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Abstract: 

Purpose: The federal Canadian government and its provincial counterparts have welcomed 

thousands of refugee and new immigrant families seeking safety from war and economic 

opportunities to help them get their lives back together. Most newcomers have settled in larger 

cities across Canada; however, rural regions and smaller “rurally-influenced” cities are also 

seeing large numbers of newcomers increasing the cultural, linguistic, religious and socio-

economic diversity of their communities. This article examines ways that educators are including 

newcomer ‘new Canadian’ refugee and immigrant students and helping them adjust to their new 

social environments through leadership opportunities in their schools.  Research Design and 

Methods: This comparative case study draws data from two projects that involved two large 

high schools – one school is in western Canada, and one was in New Brunswick. Both 

communities experienced sharp increases in immigration the past 10 years, which impacted the 

schools. Data were collected through surveys, semi-structured interviews and focus groups. The 

author used an iterative approach when constantly comparing the data and several key themes 

emerged in the process.  Findings: Significant findings include: the importance of teacher 

leaders for newcomer students, parental connections with schools, intentionally constructing 

leadership opportunities, and honoring the dreams of students. Implications for Research and 

Practice: As schools continue to increase in diversity across Canada, particularly in provinces 

like New Brunswick where rapid demographic change through increasing immigration is still a 

recent phenomenon, the author argues that it is important for educators and school based 

leaders to acknowledge the leadership abilities of minoritized and newcomer students so they 

can be equally and equitably included in their schools and communities. 
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Study Background and Context: A Personal Connection 

Student leadership and activism is rising in North America. Recent demonstrations at the 

White House in Washington D.C. (Alter, 2018; Jamison, Heim, Aratani, & Lang, 2018), and a 

similar event in Ottawa, Ontario (Helmer, 2018), displayed collective youth fear and frustration, 

as well as disbelief in their respective governments to address gun violence and safety in schools. 

It was inspiring to watch thousands of socially-minded student leaders and activists in both 

countries challenge their adult political leaders to take action on gun violence.  

Over my teaching career, I have taught, mentored, and coached students in humanities 

courses (English, Social Studies and Journalism), worked with them on school leadership 

councils, coached sports teams, and mentored hundreds more to develop their voice and social 

activism through school newspaper projects. Each role or project I was part of brought me joy as 

I watched students from K-12 grow, struggle, succeed, fail and become increasingly persistent as 

they built their resilience for future leadership roles. 

Early in my career, I didn’t worry about communicating with my students because we all 

shared similar language and cultural backgrounds. We were predominantly Anglophone 

Canadians living in a small city in a western Canadian province. When schools in the region 

where I worked became increasing diverse as students from countries around the world enrolled, 

I began to view leadership opportunities for students in different ways. Most of the new 

Canadian students were from the immigrant, temporary foreign worker, and refugee 

backgrounds. Most of them did not speak the dominant language and were unintentionally 

sidelined and remained isolated on the edges of their educational experiences. As educators 

working in this rural Canadian system, it took several years for us to catch up to the rapid 

demographic changes in our community and respond more effectively to the needs of our new 
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Canadian students who had limited voice and power in our schools. I didn’t like this reality and 

wondered about how new Canadian students could become a bigger part of their classrooms and 

schools and grow their social and cultural capital (Field, 2003) that would allow them to activate 

their leadership skills. It was apparent to me and my colleagues that students who did not speak 

the dominant language could not easily learn about the school culture they were now part of and 

thus they could not navigate the unseen and unwritten rules of social engagement in their social 

environments. As a result, most of them were left languishing on the margins at school events, 

celebrations, and in the extra-curricular activities in the school. As Delpit (2006) succinctly 

described in her work, I realized that the new Canadian minority children I was serving did not 

understand the “culture of power” (p. 25) that they were part of. Delpit’s argument was that, 

“The upper and middle classes send their children to school with all the accoutrements of the 

culture of power; children from other kinds of families operate within perfectly wonderful and 

viable cultures but not cultures that carry the codes or rules of power” (2006, p. 25). I knew the 

author’s ideas well enough, along with many ideas from other transformative and critical 

educators (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Shields, 2004; Ryan, 2006) once I completed my doctoral 

studies in 2010 and returned to leadership service in a vice-principal’s role in a diverse, 

intercultural elementary school in Alberta. But like many administrators I have worked with, 

interviewed and read about in the literature over the past few years, the powerfully important 

ideas of my graduate work were often lost in the turbulence and fragmentation of the day to day 

administration and teacher support roles and supervision that I was responsible for. It was no 

ones’ fault. Thank goodness that I was fortunate, though, to be shaken out of my administrative 

slumber one afternoon by one of our Grade 6 African- new Canadian refugee students in our 



  

5 
 

school. The young lad came to my office to describe his perception of an injustice taking place 

within our community.  

“Mr. Hamm, this ain’t right!” 

While with me, our student described, in detail, the dilapidated playground equipment in 

the park behind the affordable housing complex where he lived with his family in our 

community. He was concerned about the decrepit swings, see-saw horses, and splintered wooden 

platforms and he believed the children in his neighborhood were at risk playing on them. 

Admittedly, as he got deeper into his narrative, I wondered why he was telling his vice-principal 

his story. After all, I knew from our school budget that we had no funding to fix the playground 

equipment (located about three kilometers from our school building) nor did I believe at the time 

that it was our responsibility or within our jurisdiction to do so. We were busy, after all, 

maintaining the playground equipment in our school yard. Still, I listened intently to his story, 

and I was fascinated, and soon found my mindset slowly shifting into pedagogical mode as he 

outlined his social concern. I began to realize that the situation he was illuminating was more 

than simply a teaching moment for me and a leadership opportunity for him. The young student 

was clearly a culturally responsive, socially just and transformative young activist; he was doing 

what multiple democratically-minded scholar-teachers (i.e. see Bickmore, 2014; Delpit, 2006; 

Freire, 1998; Harding & Sears, 2008; Lopez, 2016; Lund, 2003; Sears, Peck & Herriot, 2014; 

Shields, 2013) and his neighbors might encourage him to do in this situation. He was raising 

concern and awareness, he was making a plan for action while practicing it on me, and he was 

preparing to take action by respectfully challenging the active powers of leadership and authority 

in our community. This monumental grade 6 effort was to properly ensure that the children in his 

neighborhood had a safe place to play and grow. Did I mention that he was in grade 6! What he 
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was asking his vice-principal to do was to believe in him as he was practicing this graceful social 

challenge that he was preparing in his mind for the Mayor and city councilors who made 

decisions about playground equipment and placement of these structures throughout our 

community. In that moment, it was as if Paulo Freire (1970) and Robert Starratt (2004, 2005), 

themselves, had nudged the student toward my office to share his story and remind me of my 

own ethical, social and educational responsibilities for the children and their families that I, and 

my colleagues, served.  

Of course, I began asking the student additional questions about the facts in his case, as I 

believed the Mayor and Council of our community would if we approached them. I learned that 

as he was walking through several neighborhoods with his friends, often to and from school, he 

had observed many city worker crews dismantling older playground equipment that resembled 

the structures in the field behind his home. In fact, he had learned (and now informed me), that 

the older treated lumber playground structures throughout the community were gradually being 

replaced with modern and expensive playground structures by the city workers. It was then that 

his story hit me with full impact. In the middle class neighborhood that my wife and I lived in, 

we watched the older playground structure across from our home come down piece by piece, one 

year earlier, and get replaced by a modern eighty-thousand dollar structure. I knew the price 

because I took my coffee out one morning and watched the workers setting it up. I engaged them 

and asked about the costs and they told me straight out. Maybe it was because I was a taxpayer – 

maybe it was because I had grandchildren and now they had some nice equipment to play on 

when they visited. I don’t know what my reason was for asking, but I asked. However, the reality 

was, the playground structure was replaced and it looked nice, safe, and modern and ready for 

the children who lived in our neighborhood. Our student, however, had noticed something 
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different – and it was something that shook me as an educator, community member and school 

leader – and made me extremely proud of his ideas, advocacy, and courage.  

In his perceptive mindfulness, the playground structures seemed to be getting replaced in 

the more marketable subdivisions in our community where more expensive single dwelling 

residences stood and were being constructed. Again, I asked him how he had learned this, now 

feeling a little ashamed and uneasy while listening to his story and reflecting on the playground 

structure across from our home in our quiet middle-class neighborhood. I learned that on his 

walks about the community with his friends, he simply noted the playground structures and the 

types of homes next to them. He described the homes in detail. He told me they were “large, 

nice, well-kept homes with green lawns.” A silence stood between us for a moment and then 

through his soft eyes, he told me straight out: 

“Mr. Hamm, this ain’t right! If the playground equipment should be replaced anywhere, 

it should be in my neighborhood where there are lots of children and their parents are 

not making much money.” 

I continued sitting there for what seemed like a long moment. My heart was filled with pride for 

our student; my conscience was drenched with shame for not seeing what he was seeing. And I 

had a PhD in educational leadership and social justice! I said, “Let’s go take a look.” And we 

did. I will tell the rest of this story in the conclusion. 

Research Questions for this Study: New Canadian Student Leadership in Canada 

My recollection of the young student’s story when I was an administrator in the K-12 

Alberta school system inspired me to continue mining several data sets I, along with my research 

colleagues at the University of New Brunswick, have collected and analyzed recently in the 

province of New Brunswick in Atlantic Canada (Hamm, 2017; Hamm, Oulette & Hamm, 2017; 
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Hamm, Massfeller, Hamm, Oulette & Damoah, 2017), and previously in the province of Alberta 

in western Canada (Hamm, 2009; 2015). The data were collected through survey questionnaires 

with teachers and administrators, semi-structured open-ended individual interviews with 

teachers, administrators and new Canadian students, and focus group interviews with teachers 

and school leaders, in an intercultural high school in both provinces. Additional sources of data 

in the form of news stories, school and community documents, emails and graffiti imagery in 

both communities were also collected and analyzed in the projects. Our team has considered and 

written extensively about the lives of teachers and school leaders in both of these projects. In 

preparing several reports and articles for conferences, workshops and publication, it became 

increasing apparent and disturbing to me that I was silencing the voices of the students who 

participated in the projects. This was not intentional; it never really is for teachers who have busy 

professional lives and often struggle to get through their curriculums and contribute as they may 

to the development of their schools, or my case, to my faculty service. But in doing so, I fear that 

many educators and school leaders miss opportunities to learn “with” students in a reciprocal and 

binding relationship (Freire, 1970). 

For this paper. I have not called, nor will I name the students in our studies, immigrant, 

new immigrant or refugee students, though that is the terminology used in most mediums as well 

as in schools. I respectfully name the newcomer students in this project new Canadian students, 

because they and their family members are working towards citizenship and permanence in the 

country. I am hopeful that this affirming language will begin to break down newcomer student 

stereotypes, and invite students from all cultural and language groups to come together and 

celebrate their diversity and differences and learn more about each other (Gourley, 2016; Hamm, 

Peck, & Sears, 2019; Palmer, 2016).  
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With immigration increasing in Canada and in New Brunswick (Chilibeck, 2018; New 

Brunswick Government 2014; 2016), educators and school leaders have to be mindful in 2018 

and beyond of the demographic changes in their communities that will ultimately impact their 

schools and the pedagogies produced and practiced by teachers in classrooms (Banks, et al, 

2005; Merchant, 2000). More importantly, I believe, educators, school leaders, and educational 

policy-makers at provincial government levels have to work together to empower new Canadian 

students entering our school systems across Canada. These collaborations may help the students 

gain a sense of belonging immediately (Wilson-Forsberg, 2016) in their new school community 

and thus impede and stop the onset of isolation and marginalization they may experience from 

being friendless and alone. This is crucial as children from all over the world meet each other in 

Canadian classrooms. Every one of them has to have a meaningful sense of purpose driven in 

large part by the educations they are receiving. And where we have arrived at in our research has 

us wondering about the leadership opportunities that exist for new Canadian students in their 

schools and communities.  

Years of research on globalization, citizenship education and diversity in schools has lead 

American scholar James Banks (2017) to claim that, “Policymakers and educational leaders 

within nations that are grappling with diversity and citizenship need to realize that individuals 

and groups that are structurally excluded may not be peacefully apathetic and that structural 

exclusion produces alienation, resistance, and insurgency” (p. 367). In Canada, Robertson (2005) 

reported that the dropout rate for ESL students can be as high as 75%, or three times the rate of 

students who are not part of English as a Second Language programming. 

The new Canadian students we engaged in our inquiries shared many of their experiences 

they had in their home countries, while they were on route to Canada, and their initial 
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impressions about the provinces and country they were settling in while finding their place in 

their new society and school. Looking back at our interview protocols with students, sadly 

missing are questions about student agency and how they began to develop and distribute their 

own leadership in their new school among their Canadian peers and educators. We will certainly 

ask these types of questions as we move along in our research. However, as I continually 

analyzed data for this report, the ideas of leadership and community contribution were very 

much part of their narratives. Based on our findings from student and educator data, I was 

interested to learn more about student leadership in diverse, intercultural schools and to seek 

further understanding in the literature of minority student leadership in North American schools, 

particularly in intercultural schools, if in fact that research existed. My curiosity inspired me to 

construct two related questions for this present paper. First, how do/can minority new immigrant 

and refugee students (i.e. new Canadian students) provide leadership in their schools? The 

second question in this study is related to the leadership support the students may require in their 

schools that will encourage and allow them to perform in leadership roles and contribute to 

building school culture. Therefore, I ask, what type of leadership approaches, support and 

actions do minority students require that will help them to build leadership capacity to provide 

leadership in their schools and communities? The literature that has been reviewed for this 

study has been identified and organized from a broad range of studies, articles and books on 

student leadership and intercultural schools. Not surprising, I found few studies that examined 

how new immigrant and refugee students are providing leadership in their schools and 

communities. This is an important finding especially since schools in Canada and in New 

Brunswick are enrolling increasing numbers of immigrant and refugee students (Bennett, 2017; 

Massfeller & Hamm, 2019; Stewart, 2017). 
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Literature Examined for this Report: A Global Glance 

Using primarily ERIC and Academic Search Premier, I conducted an extensive digital 

search on my university’s library system using these key phrases: student/minority student 

leadership in schools; student/minority student leadership in diverse schools; and, 

student/minority student leadership in intercultural schools. This action produced few studies that 

looked at new immigrant and refugee student leadership in K-12 schools. However, several 

studies and articles on common student leadership in North American schools (i.e. student 

council), were obtained through this process with some of the articles reporting the involvement 

of students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. There was early motivation in 

this study to look at teacher leadership in diverse schools also, but when I mined and reflected 

upon the teacher narratives in our research again, it became more apparent that the many 

participants in both studies wanted to speak about the new Canadian students and their 

leadership, rather than about themselves. In my mind, this action speaks to the teacher leadership 

that many of the educators in our studies were contributing in exceptional ways which our team 

captured and reported in previous publications (Hamm, Doğurga, & Scott, 2016; Hamm, 

Massfeller, Scott, & Cormier, 2017; Massfeller & Hamm, 2019). Therefore, the primary focus of 

this study is on students and in particular, new Canadian immigrant and refugee students or 

simply – our new Canadian students. I want to get the reader of this report accustomed to this 

phrase because Canada needs new immigrants; past and current government leaders – both 

federally and provincially, know that the only way Canada will increase its population in the 

future is through immigration strategies (Ross, 2018). And in the province where our work is 

currently being conducted, our provincial government has laid out clear population and 

economic growth plans (New Brunswick Government 2014, 2016).  
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Research on intercultural, diverse, and multicultural schools indicate that new Canadian 

students often exist on the margins in their schools for various reasons (Dei, et al, 2000; Lopez, 

2016). The students we have spoken to in our research often cite their awkward language skills 

in the dominant discourse, shyness in approaching Canadian peers, or their fears of appearing 

foolish in their classrooms while participating in academic discussions and activities. Educators 

who remain passive and allow students to languish in their courses may be doing more harm than 

service. Magno and Schiff (2010), state that, “few studies have examined the extent to which 

school leaders actively use the assets of immigrant students or adapt a school to its changing 

population” (p. 87). This research finding has been a motivating factor to examine our data sets 

that we collected from new Canadian students and write this report. It is my hope that this work 

will contribute to the literature on new Canadian student leadership in New Brunswick and how 

students are leading and being encouraged to contribute productively to their school’s culture.  

Part 1. Minority Student Leadership Development and Contribution 

How do/can minority new immigrant and refugee students (new Canadian students) provide 

leadership in their schools? 

In searching the literature, I found many studies and articles on student leadership in 

schools throughout North America, Australia, and the United Kingdom. Many writers have 

captured various ways that students lead and contribute in their schools and describe reasons why 

it is important for them to do so. For instance, Whitehead (2009) and Dempster and Lizzio 

(2007) remind leadership scholars that their academic work largely focuses on adult leaders, 

leaving adolescent leadership development and student leadership research topics relatively 

unexplored and unexamined. In a study conducted in the United Kingdom, Roberts and Nash 

(2009) echoed this sentiment arguing that, “Students make up around 95 per cent of a school’s 
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population … Yet we rarely give them the opportunity to take initiative to improve their school. 

Instead, they become passive recipients of policy and practice, rather than active agents of 

change” (p. 174). Another study from Britain (McGregor, 2007) found that students increased 

their leadership capacity-building through student collaborative activities, cross-school 

placements and events, leadership courses, and by giving presentations to school staff and 

network councils.  

Lizzio, Dempster, and Neumann (2011) surveyed 167 Grade 11 students in Australia; one 

of their research questions examined how peer relationships produced leadership and prosocial 

behaviors in students. The researchers reported that “peer encouragement and participation has 

been found to predict adolescents’ motivation to engage in community or civic activities” (p. 87). 

In their final analysis, they argued that the quality of student relationships and school climate is 

more important than students participating in extra-curricular activities, like sports teams, that 

allows students to build a sense of belonging in their school and “which in turn facilitates their 

prosocial behavior” (Lizzio, Dempster & Neumann, 2011, p. 97). Gagné and Soto Gordon (2015) 

reported on a leadership development program for English Language Learners in a school in a 

large Canadian city. They found that the peer mentoring relationships the students were part of, 

as well as when they were given leadership opportunities to present at a conference and work on 

a humanitarian cause, helped the students to build confidence and effect change in their 

communities (p. 536). The ESL Leadership course also allowed for “the more equitable 

distribution of power amongst students in the school by providing opportunities for ELLs to take 

on new roles and interact with arrangement of people they would not normally meet or interact 

with including their Canadian-born peers” (Gagné & Soto Gordon, 2015, p. 543).  In another 

Canadian study, Gurstein, Lovato and Ross (2003) argued that policy makers and community 
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leaders have to create and sustain opportunities for youth involvement, leadership and social 

action in their communities. They also suggest that, “Equally important is the acknowledgement 

that young people are already actively participating in a broad range of endeavors for the benefit 

of their communities. These activities need to be recognized and legitimized in the larger 

society” (pp. 250-251). 

In Wallin’s (2003) American study on student leadership, student participants believed 

that their involvement in school leadership opportunities improved relationships between the 

school and their community and “bolstered the students’ sense of belonging to the school” (p. 

69). Jennings, Crowell and Fernlund (1994) discuss the elementary school classroom as an 

environment that is ripe for social justice ideas, activities, and expressions of leadership 

possibilities of students. The authors suggest that when students “create environments where 

they have opportunities to discover and explore questions rooted in their social experiences, they 

will inevitably raise issues concerning social inequities and problems. These concerns arise from 

their daily lives in the classroom, the school, and beyond” (p. 4). Arminio et al. (2000) cited 

several implications from their work with minority student leaders, many who struggled with 

being labelled a leader. The researchers suggested that educators who construct leadership 

opportunities for minority students need to be mindful that the students will require role models 

that they can relate to. Further, White educators and leaders must “seek means by which the 

racial identity of students of color is not sacrificed when students of color participate in 

predominantly White groups” (Arminio et al. 2000, p. 506). 

McKibben (2004) reported on the Student Leadership club at a school in Vermont where 

students, parents and school personnel worked together on school and community action 

initiatives. Common school programs related to recycling and food drives were created and 
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sustained through the shared purpose and vision of the stakeholders. “Students are motivated by 

a desire to transform their schools into the kind of learning communities they instinctively know 

would best serve their needs” (p. 80). The premise behind the article is that everyone in the 

school community can lead (Hodgkinson, 1991). One reason people, particularly minority 

students, do not get to lead is they are not asked to lead and they don’t know how to get 

involved. It is up to the educators to make this happen as McKibben (2004) argues that when, 

Given the opportunity, students quickly demonstrate their potential for leadership by 

undertaking advocacy in various forms – as ambassadors, action researchers, mentors, 

academic architects, volunteers, education consultants, advisors, fund-raisers, and 

translators – as well as by taking on a variety of other responsibilities that further the 

collaborative ideals of their communities … When students can exert their leadership 

skills in meaningful contexts, they take the initiative, not because it will bring them more 

votes in the race for student council or because their parents will applaud them, but 

because they know they can make a difference in their own lives and in the lives of their 

communities. (p. 81) 

In his work, Ungerleider (2012) reported that the Youth Peacebuilding and Leadership 

Program (YPLP) brought students together from all over the world to engage in dialogue 

activities that were facilitated by trained adults. “Iraqis in hijab head-covers compare life stories 

and worldviews with Americans in flip-flops and dreadlocks” (p. 382). Most student participants 

come from “communities facing violent ethnic conflicts, such as Iraq, Cyprus, Northern Ireland, 

Northern Uganda, Rwanda, Serbia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Denmark, and England” (p. 382). 

Ungerleider (2012) said that student participants engage in deep dialogue where they “learn to 

relate to each other, express themselves openly, understand intercultural differences, analyze 

critical world issues, and even experience a sense of personal transformation” (p. 382). He 

writes, 
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The purpose of dialogue in YPLP is to empower young people to speak their mind and 

feel that their voices are heard. The dialogue process and content are structured by the 

facilitator to create an inclusive atmosphere that builds open, honest communication 

among participants – authentic conversations that, teens report, occur too rarely in their 

busy, achievement-oriented lives. It is made clear to participants that the goal of dialogue 

is to increase understanding and empathy: to understand others and to be understood. 

(Ungerleider, 2012, pp. 384-385) 

Franklin (2009) reported how changing classroom pedagogy and challenging students to 

engage in inquiry, action and reflection through participating in a peace summit as part of their 

social studies curriculum enabled them to build their intercultural leadership and peacebuilding 

capacities. “Pedagogically, this participatory approach can serve as a counter to the prevailing 

climate of social alienation and academic disengagement that has too often characterized the 

educational experience for our nation’s students” (Franklin, 2009, p. 534). The teachers engage 

their students and then work collaboratively with them to learn about peace and social activists in 

historical and contemporary contexts and bring their advocacy work to life in a variety of 

formats as part of the summit. Leeman (2003) says, “If schools want to give intercultural 

education a chance, they must opt for a focused development of vision and direct and guide 

intercultural education as a part of school policy. In a multi-ethnic school, this demands the 

inclusion of the perspectives of all students regarding the school culture” (p. 32). The author 

goes on to say that “Intercultural education is for all students. All people must prepare 

themselves for living in an ethnically diverse society” (p. 32). 

Villegas and Lucas (2007) describe a situation where a young immigrant girl arrived in a 

New York City school and her teachers perceived her as a weak student because she was lacking 

in language and math skills. The researchers examined how the little girl had adult 

responsibilities outside of school where she translated English for her parents and “astutely 



  

17 
 

negotiated prices with customers and expertly handled financial transactions” at the parents’ 

street venue (Villegas & Lucas, 2007, p. 28). The authors point out that the young student 

demonstrated leadership skills that her teachers could not engage or bring about in school. 

Student leadership can also bridge student cultures as Brown (2016) described from his teaching 

experience working with Haitian refugee students. Rather than fight back against the racism and 

violence that was part of their school experience, the Haitian students engaged the dominant 

cultures in their new school through music and drumming. “I witnessed this truth as my students 

built bridges through a shared passion for justice, the universal language of music, and their 

willingness to share their personal struggles to inspire others” (Brown, 2016, p. 79).  

Part 2. Leadership Support and Mentoring in Diverse, Intercultural Schools 

What type of leadership approaches and educational support do minority students require that 

will help them to build their capacity to provide leadership in their schools and communities? 

 I found several articles that highlighted the support and networks minority students 

require in their schools that increases their agency for personal and academic growth. Magno and 

Schiff (2010) reported on an “exemplary school leader” (p. 87) who practiced culturally 

responsive leadership by challenging his students, particularly the new immigrant and refugee 

students in his school, to embrace leadership roles in their school and community. In Canada, 

Lopez (2016) argues for culturally responsive leadership in education systems and communities 

that are becoming increasingly diverse. Culturally responsive educational leaders must possess 

what Collard (2007) describes as “sophisticated understandings of the concept of culture as a 

learned and adaptive response to the contextual needs” (p. 750) of school and community 

stakeholders, with particular nuanced understandings of their new immigrant students and their 

family backgrounds. For instance, the leader in Magno and Schiff’s (2010) inquiry ensured that 
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all new students to his school got involved in the buddy-system – either as a mentor or mentee. 

In this initiative, new immigrant students were partnered with and mentored by immigrant 

students who had previously been through the buddy system and had already gained some 

cultural knowledge and social capital in the school which they could then lead other new 

immigrant and refugee students to acquire. Mansouri and Jenkins (2010) also advocate for a 

“well-facilitated initiation program in place to welcome new students from migrant and refugee 

backgrounds” (p. 105). The authors suggest, as part of this initiative, that new immigrant and 

refugee students have access to translators to support them and their families as they adjust to 

their new environment. 

Another action reported in the literature on intercultural leadership was related to a “bus-

in diversity” initiative “whereby immigrant students … are bused to different schools to make 

presentations about their home countries or their experiences, instilling a sense of pride in the 

immigrant students and increasing cultural awareness in more culturally homogeneous 

environments” (Magno & Schiff, 2010, p. 89). As cultures and sub-cultures continue to evolve in 

schools and communities across Canada and around the world, educators and school leaders in 

intercultural schools will have to “develop the cultural literacy necessary to relate effectively to 

students from a wide range of backgrounds” (Webber & Lupart, 2011, p. 9). 

 In their study of Greek-Cypriot headteachers, Hajisoteriou and Angelides (2014) found 

their participants at various stages in their efficacies and commitment for advocacy for culturally 

responsive pedagogies and leadership in their intercultural school setting. One key finding in 

their work was that school and community collaborations are essential in moving forward social 

justice and transformational leadership agendas. The researchers “suggest that preparation 

programmes should rather enable school leaders to foster new definitions of diversity; develop 
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and implement inclusive practices in their schools; and build connections between school and 

communities” (Hajisoteriou & Angelides, 2014, p. 79). Building on these ideas, Walker and 

Shuangye (2007) argued that effective leadership in intercultural schools requires that leaders 

dedicate themselves to life-long learning through authentic practices. “In other words, it is about 

leaders seeking and making sense of what happens in their schools and then working to make 

things better through generating new approaches to learning or relationship building” (p. 186). 

Madsen and Mabokela (2013) extend these ideas further in their study of European American 

and African American educational leaders in the United States who were responding to the 

changing demographics in their schools and communities. One key finding the researchers report 

on was that African American leaders who developed and were guided by a color-conscious 

leadership approach “were cultural integrators and consensus builders who had acquired a great 

deal of understanding about the diversity of groups and were able to establish leader-member 

trust” (p. 94). 

 Kirk, et al (2017) report on a single case study that examined how students from 

marginalized groups gained an authentic sense of empowerment to meet their educational and 

social needs. The authors interviewed many students who explained that they enjoyed classes 

and felt empowered when their teachers “created opportunities for students to share in some of 

the decision making in the classroom” (p. 837). The authors also found an administrative team 

that worked hard to create and sustain student leadership opportunities in the school. Seemiller 

(2016) writes that, “Creating intentional learning environments helps students develop leadership 

competencies that result in their becoming the leaders aptly referenced in their institution’s 

mission statement” (p. 64). Bradley (2007) insists that student leadership programs that battle 

and disrupt bias, racism, and discrimination are important for teachers and school leaders to 
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develop and infuse in intercultural schools and communities undergoing rapid demographic 

change. The author reported on one such program called the Student Leadership Project and 

Controversial Dialogue Unity project. In this initiative, student leaders are selected across 

cultural groups – often from groups that are in conflict with each other. “In turn, the Unity 

project students have gained greater understanding of their own power and ability to work 

together to build a school community of which they can be truly proud” (p. 52). 

Beachum and Dentith (2004) articulate the value of teacher leadership in 

demographically changing schools and communities. They reported on educators who stayed 

connected to their communities and “saw themselves as strong community players, with a 

responsibility for making contributions to the lives of others, both in and out of school” (p. 282). 

Rah (2013) reported on a case study of school that unexpectedly welcomed in 25 refugee 

students. The leaders and educators in the school worked collaboratively with a community 

organization inside a distributed leadership framework to adapt an after-school program called 

Families and Schools Together (FAST). The aim of the program was to build relationships with 

refugee parents in the community and increase their involvement in the school to support their 

children alongside educators. “FAST was an integral element that constituted leadership practice 

since it enabled multiple leaders from inside and outside school to cooperate in various ways” 

(Rah, 2013, p. 74).  

The following sections in this paper will introduce and discuss the key findings that 

emerged through the iterative process I used in examining the data sets again from the case 

studies in Alberta and New Brunswick. But first, I provide a brief rationale for combining the 

data sets from Alberta and New Brunswick in the opening paragraph. 
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Rationale for Combining Data sets from New Brunswick and Alberta: 

For this project, I reviewed and cross examined data from previous studies I led in 

Alberta and New Brunswick (Hamm, 2009; Hamm, 2017; Hamm, Massfeller, Hamm, Oulette, & 

Damoah, 2017). I was particularly interested in the new Canadian student narratives in both 

provinces as well as what their teachers and administrators were describing about their students’ 

leadership contributions in their schools. By looking back and combing through the data sets 

again, it became clear there was abundant evidence in each study of new Canadian students 

contributing leadership in their schools and communities. I reported this evidence in a conference 

last year to several teams of teachers in New Brunswick (Hamm, 2018). But that still wasn’t 

enough. I wanted specific evidence of new Canadian leadership to examine for this report to 

encourage me to offer suggestions for practice for New Brunswick educators, leaders and policy-

makers. By framing the research questions in this present study, it became apparent that new 

Canadian students can and must take on significant leadership roles in their schools, but they 

have to have the support from their teachers to do so. The following themes emerged from 

engaging and constantly comparing all the themes and data sets again (Hands, 2010). In essence, 

I was concerned that I might overlook and under-report the important contributions the students 

were making in their schools, and thus silence their voices as I mentioned at the beginning of this 

report. I had listened carefully to the students and to their teachers during the individual and 

focus group interviews. Key ideas from the students’ narratives were blended with their teacher’s 

narratives and helped me shape the major themes in the studies. But I wasn’t completely 

satisfied. Following, Rossman and Rallis’ (2003) framework for analyzing qualitative data, I 

took myself through “the process of deep immersion in the interview transcripts, field notes, and 

other materials” (p. 270). It was from these rigorous actions that I was able to identify additional 



  

22 
 

ideas in the data that helped me develop the themes below about new Canadian student 

leadership in their schools. I am still working on these ideas and intend to publish them later on 

in an academic journal. 

Thematic Findings and Discussion: 

Theme 1 – Intuitive teacher leaders are crucial for new Canadian student leadership and 

social development  

 The new Canadian students that were part of the projects in Alberta and New Brunswick 

spoke highly about the leadership and support their teachers gave them in their classes as well as 

in the community. One student, who was scared to speak in front of his Canadian peers in class, 

described his teacher’s patience and gentle nudging that helped him find his voice over the 

course of the term. He said,  

(The teacher) gave me the confidence and the belief in myself that I can talk in a class, 

and by the end of the term, I’m talking … like giving out the answer … I’ve done a way 

better job from not speaking to speaking. (NB student 1) 

One Alberta educator described the importance of having a mentoring program 

established in the school that brought students together from all language and cultural 

backgrounds. He described how each teacher in the school was assigned a group of students to 

mentor, advocate for, and get to know on a more personal level. “It was common to place small 

numbers of students that emigrated from the same country into groups together. The rationale 

was to provide similar cultural and language opportunities and reduce marginalization in a 

small way” (Alberta educator 9). The educator was surprised to learn from two of his new 

Canadian students from Sudan that if they were back in the home country, they would be in 

conflict confronting each other from different warring factions. The teacher added, “Not 
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everything that we do to try and accommodate the needs of our students works the way we 

intend, but it is important to keep trying every day” (AB Educator 9). The most important thing 

that teachers in intercultural schools can do is to make their classroom cultures comfortable, safe 

and collaborative, as one New Brunswick educator argued, “It has to be safety but you’ve got to 

build (the idea) that they are all here together with me as their teacher. And you are going to 

help them, protect them, be there for them, advocate for them as best as you can within the 

(school) framework” (NB Educator 19). 

Two teachers in New Brunswick described how they got the new Canadian students 

involved in the schools and working with Anglophone students in their classes. They got their 

classes together for outdoor snowshoeing activities – a winter activity the recently arriving new 

Canadian Syrian students in 2016 had never participated in. The group then worked together to 

build fires outside in the snow, and make hot chocolate.  

One Alberta educator described how he had intentionally constructed his Physical 

Education program to include new Canadian students and provide them leadership opportunities 

alongside their Canadian peers. He said, 

Leadership marks were awarded for including people with little skill on to your team or 

in your group, and for peer to peer instruction. It was relatively easy for students to 

follow along with what the other students were doing. Play is a universal language, and 

students from all cultural and athletic backgrounds quickly enjoyed each other’s 

contributions.” (AB Educator 9) 

 One teacher in New Brunswick described a complex situation with a new Canadian 

student from Russia who wanted to play hockey with the high school team near the end of the 

hockey season as the team was getting ready for playoffs. The Russian student thought he could 

simply join the team, but that wasn’t possible due to school regulations and the time of the year 
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with the season nearing completion. Instead of dismissing the student’s wishes, the teacher 

leader worked hard to find a hockey opportunity for the student.  

I could sense a frustration, and it’s almost like he’s feeling like I’m … putting him off … 

for not accommodating his need. And so... there’s nothing that can be done right now; I 

can’t…through our organization… add any players. I said, “I will look into spring, 

summer camps and programs and leagues that might be running that you can get 

involved in to play. We want kids to be connected in some way; we’d like to see them 

involved. (NB Educator 28) 

Teacher leaders supporting and accommodating new Canadian students was evident in all three 

studies. One New Brunswick educator described in detail how a new Canadian student felt 

empowered when he was given opportunities to serve in leadership roles in the extracurricular 

activities of his school. The student, who had been a survivor of two wars, looked for 

opportunities and worked hard to build his leadership skills under the guidance and mentoring of 

his teachers. 

He’d be sleeping here every night; he just loves being in the gym. We call him the general 

manager. He is sort of the general manager of basketball and now he’s the general 

manager of the floor hockey (program). And his big thing is, if there is ever 

announcements that have to be made, he will go and put them on the announcements. If 

there is something that has to be typed up, he will type it up and bring it in and then we 

will photocopy it … if it’s gotta be put out in different places throughout the school, we 

will give him the tape (and say), here is your 50 copies, go put these up all throughout the 

school, boom and away he goes. And he is just happy as can be doing that. (NB Educator 

25) 

In the Alberta school, a football coach told us how his team was held up at the United States 

border because several new Canadian students were detained by border officials even though he 
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had sent along all the proper and accurate information far ahead of time, prior to arriving at the 

border to cross. The educator said, 

I had contacted the border crossing weeks ahead of our scheduled crossing, and provided 

the requested official documentation in photocopied form well in advance. However, the 

guard at the border that day decided to pull off the bus any of my players that were not 

born in Canada with the intent of denying their entry. This resulted in hours of 

segregated detention for four of my teenaged players. I refused to leave them at the 

border crossing, and the team agreed with me that we would not proceed without our full 

team.  After calling the home team in a small American town and threatening to cancel 

the game, and several calls up the chain of command we were eventually granted 

“SPECIAL PERMISSION” to proceed with all of my players. (AB Educator 9) 

In this situation, the teacher noted the special bond between his new Canadian athletes and the 

Canadian-born players who would not leave their team-mates alone at the border. 

The idea of teacher leadership was also present outside the schools in the studies and 

flowed into the homes of students and in cultural events. One student described how important it 

was to her when her teachers would visit her home. “It helped me a lot when she (her teacher) 

met my family members and she was always ... both of those teachers, they were happy to see my 

family, and they were always, like, ready to learn something new about my culture” (AB Student 

1). As one Alberta administrator said, it is important for all the educators in an intercultural 

school to, “Become aware with the activities that take place in your community that involves 

your students. Get involved and show your students that you do care and are willing to learn 

about them. Participate in the cultural days and developments that commonly take place” (AB 

Educator 10). 
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Theme 2 – Creating connections, building bridges, and understanding the importance of 

belonging for new Canadian families 

 Another theme that emerged while revisiting the data sets in the studies involved the 

intentional leadership of educators in their work with their new Canadian students’ parents and 

how important these actions were to aiding the development of student leadership and belonging. 

It is widely reported in the literature (Bernhard, 2010; Lai et al, 2017; Sobel & Kugler, 2007) 

that new Canadian parents have a difficult time being part of the school and their child’s 

education for various reasons. Some of these reasons could be related to parent work schedules, 

loss of former identity, and lower self-confidence in engaging their children’s teachers. One New 

Brunswick educator said serving as hosts for various events can bring more new Canadian 

parents to the school, which in turn contributes to new Canadian student engagement in school 

activities.  

I think there are a lot of parents that are really intimidated by the school because it is so 

big. But I see such a huge difference with the parents (who) came in for the open house 

and the parent-teacher (interviews) because we had great response from them. We were 

able to talk individually with each of them at some point that night. And then, when you 

have to make that phone call home, the parent has already met you, so they know what 

you look like and they know that you’re friendly and can put a face to the name. (NB 

Educator 20) 

An Alberta educator agreed saying, “The parents of many of our new immigrants come with 

many challenges as well as many exciting positives. The successes we have had at our school 

have come from keeping a very inviting atmosphere and encouraging parents to be at the school 

at any and all times” (AB Educator 11). Another Alberta educator said that it is crucial that 

educators take the leadership role in getting parents to the school and connecting them with 
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people who share a similar language with them. “Building relationship trust helps to reduce 

family anxiety. Be persistent, there are community members that do know the language and 

would love to help communicate the school’s message to families” (AB Educator 10). In this 

digital age of instant text messaging and email, one New Brunswick educator suggested that it is 

very important for new Canadian parents to hear their child’s teacher’s voice. “I find the phone 

call is more personal … in the case of certain parents, sure it’s difficult because maybe they 

speak limited English, but you can do your best and you can always find words to get the 

message across” (NB Educator 30). In situations where communication is very difficult, 

educators need to seek and establish the service of translators and interpreters. One Alberta 

educators said,  

We make great use of the translators available through the School Workers in School 

(SWIS) program. These translators are used during parent/teacher interviews, at 

meetings for special education, to translate letters and bulletins that need to be sent 

home, and during functions being hosted by the school.  (Together) we work very hard to 

make sure that the correct messages and information are getting into the homes of our 

students. (AB Educator 11) 

Theme 3 – Be intentional in constructing leadership opportunities for new Canadian 

students 

The data that I re-examined for this project clearly illuminated the leadership that many 

new Canadian students were providing in the schools in the projects. One new Canadian student 

in New Brunswick said that after he had adjusted in the school and gained some confidence, he 

knew his leadership was going to be required once the Syrian students arrived and began their 

integration process in early 2016. In his case, he didn’t wait to be asked by school leaders and 

teachers to help the students with their adjustment process; instead, he took the initiative. “I went 
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to (Teacher’s name) and said, ‘Listen, I know there’s more newcomers coming. If you don’t mind 

I would like to take them and show them around” (NB Student 1). The student explained that 

when he had arrived, he was simply shown the classrooms where he would have his courses in 

addition to a few key spaces in the school (i.e. the gymnasium and cafeteria). He explained that 

after that, he felt like he had to adjust to the large environment himself, which caused him 

feelings of loneliness and isolation. He didn’t want the new Canadian Syrian students to go 

through a similar in-take experience. “When I had my walk around, I was just shown the place, 

but for me, I’m trying to engage in conversation with them (the new Canadian students). It’s 

more than just a tour” (NB Student 1). 

One educator described in detail the importance of new Canadian students taking on 

leadership roles in the welcoming and integration process. “I think, that one of the main steps 

forward is using, the peers, who have been there and who have figured it out … getting them into 

those leadership positions, and also just doing more in the school” (NB Educator 20). 

An Alberta educator agreed and built on these ideas of integrating new Canadian students 

through peer leadership suggesting to, “Organize activities and classes that allow interactions 

between groups. Encourage students to join groups and clubs that will help them blend into the 

school community. Celebrate the differences, yet concentrate on the similarities between 

students” (AB Educator 10). This worked well in the schools in the studies for many new 

Canadian students. For instance, many new Canadian Syrian students who arrived in 2016 in 

New Brunswick soon began volunteering in many school activities and even in their community. 

In the Alberta and New Brunswick studies, educators and new Canadian students in the schools 

started school social justice-based student action teams that intentionally invited and brought 

together new Canadian students and their Canadian peers to work on and deliver social action 
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projects. Both programs were deemed huge successes as outlined by new Canadian students in 

both provinces in the narratives below: 

I am part of the School Action team in high school...I like how there is Spirit Council, 

Student Action team, Students Against Drinking and Driving. Last semester I was in the 

Student Action Team. It was pretty fun and I liked it. (AB Student 3) 

In Grade 10, I was in the School Action team. It was a good experience. We used to go 

around...go to (name of elementary school), like the kids, so we have to show them, in 

front of them, we have to represent a drama to show them the good things, like don’t do 

the bad things...something like that, educational dramas. (AB Student 2) 

So, we just decided as a group of people…and we’re just a bunch of people who have 

passion towards helping newcomers. So I was like, this is good ... because when I was 

doing the work, I felt like I needed help, because I knew there was ideas in my mind and I 

knew there could be more stuff done other than just the tour. Like there were some 

people, even when you give them the tour, they were lost and I just felt bad. (NB Student 

1) 

As one New Brunswick teacher argued during his interview,  

I think anytime you give someone the leadership role they … maybe they’re not expecting 

it or maybe they never filled that role before or you want to give them a little more 

responsibility … it helps build their confidence and maybe they find out they’re a leader. 

They may find out something new about themselves. (NB Educator 30)  

This was certainly the case with another New Brunswick educator. After listening to and 

analyzing his narrative, I found his educational approach to be in strong alignment with the 

pedagogical philosophy of Paulo Freire (1970) who wrote, “The teacher is no longer merely the-

one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while 

being taught also teach” (p. 80). In his interview, the teacher described a situation where he was 

trying to engage a new Canadian student who was originally from India. He had learned that the 
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student was an excellent athlete in the sport of cricket and that his mind went into pedagogical 

overdrive. 

And so I’m thinking … okay, let’s see what we can do here. I went online and purchased 

an indoor cricket set. I said, “you’re going to have to teach me to play cricket.” “I don’t 

understand how to play cricket. I’ve watched it, I don’t understand it. I want you to teach 

me.” So he came down to the gym for a week and he showed me how to do this and that 

and taught me the rules of the game. And I said, “Good, now we’re gonna teach other 

kids how to play.” So we started a little cricket club at lunch time, and we’d play inside 

the gym. We had a lot of students from Nepal, India, and Pakistan come down. They knew 

how to play the game. And then we also had some of the Canadian students coming down 

… because they had watched us and they were kind of curious as to what we were doing 

and they started getting involved. We just started playing like, small mini games … 

allowed them to practice batting, allowed them to practice pitching ...  And anyway, 

(student’s name) took control, he started running it and he was doing the teaching and 

you know, using his language and developing his language skills by teaching. (NB 

Educator 28) 

 Intercultural schools who have students and educators who conceptualize and craft such 

projects allow for new Canadian students to gain traction, momentum and social and cultural 

capital quicker. This leads to our last theme in this present inquiry. 

Theme 4 – Deeply listen to the new Canadian students and help them conceptualize, 

pursue, and realize their life dreams in New Brunswick and Canada 

 Over the years, I have enjoyed learning about the goals and dreams that the new 

Canadian students I have spoken to have shared with me. The students I have worked with in my 

own K-12 teaching, as well as through my research program, do not take their opportunities for 

granted. They have made clear to me that they clearly understand that these opportunities do not 
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exist in the war-torn countries they left. One New Brunswick educator reminded me of this 

present reality for many new Canadian students when he stated bluntly during his interview, 

I can’t imagine being in a refugee camp and wondering, okay what am I going to eat 

next? Am I going to eat tomorrow? Am I going to eat on the weekend? Am I going to eat 

on Monday? We are so blessed to live in a free country where we can say what we want; 

we can do what we want. And our kids, we have to get them to understand that these kids 

coming over here aren’t our enemies. These kids coming here are coming to only get 

what you’ve already had. They just want what you’ve had all of your life. And it’s only 

fair; fairness doesn’t mean that everybody gets the same. Fairness means everybody gets 

what they need and these kids need to have a chance. (NB Educator 25) 

In 2015, I attended a school event in another city in New Brunswick and watched several new 

Canadian students tell their Canadian peers what life was like for them in their previous 

countries. One student said that she was not a terrorist, as some of her Canadian peers were 

calling her. Instead, she was invited by her teachers and the leadership team in the school to 

construct a professionally crafted PowerPoint presentation where she showed her Canadian 

peers’ pictures of her home that was destroyed by rockets in the Syrian civil war. She brought 

her audience to tears many times during her presentation. She ended by telling everyone that she 

wanted to be a doctor so she could help people. In another presentation, two other students from 

a war-torn country in Africa described to their Canadian peers that when it came down to paying 

for food or paying for their education in a refugee camp they lived in with their family, they 

chose education and went hungry for several days. New Canadian students, like these children, 

are leaders in their schools and have dreams about becoming leaders in their lives as several 

narratives below outline: 
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I want to be an engineer. (A) civil engineer. My dream to study this and go back to my 

country and build it again. That’s my dream, to go back to Syria and see my sisters, see 

my home. (NB Student 2) 

In Canada, I want to study and I want (to) do many things … I can do many things here. I 

want to be a nurse in Canada. I like helping people. (NB Student 8) 

This dream I had forever; I was a little kid and I met this doctor. I was with my auntie. I 

hated doctors cause they always had needles, right? But I went to this doctor with my 

auntie and she was so cute, she was so patient and, I was like, and she was so nice and I 

met her. And after that I always wanted to be a doctor. And when I came to Canada, I 

was like, I will never become a doctor, it will be hard for me. But when I moved to high 

school, I started trying really hard and my marks dropped from like, the 70’s to, like 60’s, 

and 80’s to 70’s. But then I tried really hard and now I’m getting really good marks and I 

hope to go to the U of C [University of Calgary] after high school. (AB Student 1) 

I’d really like to become a petroleum engineer. Then after that, maybe I can help 

someone back in my country...someone going to school. Because not everybody’s rich, 

right? It’s hard for people there to get into university. Some people want to go to college, 

but then they have a hard time to get into the university because they have no money and 

our government is not helping them. (AB Student 2) 

It is important for Canadian educators and school leaders to listen to and find out what 

their new Canadian students want to do in their lives and craft programming and opportunities 

for them to achieve it. We can do this in New Brunswick. The final section will provide a brief 

discussion of these themes and provide recommendations for educators and school leaders in 

intercultural schools who wish to invite and guide new Canadian students in their own leadership 

development. But first, what happened with the Grade 6 student in Alberta? 

 

 



  

33 
 

Conclusion: The Rest of the Story … It is Time for Action 

The student and I took our school camera and we drove through several neighborhoods 

where we saw, first-hand, the new playground equipment he had described and one playground 

in the process of being replaced. We then drove over to where he and his family lived. As I 

neared the structures, my heart just sank. It was what he had described, but much worse, because 

he hadn’t described the terrible graffiti, the broken chain link fencing around the park, or the 

nails piercing through some of the wooden planks on the structure. We took several pictures 

from multiple angles and went back to our school to conceptualize our response to community 

officials. It was time to practice democracy (Sears, Peck & Herriot, 2014) and I said to him, “I 

wonder if you can make this a social studies project with your teacher and classmates?” He 

agreed and together our team quickly grew in numbers. His classroom teacher helped him craft a 

letter to the Mayor and city council expressing his concern and desire to have his neighborhood’s 

playground structure replaced before several others that were scheduled ahead of it. Shortly after 

the letter was sent, I received a call from the Mayor inviting the student, his teacher, and his 

Grade 6 social action team, which by now has grown to include several peers from his 

classroom, to the city council chambers to present their concerns in public. Dressed 

professionally, the young student gave a brilliant presentation, complete with selected pictures of 

the playground and his neighborhood on a PowerPoint, to provide evidence for his concerns.  

Unanimously, the Mayor and council agreed with his claims and proposition for social 

action and motioned to move his playground up the line of redevelopment. The story was 

captured in the newspaper, the lad was quoted in length and our community was introduced to a 

social issue that was about to be overlooked in our city. (See news account below) 
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___________________________________________________________________

 

___________________________________________________________________ 

As Robinson and Randall (2016) have stressed in their work, “Viewing social justice as 

the movement toward a more just world, injustices against minorities must be addressed through 

social action,” (p. 237). In the case of our Grade 6 student, he argued vehemently for new 

playground equipment to me and ultimately to the community at large that an injustice was being 

perpetuated in his minoritized community where many new Canadian families, like his, could 

only afford to live, given the high costs of buying a residence in our city. The social action route 

that he took to deliver his concern publicly and democratically clearly follows the line of critical 

thought and socially just advocacy in this report as described by several educational and 

community-based researchers (Gurstein, Lovato & Ross, 2003; Jennings, Crowell & Fernlund, 

1994; Kirk et al, 2017; McKibbon, 2004). Though Sears, Peck and Herriot (2014) found that, 

Newspaper 
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“students in Alberta feel a pervasive sense of voicelesssness in terms of society generally and 

their schools particularly” (p. 3), this young new Canadian student from Alberta created a new 

pathway in this moment and was able to find his voice for action through the support and 

mentoring from his educators and friends in his class. Through his social action, he became 

“engaged in the democratic process and aware of their [his] capacity to effect change in their 

[his] communities, society and world” (Alberta Education, 2005, p. 1, as cited in Sears, Peck & 

Herriot, 2014, p. 2).  

As urban, suburban and rural communities across Canada continue to welcome new 

families from all over the world, I encourage and gently remind educators and educational 

leaders to be aware of the student leadership that exists on the fringes in your schools. 

Leadership clubs, student councils, and social action teams like the ones the student participants 

in this study described, need to be more intentionally inclusive of new Canadian students. What I 

mean and encourage educators to do is to become more socially and globally-minded and aware 

of what is happening in the world and how significant events may bring new students to your 

schools and classrooms who may have developed their leadership skills in ways that Canadian 

students have not. Students who have had to survive war, walk long distances toward safety, and 

even live in foreign countries or refugee camps for long periods of time, have developed 

resilience and leadership skills that in many ways are uncommon in the western world. Several 

educators in this study noticed this in the new Canadian students they served and created 

intentional growth opportunities for them that simultaneously increased their enthusiasm in 

school and motivation to be an important contributor to the life of their learning community.  

I agree that empathy and understanding of refugee student struggles is important during 

the readjustment phase when students arrive (Arar, Ӧrücü, & Küҫükҫayır, 2018), but our 
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research team has found continuously in our data that once new Canadian students feel a sense of 

belonging in their new school, they want to be challenged and establish opportunities for 

personal and academic growth. They are not looking for pity, but they would like their teachers 

to understand what they have gone through to get to Canada as they work toward establishing 

their chances for an equitable education that will give them a pathway to a successful future 

(Hamm, 2017).  

I want to make a final recommendation to conclude this study. I feel fortunate to have 

worked in both the K-12 and post-secondary education sectors during my career. I believe we 

can do more to help our pre-service teachers and our new and experienced teachers across our 

country become more prepared and confident to teach in diverse classrooms in Canada. What I 

encourage is for university faculty and instructors in education to intentionally, systematically 

and theoretically ground, construct and embed their courses on the constructs of equity and 

social justice. That may mean many different things to many people who are tasked with such 

academic responsibilities. However, if defining justice is difficult for educators, I encourage you 

and your students to think about, recognize and call out the injustices that are ever-present in our 

world (Shields, 2017), as my grade 6 student did, to inspire them to take a different pathway in 

their courses. Both university and public sector educators can design institution, school and 

community projects that will challenge their students to think beyond the grades they achieve 

and instead to think about how they can make a contribution to their social environments and 

what that might mean to their own human development. We can all work together in ways that 

we are comfortable and uncomfortable with to prepare our students for social action (Burrell 

Storms, 2012). This report is long enough already so I challenge educators in New Brunswick 

and across Canada to consider their own ways about bringing more equity, equality and meaning 
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to the lives of their students as they make their schools and communities better places to learn 

and live in. 
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