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Abstract

This paper examines the geographies of resettlement and
integration with respect to the Student Refugee Program
(SRP) of the World University Service of Canada (WUSC).
As Canada’s only program to link resettlement with post-
secondary education, the SRP makes manifest intriguing
geographies that intersect international, national, and
local scales. This study carried out the first qualitative
research of the WUSC SRP at the University of British
Columbia (UBC). It draws from good settlement practi-
ces, refugees’ existing skill sets, and refugees’ perspectives
to examine how refugee students’ human capital can best
contribute to Canadian integration.

Résumé

Cet article examine les géographies de la réinstallation
et de Uintégration a I’égard du Programme d’étudiants
réfugiés (PER) de I’Entraide universitaire mondiale du
Canada (EUMC). Seul programme au Canada liant la
réinstallation et I'éducation postsecondaire, le PER rend
manifeste des géographies intéressantes qui croisent des
échelles internationales, nationales et locales. Cette étude
propose la premiére analyse qualitative du PER de 'TEUMC
a luniversité de la Colombie-Britannique (UBC). Elle est
guidée par de bonnes pratiques d’établissement, les compé-
tences existantes des réfugiés et les perspectives de ceux-ci
afin d’examiner comment le capital humain des réfugiés
peut mieux contribuer a I’intégration.
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Introduction

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) estimates that over 805,000 refugees will be in
need of resettlement over the next three to five years.! With
80 per cent of the world’s refugees living in countries where
local integration is not possible, and voluntary repatriation
at its lowest level in twenty years, resettlement to a third
country remains the only viable solution for hundreds of
thousands of refugees worldwide.? Canada is often regarded
as an international leader with respect to its refugee resettle-
ment programs and policies® and collectively, Canada, the
United States, and Australia accept over 90 per cent of refu-
gees resettled each year.*

One program in particular has shed light on the immense
value of resettlement, not only as means for Canada to con-
tribute to reducing global refugee crises, but also as means
to enhance civic engagement and community-building
within its national borders. The Student Refugee Program
of the World University Service of Canada (WUSC) is the
only program of its kind to link resettlement with post-sec-
ondary education. In doing so, it sheds light on the value
of refugees as a source of human capital and has made it
its mission to nurture this capital by providing refugees
with access to higher education in Canada. Through its
unique resettlement process, the SRP encompasses myriad
geographies that intersect international, national, and local
scales.

In examining the program and its history at the
University of British Columbia (UBC), which is located in
Vancouver in the Canadian province of British Columbia, I
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will consider how to build an integrative society by drawing
from good settlement practices, refugees’ existing skill sets
and refugee perspectives. My research is framed with the
following objectives:

1. to ascertain what recommendations sponsored refu-
gee students have in terms of what should be included
or considered in the design and implementation
of integration services at the University of British
Columbia; and

. to determine what can be learned from the good
practices that are already in place in the operations
of immigrant and refugee serving organizations in
Vancouver.

The need to examine refugee integration is a pressing
issue in both academia and policy making. Citizenship and
Immigration Canada (CIC) has called for further research to

“accurately assess the resettlement and integration success
for Government-Assisted Refugees (GARs) and Privately
Sponsored Refugees (PSRs)”> and refugee experts have

claimed there is a dearth of “studies on refugee integration”

and a lack of refugee perspectives in academic research.®
While much work has been done to examine the integration
of refugee youth in Canada’s elementary and high school
systems,’ there is a paucity of research on refugees’ experi-
ences with higher education. This paper seeks to address
that gap by using the SRP at UBC as a reference point for
exploring the initial phases of integration for refugee youth
within Canada’s post-secondary system.

Although the SRP has been active at UBC for over
twenty-five years, it has never been evaluated nor has any
formal qualitative data been collected from the sponsored
students themselves. Moreover, since the local sponsoring
group is student-run, it is subject to continual turnover
in leadership. For this reason, a qualitative study of spon-
sored students’ recommendations for the program would
be immensely constructive. By using this small yet unique
sponsorship program as a case study, I hope to contribute
to a broader dialogue that uses space and place to better
understand where, when, and how initial integration occurs.
I believe that such a dialogue is crucial to the development
of integration strategies that facilitate “natural processes” of
“home-making.”

Conceptual Framework

My research process began with an extensive literature
review on refugees’ needs and best settlement practices
while conducting an in-depth reading of CIC and WUSC
documents. From this review I built my conceptual
framework around the themes of integration and refugee
sponsorship.

Refuge
I ———

60

Integration
The term “integration” is multi-faceted and elusive.
Integration indicators found in the literature can include
anything from labour market participation, language
proficiency, and residential segregation to social network-
ing and cultural consumption patterns. Since the WUSC
SRP is founded on principles of reciprocity and mutual
respect from both the host society and newcomers, I have
positioned my analysis with the following definition: “a
dynamic, multi-faceted two-way process which requires
adaptation on the part of the newcomers, but also the soci-
ety of destination.”®

While formal evaluations of refugee sponsorship and
support services tend to focus almost exclusively on eco-
nomic or functional indicators,” WUSC protocol requires
the sponsoring group to also provide “moral and emotional
support.”10 As such, I felt that the integration model laid
out by Kissoon was most appropriate for my research as it
gives equal weight to both the functional and social aspects
of the integration process.!! Functional integration, accord-
ing to Kissoon, refers to the indicators such as “language
proficiency, labour market participation, civic and political
participation, educational performance, and accommoda-
tion in adequate housing.”!? Social integration, on the other
hand, refers to more affective qualities, such as an individ-
ual’s sense of identity, belonging, and well-being, as well as
the strength of his/her social networks.!3

Refugee Sponsorship
Functional and social integration are crucial aspects of
Canada’s long-standing refugee and humanitarian pro-
grams, which resettle between 20,000 and 36,000 refugees
per year.* Of these, the majority fall under two umbrella
programs: the Landed-in-Canada Asylum Program (for
refugee claimants) and the Refugee and Humanitarian
Resettlement Program (for sponsored refugees).!> The
Refugee and Humanitarian Program can be further div-
ided into the Government-Assisted Refugee Program
(GARP) and the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program
(PSRP) (see Figure 1). While refugees sponsored under the
first are referred by the UNHCR and supported by govern-
ment-funded settlement services, refugees who are privately
sponsored are supported by volunteer organizations.!® My
research focuses primarily on the integration of refugees
who have come through the PSRP under WUSC.
Implemented in 1978, the CIC Private Sponsorship of
Refugees Program (PSRP) has upheld Canada’s humani-
tarian principles and its international responsibilities.!”
As one of sixteen countries to take part in the UNHCR’s
resettlement programs, Canada has one of the three lar-
gest in the world.!® Since 1978, the PSRP has contributed
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Figure 1. Immigration Trends in 2008 (CIC Facts and Figures)

Family Class Refugees Economic Immigrants Other
65,554 21,859 149,047 11,323
|
[ | |
Landed-in-Canada (Claimants) Sponsored Other
6,994 10,806 4,059

Government Assisted (GAR)
7,294

WUSC
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Privately Sponsored (PSR)
3512

Source: Citizenship and Immigration Canada. Facts and Figures 2008, accessed March 30, 2009, http://www.cic.gc.ca/english

/resources/statistics/facts2008/ permanent/01.asp.

to the resettlement of over 195,000 refugees and persons in
refugee-like situations to Canada.!® The program operates
through a partnership between CIC and sponsoring groups,
whereby CIC approves and facilitates the refugee’s travel to
Canada while Sponsorship Agreement Holders (SAHs) and
their Constituent Groups (CGs) commit to providing func-
tional and social support for the first year. There are cur-
rently eighty-seven SAHs, the majority of which are affili-
ated with faith-based or ethnocultural groups.?? One of the
few exceptions to this trend is the World University Service
of Canada—a unique humanitarian organization and the
only program in Canada to link resettlement with post-sec-
ondary education.

Since its inception in 1978, the WUSC Student Refugee
Program (SRP) has brought over one thousand refugees to
Canada as permanent residents. The approximately sixty
refugee students it currently sponsors each year may seem
like an insignificant contribution to the PSRP; however, the
SRP is unique in that all refugees resettled through the pro-
gram are enrolled at a Canadian post-secondary institution
on arrival. Moreover, their respective Local Committees
provide them with tuition fees for at least their first year, in
accordance with CIC guidelines.?! With ensured access to
education, refugees are able to contribute to the social, eco-
nomic, and political fabric of their home countries through
transnational linkages such as remittances, family sponsor-
ship, and even returning home as professionals.

My research focuses on how the SRP operates at UBC,
where it has been active since 1981 and has sponsored fifty-
six students as of September 2010.22 The majority of these
students have come from Somalia, Sudan, Ethiopia, and
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Uganda, reflecting the national SRP trend whereby 53 per
cent of sponsored students are East African.?3 This also cor-
responds to the broader Canadian demographics whereby
Africa and the Middle East are the largest source areas for
refugees.?

The SRP program works on various scales (the trans-
national, national, and local) to link stakeholders such as
the UNHCR, Windle Trust, CIC, and the Government of
Quebec with post-secondary institutions across Canada
(see Table 1). Hyndman and Walton argue that any stud-
ies of “integration and resettlement require an examination
of migrant experience both within and beyond Canadian
borders.”?> As such, I intend to map the geographies of the
program by examining the various stakeholders operating
on different scales in Kenya (in the camps and in Nairobi)
and in Canada (in Ottawa and Vancouver). I will also look
at the exclusions from WUSC’s selection process, the degree
of agency refugees have in their relocation, and the way in
which space/place is negotiated by WUSC, CIC, the univer-
sity, and the refugee. Ultimately, I seek to outline the rec-
ommendations that would enable sponsored students and
experts in the field to better the integration process at all
sites.

Methodology

This study is small-scale and qualitative in nature. I con-
ducted seven key-informant interviews and participant
observation at a settlement organization to elicit some of
the good practices that can be learned from immigrant
and refugee-serving organizations in the Lower Mainland
(the region surrounding Vancouver). Three separate focus
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groups were coordinated in order to get refugees’ perspec-
tives on what works, does not work, and should be done to
improve support. All research participants were invited to
contribute to and revise the research as active participants
in this community learning project and were assured that
their contributions would be recognized in the final report.

Observation

My research mentor for this project was the Centre of
Integration for African Immigrants (CIAI). Located in New
Westminster, British Columbia, the centre was founded by
Paul Mulangu, himself a refugee from the Congo. The centre
currently works to help newcomers enter the labour market
while offering socio-cultural support, and is one of only two
centres that deal specifically with African newcomers in the
Lower Mainland.?® My observation was guided by the prin-
ciples of reciprocity and reflection,?” allowing me to con-
textualize my findings, while being critically self-reflexive
and reciprocating the knowledge gained by contributing to
a funding proposal for CIAIL

Focus Groups
The need to include more “recipient” voices in refugee and
resettlement research is increasingly relevant in the desig-
nation and implementation of funding and programs.?8
As such nineteen SRP students and alumni were invited to
participate in focus groups, of which eight students took
part in three group sessions. Since many SRPs are full-time
students with full-time or part-time jobs and community
volunteer commitments, scheduling proved to be a limiting
factor. Focus groups were used to elicit respondents’ beliefs,
attitudes, and experiences in a way that underscored the
importance of social networks. This method enabled par-
ticipants to be valued as experts, give recommendations,
and work collaboratively with each other and with me to
create a “forum for change.”?® Through this process, par-
ticipants asked questions of each other, and even supported
and sometimes challenged one another’s claims. Following
the work of Anne Grinyer, participants were given the
option to (1) remain anonymous under a pseudonym, (2) to
be recognized for their narratives with their real name, (3)
and/or to take ownership of their stories by being involved
in the analysis and dissemination of the findings (and have
a byline in the paper) .3

The biggest limits to this method were that the groups
were difficult to assemble, and were neither fully represent-
ative nor fully confidential. However, in accordance with
oral African traditions, all participants orally committed to
respecting each other within the focus group and respecting
confidentiality, which was reinforced by signing the consent
form. Food was provided at all sessions to transform the
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focus groups into a social space that facilitated open dia-
logue and encouraged recommendations. My intent was not
to be appropriative in theorizing people’s lives, but rather to
allow the sponsored students to voice their opinions so that
their perspectives might guide the future of the program.
To that end, I was careful to position the sponsored students
as research participants rather than subjects, by sending out
emails throughout the research, asking for feedback.

Key Informant Interviews

I conducted seven key informant interviews with settlement
agency professionals and current and former members of
the WUSC UBC leadership. These research participants
included:

Settlement Services:

o As the current director for settlement services at
Immigrant Services Society of British Columbia
(ISSof BC)—the largest immigrant-serving agency in
western Canada— Chris Friesen is also a former chair
of the WUSC UBC Committee. He was instrumental
in initiating the Student Refugee Program in 1981 and
has experience working with refugees in Kenya with
Windle Trust (WUSC’s overseas partner).

o Currently the executive director of Multilingual
Orientation Service Association for Immigrant
Communities (MOSAIC), Eyob Naizghi came to
Canada as UBC’s first sponsored student through the
SRP program in 1981. MOSAIC is one of the largest
and oldest organizations in the Lower Mainland that
empowers immigrants and refugees, including refu-
gee claimants, through an integrated service delivery
model.

o A former refugee from the Congo, Paul Mulangu
is the founder and executive director for Centre
of Integration for African Immigrants in New
Westminster, British Columbia.

o A former UBC SRP student and active WUSC volun-
teer, Bakumba Gorle now works as an African com-
munity settlement counsellor at ISSofBC in their
Burnaby and New Westminster offices.

WUSC UBC Leadership:

 Inaddition to being the UBC SRP faculty advisor since
1994, Glen Peterson has also travelled to Kakuma
Refugee Camp in 2008 with the WUSC Refugee Study
Seminar.

o The former SRP coordinator at UBC for five years,
Rose Higgins has since gone on to help establish the
SRP at Ryerson University in Toronto and is currently
a WUSC board member.
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A former SRP student and SRP coordinator, Chan
Moses has experience working and volunteering with
WUSC, community settlement organizations, and
CIC.

Through their collective expertise, these participants
were able to elucidate the potential avenues for and limits
to collaboration between the SRP and settlement services
in the Lower Mainland. Furthermore, as many have had
experience working with the SRP program both at UBC and
in Kenyan refugee camps, they were able to highlight the
supports and barriers for SRP students in their integration
process on multiple scales.

Data Collection and Analysis

All of the interviews were conducted in English and partici-
pation was voluntary and unpaid. Aside from one interview
that was conducted online, I recorded all of the interviews
in person and transcribed them by hand, verbatim, includ-
ing slang, non-standard grammar, and dialects. Through a
process of initial and focused coding, I examined the bar-
riers, supports and best practices, and transnational link-
ages discussed by three categories of interviewees: settle-
ment service professionals (key informants), WUSC UBC
leadership (key informants), and SRP students (focus group
participants).3! The responses from these three groups were
compared and contrasted, allowing for common critics, rec-
ommendations, and subthemes to emerge.

While I examined the transcripts individually and within
these three groups, I also considered them collectively as
part of larger narrative. It is important to note that the par-
tition between focus group participants and key informants
does not correspond to lived realities. In actuality, all par-
ticipants embody complex social geographies that can be
traced across multiple trajectories; almost all have negoti-
ated the categories of “refugee,” “SPR student,” “local,” “cit-
izen,” “activist,” and “professional” at one point or another.

Positionality

My research process was framed by feminist geography’s
core belief that all knowledge is partial and situated.? As
such, I began by interrogating my own positionality in rela-
tion to the refugee community here at UBC, before delving
into the positionality of sponsored students in Vancouver.
As an active volunteer within the WUSC organization
since 2005, I have come to know many of the sponsored
students in a social context. This positionality within the
“WUSC system” may have inhibited some of the partici-
pants from freely criticizing the program, or discouraged
them from attending the focus groups altogether. However,
I feel that overall, the deep rapport we had developed prior
to the project created an atmosphere of trust that allowed
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students to divulge both their personal frustrations and
recommendations.

These opinions and suggestions will be tied into the fol-
lowing discussion of my research findings. I begin with a
brief background of the WUSC program and an overview
of the spatiality of the SRP and its supports, before offer-
ing recommendations based on the good practices I have
uncovered, and finally providing suggestions for future
research.

Background

Historical Context

WUSC’s predecessor, International Student Services (ISS),
began to engage with refugee issues in the 1930s and 1940s,
as it assisted European refugees from the university com-
munity who were affected by war resettle to Canada. This
work persisted through the 1950s, when Soviet aggression
and the failed Hungarian revolution spurred ISS to sup-
port Hungarian and Czechoslovakian refugees to resettle to
Canada. In the 1960s, decolonialization in Africa created an
outpouring of refugees, and many African students began
coming to Canada through WUSC.33 All of these waves of
resettlement paralleled global trends and the priorities of
the UNHCR of the time.?* In 1978, when the Canadian gov-
ernment established the PSRP, WUSC became an official
SAH and the Student Refugee Program was born.

Since its inception, the SRP has sponsored students from
thirty-five countries of origin where there had been polit-
ical turmoil. While the majority of students are African, the
program has sponsored youth from the Middle East, South
and Central America, Eastern Europe, and South and East
Asia. Some of these sponsorships reflect greater geopolitical
trends. For instance, the majority of South Africans were
sponsored in the 1980s prior to Nelson Mandela’s election,
and those from Bosnia and Herzegovina were sponsored
between 1993 and 1997, during and in the aftermath of the
Bosnian war. However, it is not solely geopolitics that deter-
mines the demographics of the SRP.

As WUSC sponsorship is linked to post-secondary
admission, it is paramount that WUSC’s overseas partners
in the countries of asylum have the demonstrated capacity
to provide students with the language training needed to
meet universities’ admission requirements. As a result,
demographic shifts in the SRP are more often a refection
on WUSC’s shifting organizational partnerships than on
(inter)national resettlement trends. WUSC currently oper-
ates out of two main countries of asylum: Malawi and
Kenya.?> However, as 80 per cent of the UBC SRP students
from 2000 to 2010 were resettled from Kenyan refugee
camps (Kakuma and Dadaab), this paper looks specifically
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at the overseas integration practices of WUSC’s Kenya part-
ner: Windle Trust.

Contemporary Context

The importance of equipping refugee youth to meet the
entry requirements for higher education in Canada cannot
be overlooked. According to Lori Wilkinson, many refu-
gee youth already resettled to Canada may be ineligible for
higher education as a result of Canadian streaming, lan-
guage barriers, and the nineteen-year age cap on free sec-
ondary schooling.3® Moreover, prior to 2003, asylum seek-
ers were unable to access student loans.?”

But it is not only the link to higher education that makes
the WUSC sponsorship unique; it is also WUSC’s peer-to-
peer model that allows for more individualized support.
This is particularly relevant given that many researchers are
calling for more personalized, culturally orientated, and
needs-based approaches to resettlement that acknowledge
the specific challenges of groups such as refugee youth.38
With over 50 per cent of GARs in 2006 being under twenty-
two years old, and refugees being generally younger than
other newcomer groups in Canada, there is a pressing need
to better understand the experiences of refugee youth in
Canada.’® Many immigrant and refugee serving organiza-
tions in the Lower Mainland have responded to this need by
developing youth-specific programming.40

The WUSC program is advantaged by the fact that is
designed for and deals solely with, a young adult demo-
graphic.*! In addition to all SRP students being between
the ages of seventeen and twenty-five, the sponsoring Local
Committees (active on post-secondary campuses across
Canada) are comprised almost entirely of student volun-
teers. Many focus group participants perceived that this
model provided them with more individualized support
than GARs receive through government-funded settlement
services:

Settlement [services] are good, but because of the amount of cli-
ents they have, they can not help people so much.—Amara

They [settlement services] really have their clients there, for other
clients coming in itshard ... If your not part of that, its gonna take

forever for someone to help you.—Eve

You come as a government sponsored refugee you don’t
have anything like WUSC sponsorship, which is very well

organized.—Hakim

SRP students can seek peer support not only from their
Local Committee, but also from fellow refugee youth. Since
the UBC Local Committee currently sponsors up to four
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students per year, these youth are able to access the invalu-
able support of a growing network of SRP students and
alumni. Simich, Beiser, and Mawani claim that such peers
aid the integration process by providing “personal affirma-
tion of common experiences of both origin and transi-
tion.”#2 As previously stated, many of these students have
lived in Kakuma and Dadaab and therefore often have per-
sonal connections that transcend the spatial and temporal
boundaries of their university lives.

The Spatiality of WUSC and Geographies of
Integration
Overseas: Sites, Stakeholders and Integration Practices in
Kenya
The camps
Throughout the Global South, the development of “safe
spaces” (like refugee camps) is facilitated by transnational
relations of power exerted by international stakeholders.43
This is exemplified in both Kakuma and Dadaab refugee
camps where international humanitarian and political
organizations strive to provide for, and spatially contain,
approximately 46,000 refugees in Kakuma and 290,000
in Dadaab.** Kenya has the precarious geography of shar-
ing borders with five other nations, all of which (aside
from Tanzania) have produced a substantial outflow of
refugee persons. With 413,000 refugees (352,000 of whom
are Somali) and 16,700 asylum seekers as of January 2010,
Kenya is one of the world’s top ten countries of asylum for
protracted refugees, and one of the top five in Africa.*> Once
in these protracted refugee situations, the chance to resettle
abroad remains the sole option for many, who are unable to
repatriate due to continued violence and are deterred from
local integration by the Kenyan government.*®

As such, programs like WUSC provide a highly sought-
after opportunity to construct a new home in a country
free of persecution. To do this, WUSC works collabora-
tively with numerous stakeholders overseas, the most rep-
utable being the UNHCR, which has ultimate authority
over the camps and all the organizations operating within
its borders. WUSC must also operate in accordance with
Canadian federal mandates; according to CIC protocol it
is up to the SAH to “make a preliminary assessment as to
whether or not the applicant may meet the refugee eligibil-
ity criteria.”¥” From there, WUSC liaises with its overseas
partner Windle Trust, the Canadian High Commission,
and the International Organization for Migration (IOM)
to select qualified candidates and arrange their language,
medical, and security tests as well as their travel documen-
tation (see Table 1).48 Because all of the official documenta-
tion for Canadian residency is done prior to departing from
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Kenya, the geographies of integration, both functional and
emotive, actually begin in the refugee camps.

Pre-departure orientation

When I say that integration begins overseas, I am referring
not simply to the process of filling out papers, but also to
the more complex emotional geographies that accompany
this process: how expectations are set and how notions of
home, family unity, and sense of well-being may begin to
shift. Pre-departure orientations are integral to this entire
process, both functionally and socially. In general, WUSC-
sponsored students participate in two pre-departure orien-
tations. The first is an IOM orientation for refugees of all
ages who are resettling to sponsoring countries in the Global
North. This orientation gives a basic overview of Canada’s
geography, socio-political structures, food, and housing, as
well as how to use electricity and send remittances. This
orientation is immensely valuable, given that IOM officials
understand how transnational links are enacted by refugees
in Canada:

The IOM one is important; they tell you how to send money back
home. But the UBC students will not tell you, they don’t do it
so they don’t know it. But when I come here I have to know it ...
Things a Canadian student cannot understand because it doesn’t
make sense to him, like “oh you’re already sponsored why are you
paying money to family? What does that mean?” But when IOM
officials talk to you they know that you are going to send money
home, so they tell you what are the procedures, where to send your
money, if your money gets lost how to follow up, all those legal
things, they deal with it.—Ali

While the IOM is able to prepare students for functional
integration by introducing Canada’s legal, institutional, and
financial structures, the WUSC orientation provides insight
into social and academic integration.*® All SRP participants
found the cultural aspect of both orientations was the most
important, as it helped them become active participants in
the integration process and minimized the impacts of cul-
ture shock:

‘We were told about life in Canada, and how we handle ourselves,
encountering different cultures and how you can adapt to differ-
ent cultures ... You know its different here from the way Africans
do it, here they say you have to contact people, people will not
come to you, you have to go to people. In Africa it is different ... So
those things we were taught, and that was the part of the culture

we came to know and I think it was helpful.—Joseph

Three of the focus group participants had received orien-
tations from Canadian students overseas and all concurred
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that these workshops were “much more meaningful” and
“very helpful” The student-to-student interaction allowed
sponsored refugees to access university-specific informa-
tion and, in some cases, contact information of individuals
in their future host locale, thus accelerating social integra-
tion. Paul Mulangu, executive director of CIAI, also sug-
gested that a one-month holistic pre-departure orientation
program led by a former sponsored student or Canadian
student could greatly aid the integration process upon
arrival.

While the pre-departure orientation should be compre-
hensive, it is also important to, “consider the relevance of
[information given], in that moment, in that space” (Ali).
Some participants suggested that all orientation materials
should be destination-specific (i.e. not informing a refugee
of Dalhousie’s admission policies if they’re going to UBC),
in order to avoid overwhelming students with information.

One of the primary functions of the pre-departure orien-
tation is to ensure participants’ expectations of Canada are
accurate. This is a pressing issue, as the lack of information
and unrealistic expectations prior to arrival in Canada can
be a primary barrier for African newcomers according to
both Paul Mulangu and Bakumba Gorle (former SRP stu-
dent and current African community settlement counsellor
at ISSofBC):

Some of them they don’t know where they’re going, they
are just told they are going to Canada and that’s it ... Some
have this crazy imagination about this country you know.
They come here thinking they’re gonna find a 5 bedroom
house, find a car parked outside, all these crazy things, but
they don’t realize all these crazy things require lots and lots
of work.—Bakumba

However, unrealistic expectations were not a concern for
SRP students, largely because of the comprehensive orienta-
tion programming they received. Particularly with respect
to accommodation and financial supports, everyone’s
expectations were met or exceeded:

I kind of found it the way I wanted it to be. The reality is what I
expected.—Eve

I didn’t expect it was going to be this much.—Amara
For me it is more than I expected it!'—Hakim

Bakumba Gorle believes that SRP students are advan-
taged because they “don’t have that crazy expectation, that’s
one thing, and secondly they know the language, so the bar-
riers are a little bit different. The only barrier that comes to
you is maybe a lot of cultural adjustments.”
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National: The Role of the WUSC National Office

The WUSC National Office, based in Ottawa, is largely
responsible for initiating this integration process overseas
by linking SRP students in the camps with resources from
their sponsoring institutions (such as course catalogues,
etc.) and working with overseas stakeholders to provide
comprehensive programming. As the official SAH, the
WUSC National Office must liaise with the CIC in Ottawa,
Windle Trust, and the Canadian High Commission in
Kenya and the CGs at various institutions across Canada.
Though its responsibilities are geographically dispersed, the
WUSC National Office is the central authority as to who
may or may not participate in the program.

Since WUSC links resettlement with post-secondary
education, the primary determinants for participation are
access to secondary education and academic performance.
Even though access to primary school education is dispro-
portionately high in Kakuma and Dadaab as compared
to other camps in Africa,”® the availability and quality of
secondary education is highly problematic. For instance,
in 2009, approximately 2,050 students sat their final pri-
mary school exams in Dadaab, even though the secondary
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school system could absorb only 450 of them.>! Congestion,
dilapidated and under-resourced facilities, and a teaching
staff that is roughly 90 per cent untrained are just some of
the challenges faced by refugees who must compete with
Kenyan nationals on their final examinations in order to
pursue post-secondary education.

The WUSC process is highly competitive and all can-
didates must be between seventeen and twenty-five years
of age,>? have completed secondary school, be recognized
as a refugee in the country of asylum, exhibit proficiency
in English or French, and meet the minimum academic
requirements outlined on the call for application. To be
admitted to the SRP, “candidates must be recognized by the
UNHCR (or by the office authorized to give refugee status
in the county of asylum) and be accepted by WUSC, the
Canadian immigration authorities, the Registrar’s Office
at the college or university, and by a sponsoring Local
Committee”.>

WUSC generally requires that the applicant be single
without dependents. This is the case for two primary rea-
sons: first, it eases integration into university life, and
second, it is extremely difficult for student-based Local

Table 1. Scales, Sites, and Stakeholders of WUSC SRP

Overseas

Nationally

Locally

Site Kenya: Dadaab, Kakuma, Nairobi | Ottawa

Vancouver, UBC

Stake-holder

WUSC Local Committee:

Number 1

UNHCR: Has ultimate authority
over camp; verifies the refugee
status of the SRP candidate;
observes the interview process

IOM: Facilitates all travel
arrangements; provides the
pre-departure orientation for
refugees

Canadian High Commission
(Overseas CIC staff):
Interviews candidate to deter-
mine eligibility and admissibil-
ity for resettlement; conducts
medical & security checks

WUSC National Office: Selects
gualified candidates; facilitates
university placements

Windle Trust Kenya: Posts call
for application in the camp;
conducts the pre-interview test
and posts the final interview
list; participates in the interview
panel; provides language profi-
ciency tests and pre-departure
orientations

Local Committee members:
Send pre-departure materials.

CIC and Quebec Immigration
Offices: Liaises with the
Canadian High Commission;
manages the re-payment of
travel loans, provides informa-
tion regarding immigration &
settlement processes

WUSC National Office: SAH with
the Government of Canada &
Quebec; responsible for the
selection and placement of
candidates; provides train-
ing to the Local Committees
(CGs); Overseas all official
documentation and facilitates
immigration process; monitors
the program.

Provides financial, social and
emotional support for at least
12 months

The University: Processes
admission, waives tuition for 5
years

UBC Housing and Conferences:
Guarantees housing for first
year

Alma Mater Society: Provides
stable recurrent funding

UBC Faculty Fund:

Additional donor
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Committees to provide the necessary financial and moral
support for a dependent—especially with respect to the cost
of child care in Canada. However, in the event that Local
Committees are able to commit to such financial and social
responsibility, WUSC has supported refugees with depend-
ents, such as single mothers, through the program. UBC is
among the select committees that have been able to make
such a commitment.

The support of single mothers is particularly relevant
given the gender disparity within the program. Between
1978 and 2008, only 269 of the 1,058 students—or roughly 25
per cent—sponsored through the WUSC SRP were women.
This in direct correlation to the fact that in the refugee camp
schools, boys outnumber girls four to one.* In response
to such inequity, many universities (including UBC) have
lowered their entrance averages for young women coming
through the SRP. In 2009, WUSC responded to this alarm-
ing gender gap by launching a new in-camp strategy, Shine
A Light—a fundraising campaign to provide refugee girls
with solar lamps to study at night, remedial training and
school supplies, and scholarships for secondary schools in
Kenya. This campaign aims to ultimately enable more young
women to qualify for the WUSC sponsorship program.

Candidates must display personal agency at their inter-
views with WUSC and CIC to demonstrate their “ability
to establish.” Once the candidate has been admitted to the
WUSC program and passed CIC’s admissibly interview and
security clearance, the WUSC National Office has the final
say on where she or he is placed in Canada. When the can-
didate accepts the sponsorship, she or he enters into a legal
agreement with WUSC (the SAH), their Local Committee
(the CG), and the Canadian government, to live in the town
or city where the CG is located and to remain in school for
the first twelve months.>> As such the refugees have a degree
of agency over the transnational and national scales of their
resettlement (as they have applied to a Canadian SAH), but
may not choose the locality or university for relocation.

The interlocking relationships between the stakeholders
shown in Table 1 give rise to complex and mutually consti-
tutive geographies. There are times when national, and even
local, actors operate in Kenya on a global scale; for instance,
when WUSC and Local Committee members provide refu-
gee students with pre-departure materials. At other times
we see global stakeholders passing off responsibilities to
national and local actors, such as when the IOM transfers
a travel loan (for the cost of the flight to Canada) to CIC,
which then passes it to the sponsored student and/or Local
Committee. These actors operate in a geographical symbio-
sis that allows the program to abide by a multitude of site-
specific protocol and regulations.

Local: The Actors and Processes Impacting Integration

in Vancouver

While the sponsored student is legally obligated to remain
within the spatial locale of the CG for their first year, the
CG is likewise obligated to “provide the sponsored student
with financial, moral and emotional support for at least 12
months.”® The moral and emotional aspects cannot be
overstated. When asked what the word “integration” means
to them, all participants referred to the affect qualities of
feeling respected by the host community: “integration is
how you relate to the people you meet,” “it’s people com-
ing together and staying together.”>” It is clear from these
responses that social support is a pressing issue for spon-
sored students. I will therefore begin by looking at aspects of
social integration, from orientation to the ongoing develop-
ment of social networks with the host and ethnocultural
communities. I will then turn to the functional integration
of labour market participation, and finally the implications
of transnational networks on both social and functional
integration

Local orientation

In order to minimize the effects of culture shock, the local
orientation must be as comprehensive as the pre-departure
one. Furthermore, it is important to show refugee stu-
dents how to navigate the geographies of the campus and
city as well as how to negotiate various social systems such
as banking and university administration. This includes
providing an orientation of physical way-finding (how to
get to one’s classes, how to find the bank) but also virtual
way-finding (how to register for courses, how to use online
banking). Paul Mulangu suggests that the best way to do
this is by relying on the “traditional way™ “What I call trad-
itional way is first to show somebody. After that, he is going
to know how to do himself, rather than giving someone a
map and saying go, they are not used to that.”

This concept was reiterated by many of the students, who
expressed a desire to be guided first and then shown the cor-
responding information online. It was repeatedly brought
to my attention that paperwork such as cellphone contracts
should be discussed in detail with the sponsored students,
so that they can make informed decisions and exercise their
personal agency.

Another fundamental challenge is the expediency needed
to provide an orientation within the two-week period
between the student’s arrival and the beginning of school.
Sponsored student Ali explains:

... well the thing was we expected a smooth transition from our
camp life to our campus life within that time frame, we expect a
lot which realistically is not possible because you need them to do
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the work of a couple months integration within that small frame

period.—Ali

As such, orientation should be seen as a long-term process,
rather than just an initial reception. This was the case five
years ago when, according to Deng—a sponsored student at
the time—various activities such as hiking, potluck dinners,
and library tours were organized throughout the semester,
provided overall consistency to the integration process.

Socio-cultural integration

While functional integration is often evaluated with a
checklist of settlement supports and guidelines, social inte-
gration is difficult to measure. The emotional geographies of
how a newcomer connects to a given place are shaped by the
evolution of their social networks and how they reposition
themselves in society. But as stated earlier, integration is a
two-way process, and thus the sponsoring group must work
to enhance social interaction between refugee students and
their local peers. Deng reflects on how such interactions can
foster a sense of belonging and well-being:

In my time I was even given a birthday party! ... Its not necessary
of course, but if the committee can actually make it happen, you
feel good ... For me I would appreciate something like that hap-

pening for someone.—Deng

However, his gratitude for past gestures is matched by the
dismay that currently

Social integration is lacking so bad, and that is really what new
students need. Because coming here can be really overwhelm-
ing, if you are coming from a small town, and then you are being
dropped in Vancouver, even the simplest thing can be really
overwhelming for a new student, so they really need a close
guide.—Deng

Multiple students claimed that in the past few years, while
the functional integration supports have improved, they
were disappointed by the level of emotional support they
received:

I was not finding what I had expected like getting to chat with
people, and coming to people when they’re really in bad situations
and thinking about different things, and thinking about different
people, but nobody is there to help you, to calm you down. I did
not feel good about that.—Joseph

I didn’t get enough support from the interactions with the people.
I got to know only very few people from the Local Committee.

Otherwise, in terms of academic and getting UBC cards all these
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things, I got enough support ... I didn’t receive all my expecta-
tions here. That’s it.—Jal

The importance of Local Committee support was empha-
sized by other research participants who concurred: “You're
big enough to be on your own, but you still need that con-
nection” (Dedi).

Glen Peterson, faculty advisor to the SRP, has reiterated
the need for more community interaction on the “basis of
something like a mentoring relationship, where we pair
Canadian students with incoming SRP students.” The CIC
considers mentoring as a critical piece of settlement pro-
gramming, and invests nearly three milion dollars annu-
ally in the Host program. This “local community-based
service delivery” program is administered by immigrant
and refugee serving agencies like ISSof BC and MOSAIC, to
match Canadian volunteers with newcomers on the prem-
ise that local volunteers are best positioned to “respond to
local needs.”® To enhance socio-cultural integration, such
a mentoring program could be developed by the Local
Committee, with the guidance of Vancouver-based immi-
grant and refugee serving agencies.

Ethnocultural connections

Community networking can be further empowered by con-
necting sponsored students to their ethnocultural groups
within the host locale. According to the literature, “the
impact of co-ethnic networks on refugee integration out-
comes needs to be clarified.”>® However, throughout my
research, participants overwhelmingly perceived such net-
works as integration supports. All of the key informants
discussed the importance of connecting new SRP students
to their ethnocultural groups in Vancouver; in particular,
Bakumba Gorle, Paul Mulangu, and Eyob Naizghi (execu-
tive director of MOSAIC) suggested that immigrant and
refugee serving agencies could play a key role in facilitating
this:

The [immigrant and refugee serving] organizations are better
suited to meet the socio-cultural needs of the students, I believe.
This may include connecting the students with their own com-
munities and other communities of interest ... [if] they are con-
nected to these groups, the stressors may be lessened ... [and it
may make a] ... significant difference in their initial settlement,
and long term integration.—Eyob

SPR students agree that connections to their ethnocultural
community and former sponsored students significantly
ease socio-cultural barriers: “Culture shock was not so huge
for me because I had people I could talk to if I had questions
about it. It helped me fit into the community” (Dedi).
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Most participants expressed a desire to be connected
to their local ethnocultural groups, and many cited UBC-
based organizations such as Africa Awareness and the
Muslim Student Association as key integration supports.
Faculty advisor Glen Peterson notes, “There’s a small but
very dedicated group of African students and other com-
munity members here [at UBC] who, my sense is, very much
rely on each other and help each other out. So that’s a great
source of support [for SRP students].”

However, it may be presumptuous to assume that one’s
social needs necessarily correlate to one’s place of origin.
While the majority of participants wanted to connect with
their co-ethnic groups, this may not always be the case
due to personal, political, or religious divisions. We must
remember that the complexity of one’s embodied geography
is not necessarily reflected in his/her country of origin. As
one student articulated, “I sometimes don’t feel comfort-
able, because they all have their own agendas. I don't feel
safe, I don’t know who to trust” (Amara). This was echoed
by SRP coordinators, who suggested that the initial orienta-
tion should include a discussion with sponsored students
regarding which local communities they would like to
engage with.

Because integration is a two way process, it is import-
ant not only to connect students to their ethnocultural
community (if they so choose), but to encourage students
to share their cultural heritage with the host society. A pri-
mary means to facilitate such cultural exchanges is through
volunteerism, both within a student’s co-ethnic commun-
ity and with Canadian students through the WUSC Local
Committee and other humanitarian groups. Eyob Naizghi
suggests that one of the best integration practices is to sup-
port “refugee students to stay actively involved with the
extra-curricular activities of university life, volunteering for
community organizations, etc.”

Integration is not always about receiving social services
and supports. The ability to work and volunteer in one’s
community promotes a sense of personal agency, valida-
tion and belonging, as well as extends one’s social networks.
Participants agreed that volunteering was a fundamental
support for social integration:

I didn’t get help from the [Sudanese] community but I give help to
the community. I feel, I don’t know how to call it, I feel like I have
something, being a student you gain so much from the knowledge,
even up to now, I help the community because it’s very important.

Just helping and not getting help.—Dedi

Certain students also felt that it was important for the SRP
students to volunteer with the WUSC Local Committee
in order to validate refugees as positive agents of change
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within the community, while building their own skill sets
and connections:

I try to be involved as much as I can, and I think it’s very good
because at the same time it will help us, and it will help others to
know us. Because it’s not always them helping us but maybe we
can contribute too ... . at the same time you find networks, you

find friends, you know other things.—Amara

I think one thing that is very important is to get SRP students
more involved in the WUSC club ... And I'm really grateful I
did that because it changed my life totally ... my mind is kind of
global now.—Chan

Volunteerism can also assist sponsored students to progress
on the labour market trajectory, by acquiring Canadian
experience and references for their resumés.

Labour market participation

Labour market participation is particularly relevant given
that the deskilling of overseas (African and Middle Eastern)
work experience by Canadian employers has been an initial
barrier for SRP students in finding employment: “The bar-
rier was lack of Canadian experience. That was the barrier
in getting your first job, it was hard to get that first job. But
after getting it, the second was easier, the third was easier”
(Deng).

All focus group participants have suggested the Local
Committee could do more under the CIC protocol to “help
refugees find employment” by assisting them in attaining
Canadian job experience and references.®® Although SRP
students are receiving a world-class education, this must be
supplemented by additional skill sets such as resumé writ-
ing, interview clinics, and so forth. Relevant workshops
are available at an institutional level through UBC Career
Services; however, most focus group participants were
unaware of them, and suggested that they be included in the
initial orientation. This reflects a national trend, whereby
refugees may be underutilizing human services due to alack
of information.®! Key informants further suggested that an
employment mentorship program, perhaps modelled on the
Host program, could enhance labour market participation
and even strengthen community life.

However, while employment may be an initial bar-
rier for SRP students, ultimately WUSC sponsored youth
have better labour market trajectories than most PSRs. A
2007 CIC survey identified employment as one of the two
largest resettlement challenges for PSRs.®? As a result of
deskilling, 60 per cent of PSRP respondents in the survey
indicated a desire to attain skills training in a wide range of
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employment areas.®> In contrast, a 2007 WUSC Executive
Summary that found that 97 per cent of WUSC students
have completed or are in the process of completing their
post-secondary education, and 85 per cent have found work
in their chosen field after graduation.®* According to the
report, “an overwhelming majority agreed that enrollment
in a college or university and support of the WUSC spon-
soring group were the key factors in their successful integra-
tion into Canadian society.”®

This successful employment rate comes at a time when
refugees are experiencing “downward occupational mobil-
ity” and “achieving lower economic outcomes than in the
past.”%6 In particular, newcomers from sub-Saharan Africa
are experiencing lower employment rates than other groups,
and African refugee youth are among the least likely to find
employment in Canada.®’ In a 2008 study mapping the
labour market transitions of immigrant-born, refugee-born,
and Canadian-born youth, Lori Wilkinson found that refu-
gee youth experienced the highest levels of unemployment,
with nearly one-third of her sample (aged twenty to twenty-
four) being unemployed.®8

As education is considered to be the “major pathway” to
access economic advancement in Canada,® it follows that
SRP students who have completed their post-secondary
education find themselves in a position to contribute to and
benefit from the Canadian labour market.

Not only does post-secondary education provide skills
training and knowledge to advance one’s human capital,
but its also advances one’s social capital through a network
of professors, professional mentors, and future colleagues.
According to Navjot Lamba, the networks many refugees
employ “may not be sufficient to overcome their downward
occupational mobility.””? This is not the case for SRP stu-
dents whose access to post-secondary resources and con-
tacts can help them achieve occupational success. Through
the university, SRP students are able to overcome the major
barriers to economic integration outlined by Usha George:
lack of Canadian credentials, language barriers, competi-
tion from increasingly educated Canadians, and lack of
Canadian networks.”!

Not only is employment an indicator of functional inte-
gration, but as SRP student Hakim points out, it contributes
to social integration as well:

In terms of the Vancouver community, you can learn it through
your work places. Like for me I work at [a grocery store]. I get to
know about the people working with me, those people, the cus-

tomers in that store, so you can learn through working.
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Transnational links

The reason labour market participation is so crucial is
because of the immense pressures students have to remit
money home. As such, these transnational links are rooted
in and dependent on the students’ functional integration.
Yet conversely, this need to send remittances can implicate
refugees’ ability to integrate as well as impede their aca-
demic performance.”? Students mentioned that there had
been occasions where SRP students at other universities
had to drop out of school to pay off the transportation loan
or support family members overseas. All key informants
agreed that this pressure begins immediately once the refu-
gee has arrived in Canada: “When you land here you gotta
support somebody and it can add a lot of stress, because
nobody can support everybody in the community, we are
not the UN, the UN can’t anyway” (Bakumba).

Chris Friesen, ISSof BC director of settlement services,
agrees that “the intense pressure placed on refugee immi-
grants when they first arrive in Canada to contribute to the
well being of friends, family, extended family, and com-
munity members back home” can impede their integration
as it keeps them on the margins, “living on income support,
welfare, on or most likely below the poverty line.”

The transnational implications of sending remittance are
complex; while it acts as a barrier for the sponsored refu-
gees, it is simultaneously a support for overseas networks.
The ability of students to remit money home, combined
with the knowledge and skill sets they acquire in Canada,
reposition them as agents who can strengthen their com-
munities in Africa (by supporting their siblings” education,
etc.), through transnational efforts. Sponsored students
articulated that the transnational benefits of the WUSC SRP
were a primary motive for joining the program:

... it is a program that is helping a lot of people. Not only to those
students that are sponsored, but also their families, relatives back
in Africa. It’s very helpful and I really appreciate for those who
initiated this program.—Siyad

As the first UBC SRP student and current executive direc-
tor of MOSAIC, Eyob Naizghi knows the challenges refugee
students face in maintaining their transnational networks
while negotiating their own multi-faceted identities within
the host society. He claims,

Connecting with overseas is not good enough on its own. They
have to find a means of airing their background locally. So it is
equally important that they have a local connection that sup-
ports their overseas network. Some of them have the burden of
supporting their overseas networks (relatives, family members) ...
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It is important that these factors are acknowledge by the local

community.—Eyob

Again the Host program is a good model for this sup-
portive local connection. Not only does it aid newcomers
in finding employment to support their overseas networks,
but it is premised on the idea that everyone is a teacher and
everyone a learner. The Canadian volunteer introduces the
newcomer to available services, contacts in their field of
work, and community activities while learning about their
cultural heritage, world view, and geopolitical history.

Hyndman and Walton claim that “transnationalism is
about identities that traverse multiple places.”” This is cer-
tainly true for SRP students who have traversed not only
multiple places, but also multiple social and institutional
categories: “African,” “refugee,” “permanent resident,”

“Canadian,” “local,” The negotiation of these transnational

identities is complex and not easily understood, but what
is clear is that the Local Committee must work to validate
all of these embodied geographies and their correspond-
ing networks, through initiatives such as cultural nights,
online forums, and fundraisers for community projects in
the refugee camps, etc. As faculty advisor Glen Peterson
articulates:

I think that the more students can come here and adapt here and
build lives here without rupturing their previous lives is a good
thing. They’re able to develop multiple identities which I think
is a good thing. They don’t see themselves as either Canadian or
African, they see themselves as both. And I think they can flourish
in both of those contexts, and things like internet communication

make that much more possible.

The importance of preserving overseas links is matched
by a need to maintain a network of past, current, and future
UBC-sponsored students. These students are bonded by
their common geographies of dislocation and resettlement,
as well as their experiences integrating into the University of
British Columbia. In this respect, the “SRP is very different
[from settlement agencies]—it is like a family” (Bakumba).
Sponsored students Eve and Dedi agree that transnational
communication must be maintained because:

We have a nice community that we can always look up to ... we
should keep the big group, even if they graduate keep them

involved, so that it grows, grows, grows.—Eve

... The SRP is a community of people ... I know that in 20 years
from today we’re still going to be useful to each other.—Dedi

Areas for Further Research

This paper has sought to provide the first formal report
on the Student Refugee Program at UBC with respect to
the geographies of resettlement and integration overseas,
nationally, and locally. The importance of continual, holis-
tic orientation programming and social networking within
one’s ethnocultural group and host locale has been eluci-
dated. However, the pursuit of the following umbrella topics
for further research could be immensely beneficial:

1. an in-depth study of what settlement services SRP
students are eligible for in Vancouver, highlighting
the possible avenues for, and limits to, collaboration
with immigrant and refugee serving organizations;

2. the distinctions between SRP students and other
African newcomers with respect to the barriers they
face and their perceived level of personal agency; and

3. An investigation of post-WUSC sponsorship repatria-
tion trends to better understand what contributions
former SRP students are making in their home
countries.

The WUSC SRP is a small sponsorship program; how-
ever, its significance lies not in its size, but in its uncompro-
mising belief in the human capital of refugee students. The
program is increasingly relevant in an ever-globalizing
world. As Chris Friesen states, the expansion of the pro-
gram “has come at a time when UBC is continually look-
ing abroad, trying to position itself as a global institution of
excellence, so this program fits quite nicely into the direc-
tion that the university is moving towards.” Not only does it
help position UBC as a global leader, but it also reflects well
upon Canada’s position as an international leader for refu-
gee resettlement. The SRP instigates nation-building not
through economic migration, but through the principles of
collectivism, multiculturalism, and reciprocal knowledge
that uphold Canada’s humanitarian traditions and inter-
national responsibilities. Sponsored student Ali articulates
it best:

I hope people will realize that this is a program that has helped
over 1,000 it’s helped them change their life. And when you think
about changing the life it’s not a change for just a person, it’s
change for a whole family, a community, a whole tribe, it goes
beyond, beyond, beyond. I hope to see this bigger, better and more
pronounced that it is.
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