemed to be 
involved in settling and getting to know the immigrant youth and 
their families. With only one main street in the rural village, 
contact was inevitable, but people were also making a big effort 
to make the youth happy and keep their families from moving to 
a bigger city.  

• Teachers and school authorities played a particularly significant 
role in integrating the 13 youth into the schools. They were 
exceptionally good at recognizing the youths’ interests and 
talents and encouraging them to take part in activities where 
they felt like they belonged.  

 



Easy to Make Friends – FV-Bristol 

• The 13 immigrant youth in Florenceville-Bristol overwhelmingly 
agreed that they easily made friends with their New Brunswick-
born peers. The latter were very curious about the newcomers 
and took the initiative to include them in their activities.  

• The youth said they have been included in groups and activities 
at school, and even more so once they learned enough English 
to be able to communicate.  

• They spend time at the homes of their New Brunswick-born 
friends and they reciprocate with invitations to their houses. 

 

 

 

 



Overcoming the Language Barrier –FV-Bristol 

• With no Pull-out EAL classes at the Florenceville-Bristol 
schools, a tremendous effort was made by patient students to 
communicate with their newcomer peers to clarify readings and 
help with completing assignments. In interviews local youth 
made reference to a variety of communication attempts: 

 

They are such nice people and we tried so hard to talk to them even 
when they didn’t speak any English. It was hilarious when we all tried 
to communicate at first. We all would smile and point and we would 
play charades and make signs with our hands and faces. When that 
didn’t work we tried dictionaries. Sometimes I will write the word down 
in English for them to look at, and well, [pause] that doesn’t help 
much but I try. [Brandon, Florenceville-Bristol] 



Conclusion 
Community context matters   

Simple proximity to diversity may be insufficient to spark meaningful 
interactions between immigrant and Canadian-born youth unless the 
optimal conditions for intergroup contact are present.  

Equal status  

Common goals  

Institutional support  

Perception of similarity and friendship  
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Thank you 
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