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ELL Welcome Centre staff say refugee 
and immigrant youth work hard to get 
the education they need for a better life. 
From left: Assistant Manger Meredith 
Anne Verma, Manager Caroline Lai and 
Teacher Kris Hull. 
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A group of 25 youth newcomers sit 
restlessly in a dimly lit classroom along 
King George Boulevard in Surrey. Many of 
them look attentively to the front of the 
class as teacher Kris Hull points to a series 
of pictures and related English sentences 
on the smart board.  He points to a man 
eating pizza. 

”The man is eating pizza because?” he asks.

Many hands enthusiastically shoot up 
from around the room. “Because he is 
hungry,” one student quickly answers.

This is the English Language Learner 
Welcome Centre’s Bridge Program for 
immigrant and refugee youth. The 
aim of the program is to support the 
education and adaptation of youth who 
face multiple education and settlement 
challenges in the public school system.

Since its inception in 2009, over 500 
youth have successfully come through 
the program. Hull says despite a 
perception that immigrant and refugee 
youth are “using” the public system, it 
couldn’t be further from the truth. 

“In actual fact immigrant and refugee 
youth really want to do their part and 
are not afraid to work hard,” Hull says 
about his students.

Surrey youth programs help bust immigrant and refugee myths 

Refugee activist dedicated to supporting 
refugee youth and communities

Surrey Welcoming 
Communities Committee

Ever since fleeing the conflict of his 
homeland of Colombia in 2001, Jorge 
Salazar has had an eagerness to figure 
out what’s happening in his community 
and understand the root causes for forced 
displacement. This drive has carried over 
to his life in Canada where he supports 
others to develop skills to articulate a 
better understanding of where they come 
from and where they are now especially 
when it comes to immigrant and refugee 
communities.

Colombia has been in conflict for over 50 
years. In 2001, Salazar and his family fled his 
country and made Metro Vancouver their 
home. Salazar started out as a participant 
of numerous refugee and youth support 
programs such as MY Circle (ISSofBC and 
PeerNet BC), among others. Now years later 
he is giving back to the community that 
once helped him.

“The issues young newcomers face are 
complex. It’s hard for us to detach ourselves 
from where we come from. I try to support 
spaces to better understand our journey 
and tackle the root causes,” he says. 

Salazar has worked with immigrant and 
refugee youth from Vancouver to Surrey 
and is part of a number of youth initiatives 
including a myth busting campaign with the 

The Surrey Welcoming Communities Project is administered 
and directed by a group of 25 diverse community, business 
and government stakeholders forming a broad-based Advisory 
Committee.  This Committee, has pooled its knowledge, 
resources and ideas, and is working together to implement and 
oversee its far reaching Welcoming Communities Action Plan. 

For further information on other Surrey Welcoming 
Communities initiatives visit the project web page at: 

WICSURREY.ORG

Meet our Advisory members:

Alexandra Neighbourhood House
City of Surrey (Welcoming Communities Contract Manager) 
DIVERSEcity Community Resources Society 
Douglas College, The Training Group
Fraser Health Authority
Fraser Region Aboriginal Friendship Centre
Immigrant Services Society of BC
Kwantlen Polytechnic University
Oak Avenue Neighbourhood Hub Society
Options Community Services Society
Pacific Community Resources (PCRS)
Progressive Intercultural Community Services (PICS)
S.U.C.C.E.S.S. Surrey Delta Service Centre
Semiahmoo House Society
Simon Fraser University, Community Education Program
Sources BC
Surrey Libraries
Surrey Museum 
Surrey Parks, Recreation & Culture
Surrey RCMP 
Surrey Schools District  #36
SurreyCares
The Surrey Board of Trade 
Umoja Operation Compassion Society
YMCA

Project Coordinators:
PEERs Employment & Education Resources

Surrey Welcoming Communities Project.

“The aim of this initiative is to engage 
a group of young people from refugee 
backgrounds and give them tools on 
facilitation and skills to deliver sessions 
in the Surrey education sector on their 
experience as refugees including the myths 
and stereotypes they are facing.”

He says by offering a space for teachers and 
refugee youth, people will get to know the 
reality of refugees and essentially break the 
stereotypes they face in Surrey.

Another youth led project Salazar is involved 
in is the Fresh Voices Youth Advisory Team, 
supported by Vancouver Foundation and 
BC Representative for Children and Youth. 
The ultimate goal of the team is to improve 
the policies and practices that affect 
immigrant and refugee youths’ sense of 
belonging in BC and Canada. This initiative 
has a campaign called Make it Count which 
urges the provincial government to give 
newcomer youth language credits for 
learning English in high school they can 
count towards graduation.

In the end, Salazar says the scope of the 
work he is doing brings people together 
and creates a more welcoming community 
for immigrants and refugees. 

Jorge Salazar says the issues young newcomers in Canada face are complex.   
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If you want to learn more 
about refugees, here are a  
few reading suggestions:

A book:

Citizens of 
Nowhere,  
Deby Goodwin. 

An inspiring 
story of courage, 
adaptation and 
determination -  
a year in the life 
of 11 refugee 
students from Dadaab refugee 
camp in Kenya, entering universities 
across Canada. This is a snapshot of 
refugee students lucky and smart 
enough to earn their passage from 
a refugee camp to a Canadian 
campus. 

A research report:

Zipporah’s Dream - Postsecondary 
access to Kwantlen Polytechnic 
University for the Karen and other 
Government Assisted Refugees in 
the South Fraser Region. Reddick, 
Dooley, Sadler, 2013. 

The report can be accessed by 
contacting Don Reddick at  
Donald.Reddick@kpu.ca

Web resource: 

The Student Refugee Program 
webpage on World University 
Service of Canada website. This 
program helps young refugees 
access post-secondary education 
and Canadian universities. 

http://wusc.ca/en/srp

Cont’d on next page



This project is made possible through funding from the
Government of Canada and the Province of British Columbia.

Somali youth mentorship group 
Mustafa Ahmed arrived from the Dadaab refugee camp (Kenya) 
in 2007 to begin studies at UBC. He was one of a few refugee 
students from Dadaab to be offered a scholarship by the WUSC 
program (see call box on this program). He is now working as a 
counselor for the Moving Ahead program in Surrey. 

When he arrived in Canada he was given the chance to study 
in a Canadian university to prepare for a better future. Now he 
helps other Somali youth living in Surrey to fulfill their dreams 
of a good education and employment through a new youth 
mentorship project with the help of Mohamed Egeh, another 
counselor in Surrey, and other community members.

“The program is aiming at helping youth engage and contribute 
in the community by accessing community services and 
educational resources,” Mustafa explains.

Currently Mustafa and Mohamed provide mentorship and 
support to over 30 Somali newcomer youth. They discuss 
education goals, strategies, and steps to secure their future. They 
are now hoping to find a space on Friday afternoons where they 
can meet on a regular basis at a time convenient for all of them. 

Did you know?  
Refugee youth population by the numbers

• Government Assisted Refugee (GAR) youth that arrived in Surrey in 2011 represent   
   0.06% of Surrey youth population that year. 
• GARs of all ages that arrived in Surrey in 2011 represent 0.03% of Surrey population. 
   Source Data: 2011 Census and ISSofBC GAR Bulletin.  

Refugee youth videos 
At the PCRS Guildford Youth Resource Centre, refugee youth came up with a solution to discrimination in schools that might not appeal 
to all their Canadian born and immigrant peers. To convey their message, they developed a video that explains why they would like to 
see all high school students wearing uniforms. They presented their video at the Surrey Leadership Action Conference (SLAC) on October 
26, a weekend retreat for more than 100 Surrey youth. 

They felt quite anxious before the presentations, fearing that other youth might not agree or even see the reasons behind their request. 
However, they left the conference proud of their work and empowered by the conversations with Surrey youth around issues that really 
matter to them all. 

Discrimination was not the only issue on their minds; the youth also worked on videos explaining their employment searches and their 
dreams for a better future. 

You can see the videos at: http://reelyouth.ca/surrey2013.html 

He says often 
participants have a 
gap in their literacy 
and education or have 
experienced trauma in 
the past which can create 

stumbling blocks in furthering their studies 
in public school. 

The Bridge Program helps students 15-19 
years of age overcome the obstacles 
through English language training, literacy 
development, life skills classes and much 
more. Participants receive a holistic wrap 
around support to develop individual 

action plans to support their transition into 
school, employment or adult education.

Hull says participants go through many 
positive changes in the program and really 
strive to achieve their goals. 

Across town at the Guildford Youth 
Resource Centre, immigrant and refugee 
youth are breaking a similar stereotype - 
that they don’t participate and engage in 
the community. 

The centre’s walls and ceiling are painted 
with colourful words of wisdom and 
encouragement such as “you are not 
the mistakes you’ve made” and “don’t 
cry because it’s over, smile because it 
happened.”

These words reflect the issues and 
challenges many participants of Surrey’s 
Moving Ahead Program (MAP) face. 

The program, a partnership between 
Diversecity, Options Community Services, 
Langley Community Services Society and 
Pacific Community Resources Society, 
provides individualized services to 
empower immigrant and refugee youth 
who are experiencing multiple barriers to 
settlement and integration such as mental 
health issues, financial hardship and trauma.

The program includes individual support 
and group workshops including dealing 
with peer pressure and how to start healthy 

Surrey youth programs... cont’d

WUSC – World University 
Service of Canada 
WUSC has been helping young refugees 
to resettle in Canada and attend 
university for the last 35 years through its 
Student Refugee Program 

61 Universities and Colleges welcome 
sponsored students onto their campuses

1200+ students have been sponsored 
since 1978

2.5 million dollars are raised and / or 
leveraged by Canadian students every 
year in support of the Student Refugee 
Program 

Find out more at:  http://www.wusc.ca/

relationships. In addition, leaders take 
participants on outings to assist them in 
integrating into the community.

Since MAP first started at Guildford 
in October 2012, the program has 
served about 53 youth from a variety of 
backgrounds.

Despite the stereotype immigrant and 
refugee youth don’t want to participate 
in Canadian society, MAP supervisor Kiran 
Johal says the youth in her program have 
taken ownership and become active 
members of the community.

“When the youth first started, they were 
really shy in the new atmosphere but 
within a few months they made the space 
theirs and really got involved,” she says.

Some of the initiatives spearheaded by the 
youth participants include a homelessness 
awareness campaign, a social media 
project and a film project. 

Kiran says because of the overwhelming 
success of the program she believes it can 
be beneficial to all immigrant and refugee 
youth as a starting point to engage in their 
community. 

Meanwhile back at Surrey’s Welcome 
Centre, hands continue to rise up in the 
class, a testament to the determination of 
immigrant and refugee youth to make the 
most of their new lives in Surrey.

The Surrey Welcoming 
Communities Refugee Myth 
Busting Campaign
Perhaps no myths about newcomers are more unfair, 
and often more ridiculous, than those about refugees. 
In BC, awareness is low about the real facts, and 
our city is no exception. As BC’s largest recipient of 
refugees, Surrey faces an urgent challenge to change 
those perceptions—about who refugees really are, 
why they are in Canada, and how they relate to our 
community. Global Voices, a quarterly newsletter 
designed to raise awareness about the refugee 
experience among Surrey residents, is just one 
element of that campaign.

Last summer, 30 refugees participated in four focus 
groups that served to inform the other components 
of the myth busting campaign. Results of these 
focus groups will be published in the new year with 
accompanying  research on promising practices and 
initiatives that contribute to refugee community and 
workplace integration. 20 information and training 
sessions are also being delivered to the Surrey 
Education Sector (School District, SFU, Kwantlen 
Polytechnic University and Douglas College). In these 
sessions, developed by two groups of refugee youth 
and local immigrant serving organizations, the youth 
will share their experiences and perspectives with 
their teachers and other staff.

The Surrey Museum has developed and launched an 
exhibit on the stories and experiences of seven Surrey 
refugees - “Surrey, a Place of Refuge”.  Launched at the 
City Centre Library in November, it will be showcased 
at both the existing and the new City Hall in the New 
Year (January and March 2014).

Refugee youth contribute to make Surrey a Welcoming Community   
Fresh Voices Count
Marlio, Saad, Nay Bu Taw, Mustafa and Dina are among 11 Surrey based immigrant and refugee 
youth who contribute to the Make it Count Campaign.

It all started in the summer of 2011 when approximately 20 immigrant and refugee youth connected, 
under the Vancouver Foundation and BC’s Representative for Children and Youth (RCY) leadership, 
to prepare for the RCY annual Champions Summit dedicated to immigrant youth. A youth advisory 
team was formed to plan the October 2011 summit which was attended by 120 youth and about 70 
policy makers. By the end of the summit these young voices wanted above all, to share their stories 
and challenges among peers and continue to look for solutions. As a result, the group planned and 
facilitated four regional dialogues in Prince George, Nanaimo, Langley and Victoria throughout 2012. 
In addition, they contributed to the Fresh Voices 2013 report, outlining 16 Recommendations to 
Enhance Belonging for Immigrant and Refugee Youth and their Communities. Their number one 
recommendation: allow English Language Learning (ELL) courses to count towards high school 
graduation. If you want to know more about the Surrey youth involved and this campaign,  
visit http://make-it-count.ca/ 

MAP Supervisor Kiran Johal says her 
participants become active members of 
the community.

Youth Working Together at the Surrey Leadership Action Conference.
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