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Refugee & Immigrant Counselling in Schools



Calgary Herald

https://calgaryherald.com/news/local-news/calgary-school-boards-assess-thousands-of-refugee-students-arriving-since-july


2023-2024 Welcome Centre registration numbers as of September 28, 2023.

Included in the totals above are 582 refugee students and 565 students from the 
Ukraine.



Calgary Herald

https://calgaryherald.com/news/local-news/refugee-students-lead-program-public-schools


What is RICS
A growing program, now with 8 counsellors (7 FTE) 

based in the school.

10 schools (5 high schools, 5 middle schools) 
mostly in the Northeast of Calgary



We are part of an ecosystem of safety & connection





Service model



Service model



Feedback Informed Treatment: Making sure the client is heard
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Feedback Informed Treatment: Making sure the client is heard



September:
•7 RICS staff; 8 schools
•18 single sessions
•0 ongoing sessions
•Several presentations, including attending Meet the Teacher nights

October
•8 RICS staff; 10 schools
•48 single sessions
•20 ongoing client sessions
•Presentations in schools: 165 students attended

Of 46 respondents to Impact survey (used in single sessions), the following 
reported agreement of improving the following metrics

Anxiety Hopelessness Distress Risk

100% 97% 100% 91%

Outcomes and successes



Single session themes



Ongoing session themes



Presentations and support to the school



Lessons learned: Our challenges are also our opportunities
Challenges
• Stigma and not trusting mental 

health professionals.
• Processes for starting service and 

attaining consent in a big school 
system and diverse needs of 
parents: often schools have 
different processes or cultures of 
mental health; parents diverse 
understandings of counselling.

• Diversity in motivation for service 
when students are themselves 
referred by teachers or parents. 
Student might feel like “mandated 
client”.

• Working through interpreters.

Opportunities
• Focus on earning trust and comfort 

with professionals, finding 
culturally appropriate ways to talk 
about mental health.

• Foster the relationships of the 
family and teachers as a natural 
support system.

• Support a student’s agency over 
what they want in counselling 
service. Facilitate client identifying 
their own needs when possible, 
RICS staff attention to cultural 
sensitivities, and/or supporting 
with referrals

• Strive for the value of ensuring 
client is heard and understood.



Lessons learned: Our challenges are also our opportunities
Challenges
• A professional culture of 

assuming similarities between 
students of the same culture, 
when every student is 
completely unique.

• Slow uptake / timing of program 
start

• Persisting gaps in service

Opportunities
• Support each student to be in 

control of telling their own story.
• Using downtime to host 

presentations and facilitate 
conversations in school with 
students, teachers, and parents.

• Flexibility, flexibility, flexibility.



Thank you: 
Refugee and Immigrant Counselling in Schools (RICS) team, 

 Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada,
 University of Calgary, 

Calgary Board of Education,
Alberta Education

Contact: peter.driftmier@kindred.ca
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