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An Educator's Guide to Welcoming Syrian Refugee Children
T he  federa l  governm ent announced  i ts p l an  to  we l com e 25 ,000  Syri an  newcom ers to  Canada .  As o f  January 20 ,  2016 ,  11 ,613  Syri an  newcom ers had
arri ved  i n  Canada  on  44  governm ent-o rgan i zed  f l i gh ts.

On  Novem ber 24 ,  2015 ,  the  federa l  governm ent announced  i ts p l an  to  we l com e 25 ,000  Syri an  newcom ers to  Canada .  As o f  January 20 ,  2016 ,  11 ,613
Syri an  newcom ers had  a rri ved  i n  Canada  on  44  governm ent-o rgan i zed  f l i gh ts.  T here  were  5 ,833  re fugee  app l i ca t i ons f i na l i zed ,  bu t  they had  no t  ye t
t rave l l ed  to  Canada .  T here  were  14 ,733  re fugee  rese t t l em en t app l i ca t i ons i n  p rog ress.

In  p repara t i on ,  the  On ta ri o  governm ent has been  worki ng  wi th  m un i ci pa l i t i es to  i den t i fy p rovi nci a l  resources to  support  the  se t t l em en t o f  the
newcom ers.  Of  pa rt i cu l a r i m portance  wi l l  be  i n teg ra t i on  o f  the  new perm anen t resi den ts i n to  On ta ri o 's educa t i on  system . 

By the  end  o f  2016 ,  i t  i s expected  tha t  approxi m a te l y 10 ,000  new Canad i ans wi l l  rese t t l e  i n  a reas such  as the  GTA, Ham i l ton ,  M i ssi ssauga ,  London  and
Ottawa . In  te rm s o f  f i nanci a l  assi stance ,  the  governm ent o f  On ta ri o  i s i nvest i ng  $10 .5  m i l l i on  ove r the  next  two  years to  de l i ve r support  fo r re fugees and
organ i za t i ons tha t  a re  p ri va te l y sponsori ng  them . In  add i t i on ,  the  p rovi nci a l  governm ent has a l ready p rovi ded  $330 ,000  to  L i fe l i ne  Syri a ,  wh i ch  assi sts
i n  the  recru i tm en t and  t ra i n i ng  o f  p ri va te  re fugee  sponsors.  

Civil War in Syria

Syri a  i s a  coun try i n  the  M i dd l e  East  wi th  a  popu l a t i on  o f  22  m i l l i on .  I t  i s ve ry d i ve rse ,  bo th  e thn i ca l l y and  re l i g i ousl y.  M ost  Syri ans a re  e thn i c Arab  and
wi l l  fo l l ow the  Sunn i  b ranch  o f  Isl am , however,  the re  a re  a l so  m i no ri t i es such  as e thn i c Kurds,  Chri st i an  Arabs and  som e Jewi sh  Arabs.  

T he  UN reports tha t  m ore  than  10  m i l l i on  peop l e  have  f l ed  Syri a  si nce  the  ci vi l  war began  i n  2011 ,  m ost  o f  them  wom en and  ch i l d ren .  T h i s rep resen ts
one  o f  the  l a rgest  re fugee  m ovem ents i n  recen t  h i sto ry.  A M arch  2015  report  pub l i shed  by the  UN est i m a ted  tha t  fou r ou t  o f  f i ve  Syri ans were  l i vi ng  i n
poverty.  

T he  m a j o ri ty o f  Syri an  newcom ers a re  l i vi ng  i n  Jo rdan  and  Lebanon ,  the  reg i on 's two  sm a l l est  coun tri es,  wh i ch  a re  under enorm ous stress.  An
i ncreasi ng  num ber o f  re fugees a re  f l ee i ng  across the  bo rde r i n to  Tu rkey,  crea t i ng  consi de rab l e  tensi ons and  ove rwhe l m i ng  host  com m un i t i es.  

Schoo l  age  ch i l d ren  f rom  Syri a  m ay have  had  years o f  l ost  o r i n te rrup ted  schoo l i ng .  T he  Syri an  ch i l d ren  who  have  a t tended  schoo l  i n  asyl um  coun tri es
m ay have  been  ta rge ts o f  bu l l yi ng ,  vi o l ence  and  p re j ud i ce .  Ch i l d ren  who  were  bo rn  i n  re fugee  cam ps m ay have  hea l th  i ssues,  poor nu tri t i on ,  l i m i ted
food  and  i nadequa te  hyg i ene  fo r p ro l onged  pe ri ods o f  t i m e .

Syri an  l i fe  cen tres a round  fam i l y l i fe ,  wi th  pa rt i cu l a r va l ue  p l aced  on  ch i l d ren .  T he  separa t i on  o f  ch i l d ren  i n to  the  educa t i on  system , even  on l y du ri ng
the  day,  m ay be  extrem e l y d i ff i cu l t  fo r som e ch i l d ren  and  pa ren ts.

Culture Shock in Young Refugee Children

A pub l i ca t i on  by Ch i l dm i nd i ng  M on i to r Advi so ry & Support  ("CM AS" ) en t i t l ed  "Cari ng  fo r Syri an  Re fugee  Ch i l d ren :  A Prog ram  Gu i de  fo r We l com i ng
Young  Ch i l d ren  and  T he i r Fam i l i es"  revi ews the  i m pact  o f  the  re fugee  experi ence  on  ch i l d ren .

T he  CM AS Gu i de  i nd i ca tes tha t  en te ri ng  a  new cu l tu re  i s o f ten  ve ry t raum at i c fo r young  ch i l d ren .  Research  i nd i ca tes tha t  em ot i ona l  reg ressi on  i s ve ry
com m on.

"Ch i l d ren 's em ot i ona l  exp ressi on  m ay be  qu i te  vo l a t i l e  o r they m ay experi ence  extrem e anxi e ty when  separa t i ng  f rom  the i r pa ren t .  T he  ch i l d  m ay use
physi ca l  fo rce  o r act  aggressi ve l y when  fea rfu l .  A l te rna t i ve l y,  they m ay becom e ve ry apa the t i c even  when  strong l y p rovoked .  T hey m ay easi l y tune  ou t
adu l ts who  t ry to  gu i de  the i r behavi ou r."

T he  research  i nd i ca tes tha t  i n  the  ea rl y stages o f  cu l tu re  shock,  ch i l d ren  a re  o f ten  unab l e  to  p l ay and  m ay be  d i si n te rested  i n  the  p l ay o f  o the rs.  From
an i n te l l ectua l  pe rspect i ve ,  a  ch i l d  m ay have  weak concen tra t i on  and  becom e easi l y f rustra ted .  Second l y,  a  ch i l d  m ay becom e dependen t  on  one
careg i ve r and  seem  unab l e  to  bu i l d  a  re l a t i onsh i p  wi th  o the rs.  T he  research  i nd i ca tes tha t  the  ch i l d ren  m ay be  fea rfu l ,  especi a l l y i n  the  ea rl y stages
o f  se t t l em en t.

T he  CM AS Gu i de  a l so  con f i rm s tha t  a  ch i l d 's se l f -esteem  i s i m pacted  by cu l tu re  shock.  "T h i s m ay decrease  the i r con f i dence  to  t ry new th i ngs.  T hey m ay
l ook fo r m ore  assi stance  and  reassurance  f rom  adu l ts abou t  how to  p l ay wi th  th i ngs.  Ch i l d ren  who  fee l  i nsecure  m ay a l so  need  extra  support . "

T he  research  i nd i ca tes tha t  because  m any Syri an  ch i l d ren  have  wi tnessed  vi o l ence  o r were  vi ct i m s o f  vi o l ence ,  they m ay have  som e fo rm  o f  Post-
T raum at i c S tress Di so rde r.  T he  CM AS Gu i de  sta tes tha t  t raum at i zed  ch i l d ren  m ay be  un responsi ve  and  a l m ost  ca ta ton i c and  m ay no t  have  words to
express the i r t raum a. "Ch i l d ren  who  a re  ‘wooden ' and  desponden t  a re  m ore  a t-ri sk than  those  who  cl i ng  to  the i r pa ren t  and  cry fo r a t ten t i on .
T raum at i zed  ch i l d ren  m ay re fuse  touch  o r o the r com fo rt ,  even  f rom  fam i l y m em bers."

T he  CM AS Gu i de  i nd i ca tes tha t  educa t i on  was h i gh l y va l ued  i n  Syri a ,  and  m any fam i l i es m ay becom e anxi ous fo r the i r ch i l d ren  to  succeed  i n  schoo l .
In  l i gh t  o f  i n te rrup t i ons to  the  schoo l i ng  o f  m ost  Syri an  ch i l d ren  caused  by the  war,  i t  i s an t i ci pa ted  tha t  m any Syri an  schoo l  age  ch i l d ren  m ay be  a t  an
i ncreased  ri sk fo r fa i l u re .  T he  CM AS Gu i de  sta tes:

"T hey m ay have  d i ff i cu l ty focussi ng ,  l i sten i ng  and  absorb i ng  i n fo rm at i on ,  even  i n  the i r hom e l anguage .  T hey m ay show ou tward  si gns o f  understand i ng
(e .g . ,  sm i l i ng ,  head  nodd i ng ) bu t  they m ay no t  be  absorb i ng  anyth i ng ."

Creating a Safe and Welcoming Environment

Educa to rs wi l l  p l ay a  si gn i f i can t  ro l e  i n  the  newcom ers t ransi t i on  f rom  re fugees to  pe rm anen t resi den ts.  Under the  Educa t i on  Act,  a  p ri nci pa l  has a  du ty
to  m a i n ta i n  p roper o rde r and  d i sci p l i ne  i n  the  schoo l .  T he  p ri nci pa l  a l so  has a  du ty to  p rovi de  fo r the  supervi si on  o f  pup i l s du ri ng  the  schoo l  day.
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Schoo l  board  po l i ci es on  equ i ty and  i ncl usi ve  educa t i on  a re  desi gned  to  foste r a  posi t i ve  schoo l  cl i m a te  tha t  i s f ree  f rom  d i scri m i na to ry o r ha rassi ng
behavi ou r.

A posi t i ve  and  i ncl usi ve  schoo l  cl i m a te  i s one  where  a l l  m em bers o f  the  schoo l  com m un i ty,  i ncl ud i ng  the  new Syri an  ch i l d ren ,  fee l  sa fe ,  i ncl uded ,
we l com ed and  accep ted .

Re fugee  ch i l d ren  com i ng  i n to  On ta ri o  schoo l s face  a  range  o f  si gn i f i can t  cha l l enges,  such  as a  l anguage  ba rri e r,  anxi e ty i ssues and  d ram at i c cu l tu ra l
and  soci a l  d i f fe rences.  T he i r new schoo l  wi l l  be  com p l e te l y fo re i gn  to  them  and ,  as they m ust  adap t ,  so  m ust  the  o the r studen ts.  Schoo l  adm i n i st ra t i on
and  schoo l  sta ff  shou l d  m on i to r the  a t t i tudes and  behavi ou rs o f  o the r studen ts to  ensure  tha t  the  new studen ts a re  no t  the  sub j ect  o f  bu l l yi ng ,
ha rassm ent o r xenophob i a .  Som e studen ts m ay m ake  i nappropri a te  com m ents tha t  wh i l e  no t  typ i ca l l y bu l l yi ng ,  can  be  extrem e l y de tri m en ta l  to  the  new
studen t 's deve l opm ent (i .e .  aski ng  the  ch i l d  i f  any m em ber o f  the i r fam i l y has d i ed  o r wha t  the  ch i l d  has seen  i n  the i r hom e coun try).  In  th i s regard ,  i t  i s
i m portan t  fo r schoo l  l eaders and  teachers to  ensure  tha t  the  new studen ts fee l  we l com e, i ncl uded  and  accep ted  and  encourage  em pathy and
com passi on  fo r these  new Canad i ans.

Immunizat ion and Health Concerns

Each  studen t  i s requ i red  to  be  i m m un i zed  aga i nst  ce rta i n  desi gna ted  d i seases i n  acco rdance  wi th  the  Immun i za t i on  o f  Schoo l  Pup i l s Act.  Pa ren ts a re
expected  to  ensure  tha t  the i r ch i l d ren  a re  i m m un i zed  be fo re  be i ng  adm i t ted  to  schoo l ,  un l ess an  exem pt i on  fo r m ed i ca l ,  re l i g i ous,  o r consci en t i ous
reasons app l i es.  T he  p ri nci pa l  has a  du ty to  g i ve  assi duous a t ten t i on  to  the  hea l th  and  com fo rt  o f  studen ts under h i s/he r ca re .

T he  i m m un i za t i on  o f  newcom ers can  be  cha l l eng i ng  due  to  the  l ack o f  m ed i ca l  reco rds,  l anguage  ba rri e rs i n  exp l a i n i ng  m ed i ca l  h i sto ry,  and  a  hom e
coun try's d i ffe ren t  vacci na t i on  schedu l e .  Ge t t i ng  a  newcom er's i m m un i za t i ons up -to -da te  i s cri t i ca l l y i m portan t  as a  Canad i an  study showed  tha t  one
th i rd  o f  new i m m i g ran ts/re fugees,  pa rt i cu l a rl y wom en, a re  suscep t i b l e  to  vacci ne  p reven tab l e  d i seases,  such  as m easl es,  m um ps, o r rube l l a .  A l l
re fugees wi l l  rece i ve  m ed i ca l  check-ups and  be  screened  fo r i n fect i ous d i seases be fo re  they a rri ve ,  bu t  vacci na t i ons wi l l  have  to  be  com p l e ted  a f te r
they re l oca te .  T he  Canad i an  Co l l abo ra t i on  fo r Im m i g ran t  and  Re fugee  Hea l th  has em phasi zed  tha t  vacci na t i on  wi l l  be  a  key hea l th  i n i t i a t i ve  and
they a re  expected  to  vacci na te  wi de l y as soon  as the  re fugees beg i n  a rri vi ng .

T he  Worl d  Hea l th  Organ i za t i on  says tha t  ch i l d ren  who  have  been  l i vi ng  i n  re fugee  cam ps ou tsi de  Syri a  a re  consi de red  to  be  a  ri sk fo r ch ron i c d i sease
and  "psychosoci a l  and  vi o l ence-re l a ted  i l l ness"  due  to  the  l ack o f  m ed i ci ne  and  poor cond i t i ons i n  som e cam ps.  I t  i s expected  tha t  ch i l d ren  wi l l
requ i re  hea l th  se rvi ces as they have  l i ke l y m i ssed  basi c check-ups and  vacci na t i ons du ri ng  the  war i n  Syri a  and  wh i l e  l i vi ng  i n  re fugee  cam ps.

Educa to rs shou l d  fo l l ow the i r no rm a l  p rocess regard i ng  i m m un i za t i ons.  Pub l i c hea l th  agenci es across On ta ri o  a re  worki ng  cl ose l y wi th  o the r hea l th  ca re
p rovi de rs to  ensure  they can  support  the  Syri an  newcom ers the  way they support  a l l  the i r pa t i en ts.  T he  M i n i st ry o f  Hea l th  i s deve l op i ng  a  reg i st ry o f
hea l th  ca re  p rovi de rs who  a re  ab l e  to  p rovi de  hea l th  ca re  to  the  Syri an  newcom ers.  In  th i s regard ,  the re  i s a  m u l t i -l i ngua l ,  24 /7  Re fugee  Hea l thL i ne  (1 -
866-286-4770) to  connect  re fugees to  hea l th  ca re  p rovi de rs fo r t ransi t i ona l  hea l th  ca re  and  se rvi ces.

Special Education Issues

Som e studen ts have  speci a l  needs tha t  requ i re  support  beyond  those  o rd i na ri l y rece i ved  i n  a  schoo l  se t t i ng .  In  On ta ri o ,  studen ts who  have  behavi ou ra l ,
com m un i ca t i ona l ,  i n te l l ectua l ,  physi ca l  o r m u l t i p l e  excep t i ona l i t i es,  m ay have  educa t i ona l  needs tha t  canno t  be  m et th rough  regu l a r i nstruct i ona l  and
assessm ent p ract i ces.  T hese  needs m ay be  m et th rough  accom m odat i ons and /o r an  educa t i ona l  p rog ram  tha t  i s m od i f i ed  above  o r be l ow the  age-
appropri a te  g rade  l eve l  expecta t i ons fo r a  pa rt i cu l a r sub j ect  o r cou rse .

T he  Educa t i on  Act requ i res schoo l  boards to  p rovi de  speci a l  educa t i on  p rog ram s and  se rvi ces fo r i ts excep t i ona l  studen ts.  Speci f i c p rocedures fo r the
i den t i f i ca t i on  and  p l acem ent o f  excep t i ona l  pup i l s a re  se t  ou t  i n  Regu l a t i on  181 /98 .  Under the  l eg i sl a t i on ,  schoo l  boards a re  requ i red  to  deve l op  an
Ind i vi dua l  Educa t i on  P l an  (" IEP" ) fo r eve ry i den t i f i ed  studen t .  Schoo l  boards a l so  have  the  d i scre t i on  to  deve l op  an  IEP fo r studen ts who  have  no t  been
fo rm a l l y i den t i f i ed  as excep t i ona l  bu t  who  a re  rece i vi ng  speci a l  educa t i on  p rog ram s and  se rvi ces.

Schoo l -age  ch i l d ren  com i ng  f rom  Syri a  have  usua l l y had  m any years o f  l ost  o r i n te rrup ted  schoo l i ng .  T he  h i gh  l eve l  o f  st ress and  t raum a su ffe red  by
these  ch i l d ren  cou l d  have  l ong-te rm  consequences and  cou l d  have  an  i m pact  on  the i r l ea rn i ng  ski l l s.

In  l i gh t  o f  the  cu l tu ra l  shock these  ch i l d ren  have  gone  th rough ,  they m ay have  weak concen tra t i on ,  and  d i ff i cu l ty focussi ng ,  l i sten i ng  and  absorb i ng
i n fo rm at i on .  Researchers i nd i ca te  tha t  ano the r si gn  o f  cu l tu ra l  shock i s extrem e anxi e ty.  In  ce rta i n  cases,  separa t i ng  f rom  a  pa ren t  m ay be  an  i n tense
and  t raum at i c experi ence .

M any o f  the  Syri an  studen ts m ay have  speci a l  needs tha t  requ i re  supports beyond  those  o rd i na ri l y rece i ved  i n  the  schoo l  se t t i ng .  In  th i s regard ,
educa to rs wi l l  need  to  undertake  a  tho rough  assessm ent o f  the  studen t 's st reng ths and  needs tha t  a ffect  the i r ab i l i ty to  l ea rn .  Where  appropri a te ,  an  IEP
wi l l  be  p repared  descri b i ng  a  speci a l  educa t i on  p rog ram  and /o r se rvi ces requ i red  by a  pa rt i cu l a r studen t .  In  som e cases,  a  studen t 's p rog ram  wi l l
i ncl ude ,  i n  pa rt  o r i n  who l e ,  expecta t i ons de ri ved  f rom  an  a l te rna t i ve  p rog ram , such  as soci a l  ski l l s,  com m un i ca t i on  o r behavi ou r m anagem ent.

T he  schoo l  l eader wi l l  work i n  concert  wi th  schoo l  board  pe rsonne l ,  such  as speech  and  l anguage  pa tho l og i sts,  educa t i ona l  assi stan ts,  ch i l d  and  you th
worke rs and /o r soci a l  worke rs to  p rovi de  supports requ i red  fo r re l evan t  ch i l d ren .  T he  p ri nci pa l  wi l l  a l so  m ee t wi th  pa ren ts o r guard i ans to  i n fo rm  them
abou t the  se rvi ces,  accom m odat i ons and  p rog ram s tha t  a re  ava i l ab l e  based  on  the  i nd i vi dua l  needs o f  the i r ch i l d ren .

In  com m un i ca t i ng  wi th  pa ren ts abou t  schoo l  se rvi ces,  p ri nci pa l s m ay suggest  tha t  a  fam i l y m em ber o r f ri end  a t tend  the  m ee t i ng  to  assi st  as an
i n te rp re te r.  I t  i s recom m ended  tha t  the  schoo l  l eader t ry no t  to  ove rwhe l m  the  pa ren ts wi th  too  m uch  paperwork and  en ro l l m en t  i n fo rm at i on .

Welcoming Refugee Families

Afte r the  t raum a o f  f l ee i ng  the i r hom e coun try,  i t  i s i m portan t  tha t  Syri an  fam i l i es fee l  tha t  the  schoo l  i s a  sa fe  and  we l com i ng  envi ronm ent.  Pract i ca l
steps tha t  schoo l  l eaders can  take  to  reduce  stress and  he l p  ease  the  d i ff i cu l t  t ransi t i on  fo r fam i l i es a re  as fo l l ows:

Ensure  a l l  sta ff  have  the  i n fo rm at i on  they need  on  wha t  to  expect  regard i ng  these  new Canad i ans.  Provi de  i n fo rm at i on  to  the  sta ff  on  cu l tu re  shock,
i ts stages and  stra teg i es to  address i t .

Assi gn  one  sta ff  m em ber to  take  the  l ead  wi th  the  fam i l y.

Iden t i fy st ra teg i es fo r com m un i ca t i ng  wi th  pa ren ts.  Take  the  t i m e  to  l ea rn  som e words i n  Arab i c o r o the r l anguages spoken  by the  Syri an  re fugees i n
the  p rog ram , to  support  ea rl y com m un i ca t i on  wi th  pa ren ts and  ch i l d ren .

Have  t ransl a ted  m ate ri a l s ava i l ab l e  to  pa ren ts,  wri t ten  i n  si m p l e  Eng l i sh  o r wi th  vi sua l s.

Fi nd  ou t  basi c i n fo rm at i on  abou t  the  ch i l d  bu t  avo i d  aski ng  too  m any quest i ons o r be i ng  i n t rusi ve  abou t  the i r past .

Share  si m p l e  i n fo rm at i on  on  the  ch i l d 's act i vi t i es,  m ood  and  ach i evem ents.  M a tch  your l anguage  to  tha t  o f  the  fam i l y.  Keep  your speech  si m p l e
and  speak sl ower fo r pa ren ts wi th  l ess Eng l i sh .

19 20

21

22

23

24

25

26



On Decem ber 10 ,  2015 ,  when  Pri m e  M i n i ste r Just i n  T rudeau  g ree ted  the  f i rst  g roup  o f  Syri ans who  a rri ved  i n  Canada ,  he  spoke  e l oquen t l y abou t  the
va l ues o f  Canad i ans.  T he  Pri m e  M i n i ste r sa i d ,  "T h i s i s som eth i ng  tha t  we  a re  ab l e  to  do  i n  th i s coun try because  we  de f i ne  a  Canad i an  no t  by a  ski n
co l ou r o r a  l anguage  o r a  re l i g i on  o r a  background ,  bu t  by a  shared  se t  o f  va l ues,  asp i ra t i ons,  hopes and  d ream s tha t  no t  j ust  Canad i ans bu t  peop l e
a round  the  worl d  sha re ."  

Consi sten t  wi th  these  va l ues and  asp i ra t i ons,  ou r schoo l s a re  com m i t ted  to  worki ng  d i l i gen t l y to  we l com e Syri an  re fugee  fam i l i es to  Canada  and  he l p
them  se t t l e  successfu l l y.  Ch i l d ren  com i ng  f rom  Syri a  as re fugees a t  th i s t i m e  wi l l  have  experi enced  t raum at i c even ts tha t  wi l l  a ffect  them  i n  m any
d i ffe ren t  ways.  Schoo l  boards shou l d  p rovi de  the i r adm i n i st ra to rs,  teachers and  schoo l  sta ff  wi th  the  knowl edge  and  facts they wi l l  need  to  be t te r
understand  and  respond  to  the  un i que  experi ences and  needs o f  these  new Canad i ans.

 Government of Canada, "#Welcome Refugees".
 Ontario Government, "Ontario Preparing to Welcome Syrian Refugees", November 24, 2015.
Ibid.
 CMAS, "Caring for Syrian Refugee Children (2015)" at page 5 ["Caring"], p. 5.
 Caring, at p. 7.
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 Caring, at p. 9.
Ibid.
 Caring, at p. 15.
Ibid.
Ibid.
 Caring, at p. 16.
Ibid.
Ibid.
 Caring, at p. 11.
Ibid.
 R.S.O. 1990, c. E2, section 265(1)(a).
 R.R.O. 1990, Regulation 298, section 11(3)(e).
 R.S.O. 1990, c. I.1.  R.S.O. 1990, c. E2, section 265(1)(j).  Public Health Agency of

Canada, "Canadian Immunization Guide" (September 4, 2013).
 CTV News, "What kinds of health-care needs will Syrian refugees have?" (November 24,

2015).
Ibid.
 Caring, at p. 9.
 Caring, at p. 17.
 Caring, at p. 19-20.
 New York Times, The Editorial Board, "Canada's Warm Embrace of Refugees" (December

11, 2015).
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