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Abstract 

This paper analyzes high school completion among immigrant youth by ethnic 

group/source regions and period of arrival, using 2011 National Household Survey data. 

These data indicate a great disparity among the ethnic group/source regions and within 

each ethnic group/source region by province of residence. The emphasis in this study is 

in Vancouver. The group most at risk of dropping out of school in Vancouver is 

Southeast Asians.  

Qualitative analysis is conducted with stakeholders connected to the Vancouver School 

Board to determine the policies and programs in place to support immigrant youth, and 

policies that are likely to improve high school outcomes. This research finds that better 

identification for those groups at risk, better outreach and coordination of support 

services, and improvements to the English Language Learning program would help 

newcomers achieve better success in school. 

Keywords:  Immigrants, Education, Dropout rates, Multicultural Liaison Workers, 
Settlement Workers in School 
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Executive Summary 

This research analyzes the various services and programs in place to support 

immigrant youth with particular attention on how the needs of the groups most at-risk of 

not completing high school are addressed. Education is a major determinant of future 

economic prosperity, stability, and societal participation (Campolieti, Fang, & 

Gunderson, 2009; Côté & Bynner, 2008; OECD, 2011). While high school is a relatively 

low rung on the education ladder, individuals without a high school diploma are 

especially vulnerable to poverty and precarious working situations.  

Much of the information reported on academic achievement of immigrant 

students aggregates all newcomers into one homogenous group and compares their 

academic outcomes to non-immigrant students (MoE, 2014; Stats Can, 2010). When 

reported this way, immigrant students outperform non-immigrant students. However, not 

all immigrant groups are faring equally well. 

This research uses a mixed methods approach to determine who is struggling 

academically, the challenges that newcomers face, and how programs and services can 

better assist those who are struggling. This research is primarily based out of the 

Vancouver School District. Interviews and focus groups are conducted to gain insight 

into the challenges faced by particular immigrant groups, and to analyze the current 

settlement and integration services for newcomer youth operating within and alongside 

the education system. To give context to immigrant academic attainment and the various 

services in Vancouver, the first part of my research uses the 2011 National Household 

Survey to compare high school completion rates by different ethnic/regional groups and 

across the four major immigrant-receiving provinces. I also analyze the effects of arrival 

date on educational attainment by ethnic/regional group. The aim of the research is to 

analyze the existing services available to newcomer youth and to make 

recommendations so that newcomers of all backgrounds can obtain at least high school 

education and be better prepared with the skills required in adult life. 
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Key Findings from the Statistics: 

• Some ethnic/regional groups perform very well while other groups struggle.
The Southeast Asians consistently have low high school completion rates
across the four provinces while the Chinese and Koreans tend to have high
completion rates (except in Québec). In BC, the South Asians, Arabs, and
West Asians also struggle to complete high school.

• The age at which an immigrant arrives affects his or her academic chances
differently for immigrants of differing source regions. Some immigrants are
able to achieve academic success regardless of the age at arrival while others
face severe challenges with arrival at an older age. The relative performance
of Latin Americans, Koreans, and Filipinos in BC and Canada is better than
average while the relative performance of Southeast Asians is worse than
average. In BC, the most serious declines have taken place among those of
Arab and Southeast Asian origin. Canada-wide, the most serious declines
have taken place among the Chinese and Southeast Asians.

• Within an ethnic/regional group, the high school completion rates vary
substantially across the provinces. This variation suggests that the quality of
social and school systems between provinces may differ.

Key Findings from the Interviews and Focus Groups: 

• All newcomers have struggles settling and integrating into a new environment;
their struggles and magnitude of these struggles differ.

• With the exception of some senior English Language Learning teachers, the
Settlement Workers in Schools, Multicultural Liaison Workers, administrators,
and youth out-reach workers were unsure of how particular groups were faring
relative to other immigrant groups. They were well aware of the various
challenges faced by immigrants and refugees in the ethnic groups with which
they worked, but unsure of how the different groups compared to each other.

• The challenges newcomers face can be divided into four main categories:
language ability, educational mismatch, personal/familial circumstances, and
feelings of isolation. The schools, community, and parents all play a role in
helping the students work through these challenges but there are some
barriers.

• Students are slow to progress through the English Language Learning
program and this is cited as a source of frustration and disengagement.

• Newcomers have difficulty adjusting to the Canadian school system and many
parents are unable to help their child due to language barriers, unfamiliarity
with the school system, and/or not being available to help.

• Some newcomers have experienced serious trauma from experiences in their
home country or during the migration process. Some families experience
familial discord due to circumstances related to migration. These factors are
cited to influence the student’s academic performance.
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• Many newcomers feel isolated and disengaged. 

• There are many programs and services to help newcomer youth settle, adjust, 
and integrate into their new environment but there are some barriers to 
reaching out to everyone who needs assistance. 

• The barriers to assisting those newcomers in need include: support workers 
not being included early on in addressing newcomers’ needs; high case loads 
for support and outreach workers; not all ethnic groups represented in service 
provision; translators being brought in during meetings instead of a 
multicultural worker knowledgeable about the family; some gaps and overlaps 
of programs offered within the school; lack of overarching coordination of 
services (although some administrators were cited as being very good about 
this). 

Three policy options are considered to address the problem of the disparity of high 

school completion rates among the different ethnic/regional groups: identifying and 

targeting vulnerable populations; revising the English Language Learning (ELL) 

program; and outreach and coordination of newcomer services. Each of these policy 

options is analyzed in terms of effectiveness, horizontal equity, cost, administrative 

complexity, and stakeholder acceptability. I recommend that all three options be 

implemented; the best outcomes for newcomers will likely result if these three options 

are operating in concert. 

Two options in particular, would likely produce the best outcomes: identifying at-

risk groups and targeting programs towards these youth; and increasing outreach and 

coordination of existing services. The former specifically addresses educational disparity 

among immigrants but will generate better results if supplemented with the adoption of 

the latter. These two options explicitly combat the disengagement process through 

developing opportunities to bond or connect with the community. Revising ELL will help 

immigrant students achieve language proficiency sooner, attain graduation credits faster, 

and reduce classroom boredom. Yet this option implemented alone is not likely to 

address newcomer loneliness or create connections to the community – important 

factors for staying in school.  

The school district can facilitate increased outreach and a better-coordinated 

approach immediately, and I recommend that it do so as soon as practicable. I suggest 
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the identifying and targeting of at-risk immigrant groups commence once the new 

database system is in place as scheduled for the fall of 2015.  

The qualitative findings and analysis of policy options are specifically for the 

Vancouver School Board and its stakeholders. However, there are some takeaways for 

other jurisdictions. The quantitative analysis of the Statistics Canada data reveals that 

there is great variation in high school completion rates among the immigrant source 

regions. The qualitative findings indicate barriers to high school completion are related to 

language acquisition, educational mismatch, emotional/trauma from migration, and 

isolation. I recommend that other jurisdictions identify the vulnerable immigrant 

populations in their area, and look to these four sources of barriers to high school 

completion. I also encourage other jurisdictions to analyze their ELL program. Identifying 

vulnerable groups, determining what their barriers and needs are then, developing 

programs specifically addressing their needs will help vulnerable groups’ academic 

success.  
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Chapter 1.  
Introduction 

Immigrants come to Canada with hopes of a better life for themselves and their 

families. Many immigrant parents have high expectations for their children’s academic 

attainment (Krahn & Taylor, 2005). The OECD’s Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) ranks Canada among the highest in student performance for both 

Canadian-born and immigrant students (PISA, 2012). Thousands of immigrants, who 

come to Canada as children, go through the Canadian primary and/or secondary 

education system performing extremely well; many go on to pursue higher education or 

advanced training. On average, immigrants’ high school completion rates exceed those 

of non-immigrants (MoE, 2014; Stats Can, 2010) and immigrants tend to pursue post-

secondary education at higher rates (Finnie & Mueller, 2008; Krahn & Taylor, 2005). 

However, further investigation reveals a more complex story (Anisef et al., 2010; Finnie 

& Mueller, 2008). Some immigrant groups perform exceedingly well, while others do not 

(Anisef et al., 2010; Farrales & Pratt, 2012; Finnie & Mueller, 2008; Gunderson, 2007). 

Secondary school certification is a major gatekeeper to accessing stable 

employment, economic prosperity, and societal participation (Campolieti, Fang, & 

Gunderson, 2009; Côté & Bynner, 2008; OECD, 2011). Individuals without a high school 

diploma are especially vulnerable to poverty and precarious working situations.  

Research into the educational attainment of immigrants in Canada is extensive, 

yet fewer studies analyze immigrant educational performance by source region or 

country of origin. For example, immigrants from China tend to perform well in school and 

go on to pursue postsecondary degrees (PISA, 2012; Sweet, 2010). The large 

population of high-performing Chinese immigrant students overshadows some smaller 

immigrant groups that perform less well. Black, Latin American, and Filipino immigrant 
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populations struggle in completing high school (Anisef et al., 2010; Farrales & Pratt, 

2012; Finnie & Mueller, 2008; Gunderson, 2007). 

Immigrant youth have very different needs from their parents, as their choice to 

migrate is largely involuntary. Adolescence is a challenging time for all youth but 

newcomers to Canada have the “difficult task of learning, living, developing identities, 

and becoming adults, all within the context of new schools, a new country, a new 

society, and a new language” (Gunderson, 2007, p. 249). Immigration poses challenges 

regardless of the source region but the ease of integrating into the new society is vastly 

different among individuals and groups (Portes & Zhou, 1993). The settlement and 

integration process for many newcomers can be a period of “extraordinary intensity and 

stress” (Anisef et al., 2005, p. 12). Families, the school, and the community all have a 

role in assisting these newcomers in their academic endeavors yet in Anisef et al.’s 

(2005) review of the literature, they find a “lack of understanding about the specific 

needs and cultural backgrounds of newcomer youth” (p. 29), suggesting there are some 

gaps and barriers to these youth being supported academically. 

The focus of my research is analysis into the various services and programs in 

place to support these immigrant youth with particular attention on how the needs of the 

groups most at-risk of not completing high school are addressed. This research uses a 

mixed methods approach to determine who is struggling academically, the challenges 

that newcomers face, and how programs and services can better assist those who are 

struggling. This research is primarily based out of the Vancouver School District. 

Interviews and focus groups are conducted to gain insight into the challenges faced by 

particular immigrant groups, and to analyze the current settlement and integration 

services for newcomer youth operating within and alongside the education system. To 

give context to immigrant academic attainment and the various services in Vancouver, 

the first part of my research uses the 2011 National Household Survey data to compare 

high school completion rates by different ethnic/regional groups and across the four 

major immigrant-receiving provinces. I also analyze the effects of arrival date on 

educational attainment by ethnic/regional group. 
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While overall immigrant students complete high school at a slightly higher rate 

than Canadian-born students, this is not true of certain ethnic groups or those who arrive 

at older ages. The aim of this research is to analyze the existing services available to 

newcomer youth and to make recommendations so that newcomers of all backgrounds 

can obtain at least high school education and be better prepared with the skills required 

in adult life. 
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Chapter 2.  
Immigration to Canada 

An immigrant is “A person who comes to live permanently in a foreign country” 

(OED, n.d.-a, para. 2, emphasis added) where foreign refers to a “country…other than 

one’s own” (OED, n.d.-b, para. 2). In Canada, immigrants are legally defined as a 

permanent resident or a Canadian citizen. The term permanent resident is a legal 

designation given to those who have applied and been accepted to live in Canada 

permanently. After a period of time, permanent residents can apply to become Canadian 

citizen (Stats Can, 2013).  

Immigrants can be accepted to live permanently in Canada through several 

different streams: eligibility is based on being sponsored by persons already residing in 

Canada; having high net worth and investing into the Canadian economy; having a 

particular skillset or work experience useful to the Canadian economy; or seeking 

asylum as a refugee. Once a refugee claim has been accepted as a valid reason for 

fleeing one’s country, these persons are given permanent resident status. These 

newcomers to Canada come with very different backgrounds, experience, levels of 

education and economic, social, and cultural capital. This means that a range of 

supportive services are required to help them acclimate, adapt, and integrate into 

Canada. 

2.1. The New Arrivals to Canada 

Each year, over two hundred thousand migrants become permanent residents of 

Canada. In 2013, the total was 259,000. Roughly 50 percent of permanent residents 

come from Asia and the Pacific region, followed by migrants from the Middle East and 

Africa at approximately 24 percent. The next largest groups are from Europe and the 

United Kingdom at 12 percent. Permanent residents from Central and South America 
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comprise 10 percent, from the United States 3 percent, and from non-specified regions 

less than 1 percent. Of those who arrived in 2013, 48,000 were below the age of 15 and 

another 31,000 were between the ages of 15 and 24 (Stats Can, 2014a, 2014b). 

2.2. The New Arrivals to British Columbia 

Because my research focuses on newcomer youth in the Vancouver School 

District, Section 2.2 and 2.3 discuss immigration trends in British Columbia (BC) and 

Vancouver. 

BC received 36,200 new permanent residents in 2013, which is slightly less than 

the decade average of 40,000. In BC, permanent residents from Asia and the Pacific 

region comprised 66.9 percent of the permanent residents in 2013. This is the lowest 

proportion of permanent residents from this region in the preceding ten years. BC 

experienced its highest level of permanent residents from the Middle East and Africa in 

2013 (12.3 percent). Permanent residents from Europe made up 12.2 percent in 2013. 

Permanent residents from the US and Central and South America made up 4.2 and 4.3 

percent of new permanent residents respectively (Stats Can, 2014c).  

Approximately 55 percent of BC’s permanent residents arrive via the economic 

class. This is similar to the national 2013 figure of 57.2 percent. BC had more permanent 

residents coming through the family class (39 percent) compared to the national average 

(30.8 percent). Refugees in BC represent 5 percent of the 2013 permanent resident 

population compared to the national average of 9.3 percent. Other immigrants in BC 

make up 1.5 percent (Stats Can, 2014d). Approximately 81 percent of BC’s permanent 

residents who arrived in 2013, moved to the Metro Vancouver area (Metro Vancouver, 

2013). 
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2.3. The New Arrivals to Vancouver 

The Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) of Vancouver consists of 18 

cities/municipalities1, the largest being the City of Vancouver. The City of Vancouver has 

a population of just over 600,000 (Stats Can, 2012) of which approximately 44 percent 

are foreign-born residents (Metro Vancouver, 2013). Although other municipalities in the 

Vancouver CMA such as Richmond and Burnaby have immigrant populations at 60 and 

50 percent of their population respectively, Vancouver has the highest number of 

immigrant residents (Metro Vancouver, 2013). Of the immigrants arriving to the 

Vancouver CMA between 2001 and 2011, 26 percent moved to the City of Vancouver 

(Metro Vancouver, 2013). The newcomer families represent a broad spectrum of 

socioeconomic status, education, social capital, language ability, and knowledge of 

Canada and the local community. 

Vancouver has a high immigrant population from China, India, and the 

Philippines. Other smaller populations include immigrants from South Korea, Taiwan, 

and Vietnam as well as other nations across the globe (Stats Can, 2012).  

Many of these newcomers are young, school-age children coming primarily from 

Asia. Although Vancouver’s population is growing, the number of school age children 

overall is in decline (VSB, 2012). The majority of Vancouver School District students (52 

percent) have a first language other than English or French. Approximately 45 percent of 

households in the city have a mother tongue other than English or French and 29 

percent of households do not speak English or French in the home (Stats Can, 2012). 

Lack of fluency in one of the official Canadian languages suggests that the children in 

these families will likely need language and other supports in the school system and 

within the community to aid in the integration process.  

1 The Vancouver CMA also includes Indian Reserves and village subdivisions (Stats Can, 2015). 
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2.4. Institutions Responsible for Immigrant Integration 

There are multiple levels of government and institutions involved in immigrant 

services and programs. Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) is the federal 

department responsible for determining eligibility of applicants, admitting eligible 

candidates, aiding immigrants in becoming legal Canadian citizens, and helping 

newcomers settle and integrate into society through funding various programs (CIC, 

2012a).2 CIC funds programs that provide “information and orientation; language training 

and skills development; labour market access; and welcoming communities” (CIC, 2014, 

para. 2).  

The provincial and territorial governments are not responsible for accepting 

applicants wishing to come to Canada but their specification of employment needs (e.g. 

persons with a certain skillset) does influence which immigrants are approved and to 

which geographical area.  

The provinces and territories may provide additional funding to programs 

supporting immigrants. In BC, WelcomeBC, a division under the BC Ministry of Jobs, 

Tourism, and Skills Training, provides additional services to newcomers who would be 

ineligible for federal programs (WelcomeBC, n.d.-a). Municipalities may also fund 

initiatives related to immigration. 

The needs of newcomers often intersect with both federal and provincial 

responsibilities. Provincial and territorial governments are responsible for education. 

There are services provided to newcomers funded by both the provincial and federal 

governments that address both integration and education. The language learning 

programs in schools are provincially funded and some schools have immigrant support 

programs whose funding also comes through the province. The federal government 

funds the Settlement Workers in Schools (SWIS) program that is in place in many 

schools across Canada. This program addresses settlement and integration issues as 

well as provides some academic support. Additionally, many federally-funded community 
 
2 This is not an exhaustive list of CIC’s mandate. For further information on their mandate refer to 

http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/department/mission.asp 
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non-profit organizations partner with schools to provide newcomer integration and/or 

educational support programs. 
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Chapter 3.  
The Support Programs for Newcomers  

3.1. The Schools  

One of the first points of integration comes through the school system. Upon 

arriving in Canada, immigrant parents register their school-age children in their local 

school district. Refugee children awaiting their application hearing are also eligible to 

enrol in school (CIC, 2012b). Although various documents of new registrants related to 

migration status are reviewed, the Vancouver School District does not input migration 

status or country of origin into the student’s record. However, when a family reports a 

primary language other than English, this language information is collected to help in the 

English Language Learning (formerly English as a Second Language) program level 

assessment (personal communications, 2015).  

Within the Vancouver public school system, these newcomer children are 

assessed primarily in mathematics and English language proficiency, and are placed in 

the grade level deemed appropriate (personal communications, 2015; MoE, 2013). 

Students with limited English language proficiency are put into the ELL program. Re-

assessments of skill level also happen at the individual school level (administrator, 

personal communications, 2015). 

Administrators, school counsellors, and teachers are all part of the system in 

which newcomer youth are involved. When issues arise, these school staff members as 

well as multicultural liaison workers and the appropriate personnel form “teams” to 

address the issues and needs of the student. 
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3.1.1. English Language Learning Program 

The source regions from which most newcomers arrive are non-English and non-

French speaking countries. Some students learn English in their country of origin and 

arrive with varying levels of fluency. Some students arrive with no English proficiency at 

all, and are required to go through the ELL program. The purpose of the ELL program 

within schools is to help students achieve English language proficiency and to “develop 

both intellectually and as citizens, and to achieve the expected learning outcomes of the 

provincial curriculum” (MoE; 2013, p. 4). The BC Ministry of Education is responsible for 

developing the standards, policy, and guidelines for the ELL program as well as 

providing the funding. The Ministry monitors progress and oversees the services. School 

boards hire ELL teachers, and develop appropriate policies and procedures. Schools 

provide the ELL services and resources, develop and implement the plans for their ELL 

students, and are responsible for communicating progress to the parents and the 

students’ other teachers as appropriate. Teachers deliver the ELL services to the 

students, conduct assessments and communicate the results to further develop 

students’ programs (MoE, 2013). 

Many of the newcomers have a combination of limited English proficiency, 

interrupted, and low quality of schooling in their home countries. This is especially true 

for those who came to Canada as refugees (MoE, 2013). Students who have come to 

Canada as refugees, often require specialized services and sometimes, adapted 

programs and curricula if they cannot cope with the standard curriculum (MoE, 2013). 

BC has experienced an increase in refugee numbers in the last several years (VSB, 

2012), meaning that more adaptive and flexible programs may be needed. 

A team of specialists at the Vancouver School Board’s District Reception and 

Placement Centre assesses newcomer students’ previous schooling, progress, and 

ability (personal communications, 2015; MoE, 2013). Under the Ministry of Education’s 

placement principles, ELL “students should be placed in classroom settings where they 

can reasonably be expected to succeed” (MoE, 2013, p. 9), ideally with their age cohort. 

However, emotional readiness and rate of learning are also considered. In the initial 

assessments, need for any other learning support is determined as well as need for any 

trauma counselling and settlement services. ELL specialists in collaboration with 
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teachers, counsellors, or other support staff conduct these placement assessments 

(MoE, 2013). 

Unless unable to do so, English learners are to follow the BC curriculum (MoE, 

2013). Materials, instructional methods, and/or time can be adjusted to meet the needs 

of these students and services can be provided in multiple delivery formats (MoE, 2013). 

The ELL services attempt to preserve the primary language of students and incorporate 

culturally relevant material into the BC curriculum while teaching these students about 

the multiple cultures, values, and histories of Canada (MoE, 2013). Parental involvement 

is considered fundamental to students’ progress; parent-teacher/parent-school 

relationships and communication are encouraged (MoE, 2013).  

3.1.2. Multicultural Liaison Workers in Schools 

Multicultural Liaison Workers (MCLWs) are based in Vancouver schools3 and are 

involved in liaising the needs of newcomer students between the student and various 

stakeholders in the school, which may include communicating important cultural or 

specific background information (VSB, n.d.-a). They are essentially the bridge among 

the student, family, school, and community to foster cultural awareness and be an 

advocate for both the student and school (MCLWs, personal communications, 2015). 

They can also be involved in assessing students’ language ability and can make 

suggestions to aid in their progress (VSB, n.d.-a).  

MCLWs help students adjust to the new system by working with them individually 

or in group settings. Emotional support and lay counselling for culturally sensitive issues 

can be provided to newcomers. MCLWs help newcomers in acquiring information on 

how to graduate and assist in planning the steps for after the student leaves the 

Vancouver School District.  

Relaying information about the school and system to parents as well as 

encouraging parents to take an active role is an important piece of the MCLW function. 

 
3 Multicultural worker services exist in many schools and districts but not all; mandates vary.  
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MCLWs provide translation assistance to parents in school-related matters but they can 

also be present in meetings requiring cultural sensitivity even when families speak 

English. The program mandate limits the service provision to newcomers and their 

families to school-specific issues (personal communications, 2015). 

As of 2014, there were 26 MCLWs for the Vancouver school district. They 

represent seven Asian languages plus Spanish (VSB, n.d.-a), leaving many language 

groups not served. Each MCLW is responsible for between 9 and 14 schools (MCLWs, 

personal communications, 2015).  

3.1.3. Settlement Workers in Schools 

Settlement Workers in Schools (SWIS) is a federally funded outreach program 

aimed at serving newcomer students and their families. The Vancouver School Board 

(VSB) has implemented this program throughout the district. The SWIS’s primary role is 

to connect students and families with the resources available so that newcomer families 

can be empowered, immersed in the school and community, and become self-reliant 

quickly (VSB, n.d.-b).  

The main differentiation between SWIS and MCLWs is that SWIS have a role 

outside the school; they connect with newly arrived students and families through the 

school but provide links to outside services and sources of information that may not be 

school related. VSB SWIS contact these families through the District Reception and 

Placement Centre upon school registration (personal communications, 2015). SWIS 

connect families to the services they might need such as community programs and 

support groups, and offer a variety of settlement-related workshops. SWIS maintain 

relationships with these families (VSB, n.d.-b).  

As of 2014, there were 23 SWIS representing ten languages in the Vancouver 

School District. When there are language/translations needs that cannot be met by the 

current SWIS, volunteer translators are called in. A partnership with MOSAIC4 and the 

4 MOSAIC is a community non-profit organization serving newcomers in the Vancouver and 
surrounding areas. 
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Immigrant Services Society of BC has allowed for the VSB to acquire volunteer 

translators from minority immigrant communities (personal communications, 2015).  

3.2. Community Supports 

There are fewer programs for newcomer youth than there are for adults. 

Immigrant youth have very different needs and experiences of migration than their 

parents. Many programs serving youth tend to focus on their initial acclimatization and 

adaptation with less focus on true integration – a much longer process (Anisef et al. 

2005; Van Ngo, 2009) 

The programs targeted at youth are delivered in a variety of ways. These 

immigrant youth services tend to be in the form of buddy programs, work skills 

development, homework clubs, leadership workshops, and recreational activities 

(DIVERSEcity, n.d.; ISSBC, 2015; MOSAIC, n.d.; S.U.C.C.E.S.S., n.d). Some immigrant 

youth programs aim to foster friendships and build confidence and may target specific 

communities or be inclusive of all cultures and backgrounds. Partnerships between non-

profit organizations and schools are common. Many non-profit settlement workers/out-

reach workers run clubs or programs at schools during lunchtime or at the end of the 

school day, or at the organization’s location. According to Anisef et al. (2005), “Younger 

immigrants need assistance from every angle in order to adjust successfully, and to 

become full participants in Canadian economic, social, and political life” (p. 25).  

The settlement services for new immigrants and refugees are largely delivered 

through non-profit organizations. There are approximately 250 service agencies located 

throughout BC, about 137 of them located in the lower mainland (WelcomeBC, n.d.-b) 

These services include language services, information and orientation sessions, 

counselling services, and family, women, and youth settlement programs. The VSB 

operates an Engaged Immigrant Youth Program, a federally funded program, targeting 

older at-risk youth. 

Funding of services is subject to government budget decisions. Non-profit 

societies are often required to bid for funding contracts to deliver immigrant services. 
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This bidding process creates some uncertainty in the continuity of service delivery. An 

additional challenge to the consistency and accessibility of services comes from the 

varying relationships that non-profits have with schools. Some non-profits have good 

relationships with principals and operate their programs in schools, but others do not. 

This leads to inequitable access of services for some newcomers. 

Despite all these programs to support newcomer youths’ transition into Canadian 

society and be successful in school, some groups have high school incomplete rates 

that are disturbingly high. The next chapter reviews previous research on the integration 

process, the challenges newcomer youth face in school and in the community, reasons 

why newcomers drop out of school, and which groups have high rates of dropping out of 

school. The chapter also reviews some existing literature on immigrant support 

programs. 
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Chapter 4.  
Understanding the Problems and Factors of 
Dropping Out of School: A Review of the Literature 

4.1. Dropping Out of School 

Canada’s labour market has evolved over the last several decades. There are 

fewer entry-level jobs with low formal education requirements. Today’s youth struggle to 

find employment and face increasing competition and uncertainty. In effect, post-

secondary education is required for most jobs offering middle-class incomes and 

security (Côté & Bynner, 2008). Failing to complete high school puts individuals at great 

risk of economic insecurity (Campolieti et al., 2009; Côté & Bynner, 2008; OECD, 2011). 

Côté and Bynner (2008) find that high school dropouts who are able to obtain 

employment are unlikely to climb out of these low-wage, precarious forms of 

employment. Yan et al.’s (2008) qualitative study finds that visible minority immigrant 

youth in Vancouver without university degrees are able to find jobs easily (during a low 

unemployment period), but mostly in the service sector where they move laterally but 

rarely advance. Immigrants with university degrees feel they have more career options 

and hold higher aspirations. 

Portes and Zhou extensively studied the integration of generations of immigrant 

groups in the United States. The prevailing conventional wisdom was that “the foreign-

born and their offspring will first acculturate and then seek entry and acceptance among 

the native-born as a prerequisite for their social and economic advancement. Otherwise, 

they remain confined to the ranks of the ethnic lower and lower-middle classes” (Portes 

& Zhou, 1993, p. 82). This conventional wisdom implied that by the third or fourth 

generation, greater success should be achieved. Portes and Zhou’s (1993) study finds 

that not all immigrant groups assimilate and experience upward intergenerational 

mobility. Some immigrants follow the ‘traditional’ assimilation path; others reach upward 
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mobility but retain close community ties and ethnic values, while some immigrant groups 

experience downward mobility. This phenomenon is termed segmented assimilation. 

Portes and Zhou (1993) contend the acquisition of resources, especially those 

associated with social capital, are essential to integrating and achieving upward mobility. 

In addition to membership in particular immigrant groups, age at arrival is an 

explanatory factor in educational outcomes for immigrants (Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005). 

First-generation immigrants (i.e., those who are foreign-born) may face challenges of 

language acquisition, adjusting to new school systems, connecting to the community and 

making friends as well as trauma from migration, poverty, and discrimination. The first 

generation immigrants who arrive at a young age are more easily integrated into society 

than older arrivals. Worswick (2004) finds children of immigrants who experience the 

Canadian education system at a young age, tend to catch up to their Canadian-born 

peers in reading ability by age 14. This suggests that immigrants arriving as young 

children to Canada successfully integrate and achieve high levels of education. 

4.2. Reasons for Dropping Out of School 

Why do immigrant students drop out of high school? Various factors have been 

shown to be significant. The reasons identified include the following: weak mastery of 

English, lack of language instruction, unfamiliarity with the new school system, 

inappropriate assessment and grade placement, arrival at an older age, stress, 

loneliness, isolation, and lack of friends all contribute to disengagement and the desire to 

leave school early (Anisef et al., 2005; Gunderson, 2007; Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005; 

PISA, 2012; Seat, 2003). Some immigrants, especially refugees, experience traumatic 

circumstances related to their reasons for migration (Anisef, et al., 2005). Furthermore, 

newcomer youth may experience racism, stigmatization, “cultural dissonance; differential 

acculturation; family financial stresses; and unwelcoming or difficult school climates” 

(Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005, p. 31). They may also feel teachers exhibit a lack of 

cultural competency and that course material is inappropriate (Hospital for Sick Kids, 

2005; Seat, 2003). Having strong and positive ties to family and friends within school 

and the community has been found to be essential to school engagement (Anisef et al., 

2005; Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012). 
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Campolieti et al. (2009) find employment rates, peer aspirations, parental 

education level, relationships with teachers, school attendance, and participation in 

school activities all statistically significant in predicting the likelihood of dropping out of 

high school. Socioeconomic status of both the family and the school play major roles in 

students’ educational attainment, as do parental expectations according to Sweet et al. 

(2010).  

Failure to progress to the normal age-at-grade level due to lack of essential skill 

acquisition is found to be a significant predictor of dropping out (Sweet et al., 2010). 

Language fluency can delay progress, as mastery of languages takes many years. For 

those students entering Canada at an older age and with no or little official language 

learning prior to entry, progressing though school can be difficult (Gunderson, 2007). 

The delay in obtaining language proficiency can affect educational performance and 

outcomes (Willms, 2003). Willms (2003) finds there is a link between literacy and school 

engagement but some students with high literacy still become disengaged. Researchers 

and students have critiqued BC’s ELL program, citing student boredom, inconsistency of 

evaluation, and overall inadequacy of meeting student need (Farrales & Pratt, 2012; 

Gunderson 2007; Fresh Voices, 2013). Gunderson (2007) finds that many students are 

able to show literary competence in their first language but not in English, which results 

in the student not being given credit for previous skills and being placed in lower-level 

English support classes. To complicate matters further, Gunderson (2007) finds that 

many Vancouver immigrant parents and students are eager for the student to exit the 

ELL program but grades drop with lack of ELL support. 

According to the Hospital for Sick Kids (2005, p. 44), “The process of early 

school leaving often begins years prior to the actual act of school withdrawal itself, and is 

related to countless events, experiences, and choices that occur throughout the life of an 

adolescent.” Engagement in school has behavioural, affective, and cognitive 

dimensions, manifest in attendance at school, “perceptions of competency” 

(Archambault et al., 2009, p. 409), feelings and attitudes towards school, a sense of 

belonging at school, and whether they see value in school for their life course 

(Archambault et al., 2009; Rumberger & Rotermund, 2012; Willms, 2003). According to 
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Archamault et al. (2009), students who feel alienated and disengaged in multiple areas 

within their school experience are likely to drop out. 

4.3. Who is Dropping Out of School 

Not all immigrant students in the Canadian education system experience the 

barriers and isolation reported in the above studies – at least not to the degree to cause 

them to leave high school before completion. This is evident from the fact that immigrant 

students on average are exceeding Canadian-born students in educational attainment. 

For example, the BC Ministry of Education reports that overall high school completion 

rates for ELL students are higher than non-ELL students (MoE, 2014). Statistics Canada 

(2010) also reports that Canadian immigrant students have higher completion rates for 

high school than non-immigrant students. Nonetheless, Sweet et al. (2010) and Anisef et 

al. (2010) find that immigrants’ education outcomes in the Toronto District School Board 

area differ according to source country. According to Finnie and Mueller (2008), 

Chinese, “other Asian”, and African students have the highest rates of postsecondary 

education while Central and South Americans have the poorest educational outcomes. 

Caribbean, African, and West Asian immigrants were found to have the highest dropout 

rates in Sweet et al.’s (2010) Toronto District School Board study. Farrales and Pratt 

(2012) find that Vietnamese-speaking students in Vancouver have the highest dropout 

rates, Tagalog speakers (Filipino) have the lowest GPAs combined with high dropout 

rates, and South Asians tend to have low GPAs. Anisef et al. (2005) contend that it is 

“the multiplicity and intensity of adversities [newcomers] have encountered from a very 

early age” (p. 40) that make particular immigrants at-risk. 

Reasons for poor academic outcomes are highlighted very briefly below to 

illustrate the diverse and difficult situations of immigrant youth. Focus groups from 

Sharpe’s (2011) analysis on Vietnamese boys indicate they struggle with 

communication, peer integration, pressure to be involved with gangs, parental 

expectations, and cultural and identity issues. Farrales and Pratt (2012) and Pratt (2012, 

2006) find that Filipino youth have high dropout rates attributed to multiple factors such 

as trauma and family dysfunction caused by long periods of family separation as well as 

frustration over ELL assessment and progress. Portuguese youth in British Columbia 
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have parents who tend to place lower value on education, cannot afford tutors for their 

struggling children, and have limited knowledge of the benefits of post-secondary 

education (Santos, 2006). For Black youth, “the sense of trust is an important factor in 

explaining the educational disadvantage observed … It appears that academic success 

is linked to the degree that this group have trustful relations with networks that provide 

them with valuable sources of support and information” (Abada and Tenkorang, 2009, p. 

203). Gunderson (2007, p. 270), contends 

It is unfortunate that schools do not have resources to support all 
students’ learning. Those who do not have support disappear from the 
system all together. It is a greater tragedy to see that those who fail and 
disappear are often members of particular groups signified by a linguistic 
or geolinguistic term. 

These studies indicate there are some specific issues and challenges certain immigrant 

groups face and the support services available may not be able to address all these 

issues. 

4.4. Services 

Educational success requires the support of the schools, the families, and the 

community all working together. Our Canadian narrative is one of accepting and 

welcoming immigrants, but are all immigrants being welcomed and receiving the 

services they need? Settlement and support services have been provided to newcomers 

for decades to help them adjust to Canadian life based on the principles of equity and 

inclusion and also as a matter of necessity: their participation in the economy is a 

necessity for Canada’s economic prosperity. 

Van Ngo’s (2009) study of immigrant youth settlement services in Vancouver, 

Calgary, and Toronto finds that settlement services provided to immigrant youth lack 

clear goals, objectives, and specific outcomes. The programs analyzed in his study 

mostly focus on early settlement needs of immigrant youth, but few focus on the later 

needs such as identity issues, trauma related to migration, discrimination and 

marginalization, or how to fully engage and participate within society. Mainstream 

organizations are thought to be accessible by new immigrants once oriented to their new 
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community. However, Van Ngo (2009) finds that mainstream organizations and 

institutions tend to operate with “cultural blindness”, that is, a one-size-fits-all approach, 

or “add-on services” such as hiring of translators rather than operating with true cultural 

competence whereby diversity in practices readily occurs. He contends that immigrant 

youth services must address the challenges in all spheres of life in order for these youth 

to fully integrate into society. This sentiment is reiterated in the Hospital for Sick Kids 

(2005, p. 44).assessment: “Accurate identification of school and non-school related risk 

factors is essential to a more in-depth understanding of these early school leaving 

processes.”  

Some of Van Ngo’s (2009) findings are consistent with the findings of the review 

of the Settlement Workers in Schools (SWIS) program in the Vancouver School District. 

In Pacific Social Planning Ltd.’s (2011) review of the SWIS, one finding is that overall, 

principals and staff valued the SWIS, yet the utilization of SWIS was not a major 

component in strategic planning or policy within the schools. Most principals do not fully 

understand the role of the SWIS and often conflate their mandate with that of the 

MCLWs (Shu, 2011). Some schools value the SWIS more than others and this affects 

how the schools utilize the services. “SWIS” felt that their ability to deliver high quality 

services was largely dependent upon the support given by individual principals. This 

review also finds that some immigrant parents with children in the school system 

reported being unaware of services offered by the SWIS program and some parents felt 

that services were geared towards specific ethnic groups. 

The literature suggests that newcomers value and want to participate in activities 

but “for various cultural and social reasons they could not or did not participate in such 

activities” (Gunderson, 2007, p. 268). Barriers to participation include the need for 

feeling safe, which usually means being with people like themselves. This is much 

harder to achieve for newcomers from small ethnic communities (Gunderson, 2007). 

Archambault et al. (2009, p. 414) contend that disengagement can be prevented 

“through relationship-building with mentors, systematic monitoring, timely and 

individualized interventions, and enhanced home-school communication and home 

support for learning…” 
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Engagement in school and social activities, only working limited hours, and 

parental involvement are found to be important protective factors for staying in school 

(Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005). Numerous other studies also place the role of 

relationships, networks, and social capital as extremely critical to newcomer integration, 

engagement, and high school completion. 

In Anisef et al.’s (2005) review of a federal newcomer integration program, they 

identify characteristics of successful models to help newcomer youth settle and 

integrate. They suggest a wide range of programs. For example, newcomers with low 

self-esteem and/or suffering from trauma, need individual activities where bonding can 

occur, whereas other immigrants will benefit from group activities that foster friendships, 

trust and confidence (Anisef et al., 2005). Group activities can be further be designed to 

meet needs such as work-skills development. Yet at-risk group programing “requires the 

development of preventative programs to early identify those immigrant children and 

youth who possess multiple risk factors” (p. 41).   

This review of the literature indicates that newcomer youth experience complex 

issues related to the settlement and integration process that impact their academic 

success. Despite the current efforts and investments into supportive programs for 

newcomers, the literature suggests some immigrant groups struggle more than others to 

complete high school and this means these immigrants will be more susceptible to 

poverty.  

It appears that there are some gaps and barriers in the services provided to 

newcomers, yet there is hope in the fact that programs addressing social, emotional, and 

literacy needs are effective in keeping newcomers in school. Principals, teachers, and 

counsellors, support workers, outreach workers as well as the federal and provincial 

government have roles in service provision and are all highly invested in immigrant 

youths’ development. Immigrant support programs and how they operate as a system to 

help youth complete high school is an understudied area and thus, the focus of my 

research and analysis. The goal of this research is to develop policy recommendations 

to aid the struggling immigrant groups reach a high school completion rate at least 

commensurate to their immigrant peers.  
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Chapter 5. 
Methodology 

The focus of my research is analysis into the various services and programs in 

place to support these immigrant youth with particular attention on how the needs of the 

groups most at-risk of not completing high school are addressed. This research uses a 

mixed methods approach to determining who is struggling academically, the challenges 

that newcomers face, and how programs and services can better assist those who are 

struggling. The overall goal of this research is to develop policy recommendations to aid 

the struggling immigrant groups reach a high school completion rate at least 

commensurate to their immigrant peers. This research is primarily based out of the 

Vancouver School District.  

To give context to immigrant academic attainment and the various services in 

Vancouver, the first part of my research uses the 2011 National Household Survey 

(NHS) to identify which immigrant groups are at greater risk of dropping out of high 

school. The NHS collects information on when immigrants arrived, the region they are 

from, and their highest level of education. I use the tabulated NHS data to analyze 

educational attainment broken down by source region/ethnic group and period of arrival.5 

I use the 20 to 24 year old cohort to determine educational outcomes in secondary 

education. The benefit of analyzing this cohort’s educational outcomes is that it captures 

those individuals who “aged out” of the kindergarten-to-grade-12 educational system 

before graduating but may have gone to adult education to complete their high school 

diploma. 

The focus of my research is on Vancouver but I analyze the dropout rates for the 

major immigrant-receiving census metropolitan areas—Toronto, Vancouver, Montreal, 

5 Source regions used are those available from Statistics Canada’s tabulated categories. 
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and Calgary—to give context to the situation in Vancouver. To gain further insight, the 

effect of age at arrival on educational outcomes is compared across immigrant groups in 

the provinces of BC, Alberta, Ontario, and Quebec.  

The second part of my research qualitatively explores the reasons why 

immigrants drop out and analyzes the various support systems. This qualitative research 

was conducted through the Vancouver School District and surrounding community. 

Because youth research participation consent can be difficult to obtain—and increasingly 

more complicated with language barriers—I conducted interviews with MCLWs and 

SWIS. Interview and focus group data provide nuanced information into the reasons why 

some ethnic groups are able to attain better outcomes, and how settlement services 

within schools and outside of schools operate together (or not). The MCLWs and SWIS 

are often the confidants of immigrant youth and their families and thus, have extensive 

knowledge and insight. Furthermore, MCLWs act as advocates for immigrant youths’ 

needs, operating within and between the various services and programs, making them 

experts in settlement services and school performance. I conducted three focus groups 

with MCLWs and SWIS ranging in size from three to nine people, plus one interview with 

a MCLW. 

To gain further insight into immigrant youths’ needs as well as how settlement 

programs operate as an entire system, I interviewed administrators, ELL teachers, and 

immigrant youth program workers. I conducted one-on-one interviews with two 

administrators and two settlement program developers. A focus group was conducted 

with five youth outreach workers; another focus group was conducted with three ELL 

teachers.  

The number and size of focus groups were largely determined by participants’ 

schedules. All together, these interviewees and focus groups provide understanding of 

how the settlement services operate and how stakeholders function to provide 

assistance to immigrant youth. Coding and thematic analysis was used to analyze the 

data and to formulate policy options. Appendix A contains the interview and focus group 

questions.  
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Chapter 6.  
Quantitative Findings: Academic Attainment of 
Immigrants across Canada 

The 2011 NHS collected information on highest level of education for each 

person residing in a household as well as place of birth. Ontario, Québec, Alberta, and 

BC are the provinces with the highest immigrant populations; nearly 87 percent of 

immigrants live in one of these provinces (Stats Can, 2014a). Table 6.1 summarizes the 

incomplete high school rates for the total cohort ages 20-24 at the time of the NHS, for 

each of the four provinces, and for each of four census metropolitan areas (CMAs). The 

statistics are broken down by region of origin/ethnic group. This cohort captures 

immigrants who may have arrived too late in age to complete high school in a provincial 

system before “aging out”, but completed through adult education. This information is 

important to capture because the school system is involved in helping those who cannot 

complete high school in the regular kindergarten-to-grade-12 (K-12) system plan beyond 

high school. 

The percentage of the total population without high school completion varies 

markedly among the four provinces. Both Québec and Alberta have staggeringly high 

overall non-completion rates for high school at 14.5% and 14.2% respectively. BC and 

Ontario have much lower incomplete rates for high school at 8.5% and 8.8% 

respectively. Various research sources conclude that immigrants are, on average, 

outperforming Canadian-born students. In all four provinces, when aggregated, the non-

immigrant population has higher incomplete rates than does the immigrant population. In 

BC, non-immigrants have an incomplete rate of 9.7% while the immigrant incomplete 

rate is 5.6%. The CMAs of each of these provinces have similar patterns since the great 

majority of immigrants settle in CMAs. 
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In BC and Vancouver, the Southeast Asians are faring the worst. Their 

incomplete high school rates are much higher than for any other immigrant group in BC 

and Vancouver. The second highest incomplete rate for BC are the South Asians 

followed by the Arabs and West Asians close behind. The Korean and Chinese 

populations in BC have the lowest rates. In Vancouver, the ranking is slightly different; 

the Southeast Asians, Arabs, West Asians, then South Asians have the highest 

incomplete rates. 

Due to risk of sampling errors in small samples, I do not include population 

samples with lower than 200 people. Also, caution should be taken in interpreting the 

numbers; participation in the NHS is voluntary, which means the numbers may not truly 

reflect the entire population. 

Interestingly, there is little consistency of incomplete rates across the provinces 

within immigrant groups from the same source region. The incomplete rates in BC, 

Alberta, and Ontario are highest among Southeast Asians. They rank third highest in 

Québec. The South Asian incomplete rate in BC is almost twice that of Ontario’s South 

Asian population. The Chinese population in BC has fairly low incomplete rate yet are 

several percentage points higher in Ontario. The Chinese incomplete rate in Quebec is 

very high, at 19%. West Asians and Blacks are some of the lower performing groups in 

completing high school in in Alberta and Ontario, whereas in BC these groups are 

middle-of-the-road. There is similarly no consistency across CMAs in terms of 

incomplete rates. 
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Table 6.1: Incomplete High School Rates for Ages 20-24 by Selected Provinces and Central Metropolitan Areas, 2011 

BC Van Alberta Calgary Ontario Toronto Québec Montreal 
Total population 8.5% 5.7% 14.2% 11.1% 8.8% 6.5% 14.5% 12.8% 
Non-immigrant 9.7% 6.4% 14.8% 11.7% 9.2% 6.5% 15.0% 13.2% 
Immigrant 5.6% 5.1% 11.0% 9.2% 7.6% 6.8% 13.1% 12.7% 
Visible minority (immigrant) 5.6% 5.3% 9.6% 9.5% 7.1% 6.9% 14.8% 14.4% 
Not a visible minority 
(immigrant) 5.5% 3.7% 15.3% 8.0% 9.4% 6.4% 16.7% 14.7% 
 South Asian 9.5% 8.5% 7.9% 8.7% 4.8% 4.9% 4.6% 5.0% 
Chinese 3.8% 3.7% 3.2% 4.7% 6.2% 7.0% 19.3% 19.3% 
Black 6.5% 5.5% 15.4% 15.4% 10.7% 10.4% 10.4% 9.0% 
Filipino 4.6% 4.3% 6.5% 6.6% 5.3% 5.3% 22.0% 22.8% 
Latin American 4.6% 5.0% 15.2% 9.7% 9.6% 9.8% 7.9% 8.2% 
Arab 8.7% 9.6% 11.7% 14.1% 7.8% 8.8% 17.5% 17.1% 
Southeast Asian 13.7% 14.8% 19.4% 19.5% 15.8% 11.6% 19.0% 18.2% 
West Asian 8.3% 8.7% 17.7% 17.7% 10.9% 10.2% 0.0% 0.0% 
Korean 1.6% 1.6% 4.1% 3.6% 2.4% 2.4% n/a n/a 
Japanese 0.0% 0.0% n/a n/a n/a n/a 11.5% 9.4% 
Other visible minority n/a n/a n/a n/a 7.3% 7.8% 11.5% 10.6% 
Multiple visible minorities 3.9% 4.2% 7.1% 0.0% 6.7% 7.7% 9.3% 8.4% 
Note: Statistics refer to immigrants ages 20-24 at time of NHS, and include all periods of arrival. 
Visible minorities are defined as non-white or non-Caucasian; multiple visible minorities checked off more than one ethnic/regional category 
Examples of South Asian include Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc. 
Examples of Southeast Asian include Vietnamese, Cambodian, Malaysian, Laotian, etc. 
Examples of West Asian include Iranian, Afghan, etc. 
Examples of other visible minorities include Guyanese, West Indian, Tibetan, Polynesian, Pacific Islander, etc. 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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6.1. Educational Attainment by Date of Arrival 

In this section, I analyze the educational performance of immigrants age 20-24 at 

the time of the 2011 NHS by period of immigration – that is, based on age at arrival in 

Canada, I compare the incomplete rates across each immigrant group. Evidence 

suggests that students arriving at a young age will adapt, learn a new language, and 

integrate into society more successfully than their peers who arrive at an older age 

(Anisef et al., 2010; Hospital for Sick kids, 2005; PISA, 2012). This implies that, among 

the ages 20-24 cohort, high school completion results will be better for those who arrived 

early and spent most of their K-12 years in a Canadian school. This factor may explain 

the aggregate national data, which show a decline in immigrant high school completion 

among those arriving post-2000 relative to those who arrived earlier. Other factors 

include potential changes over time in rigour of education requirements imposed by 

Canadian immigration officials on immigrant families, and differences across cultural 

groups in importance accorded to education or quality of the education system in their 

countries of origin (PISA, 2012). 

The NHS breaks down date of arrival by ten and five year periods. Based on the 

cohort ages 20-24 in 2011, those whose arrival period was between 1981 and 1990 

must have arrived in Canada as an infant and no older than three years of age. If 

arriving between 1991 and 2000, some would be infants, others up to 13 years old. 

Immigrants arriving between 2001 and 2005 would have arrived between the ages of 10 

and 18. People who arrived between 2006 and 2011 would have arrived between the 

ages of 15 and 24. The most recent arrivals include some who did not go through the 

Canadian school system, and reported their highest level of education by foreign 

credentials. Interpretation of this category must be done cautiously.  

Figures 6.1 through 6.6 show the proportion of immigrants with at least high 

school education in the 20 to 24 years of age cohort in Canada and BC. As immigrants 

arrive in later intervals, the high school completion rate decreases, as would be 

expected. However, what is of interest, are the different high school completion rates for 

those arriving at older ages. Trends for specific ethnic/regional groups are presented in 
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two figures for readability. Figures 6.1 through 6.3 show the Canadian at-least-high-

school completion rates for the different immigrant groups by ethnic/regional group. 

There is only a slight drop in the percentage of high school non-completers for the 

Filipinos and the Arabs, yet for West Asians and Southeast Asians there is a large 

decrease. The Black and Latin American populations tend to be consistently low, except 

for a sudden increase in high school completion rates for the Latin Americans among 

those arriving in the most recent interval.  The Chinese immigrants have extremely high 

rates of high school completion when arriving at young ages but their completion rate 

drops drastically among those arriving in later intervals at older ages. 

Figure 6.1: Proportion with at least high school certification, Canada, ages 20-
24, by period of immigration 

 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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Figure 6.2: Proportion with at least high school certification, Canada, ages 20-
24, by period of immigration  

 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Figure 6.3: Proportion with at least high school certification, Canada, ages 20-
24, by period of immigration  

 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

In BC, three ethnic/regional groups (Southeast Asians, West Asians, and Arabs) 

achieved completion rates at or above 95% among those who arrived before 2000, but 

the decline among those arriving post-2000 exceeded the national average of 4.7 
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percentage points. The Koreans do well; they have nearly 100% high school completion 

rates for any age at time of arrival. The Latin American population in BC, while not 

having the highest completion rates, tends to perform well, with a slight increase in 

completion rates among those arriving at older ages. Figures 6.4 to 6.6 display these 

arrival trends. 

Figure 6.4: Proportion with at least high school certification, BC, ages 20-24, by 
period of immigration, 2011 

 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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Figure 6.5: Proportion with at least high school certification, BC, ages 20-24, by 
period of immigration, 2011 

 
Note: Dashed lines indicate links between end points with missing data at middle interval 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Figure 6.6: Proportion with at least high school certification, BC, ages 20-24, by 
period of immigration, 2011 

 
Note: Dashed lines indicate links between end points with missing data at middle interval 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

These figures indicate very different outcomes in high school completion rates 

among the different immigrant groups. The rate of decline in high school completion as 
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one arrives at an older age varies substantially. Again, there is little consistency in high 

school completion of immigrant groups by period of arrival across the provinces. 

Appendix B displays the high school completion rates by period of arrival for Alberta, 

Ontario, and Québec.  

The information displayed in tables 6.2 and 6.3 allows for further analysis into 

how immigrants fare against each other at different dates of arrival. There is a 

substantial decline in high school completion rates for those arriving post-2000 relative 

to pre-2000. Also, the standard deviation increases in both Canada and BC for those 

arriving in the most recent period, 2005-2011. There is some overlap in the national and 

BC data; the relative performance of Latin Americans, Koreans, and Filipinos in BC and 

Canada is better than average while the relative performance of Southeast Asians is 

worse than average. In BC, the most serious declines have taken place among those of 

Arab and Southeast Asian origin. Canada-wide, the most serious declines have taken 

place among the Chinese and Southeast Asians. Some immigrant groups are faring 

poorly in obtaining their high school diploma as they arrive at an older age in some 

provinces but not in others.  
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Table 6.2: Share of Immigrants in Canada ages 20-24 with High School 
Certification or Higher, by period of arrival and ethnic origin, 2011 

1981-
1990 

1991 - 
2000 

2001-
2005 

2005-
2011 

1981-2000 
c. 

2001-2011 
d. 

Difference 
Pre- and Post-
2000 

Total immigrant 
Population 91.4 93.6 87.9 87.7 92.5 87.8 -4.7 
Visible minority 
(immigrant) (-) 
b. 92.8 94.5 88.4 87.7 93.7 88.0 -5.6 

South Asian (-) 94.9 96.2 91.5 89.1 95.5 90.3 -5.2 
Chinese 
(- -) 97.7 98.1 87.1 89.3 97.9 88.2 -9.7 
Black 
(-) 90.4 88.7 81.8 81.9 89.5 81.9 -7.7 
Filipino 
(+) 98.3 94.5 93.2 93.7 96.4 93.5 -2.9 
Latin American 
(+) 89.5 86.5 80.3 86.4 88.0 83.3 -4.7 
Arab 
(-) 94.7 93.4 90.0 87.7 94.1 88.9 -5.2 
Southeast 
Asian 
(- -) 83.8 90.7 82.3 74.0 87.2 78.2 -9.1 

West Asian (- -) 92.5 91.9 86.7 79.6 92.2 83.2 -9.0 
Korean 
(+) 100.0 99.1 94.9 97.0 99.5 96.0 -3.6 

Japanese (+) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 0.0 
Other visible 
minority (+) 84.5 95.1 88.1 93.3 89.8 90.7 0.9 
Multiple visible 
minorities (+) 88.9 95.5 90.7 90.4 92.2 90.6 -1.7 
Not a visible 
minority (+) 88.7 91.5 86.1 88.0 90.1 87.0 -3.0 

Standard 
deviation 
(percentage 
points) a. 5.5 4.0 5.6 7.1 4.3 6.0 3.4 
Source:	  Statistics	  Canada	  (2011)	  catalogue	  no.	  99-‐012-‐X2011038	  
Note:	  Values	  expressed	  in	  percentages	  
a. Standard	  deviation	  is	  calculated	  from	  unweighted	  results	  of	  the	  individual	  visible	  minority
populations	  and	  "not	  a	  visible	  minority"	  population.	  
b. Legend	  refers	  to	  decline	  in	  average	  Canada-‐wide	  high	  school	  completion	  among	  post-‐2000	  arrivals
relative	  to	  average	  among	  pre-‐2000	  arrivals:	  
+	  :	  positive	  change	  or	  decline	  less	  than	  average	  [>-‐4.7];	  -‐	  :	  decline	  greater	  in	  absolute	  value	  than	  
average	  but	  within	  one	  standard	  deviation	  of	  average	  [-‐4.7,-‐8.1];	  
	  -‐	  -‐	  :	  decline	  more	  than	  one	  standard	  deviation	  in	  absolute	  value	  above	  average	  [<-‐8.1]	  
c. unweighted	  averages	  of	  completion	  among	  arrivals	  in	  years	  1981-‐1990	  and	  1991-‐2000
d. unweighted	  averages	  of	  completion	  among	  arrivals	  in	  years	  2001-‐2005	  and	  2005-‐2011
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Table 6.3: Share of Immigrants in British Columbia ages 20-24 with High 
School Certification or Higher, by period of arrival and ethnic origin, 
2011 

 
1981-
1990 

1991-
2000 

2001-
2005 

2005 - 
2011 

1981-2000 
c. 

2001-2011 
d. 

Difference Pre- 
and Post-2000  

Total immigrant 
population (+) b. 94.4 96.7 94.3 90.8 95.6 92.5 -3.1 
Visible minority 
(immigrant)  (+) 93.9 97.0 94.7 90.4 95.5 92.6 -2.9 

South Asian (+) 92.6 94.4 93.0 86.6 93.5 89.8 -3.7 
Chinese  
(+) 97.2 98.3 96.0 91.3 97.8 93.7 -4.1 
Black  
(+)  100.0 97.7 95.3 100.0 96.5 -3.5 

Filipino (+)  96.4 94.7 94.9 96.4 94.8 -1.5 
Latin American  
(+) 94.7 96.2 93.7 97.4 95.5 95.5 0.0 
Arab  
(- -)  100.0 93.8 87.5 100.0 90.6 -9.4 
Southeast Asian  
(- -) 100.0 89.6 83.3 79.6 94.8 81.5 -13.3 

West Asian (-)  95.0 91.9 85.4 95.0 88.7 -6.3 
Korean  
(+)  100.0 97.9 100.0 100.0 99.0 -1.0 
Not a visible 
minority  
(+) 95.7 95.6 91.5 94.0 95.6 92.8 -2.8 

        
Standard 
deviation 
(percentage 
points) a. 2.4 2.9 3.8 5.7 2.3 4.5 3.8 
Source:	  Statistics	  Canada	  (2011)	  catalogue	  no.	  99-‐012-‐X2011038	  
Note:	  Values	  expressed	  in	  percentages	  
a.	  Standard	  deviation	  is	  calculated	  from	  unweighted	  results	  of	  the	  individual	  visible	  minority	  populations	  and	  
"not	  a	  visible	  minority"	  population.	  
b.	  Legend	  refers	  to	  decline	  in	  average	  Canada-‐wide	  high	  school	  completion	  among	  post-‐2000	  arrivals	  relative	  
to	  average	  among	  pre-‐2000	  arrivals:	  
	  +	  :	  positive	  change	  or	  decline	  less	  than	  Canadian	  average	  [>-‐4.7];	  -‐	  :	  decline	  greater	  in	  absolute	  value	  than	  
average	  but	  within	  one	  standard	  deviation	  of	  average	  [-‐4.7,-‐8.1];	  
	  -‐	  -‐	  :	  decline	  more	  than	  one	  standard	  deviation	  in	  absolute	  value	  above	  average	  [<-‐8.1]	  
c.	  unweighted	  averages	  of	  completion	  among	  arrivals	  in	  years	  1981-‐1990	  and	  1991-‐2000	  
d.	  unweighted	  averages	  of	  completion	  among	  arrivals	  in	  years	  2001-‐2005	  and	  2005-‐2011 

Three general conclusions can be drawn from the 2011 NHS on educational 

attainment of immigrants. The first is that some ethnic/regional groups perform very well 

while other groups struggle. Second, the age at which an immigrant arrives affects his or 
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her academic chances differently for immigrants of differing source regions. Some 

immigrants are able to achieve academic success regardless of the age of arrival while 

others face severe challenges with arrival at an older age. Third, within an 

ethnic/regional group, the high school completion rates vary substantially across the 

provinces. While certain provinces may attract specific demographics of an immigrant 

population to the region (i.e. certain socioeconomic status or from a particular region), 

this variation in outcomes across the provinces suggests that social and educational 

systems within these provinces have major roles in the success of these newcomer 

students. 
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Chapter 7.  
Qualitative Findings: Support Services and 
Immigrant Students in the Vancouver School District 

The 2011 NHS indicates several immigrant groups in Vancouver are dropping 

out of high school at higher rates than the average for both immigrant and non-immigrant 

groups, as discussed in Chapter 6. The focus groups and interviews conducted with 

SWIS, MCLWs, administrators, teachers, and immigrant youth out-reach workers 

provide nuanced insight into some of the challenges newcomer youth face in Vancouver, 

and the systems that serve these youth.  

With the exception of some senior ELL teachers, all the SWIS, MCLWs, 

administrators, and youth out-reach workers were unsure of how particular groups were 

faring against other immigrant groups. The SWIS and MCLWs primarily serve immigrant 

youth and their families with the same cultural background/source region as their own. 

They were well aware of the various challenges faced by the community in which they 

served, but unsure of how their students compared to other immigrant groups. As one 

support worker put it, “I think immigrants in general find it difficult to settle in a new 

area… There’s always potential situations or circumstances to victimize these people...I 

don’t see this as [a problem of] one particular group.” Multiple interviewees expressed 

this sentiment. 

One support worker, who primarily serves the Filipino community said, “there is 

talk in our community, anecdotal, we don’t have statistics, that Filipino high school 

students have high, if not the highest dropout rate among high school newcomers.” The 

ELL teachers interviewed also identified Filipino boys as being particularly at-risk for 

dropping out of high school. The Filipino youth being identified as a high-risk group for 

dropping out of school is inconsistent with the 2011 NHS 20-24 year old cohort analysis 

but is consistent with work by Farrales and Pratt (2012) and Pratt (2006; 2012).  
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All interviewees identified refugees as a particularly vulnerable group, yet no 

clear source region was identified. One support worker mentioned his concern over 

students of small immigrant communities residing in Vancouver, whose needs get 

aggregated into a larger group for reporting purposes and service provisions. For 

example, a student from Myanmar could get categorized as South Asian but have 

different needs from Indians or Pakistanis. Similarly, minority groups and indigenous 

people were identified as vulnerable. Another example is the Jarai, an ethnic group 

residing in Vietnam yet culturally different from the Vietnamese majority, identified as 

having major challenges in school. Although the VSB collects language and ELL 

information on new students, they do not produce outcomes reports or trend information 

for their staff and support workers (personal communications, 2015).  

7.1. The Challenges 

The focus groups and interviews indicated there are a wide variety of challenges 

that newcomer youth face upon arrival to Vancouver. These challenges can be divided 

into four main categories: language ability, educational mismatch, personal/familial 

circumstances, and feelings of isolation. Newcomer youth arrive in Canada with differing 

educational quality and experience from their countries of origin. Some have never been 

exposed to the English language prior to arrival in Canada. Immigrants, especially 

refugees, may come from a state of war, persecution, emotional turmoil, and poverty. 

Trauma of past experiences and family disunity are often present in immigrant families. 

According to the support workers and literature, these personal circumstances affect 

academic performance (Anisef, et al., 2005; Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005; Seat, 2003). 

The language barrier prevents making new friends and with parents working long hours, 

students often feel lonely and isolated. These complex challenges that students face can 

cause disengagement and lead to dropping out of high school. 

The school, parents, and community all have a role to play in the outcomes of 

students’ academic success. There are various services, programs, and policies aiming 

to serve the interests of newcomer youth. Yet, sometimes there are gaps and overlaps in 

the services that perhaps contribute to some students falling through the cracks. My 

findings are discussed in terms of how the schools, parents, and community impact 
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students’ language acquisition, educational performance, emotional/personal 

circumstances, and feelings of isolation. These systems are analyzed in how they help 

students and where barriers exist. 

7.2. Language Barriers and ELL 

The maternal language of the majority of immigrants coming to Vancouver is a 

language other than English, and they have varying English fluency. Often they require 

the support of the English Language Learning (ELL) program before being able to move 

into core academic classes where they earn credits towards their graduation. For 

students arriving at an older age, this is reported to be extremely frustrating as they 

realize they will be unable to acquire the credits required to graduate before they “age 

out” of the system at age 19. 

Several of the support staff cited concerns over the ELL program. Some support 

staff are concerned over the slow pace of the program and feel this delay in language 

proficiency causes frustration and barriers to academic success. Many report students in 

the program are bored. Students’ lack of interest in the subject matter or engagement in 

the class makes learning arduous and is a disincentive for some. One support worker 

says, “to them it’s very boring. ‘Why should I stay in this class? I’m not learning 

anything.’” 

Support staff thought a contributing factor to the lack of ELL classroom 

engagement was teachers’ lack of motivation in teaching this subject. Newly graduated 

teachers can often get their foot in the door of a school district if they are willing to teach 

some ELL blocks. Teaching ELL is often a stepping-stone to acquiring positions in their 

specialization area. Support workers felt that ELL teachers display little commitment to 

developing ELL teaching strategies or professional development despite options being 

available for these teachers to do so. As one support worker said, “[the teachers] don’t 

want to be there really…So the kids don’t have the proper training.”  

In speaking with several experienced and committed ELL teachers, they 

confirmed that teaching ELL is a stepping-stone for many teachers towards obtaining a 
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permanent full-time position in other subjects. They cited the lack of commitment to the 

ELL program as being a systemic problem; as immigration fluctuates over time and 

geography, ELL classes are subject to getting cut making teaching ELL vulnerable to job 

loss – a disincentive for many teachers to stay in this area. 

Students undergo regular assessment to determine their appropriate ELL level 

but they do not receive grades or marks. The lack of grades is frustrating for students 

because they do not understand how they are evaluated and what is needed to 

advance. This is especially the case for students coming from rigid, grade-focused 

school systems. Three support workers describe ELL students’ frustrations: 

 They don’t feel they have to work harder because everybody is the 
same. 

There are no credits but then teacher says, you are not working hard. 
What does that mean?  

I come across a lot of students who are upset about their [ELL placement] 
level. They are very confused. They think it is very subjective how the 
teachers make the decision. 

Limited English proficiency can cause high anxiety in students. Several support 

workers discussed how teachers were encouraging students to speak up during class or 

participate in group activities but the pressure to speak and participate in an environment 

in which they are not comfortable increases the students’ anxiety. A feeling of safety and 

confidence was continuously brought up as an essential factor in students’ participation. 

Limited English communication skills further impacts students’ ability to navigate 

the educational system, access support services, and make friends locally. It also affects 

the household dynamics and relationships with parents. This will be discussed further in 

the subsequent section.  

The MCLWs are the students’ primary resource. Because MCLWs speak the 

students’ primary language and have cultural awareness, the students often prefer to 

communicate their issues and frustrations with the educational system and ELL progress 

to their MCLW over teachers or counsellors. MCLWs help students manage these 
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frustrations and liaise the needs of the student to the appropriate person. For students 

who will not graduate on time due to lack of English proficiency, the MCLWs aid the 

students in developing a plan and vision for completion. 

Detecting learning disabilities can be difficult in English language learners. 

Delayed progress and poor academic results can often be attributed to language 

proficiency gaps. When learning disabilities are suspected, finding tests in the 

appropriate language can be a challenge. There is also stigma around learning 

disabilities within many ethnic groups. Parents often know before moving to Canada that 

their child has struggled in school but hope that the Canadian system will be able to “fix 

it,” thus avoiding stigma. MCLWs often “do the cultural piece” explaining that having a 

learning disability is culturally acceptable in Canada and convince the parents that their 

child should go through the testing process. The SWIS also are important in 

communicating about issues such as learning disabilities to parents. Conversational 

English classes are provided in different settings for parents but also have an 

educational element so that parents become more aware of issues such as learning 

disabilities and how to access help if needed. 

7.3. Educational Mismatch 

The Canadian education system is very different from that of many countries. 

The Canadian system focuses on skills development with less emphasis on rote learning 

and memorization. Learning how to navigate the system and adjusting to a new learning 

style is very challenging for newcomers, especially if they have limited English 

proficiency and/or familial hardship at home. 

For some newcomers, the Canadian system is “too easy” and for others it is 

much more difficult. According to some of the support workers, countries such as China 

and India have strict school systems with high workloads characterized by rote learning. 

Adjusting to a system where emphasis is placed on researching, developing ideas, and 

acquiring learning skills can seem unusual and easy (at first) for these students who are 

used to demonstrating subject knowledge.  
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The autonomy given to Canadian students is strange for newcomers from China 

and India (and their parents) who are used to teachers explicitly telling students what to 

do and how to do it. This lack of understanding of the Canadian education objectives can 

cause a student not to put the time and effort into the needed areas, and then be 

surprised by a low mark. Two support workers discuss the difficulty of transition to a new 

system: 

They think there is not much homework because sometimes they are not 
required to hand in their homework or even when they are required to 
hand in their homework, there is no consequence. The teacher won’t run 
after you to get your homework. At a later time they find out they failed 
the subject. 

They got a lot of pushing from the teachers and parents [back 
home]…otherwise there will be consequences…but here, relatively, the 
consequences won’t be seen immediately. Here we encourage them to 
take responsibility of their own learning. They don’t get it right 
away…from being pushed to taking their own responsibility. 

Students arriving from poor/developing countries and those from rural areas tend 

to have limited exposure to certain learning tools, techniques, and technology, according 

to some SWIS, MCLWs, and ELL teachers. This is cited as a barrier for students coming 

from Vietnam, especially the rural Jarai people. Refugees too, not only face lower quality 

of education in some instances but also may experience gaps in learning due to 

instability in their home nation, as is the situation for many of the students from Latin 

America. 

Some foreign educational systems are very lax. One support worker described 

how a student from a rural area of a developing nation had not had ‘proper schooling.’ 

This student was not used to schedules and due dates. According to the support worker, 

the teachers here thought he was lazy and disinterested, yet this behaviour was a 

product of lack of discipline experienced back home. It took time for the student to adjust 

to new expectations.  

The SWIS focus group and some of the MCLWs were very empathetic to 

teachers’ workloads. They said teachers are overwhelmed and do not have the time to 

give extra assistance to help students navigate the new education system. The MCLWs 
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are largely responsible for filling this gap. They help students understand the system 

better, connect them to resources, and advocate for the students’ needs but there are 

limits to what they can do. MCLWs are spread thinly throughout the district and cannot 

get involved with all newcomers.  

Parental support in education is vital. Support workers described most parents as 

wanting to contribute to their child’s success in school but struggling themselves with 

language barriers and lacking experience with schools in Canada. Parents with low 

English fluency are limited in the support they are able to provide for their children in 

completing their homework and in involvement with the school. Wealthy parents are able 

to hire tutors for their children, while poor parents are not. Two support workers describe 

this situation: 

Parents really find it hard to work with their kids unless it’s a worksheet 
where they can sit and work with them. But reading, what does that 
mean? Research – what are they doing?…Parents are so incapable of 
helping their children…they don’t know. 

We need the parents to help the children…but some parents work so long 
hours and they might not know English…so they have no idea what the 
school is all about and they don’t know how to approach the school to find 
out the information. This is a big challenge. Suddenly children become 
the head of the family because they know English; they know how to get 
about things so parents have to depend on them as 
translators…suddenly the role is changing and causing a lot of problems 
in the family dynamics. 

The family’s economic situation influences children’s performance in school. 

When parents are working multiple shifts, they are unavailable to help their child work 

through their homework (if they are capable), unable to ensure their child devotes 

enough time to their school work, and they may not be around to ensure the child gets 

off to school on time in the morning or stays out of mischief after school. Support 

workers describe this dynamic: 

 When they come here to Canada, Live-in Caregiver moms work two to 
four jobs, dads too… There goes your supervision; there goes your 
homework support; there goes your encouragement and because of their 
low income, they cannot pay for tutors or support outside of the school. 
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The parents cannot really be there to support them in their educational 
journey. The kids are on their own and it’s the schools and support 
workers that are kind of taking care of these kids. 

There can be societal incongruence between Canada and other countries when it 

comes to transition into adult responsibilities, which can affect educational outcomes. 

For those newcomers who realize they will be unable to graduate within the normal K-12 

system, many would prefer to join the workforce rather than continue with adult 

education. As one MCLW for the Filipino community explains, 17-year-olds in the 

Philippines would be in second year of college. Yet here, they are in grade 11 or 12 but 

may have an English proficiency level equivalent to grade two or three. According to 

support workers, this perceived setback is incredibly demotivating to carrying on in 

school. 

The schools provide information on how to access the adult education program. 

The SWIS and MCLWs help both the students and parents realistically plan the 

students’ academic future. One MCLW described how he tries to change the students’ 

perspectives on pursuing adult education:  

If I see they are not going to graduate within the high school system, I will 
sit down with them and talk about the adult program…They are going to 
face the end of their high school not knowing what they’re doing next. 
These kids are going to face double challenges because they face not 
knowing what is next or how they are going to finish… A lot of times the 
schools will organize for them to register for adult school. They invite 
[someone from the] adult school to come in and talk about it. I do the 
extra stuff; I take them there. I make them phone in front of me. We role-
play…that’s life skills we don't expect them to know. They have to be 
trained…I have a car. I take them there… it gives them big hope ‘ah now I 
can graduate’ and they don't have to wait until the end of June to do that. 
Sometimes I talk with them when they are grade 11, sometimes when 
they are grade 12. So they have the vision of what they’re going to go 
through. 

7.4. Emotional Trauma of Migration 

Many of the challenges causing poor academic performance are related to 

personal circumstances. The situations faced by immigrant and refugee students may be 

related to family relationship dynamics, poverty, or trauma from the migration. These 
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emotional issues compound the struggle to learn a new language and adapt to a new 

school system.  

Some SWIS and MCLWs spoke of Filipino and Latin American youth 

experiencing long periods of separation from a parent. For Filipino families, mothers who 

have served time as a live-in caregiver in Canada are eligible to sponsor their family. 

Some Latin American adults have made their way up to the Canadian border, claimed 

refugee status and then sent for their families. These processes can take years and the 

long-awaited reunification can be that of strangers coming together with strained 

relationships, thus requiring adjustment to new family dynamics as well as to a new 

country and education system. A family will go through phases: first is a “honeymoon 

phase” excited by the possibilities that Canada offers but then comes the realization of 

all the challenges. 

The trauma experienced by some refugees and immigrants in their home country 

can affect their schoolwork. For example, one support worker spoke of a situation where 

a student was struggling in school due to past traumatic experiences. The support 

worker had to convince the parent to discuss the issue with the principle, which had a 

positive effect on understanding the child’s needs. 

The SWIS and MCLWs workers often act as lay counsellors because of their 

knowledge of the immigrants’ maternal language and cultural understanding and they 

can advocate for the children when the parents do not fully understand a situation: 

Sometimes I come in and parents say, ‘oh I speak English, I don't need 
this guy.’ I say ‘my job will be beyond interpretation. Since I am here, I will 
sit here and I will listen. If you need me at anytime or the principal needs 
me at anytime, I will facilitate that.’ And often at the end of the meeting, 
they will ask for my number…When I do the cultural piece, they only 
appreciate it when they actually witness that…They spoke English but 
they didn’t really understand the issues, so I had to break the circle… and 
I turned to the mom in Vietnamese and I say ‘this is a crisis [description of 
the crisis omitted]’, I said ‘deal with this crisis’…Sometimes the cultural 
piece is so crucial for people to understand because it’s not just the 
language. 
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7.5. Isolation and Disengagement 

Family disconnect and absence of friends in a new country can be isolating. If a 

newcomer is from one of the major source regions, then a “Cadillac of support” is 

available, but if from a small ethnic community, service provision and outreach is much 

more difficult. There may be no school support workers who directly represent their 

community. For example, a refugee student may be placed with a support worker who 

represents the oppressor within that country – a potentially terrifying experience 

(personal communications, 2015).  

Many newcomer youths turn to their friends back home for support via the 

internet. These newcomer youth stay up late to communicate with friends in different 

time zones. The result is tiredness compounding the struggles to learn and complete 

homework. 

The children are left at home alone before they are able to make any new 
friends to go do something else. Since they are so lonely, that will lead 
them to internet over-usage. They are able to link with their friends 
overseas and then they will stay up late, stay up overnight to connect with 
their old friends… They don’t get proper sleep; they are tired and then not 
motivated at school. 
- MCLW  

Various programs are offered to combat this isolation. The Engaged Immigrant 

Youth Program (EIYP) is located within the Vancouver School District and the EIYP 

along with many other non-profits, offer programs during the lunch hour, or after school 

on and off the school site. Not all programs are appealing to all newcomers and the 

support workers say that the at-risk students are the hardest to engage. The youth 

outreach workers, ELL teachers, and MCLW and SWIS contend that they see 

remarkable difference in confidence of many newcomers who join these programs.  

Despite the array of programs offered to newcomers, some newcomers take 

longer than others to fully integrate into society. One MCLW from the Vietnamese 

community said that there is an assumption that newcomers should progress at the rate 

the integration models prescribe and if they do not join a group or do the recommended 

activities, it is their own fault for not being integrated. He elaborates further: 
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From the funder’s perspective, if [an immigrant has] been here for certain 
years, then [they should progress] into certain categories. It doesn’t work 
that way with human beings…people should be allowed to function at 
their own pace. I think from the fund[er’s] perspective, if [these 
newcomers] don’t go according to their plan, then there is something 
wrong with these [newcomers]. 

The support workers, outreach workers, and ELL teachers all reported the 

importance of relationship building for these youth. The ELL teachers cited the need for 

consistency in outreach programs. As mandates change, outreach staff turns over; 

relationships with students are lost and require time to rebuild. This is not only true for 

youths’ relationship with support and outreach workers but also for support workers’ 

connections with administrators. 

According to interviewees, the combination of isolation, struggles with learning 

English, adapting to a new school system, and managing emotional issues create 

barriers to learning and contribute to frustration, discouragement, and disengagement of 

newcomer students. There are numerous ways that the school, community, and family 

support youth yet there exists barriers within these systems; ultimately, some youth fall 

through the cracks and are unable to complete high school. 

7.6. Outreach 

Building relationships and connecting students to appropriate resources is 

deemed imperative to immigrant success in school and beyond. Teachers and 

administrators have limited time and counsellors cannot always provide support due to 

language barriers. The SWIS, MCLWs, and outreach workers fulfill these needs and 

provide the extra support. 

The MCLWs contend that there are barriers to their involvement with at-risk 

youth, as some administrators think of them as translators only. When administrators 

view MCLWs in this way, the MCLWs do not get called into meetings with students and 

families until there is a crisis situation instead of at the early intervention stages. MCLWs 

describe their involvement with at-risk students:  
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Most [Filipino] families speak English. And [administrators] still think we 
are there as translators. So because the family speaks English, they don't 
call us. They don't see us a bridging the cultural gap.  

In my experience, if [we can be included in the team, communicating and 
working together], it really benefits the student and school. 

According to the MCLWs, some principals are good at involving the MCLWs in 

early intervention with students while others are not. Because time is required to call the 

MCLW and set up an appointment conducive to all parties’ schedules, the MCLWs 

sometimes get overlooked, especially if there is someone already in the school that 

speaks the appropriate language. The MCLWs said having non-support workers at a 

meeting to translate the language to a family, even if it is a teacher or principal who is 

culturally competent, is insufficient. Building relationships with families is not their 

primary role as it is with the SWIS and MCLWs and they can be an important factor in 

aiding the school and family to strategically plan a student’s course of action.  

The SWIS and MCLWs only represent about 14 language groups. The VSB has 

partnerships with MOSAIC and ISSBC, non-profit organizations whose many volunteers 

serve as translators when VSB support workers cannot offer the language assistance 

needed. However, as already noted, translators do not have the relationships with the 

families and schools as the support staff can establish. Some families from small 

communities do not want a translator brought in because they are afraid they will know 

that person and having them know their child is having difficulty in school would bring 

shame to the family.  

The relationships built between newcomers and support staff/outreach workers 

allow newcomers to trust, seek help as needed, and gain confidence. The ELL teachers 

cited the inconsistencies in funding and the changes in mandates as a barrier to 

sustained and continued relationship building. They explained that programs in and 

outside schools for newcomers have different funding sources. The funding may have 

been given to serve a specific need, which can change in priority and there can be 

program staff turnover, all disrupting key relationship-building processes. To further 

impose barriers on service provision, settlement programs funded federally now have 
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new requirements for reporting, causing increased time devoted to paperwork and less 

time for program development and outreach. 

Outreach programs for newcomers are available through the VSB’s Engaged 

Immigrant Youth Program (EIYP) for students in grades 10 through 12 and through 

various other non-profit groups operating in and outside of schools. While the EIYP 

contacts and extends invitations to all newcomers to participate in various activities, the 

outreach workers (of EYIP and non-profits) said their various contacts within the schools 

often refer specific at-risk individuals to their programs. They said they often see positive 

transformations in students who participate in their programs. The safe space created by 

these programs and people with similar struggles allows for students to gain confidence, 

which in turn helps classroom learning and engagement. However, at-risk students must 

do “at-risk activities” in order to be flagged; support and outreach workers are not able to 

get involved with everyone who might be in need. One support worker describes this 

below: 

I don't get to get involved with all the kids, but the kids I get involved with, 
I see the progress. When kids have the confidence, when they develop 
the confidence, they may be slow or have to repeat courses, know that’s 
where they’re getting, and that how they’re getting it. 

Some support workers were sceptical of all these newcomer programs while 

others thought them highly valuable. One support worker said there was too much 

overlap of programs; various agencies appeared to be competing to serve the same 

groups of students and this support worker questioned whether these programs were 

just trying to acquire the right number of participants to maintain their funding. Two other 

support workers mentioned that some parents have concerns over their child attending 

these groups in fear that gang recruitment takes place.  

According the EIYP programmer, there is a needs assessment done within 

schools, where both newcomer students and school staff identify the services that are 

needed and in what form. The EIYP coordinates their services with the other programs 

being operated by community non-profits. However, the capacity of the initiative stands 

to be strengthened as only nine schools are participating in EIYP programming. The 
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EIYP programmer contends there is opportunity for planning and organizing newcomer 

youth services at a broader level.  
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Chapter 8.  
Summary of Findings 

This section highlights the key findings from both the quantitative and qualitative 

analysis.  

Key Findings from the Statistics: 

• Some ethnic/regional groups perform very well while other groups struggle. In
BC, the Southeast Asians, South Asians, Arabs, and West Asians struggle to
complete high school. The Southeast Asians consistently have low high
school completion rates across the four provinces while the Chinese and
Koreans tend to have high completions rates (except in Québec).

• The age at which an immigrant arrives affects his or her academic chances
differently for immigrants of differing source regions. Some immigrants are
able to achieve academic success regardless of the age at arrival while others
face severe challenges with arrival at an older age. The relative performance
of Latin Americans, Koreans, and Filipinos in BC and Canada is better than
average while the relative performance of Southeast Asians is worse than
average. In BC, the most serious declines have taken place among those of
Arab and Southeast Asian origin.

• Within an ethnic/regional group, the high school completion rates vary
substantially across the provinces. This variation suggests that the quality of
social and school systems between provinces may differ.

Key Findings from the Interviews and Focus Groups: 

• All newcomers have struggles settling and integrating into a new environment;
their struggles and magnitude of these struggles differ.

• With the exception of some senior English Language Learning teachers, the
Settlement Workers in Schools, Multicultural Liaison Workers, administrators,
and youth out-reach workers were unsure of how particular groups were faring
relative to other immigrant groups. They were well aware of the various
challenges faced by immigrants and refugees in the ethnic groups with which
they worked, but unsure of how the different groups compared to each other.

• The challenges newcomers face can be divided into four main categories:
language ability, educational mismatch, personal/familial circumstances, and
feelings of isolation. The schools, community, and parents all play a role in
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helping the students work through these challenges but there are some 
barriers. 

• Students are slow to progress through the English Language Learning 
program and this is cited as a source of frustration and disengagement. 

• Newcomers have difficulty adjusting to the Canadian school system and many 
parents are unable to help their child due to language barriers, unfamiliarity 
with the school system, and/or not being available to help. 

• Some newcomers have experienced serious trauma from experiences in their 
home country or during the migration process. Some families experience 
familial discord due to circumstances related to migration. These factors are 
cited to influence the student’s academic performance. 

• Many newcomers feel isolated and disengaged. 

• There are many programs and services to help newcomer youth settle, adjust, 
and integrate into their new environment but there are some barriers to 
reaching out to everyone who needs assistance. 

• The barriers to assisting those newcomers in need include: support workers 
not being included early on in addressing newcomers’ needs; high case loads 
for support and outreach workers; not all ethnic groups represented in service 
provision; translators being brought in during meetings instead of a 
multicultural worker knowledgeable about the family; some gaps and overlaps 
of programs offered within the school; lack of overarching coordination of 
services (although some administrators were cited as being very good about 
this). 

This research presents numerous important findings regarding the challenges 

newcomers face and how that impacts their high school success. These findings justify 

policy analysis into the support system for newcomers. The Vancouver School District 

does not collect country-of-origin information for immigrants’ academic outcomes. This 

lack of evidence identifying the most vulnerable groups prevents a systematic 

understanding of these groups’ challenges. There does not appear to be an overarching 

framework for identifying at-risk immigrant groups, determining their culturally specific 

needs, and prioritizing programs to meet their needs in a cross-district, collaborative 

effort. There are support services and programs available to immigrant youth that may 

meet the needs of many immigrant youth. Yet, there are barriers such as communication 

and district-wide coordination of programs that may be hindering personal development 

and academic progress of ethnic groups experiencing high dropout rates. Furthermore, 

slow English language acquisition is a major barrier to completing high school; ELL 

services deserve policy analysis. 
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Chapter 9.  
Criteria and Measures 

The primary goal of this research is to develop and analyze policy options to 

decrease the dropout rates of immigrant youth, especially of those in high-risk groups. In 

achieving lower dropout rates for newcomer youth, the societal objectives of personal 

development, and horizontal and vertical equity should be met. With the acquisition of at-

least-high-school completion, immigrants have better job prospects, are less likely to be 

in poverty than those without a high school diploma, and better able to participate within 

society. In other words, a better-educated and self-reliant population contributes to 

overall productivity of the Canadian economy. 

Effectiveness, equity, cost, administrative complexity, and stakeholder 

acceptability are the criteria that will be used in assessing policy options addressing 

immigrant youth dropout rates. The following section describes these criteria and 

measures for analyzing policy options. 

9.1. Effectiveness 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (n.d.-c, para. 2), effectiveness is “The 

degree to which something is successful in producing a desired result; success.” In the 

case of this research, the desired result is increasing the high school graduation rates of 

immigrants. 

Because high school completion is based on many factors, it is impossible to 

measure directly the outcomes that any one policy option may have. However, five 

measures are applied to the evaluation of effectiveness and used to analyze the policy 

options. They are the degree to which a policy option increases student engagement in 

the classroom, promotes students’ confidence, promotes bonding/inclusion, increases 
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the understanding of the educational system, and increases English-language 

proficiency. These factors appear to be significant in affecting high school completion 

rates, as indicated by my qualitative findings and the literature review (Anisef, et al., 

2005; Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005; Seat, 2003; Sweet et al., 2010; Rumberger & 

Rotermund, 2012). Policy options are evaluated based on the likely outcomes as 

indicated by my findings and by what the literature suggests. The evaluation of this 

criterion on each option requires some subjective analysis due the uncertainty of option 

impacts. A ranking of high, medium, or low is given based on how many of the measures 

the option addresses and the degree to which the option addresses the components 

directly or indirectly. 

9.2. Horizontal Equity 

Equity refers to the notion of bringing one group up to the level of others. In the 

case of this research, horizontal equity of a policy option is analyzed on the basis of 

whether the policies are likely to bring the performance of at-risk ethnic/regional groups 

up to the high school completion rates of their immigrant peers. For policy options 

directly addressing at-risk students, the option is ranked high; for policy options that do 

not directly address at-risk students but have improvements to the program in which at-

risk students would likely benefit, the option is ranked medium; a policy option that does 

neither receives a ranking of low. 

9.3. Cost 

The criterion of cost refers to how much the implementation of a policy option 

would cost the federal or provincial government, or school board relative to the status 

quo. Approximate values for each policy option are evaluated and ranked high, medium, 

or low based on their relative cost. A ranking of low refers to high cost; a ranking of high 

refers to low cost. 
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9.4. Administrative complexity 

Administrative complexity refers to how complex the development and 

implementation of a policy option would be. This criterion is measured in two ways. The 

first is time: ‘How much time is required to develop and/or implement the policy option?’ 

is the question I discuss. The other measurement is availability of knowledgeable 

personnel or existing resources to develop and implement the policy option. A ranking of 

low, medium, or high is assigned based on whether a large portion of time and 

resources must be dedicated to the development and implementation of the option 

throughout a year, whether extra time and resources will have to be dedicated to the 

option periodically throughout the year, or whether no additional time or resources will be 

required. 

9.5. Stakeholder Acceptability 

Various groups are concerned and involved with the educational outcomes of 

immigrant youth. Parents, principals, teachers, support workers, and the provincial and 

federal government are all involved in immigrant youths’ schooling and integration. The 

immigrant youth themselves are, of course, a stakeholder too. The acceptability or buy-

in of a policy is essential to its effectiveness. The stakeholders are grouped into four 

categories: the first group is school administrative staff, which includes principals and 

those able to affect policy within schools. Principals are the “souls of the school” and 

school practices reflect their attitudes and values (personal communications); principals 

hold much of the power in determining what practices get implemented and thus, are 

given major consideration in determining stakeholder acceptability. The second group 

consists of the immigrant youth and their advocates such as their families, MCLWs, 

SWIS, and outreach workers, as these stakeholders likely have similar views. The third 

group are the provincial and federal government, as they are largely responsible for 

deciding where funding goes and how much is invested into supporting immigrant youth. 

Lastly, the BC Teachers’ Federation is a relevant stakeholder to certain policy proposals. 

Not all stakeholders are relevant to each option. There is uncertainty in knowing all 

stakeholders’ level of support for an option in whole or in part and therefore I discuss 

relevant stakeholders’ likely support or opposition in general terms to gain a sense of 
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how an option should be ranked. A policy option that has the majority of relevant 

stakeholders likely to be in support is ranked high; an equal number of stakeholders in 

support and opposition is given a medium ranking, and if only a minority are likely to be 

in support of an option, it is ranked low. 
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Chapter 10.  
Policy Options 

From the analysis of the 2011 NHS data and from the interviews and focus 

groups conducted with various staff and support workers of immigrant youth, three policy 

options have been developed. These policy options, described below, are additional 

elements to the current programs. The status quo is not analyzed. 

10.1. Option 1: Outreach and Strategic Coordination of 
Services 

The support workers such as the SWIS, MCLWs, and youth outreach workers 

contend that support programs in various forms are effective in helping immigrant youth 

stay engaged and on the path towards graduation; the literature supports this as well. 

One obstacle to immigrant youth graduating is that they may not participate in school 

and related activities. To overcome this requires relationship building. The foundations of 

a system to foster outreach for the purpose of mentoring and guidance currently exists 

but there are some holes. Some administrators appear not to include support workers in 

the early stages of intervention and there could be a greater overall coordination of youth 

program services beyond the individual school level. Additionally, some schools are not 

involved in program planning of immigrant youth services.  

Option 1 involves outreach through coordinated efforts with multiple stakeholders 

and district-wide coordination of support programs. The outreach portion consists of 

better utilization of MCLW and SWIS services. This option requires administrators to 

include MCLWs or other relevant support workers in early stages of intervention 

regardless of whether or not the family speaks English.  



 

57 

This option also proposes district-wide planning of all settlement 

programs/services such as those offered through the EIYP, community non-profits, as 

well as any other clubs/sports teams operating within the schools.6 

Other components in the outreach and coordination of services include assisting 

parents in accessing resources and increasing overall cultural awareness within schools. 

Parental involvement in the child’s schoolwork and school has shown to be a significant 

predictor of positive outcomes. Unfortunately, language barriers and lack of time prevent 

many parents from being involved in their child’s education to the degree they would like. 

This option takes into account the broader needs for outreach and services for the 

family. Increasing cultural awareness for teachers and other school staff could be 

incorporated into this policy option. 

The cost of this option is unclear. There may or may not be need for more 

support or outreach workers. Depending on where the gaps are identified, funding of 

program workers may fall under provincial or federal jurisdiction. The average salary for 

community support workers in southern BC is approximately $40,500 (Living In Canada, 

2015). As a very crude estimate, five additional support/outreach workers would impose 

an extra cost of $202,500 per year.  

10.2. Option 2: Revise ELL 

Option 2 is to revise the ELL program. There is a lot of flexibility permitted in how 

schools implement the program. Option 2 proposes a systematic, district-wide 

assessment of students’ abilities beyond the initial assessment. Students and teachers 

would know exactly what is expected in each level and what the criteria and measures 

are for the student to progress to the next level. The rationale is to provide consistency 

among teachers and schools and decrease subjectivity in evaluation. Poor quality of ELL 

teaching due to high turnover and lack of teacher commitment to teaching in this field 

was cited as a major concern. Two tactics are proposed in this respect: schools 

 
6 Teachers running clubs would be included in this coordination because newcomers may benefit 

from non-settlement services and are part of the further integration process.  
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incentivize teachers financially to stay in this specialization; and schools develop 

contingency plans for times when low registration of newcomers puts ELL teachers at 

risk of job loss. I am proposing a 20% increase to the current $1340 annual ELL per-

student funding to be given as a teacher incentive. Based on 2012 ELL student 

numbers, the cost of this option for the Vancouver School District is about $3.3 million 

annually7 or $16.6 million provincially (MoE, 2012).  

There is much discussion on the best format for learning English as an additional 

language. Formats proposed include short intensive programs, integrating students in 

the school while learning English, or separating them to provide English support. 

Determining the best delivery method for ELL is beyond the scope of this research but 

the current system imposes frustrations and barriers for students. Option 2 also 

suggests further analysis into best delivery methods for ELL. 

10.3. Option 3: Identifying and Targeting Vulnerable 
Populations 

Currently, the VSB does not collect comprehensive demographic information, 

such as source region of immigrants, by which to compare outcomes and identify trend 

information. Option 3 proposes the district collect demographic information on students 

so that statistical analyses can be conducted, trends determined, and at-risk groups 

identified.8  

Once at-risk groups are identified, further research into the needs of at-risk 

groups can be conducted (through focus groups or surveys). Then, programs can be 

developed or adjusted to meet their specific needs. This option could be contentious as 

it proposes to identify at-risk students purely based on source region and ethnic origin; it 

hints at racial profiling. To overcome this concern, this option should be thought of as a 

way to focus needs assessments. 

7 There were 12,238 ELL students in the Vancouver School District in 2012 (62,080 provincially). 
12,238 x (1340 x 0.2) = $3,279,784 (MoE, 2012). 

8 The VBS will be implementing a new student database system in the fall of 2015 that is capable 
of advanced analysis. 
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This option does not propose to take away any services that are benefitting other 

immigrant groups. This option also recognizes that there may be existing programs in 

operation that can effectively address at-risk youths’ needs or may need to be adjusted 

marginally. For these reasons additional support or outreach workers may or may not be 

required. The average salary for community support workers in southern BC is 

approximately $40,500 (Living In Canada, 2015). As a very crude estimate, five 

additional support/outreach workers would impose an extra cost of $202,500 per year.  
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Chapter 11.  
Analysis of Policy Options 

This chapter analyzes each of the three policy options. The benefits and 

constraints within each option are discussed to determine recommendations for the 

course of action. As many of the outcomes are uncertain, likely outcomes based on the 

literature and my qualitative findings are used to discuss the trade-offs among options. 

Table 11.1 is a matrix illustrating how these options compare to one another. 

11.1. Option 1: Outreach and Strategic Coordination 

Ensuring that MCLWs, SWIS, and/or youth outreach workers are involved early 

in a newcomer’s experience is likely to increase the chance of developing relationships 

and making connections to the community. These relationships and being in a safe 

space promote confidence, as many support workers and outreach workers have 

witnessed. The literature indicates positive outcomes from such programs for 

newcomers. For example, in a CIC evaluation of the Immigrant Settlement and 

Adaptation Program,9 clients were surveyed on how programs helped them in multiple 

areas of settlement such as ability to understand their options, access appropriate 

resources to meet their needs, set priorities and goals, connect with the community, and 

manage stress and immediate settlement needs. Between 47 and 86 percent of clients 

feel these programs have a major impact and between 21 and 33 percent of clients 

indicate some benefit from these programs but only to a minor degree (CIC, 2011). In 

Nation et al.’s (2003) “review-of-reviews” analysis into programs that are effective for 

preventing school dropout (and other negative behaviours), they concluded that to be 

effective there must be relationship-building with peers and adults, a comprehensive 

9 The Immigrant Settlement and Adaptation Program helps with settlement needs, job searches, 
and service bridging. Youth under 18 years old make up 18 percent of their clients (CIC, 2011). 
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multi-component approach to interventions, varied teaching methods, and an adequate 

exposure to programs with follow-up. An after-school tutoring program for at-risk Black 

youth in America resulted in a 7 percent decrease in high school dropout rates 

compared to those not participating in the program. The interview results from this 

project indicate that program participation was largely due to it being a positive social 

space to interact with peers and role models than actually learning educational skills 

(Somers & Piliawsky, 2004). DuBois et al.’s (2011) meta-analysis of 73 mentorship 

programs in the United States concludes that mentorship programs utilising high quality, 

research-based methodologies promote academic outcomes of youth and address 

emotional, social, and behavioural spheres.  

The programs operating within or alongside the VSB schools encompass many 

of the elements determined to be effective in keeping at-risk youth in school. The better-

coordinated and communicated efforts will likely improve the outcomes for many 

students through the better access to resources in a timely manner. 

This policy option does not directly address English language acquisition or 

classroom engagement. However, greater confidence in general and increased social 

networks are likely to improve conversational English proficiency and may have positive 

impacts on classroom engagement. This policy option may have indirect effects on 

educational system understanding; as networks are increased through community 

connections, there is greater ability for students and parents to access and understand 

information. 

There may be a need to hire support staff from a wider range of communities to 

better serve newcomers from smaller and underrepresented communities. Given the 

already high workload of the support workers (personal communications, 2015), 

additional staffing may be necessary to prevent burnout. The approximate $202,500 

annual incremental cost is relatively low. However, since the BC Ministry of Education 

has been reducing funds and support for the education system in recent years, it is 

unlikely to increase funding to the education system at this time. On the other hand, 

provincial ministries and the federal department responsible for newcomer youth 
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settlement and integration may be more supportive of improving programs and the 

coordination of their services. 

The greatest challenge in implementing this option is time for stakeholders to 

coordinate their schedules, whether it be for meetings regarding individual students or 

programming across the district. The burden of this option largely falls on administrators 

so there may be some pushback from them. This option requires administrators to 

always include support workers in meetings regarding immigrant students but the 

complex coordination of programs may only need to be done once or twice a year – not 

an excessively large burden.  

The immigrant youth, their families, and support/outreach workers are likely to 

support better access to resources. The provincial and federal government may be in 

favour of better access to resources but be restricted in providing additional funding. The 

teachers union is an irrelevant stakeholder for this option. 

11.2. Option 2: Revising ELL 

Option 2 proposes a systematic, district-wide assessment of students’ abilities 

applied consistently, and some sort of grading or evaluation system so students 

understand their progress. This option also proposes teacher incentives to choose ELL 

as a career option and a system in place to prevent job loss for those in this 

specialization when immigration flows decline.  

The literature suggests that low academic achievement is one contributor to 

disengagement and dropping out of school (Hospital for Sick Kids; 2005). Lack of 

English proficiency is a risk factor for immigrants’ failing to complete high school. 

Assessing students systematically across the district and providing clear feedback on 

their progress will prevent frustration and increase understanding of the system. “Self-

efficacious” students are more likely to stay in school (Suarez-Orozco, 2009, p.153). 

Self-efficacy is the notion that “one is competent and in control of one’s learning (at least 

to a certain degree)” (p. 153) and is related not only to further language learning but also 

aides in relationship-building and engagement with academic tasks (National Research 
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Council, 2004; Schunk, 1991 in Suarez-Orozco, 2009). Thus, helping ELL students 

understand their progress will likely help them remain motivated to learn and stay in 

school. 

Promoting ELL teachers to stay in this area will aid new ELL teachers in gaining 

proficiency and effective teaching techniques. For many teachers, the first few years of a 

teacher’s career is when much teaching development and effectiveness occurs 

(Hanushek, 2011; Harris & Sass, 2011). An American study provided an $1800 annual 

bonus to incentivize teachers to stay in schools with challenges. The bonus reduced 

turnover by 17 percent (Clotfelter et al., 2008). A monetary incentive would probably 

have similar effects on retention in Vancouver. 

Accelerating language learning will not only facilitate academic progress but also 

allow students to communicate with their peers sooner and access resources. However, 

this option does not directly address developing friendships or connecting to the 

community.  

All students will benefit from an improved ELL program; however, those students 

who struggle the most with learning the language and those whose families cannot 

afford tutors or other resources will likely benefit greatly from the improved program.  

Revising the ELL program is the most costly and time-consuming of the 

proposed options with an estimated cost at roughly $3.3 million. The revisions would be 

administratively complex, in that they would require time and expert research into the 

best methods. In trade-off, getting students through the ELL program quickly and 

effectively so that they can earn credits towards graduation will likely have long run 

economic benefits. Although the Ministry of Education may be supportive of better 

learning outcomes, the provincial government at this time is not likely to invest significant 

additional funding into education. Non-ELL teachers and the BC Teachers’ Federation 

may be opposed to special incentives for ELL teachers. Non-English speaking students 

and their supporters will likely be in favour of an improved ELL program. 
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11.3. Option 3: Identifying and Targeting Vulnerable 
Populations 

This option proposes that demographic information be collected in order to 

identify groups vulnerable to dropping out of school and develop programs to address 

the needs of these immigrant groups. Participating in immigrant support programs has 

been shown to be effective in preventing and addressing disengagement and keeping 

students in school, as already discussed in Option 1. Option 3 takes this approach one 

step further to ensure the at-risk students are matched to an appropriate program based 

on their culturally specific needs and in a timely manner in an attempt to prevent 

disengagement. Many researchers suggest targeting at-risk youth and early intervention 

strategies are essential to keeping youth in school (Anisef et al., 2005; Campolieti et al, 

2009; Hospital for Sick Kids, 2005). Fully understanding the needs of newcomers could 

also address newcomers of small local populations who might otherwise get overlooked 

in services provision. This option is thus, the most equitable. 

The justification for developing programs that are culturally relevant and specific 

is apparent in the following examples. In Sharpe’s (2011) research on Vietnamese boys 

in the Vancouver school district, she contends that programs aimed at serving these 

boys should operate outside of the school; support and mentoring programs within the 

schools do not appeal to the Vietnamese boys and thus would be ineffective. For 

Portuguese youth in BC, Santos (2006) recommends programs be developed away from 

the Catholic church that allow these youth to engage in cultural practices. I argue being 

aware of these culturally specific needs are valuable when developing and coordinating 

the programs being offered within the schools and community. Access to culturally 

relevant programs is likely to provide students with a sense of safety and allow their 

confidence to grow and make connections to their peers and community.  

Expecting an individual to be at-risk due to certain attributes before they actually 

exhibit at-risk behaviour could potentially be controversial. This option is a framework for 

understanding and being more responsive to groups’ needs. This option does not 

propose to take away existing effective programs that are serving a wide range of 

groups but does propose to expand perspectives, delivery methods, or concentrate 
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efforts with specific groups. Overall, newcomers, their parents, and support/outreach will 

likely be supportive of services that are geared more towards effectively meeting at-risk 

groups’ needs. Other newcomer groups should not have a problem with this option so 

long as their needs are served. 

Administrators, counsellors, and those required to analyze data would have 

another responsibility added to their workload and therefore this option may receive 

some pushback from these stakeholders. Time to input data, disseminate results, and 

liaise the results with interested stakeholders requires time. The data input would be 

minimal, as immigration status, residency, and general eligibility must already be 

checked upon registration of the student; this information would be logged into one main 

database. Many computer software programs produce information and trends such as 

for those at-risk of dropping out of high school. This would however, require some time 

dedicated to the analysis. A larger part of the time cost would come from communicating 

the results with stakeholders. There is already some coordination among schools, 

support workers, and community organizations but this policy option would require a 

more concerted effort at a higher level. The initial stages of policy implementation would 

require the most time as needs assessments conducted through focus groups or 

surveys would take significant time; however, updating programs as time goes on would 

require occasional time and resources. This approach may prevent problems and reduce 

the time required to address crises.  

Although uncertain if and how many additional support workers would be 

required to operate any additional programs throughout Vancouver, an estimated 

$202,500 per year is a relatively low cost. In the long-run, increasing the number of 

students with high school diplomas will decrease the costs associated with poverty. The 

provincial and federal government may be in favour of effective immigrant support 

programs but may be restricted in providing additional funding. The teachers union is an 

irrelevant stakeholder for this option. 
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Table 11.1: Matrix of Policy Options 

Outreach and 
Coordination 

ELL Revision Identifying and Targeting 

Effectiveness 
Graduation rates of immigrants 

Direct or indirect objective: 
 English proficiency 

 Classroom engagement 

 Confidence 

 Connections to the 
community/relationship 
building/inclusion  

 Ability to understand/navigate 
the educational system 

High: 
• Directly aims to help

foster connections to the
community, make friends,
and increase confidence
through better
coordinated efforts

• Directly aims to increase
understanding and ability
to navigate the
educational system

• May have indirect impact
on classroom
engagement through
increased confidence

• Likely to help improve
conversational English
skills through connections
with the community but
does not directly address
English proficiency at
academic levels

High: 
• Directly improves language

acquisition to academic levels
and indirectly can improve
confidence

• Directly aims to improve
classroom engagement

• Directly increases the
understanding of how ELL
progress is assessed and
what is needed to move
forward

• Better English communication
skills can lead to increased
friendships and decreased
loneliness but has limited
direct ability to connect
immigrants to the community
or foster bonds

Medium: 
• Programs developed to meet

at-risk groups’ needs directly
aims to build confidence and
foster inclusion

• Likely some indirect affect on
classroom engagement and
understanding of the
educational system through
participation in programs

• Likely to help improve
conversational English skills
through connections with the
community but does not
directly address English
proficiency at academic levels

66
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Equity 
Degree to which the most at-risk 
immigrant groups are likely to 
achieve better high school 
completion rates 

 Direct or indirect policy objective 

Medium: 
• Option indirectly

addresses equity
• All newcomers will benefit

from having a confidant
and advocate, and better
access to services but the
at-risk newcomers will
likely benefit the most

Medium: 
• Option indirectly addresses

equity
• All non-English-speaking

newcomers will benefit from a
better ELL program but the at-
risk newcomers will likely
benefit the most

High: 
• Option directly addresses the

most at-risk immigrant groups
• Developing programs

designed to meet the needs of
at-risk groups and reaching
out to vulnerable groups
before exhibiting at-risk
behaviour will likely help their
graduation rates, thus
increasing equity

Cost 
Approximation of policy cost 

(a score of high indicates high 
acceptability of amount; a score of 
low indicates low acceptability of 
amount) 

High: 
• Roughly $202,500 per

year

Low: 
• Roughly $3.3 million per year

High: 
• Roughly $202,500 per year

Administrative Complexity 
Time or personnel required for the 
development and implementation of 
an option 

(a score of high indicates high 
acceptability of degree of 
complexity; a score of low indicates 
low acceptability of degree of 
complexity) 

Medium: 
• Requires increased

involvement of support
workers as soon as
issues arise

• Requires administrators
to participate in a district-
wide planning of
programs – once or twice
a year

• This option requires a
good communication
strategy to create buy-in
for better coordination
and outreach

Low: 
• This option is the most

complex and time consuming
• Program and subject experts

are required to research and
analyze how to implement the
improvements to the system
(possibly a year)

• Significant time and resources
required only in the
development phase

• Negotiations with the union to
incentivize teachers to commit
to teaching ELL is likely very
complicated

Medium: 
• Requires inputting

demographic information into
the main database

• Requires analysis,
dissemination, and
communication of results –
likely only required once or
twice a year

• Requires time and resources
to conduct a needs
assessment with at-risk
groups (focus groups/surveys)
– large initial time commitment
but likely lesser time needed 
once programs are 
established 
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Stakeholder Acceptability 
The degree to which various 
stakeholders would support or 
oppose an option 

 School administrative staff 

 Immigrant youth and their 
advocates 

 Provincial, federal government 
(as applicable) 

 BC Teachers Federation (as 
applicable) 

Medium: 
• The burden of this option

largely falls onto
administrators and it
increases their already
high workload

• Newcomers, their
families, support and
outreach workers will
likely support better
access to services

• Provincial and federal
government may support
increased access to
resources but may be
restricted to funding
increased services

Medium: 
• Immigrant youth and their

advocates would likely
support a better ELL program

• The Ministry of Education
would likely support improved
learning strategies but may
not be willing to fund the
proposed revisions

• Non-ELL teachers and the
teachers’ union may be
opposed due to teacher equity
concerns

• It is unclear as to
administrators’ level of
acceptability of this option –
they likely support improved
ELL student outcomes but
may or may not be in favour of
ELL teacher incentives

High: 
• Administrative staff may be

displeased about an increase
to workload – although it is not
a significant time burden

• Students, families, and
support workers would likely
be pleased about programs
that better address needs

• The provincial and federal
government may be in support
or indifferent to this option

• Some stakeholders may find
targeting of groups
controversial
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Chapter 12.  
Recommendations and Conclusion 

These three policy options are not mutually exclusive and options could be 

implemented concurrently. Each option addresses different but important aspects of 

school completion. Thus, implementing all options would produce the best results. Two 

options in particular, would likely produce the best outcomes: identifying at-risk groups 

and targeting programs towards these youth; and increasing outreach and coordination 

of existing services. The former specifically addresses educational disparity among 

immigrants but will generate better results if supplemented with the adoption of the latter. 

These two options explicitly combat the disengagement process through 

developing opportunities to bond or connect with the community. Revising ELL will help 

immigrant students achieve language proficiency sooner, attain graduation credits faster, 

and reduce classroom boredom. Yet this option implemented alone is not likely to 

address newcomer loneliness or create connections to the community – important 

factors for staying in school.  

Revising the ELL program is a long and complicated undertaking that requires 

consultation with many stakeholders including the BC Teachers’ Federation. However, 

providing a systematic and standardized program for students with engaged, specialist 

teachers will likely have positive effects and is worth the time and money. Analysis into 

the best methods for language learning may require further research. 

Although identifying and targeting programs towards at-risk youth ranks slightly 

higher overall than outreach and coordination, the school district can facilitate increased 

outreach and a better-coordinated approach immediately, and I recommend that they do 

so as soon as practicable. Whether hiring additional support workers is necessary will be 

determined once the practices are in place. I suggest the identifying and targeting of at-

risk immigrant groups commence once the new database system is in place as 
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scheduled for the fall of 2015. Again, hiring additional support workers will be determined 

once a better understanding of at-risk groups’ needs is achieved. 

Under the current government priorities, there may be resistance to the additional 

funding required for ELL teacher incentives. However, creating an easily understood 

grading/progress evaluation system for students and their parents can likely be 

accomplished with little extra cost. 

The qualitative findings and analysis of policy options are based on the 

Vancouver School Board and its stakeholders. However, there are some takeaways for 

other jurisdictions. The quantitative analysis of the Statistics Canada data reveals that 

there is great variation in high school completion rates among the immigrant source 

regions. The qualitative findings indicate barriers to high school completion are related to 

language acquisition, educational mismatch, emotional/trauma from migration, and 

isolation. I recommend that other jurisdictions identify their respective vulnerable 

immigrant populations, and look to these four sources of barriers to high school 

completion. I also encourage other jurisdictions to analyze their ELL programs. 

Identifying vulnerable groups is the first step to determining what the barriers are to 

completing high school and what needs must be met; then, developing programs to 

address unmet needs can be targeted towards those groups.  

Addressing the newcomers’ needs to achieve academic success at the high 

school level and beyond is in the nation’s best interest. Canada relies on newcomers to 

participate and contribute in our workforce. Not completing high school condemns many 

to poverty and costs society in the long run. Investing in immigrant youth is investing in 

human capital; it benefits the Canadian economy. More importantly, investing in 

immigrant youth allows them to be equals in Canadian society and fulfill their potential. 
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Appendix A.  

Semi-Structured Interview and Focus Group Questions 

1. Are there some immigrant ethnic groups that are performing better than other

immigrant ethnic groups? Which ones? 

2. If yes, then what factors cause academic struggles for particular groups? Or, are

there different reasons/factors to the differential academic success among ethnic 

groups? 

3. In your experience as a teacher/principle/support worker, have the challenges and

outcomes been similar over the years or has this changed over time? 

4. How do members within the school system (teachers, counsellors, etc.) help any

immigrant youth who might be struggling? 

5. How do members within the school, the school board, and non-profit partners work to

overcome these challenges? 

6. What are things that are done well or not well with regards to immigrant settlement for

youth in schools? 

7. Which approaches have been successful at increasing high school completion? How

do you know which approaches/programs are working/not working? 
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Appendix B. 

High School Completion Rates and Period of Arrival: 
Alberta, Ontario, and Québec  

Figure B1 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Figure B2 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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Figure B3 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Figure B4 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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Figure B5 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Figure B6 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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Figure B7 

Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Figure B8 

Note: Dashed lines indicate links between end points with missing data at middle interval 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 
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Figure B9 

Note: Dashed lines indicate links between end points with missing data at middle interval 
Source: Statistics Canada (2011) catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038 

Reference: 

Statistics Canada. (2011). National household survey. Catalogue no. 99-012-X2011038. 
Date modified: 2014-03-04 


	Angela Rai MPP Capstone Final Version 
	Angela Rai MPP Capstone Final Version .2
	Angela Rai MPP Capstone Final Version .3
	Angela Rai MPP Capstone Final Version .4
	Angela Rai MPP Capstone Final Version .5

