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Welcome to “Connect”, the second manual in our four-part 
series on Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers 
with Volunteer Welcome Groups. 

The purpose of the manual is to support Welcome Group volunteers in helping 
connect Government-Assisted Refugee (GAR) newcomers with available services 
for the first steps in their settlement and the longer journey toward durable 
integration, in a way that complements the role of settlement sector staff and 
caseworkers.  

Research shows that GAR newcomers access fewer available services and face 
more difficulty in acquiring language skills than Privately-Sponsored Refugee 
(PSR) newcomers. In turn, these dynamics can lead to more social isolation and 
lower integration rates. Volunteer Welcome Groups can play a crucial role in 
offering GARs additional support in acquiring language skills, and helping them 
access available first year services.  
 
We encourage Welcome Group members to recall and revisit the concepts from 
the first manual in the series, “Welcome”. Remember that the desired outcome 
of your relationship is to foster autonomy and empowerment; all interventions 
and decisions around accessing services and making choices should be based 
on informed consent and be sensitive to potential sources of vulnerability; 
the ultimate goal of your support is to help foster long-term integration. These 
concepts provide a general orientation toward your relationship with GAR 
families. Every relationship is unique, and the resources available in this manual 
are offered as a guide to help you in your relationship.  

About the Manual
In the first months the most important aspects of settlement include getting 
children enrolled in school, starting sustained and consistent language practice, 
and ensuring newcomers make use of the range of available services. Welcome 
Groups can play a key role in all of these connections.  
 
Given the range of services available, the manual offers a broad overview of the 
types of services and issue areas Welcome Groups will want to focus on. The 
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selections included in the manual are based on feedback from previous Welcome 
Groups, GAR newcomers, and settlement sector personnel. We offer more detailed 
information in city-specific lists of resources available at www.togetherproject.
ca/resources, and a list of general Ontario-wide resources are available in the 
appendix. Finally, the website www.settlement.org is an excellent and compre-
hensive resource for understanding and accessing available services.

The Vital Importance of Language Acquisition / Section 1  
offers an explanation of available language training for GAR newcomers, and 
offers some suggestions and practical tips for Welcome Groups to take part in 
the essential process of language acquisition.  

Education and Accreditation / Section 2 explains the rights and 
responsibilities of children to attend school, and resources for enrolling adults in 
secondary school or career-bridging programs.  

Accessing Health Services / Section 3 explains the range of health 
services available for GAR newcomers, including OHIP and the more comprehensive 
Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP), as well as services available to newcomers 
with disabilities.  

Available Financial Supports / Section 4 gives an overview of 
different tax benefits for families and newcomers in addition to specialized 
social assistance.  

Women’s Services / Section 5 details some specific training and educa-
tional resources for women, advice for addressing domestic abuse, and access-
ing women’s health options.

Children & Youth Services / Section 6 focuses on ensuring children 
and youth access extracurricular activities.   

Household Supplies, Technology, and Miscellaneous / 
Section 7  gives some tips on ensuring newcomer families can access 
affordable and useful household items and clothing, technology tools, and 
transportation options.  
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Language & Social Inclusion 
Language acquisition relates to all aspects of settlement and integration and is 
arguably the most important aspect of social inclusion. It is also one of the most 
sustained and significant challenges for most GAR newcomers. Delayed or 
insufficient acquisition of functional language skills can lead to social isolation, 
poor mental health, unemployment, post-migration trauma, and more experi-
ences with discrimination.
 
Older adults can find it particularly hard given cognitive challenges of later 
language acquisition and the lack of daily practice afforded to youth and children. 
In addition, women often access fewer language classes given gendered divisions 
of household labour and insufficient child-care options. While all GAR newcomers 
have access to language classes, they can experience barriers including 
insufficient childcare options, long wait and travel times, and many complain that 
government-funded classes are insufficient for developing functional skills.     
 

Welcome Groups can therefore play an important role in helping newcomers 
develop language skills. And while the stakes of language acquisition are admittedly 
high, sustained language practice is a fun and collaborative way to deepen the 
relationships inside your match, and is one of the most practical ways volunteers 
can assist newcomers. In several of our matches Welcome Groups have divided 
tasks, with two or three people devoted solely to weekly meetings for English 
language support.     

English Language Assessment and Referral
All GARs will undergo a baseline language assessment based on the Canadian 
Language Benchmarks (CLB) – a set of standardized national criteria for language 
acquisition. In Ontario assessment and referrals are operated through CLARS 
(Coordinated Language Assessment & Referral System). Referrals to all govern-
ment-funded language-training programs are coordinated through Language 
Assessment Centres. A list of these centres can be found on www.language.ca.

Section 1 The Vital Importance  
of Language Acquisition 

Welcome Groups can play an important role in 
helping newcomers develop language skills.  
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The CLB is divided into three stages, each of which is comprised of four 
benchmarks, for a total of twelve ESL levels. Each stage represents a different 
degree of complexity and demand, based on listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing skills.
 

Stage I – Basic Language Ability (1–4)
Stage II – Intermediate Language Ability (5–8)
Stage III – Advanced Language Ability (9–12)

 
A newcomer’s goal is to progress through the different stages. Level 5 to 6 are 
generally considered the minimum to undertake employment or skills training 
courses. It is common for English language learners to be in different 
benchmarks in the four language skills. A self-assessment tool can be found at 
www.clb-osa.ca. Some English language learners may need to learn English and 
develop literacy skills at the same time, as their access to education may have 
been restricted or interrupted. They require specific supports to develop skills 
and strategies usually acquired through formal education. 

LINC, ESL, & ELT
Different levels of government-funded language training for newcomers are 
available. The Provincial Government funds a series of English as a Second 
Language (ESL) programs and classes often delivered by local school boards in 
various community settings.  
 
Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) is funded by Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada, and is available for refugee newcomers 18 
years or older. 
 
In Toronto, the wait list for accessing LINC classes can be up to two months 
given the increased quotas for resettling Syrian refugees in 2015 and 2016. LINC 
classes take on a task-based approach, helping newcomers develop the 
language skills required to perform real world tasks in everyday life. Settle-
ment-related information is also integrated in the curriculum.
 
There are several types of ESL courses available for GARs. Depending on the 
neighbourhood, there might be several options through community centres and 
local school boards, or informal courses with faith groups and volunteer 
initiatives. The resource lists at www.togetherproject.ca/resources can help you 
find supplementary language classes.
 
Finally, there are employment-oriented programs like Enhanced Language 
Training (ELT), which offers adults language training specifically geared toward 
finding and retaining employment. Similar programs include Occupation-specific 
Language Training (OSLT) and Bridge Training Programs. The Governments of 
Canada and Ontario fund these programs. They are offered from a range of 



organizations including settlement organizations, trade associations and unions, 
and universities and colleges. ELT classes are particularly useful and appropriate 
for internationally-trained professionals or tradespeople. The level of proficiency 
required is comparable to levels 6-10 of the CLB.   
 
Everyday English Language Support
Even with the language training that they receive through ESL or LINC classes, 
GAR newcomers still benefit greatly from having ample opportunity for conver-
sation, which can help them in everyday situations. Focusing language practice 
on real life situations is a key element for helping your matched family with 
learning English. You don’t have to be professional English instructors or have 
any experience to help your matched family develop skills and confidence. 
Emphasize dynamic interactions and practical scenarios and tailor lessons to 
family interests. Be encouraging and patient, particularly with adults who have a 
more difficult time acquiring language skills.   
 

There are numerous English language instruction resources available in the 
appendix as well as at www.togetherproject.ca/resources. The point is to find 
resources that suit your capacities to teach and the family’s interests in learning. 
One easy to access tool is the free app / website Duolingo: www.duolingo.com.    
 
The Calgary Board of Education and Government of Alberta developed a resource 
and curriculum entitled “Teaching Refugees with Limited Formal Schooling”. It 
offers valuable tips and resources for at-home language instruction, as well as 
best practices for offering instruction through the lens of trauma-informed care, 
with lessons for English language instruction from school boards and governments 
around the world – www.teachingrefugees.com.   

Practical English Language Support Activities  
•         Role-playing potentially daunting situations, like calling a landlord  

or plumber, visiting a physician, or grocery shopping;
•         Turn outings and events into English language learning opportunities;
•        Practice “small talk”;
•        Exchange lessons about pop culture;
•         Label household items in English and the native language;
•         Use flashcards, play charades and board games;
•         Use local events and newspaper articles to build vocabulary and 

discuss their new context;
•         Organize conversation circles with other Welcome Groups and GAR 

families.  
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match case study
The prospect of learning a new language can be very daunting. John, a 
Welcome Group lead in Toronto, wanted to make the experience more 
inviting and enjoyable for the family his group was matched with. He 
decided to try something different and created a collaborative set of 
videos consisting of translating Arabic words to English based on the 
family’s interests. By giving them the power to decide which words they 
wanted to learn, the family took a more active and hands on role in their 
learning as opposed to being the passive recipients. This dynamic 
approach made learning more inviting, especially for the father, who 
was reticent to participate. In the end, this tool provided them with a 
fun experience over which they had taken ownership and of which they 
were proud, and a learning tool in their inventory they could review 
whenever they wanted to and share with their friends, neighbours and 
fellow newcomers.
 
Other successful ideas included creating a menu and ambience of a 
fictional restaurant. The Welcome Group and GAR family alternate roles 
in playing restaurant staff and patrons. Welcome Groups might also 
incorporate English language practice into group cooking exercises, 
breaking down tasks into parts of speech and practicing sentence 
structures. The underlying idea is to make learning English fun,  
interactive, and practical.
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Section 2 
Education and Accreditation 

In Ontario, every child under the age of 18 is obliged by law to attend school. 
There is no reason for which any child should be prohibited from attending 
school. GAR newcomers might not understand their children’s full educational 
rights, their legal responsibilities, or the culture of mandatory daily attendance. 
In many cases the children might not have undergone formal education for a 
period of several years. Helping with homework and acclimatizing children to 
school routines is one area where the Welcome Group can offer guidance and 
support.   
 
Dealing with Bullying at School
Some matched GAR children have experienced bullying at school. If your match 
mentions that their child is being bullied, you should advise that they immediately 
schedule a meeting with their school’s principal. Welcome Groups can arrange 
for a Cultural Ambassador to accompany them to the meeting. Volunteers can 
offer to accompany their match to a meeting with the principal, as attending 
alone may prove intimidating to the family. Volunteers can also provide their 
matches with further resources on bullying, cyberbullying, and bullying preven-
tion, which can be found at http://www.prevnet.ca/bullying/parents. This website 
includes a section on questions to ask when talking to school administrators 
regarding bullying issues.
 
If necessary, lawyers and community legal clinics are available that deal specifically 
with children’s rights. Legal Aid Ontario can be contacted at 1-800-668-8258 / 
416-979-1446; Justice for Children and Youth (a specialty law clinic dealing with 
legal issues affecting those under age 18) can be contacted at 1-866-999-5329 / 
416-920-1633.
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Adult Education
All adults are eligible for adult 
high-school and post-second-
ary education. Most school 
boards in the province offer 
adult high school or have 
programs to access a General 
Educational Development 
(GED) (high-school equivalen-
cy) curriculum, which can be 
important for accessing 

employment or post-secondary education. Many schools offer night courses or 
distance education to work from home. Welcome Groups can play an important 
role in helping adults work through this curriculum in a way that is complemen-
tary to household labour or childcare responsibilities.   
 
Career Bridging
In the first year of settlement most GAR newcomers will focus on the basics of 
settlement and language acquisition. Career advancement and job training are 
covered in Manual 3 “Empower”. However, Ontario Bridge Training is available 
for newcomers with a post-secondary degree and international work experi-
ence. The Ontario Bridging Assistance Participant Program, similar to OSAP, 
offers bursaries for up to $5,000 for adults taking part in the program.

Helping with homework and 
acclimatizing children to 
school routines is one area 
where the Welcome Group can 
offer guidance and support.



Accessing health services can be a major source of concern for refugee newcom-
ers, particularly since GARs are resettled to Canada on vulnerability criteria. This 
might include medical issues or disabilities. Welcome Groups can play a crucial 
role in helping navigate bureaucracy and referrals.

OHIP
As Permanent Residents, GAR newcomers are eligible for OHIP and can thus 
visit physicians or make hospital visits in the same way as any resident. GAR 
newcomers are registered for OHIP and receive their OHIP Health Cards during 
their temporary accommodation at the reception centre under the Resettle-
ment Assistance Program (RAP) by their local service provider organization. 
Recognized Convention refugees are exempt from the three month waiting 
period to access OHIP. Youth under the age of 25 will be automatically enrolled 
in OHIP+, which covers prescription drugs under the Ontario Drug Benefit Program.
 
Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP)
The Interim Federal Health Program (IFHP) provides temporary (one year) 
coverage for medical services to protected groups such as resettled refugees 
and refugee claimants. The IFHP provides supplemental coverage, similar to a 
basic insurance plan. It includes:
 

•        Prescription drug coverage (similar to the Ontario Drug Benefit 
formulary for Ontarians on social assistance);

•        Limited vision care coverage (annual eye exam and coverage for 
prescriptions lenses every two years);

•       Urgent dental care;
•       Home care and long-term care;
•       Pregnancy and midwifery services;
•        Services from a variety of allied health-care practitioners (e.g. physical 

therapy); and
•        Assistive devices, medical supplies, and mobility equipment (e.g. 

prosthetics, orthotics, etc).
 

It is important to liaise with your matched newcomer family or settlement 
worker to ensure that they are aware of the range of supports available through 
IFHP, and access these supports as soon as possible in order to maximize the 
benefits of extended health coverage. Those who require help navigating the 
system and being connected with an interim health provider can call the 

Section 3 
Accessing Health Services  
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Refugee HealthLine at 1-866-286-4770. GAR newcomers will need to show their 
IFHP Certificate or Refugee Protection Claimant Document with client ID - also 
known as their Unique Client Identifier (UCI) number - in order to access IFHP 
benefits, such as prescription medications. Only health providers enrolled with 
IFHP will accept this health insurance. Welcome Groups can find a list of 
providers at https://ifhp-pfsi.medavie.bluecross.ca/en/search-ifhp-providers/, 
and if they have healthcare providers in their personal networks can urge them 
to enrol.  
 
Welcome Groups can help families connect with a primary care provider (family 
doctor or nurse practitioner), if they haven’t already through their settlement 
agency or RAP SPO. Establishing an early connection with a trusted primary care 
provider can help to address health conditions before they progress and can 
ensure supports are in already place in case a problem arises in the future 
(whether physical, mental, emotional, social). In addition to providing care for 
acute and chronic conditions (including mental health) and engaging in preven-
tative care, they can refer patients to specialists and other health services (such 
as physical therapy).

Dental Coverage 
Many GARs arrive in Canada in need of urgent oral health interventions. While 
IFHP covers some dental care, extended orthodontic or other treatments are 
not covered. Local public health agencies may offer additional low-cost dental 
services (e.g. Toronto Public Health listing of low cost dental facilities). Healthy 
Smiles Ontario offers free dental care for children 17 years and younger for 
residents of Ontario whose household meets income eligibility requirements - 
families can enroll online at www.ontario.ca/healthysmiles. 

Mental Health 
Many refugee newcomers have undergone trauma and duress related to war 
and persecution. Almost all will have experienced or be experiencing stress and 
trauma of relocation to Canada - a phenomenon known as “relocation stress”. 
As highlighted in the first manual in this series, not all refugee newcomers will 
have post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or mental health concerns, but their 
vulnerability and unique experiences mean that Welcome Groups should be 
aware that a range of supports are available if desired and that helping GAR 
newcomers access mental health is also an important avenue to preventing 
volunteer burnout. In addition, Welcome Groups can help remove the stigmas 
around mental health prevalent among many newcomer communities by 
following newcomers’ leads around how to speak about mental health concerns 
or recognizing signs of depression or trauma.       
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GAR newcomers enrolment in IFHP offers access to counselling, psychotherapy, 
and clinical psychology services. The Canadian Mental Health Association  has a 
list of resources for mental health help for newcomers by city (www.cmhc.ca); 
and the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) has an ongoing Refugee 
Mental Health Project, which includes a list of several thousand practitioners 
across the country, as well as a series of free webinars around supporting 
newcomers’ mental health (https://www.porticonetwork.ca/web/rmhp/home). 

Community Health Centres
Community Health Centres (CHCs) are local, non-profit organizations offering a 
range of medical services in addition to those funded through the federal and 
provincial governments. CHCs perform a variety of essential functions, including 
providing and connecting newcomers to primary care, offering health-education 
services, and facilitating health and wellness support groups. Interpreter services 
are available (in-person or by phone). OHIP coverage and clinician referral are 
not required for accessing CHC services, which makes them an important 
complement to the services provided under OHIP, particularly for new refugees 
and newcomers who may not yet have a Health Card or are otherwise uninsured. 

weclome group advocacy 
One of the key roles of the Welcome Group is advocating on behalf of 
their matched newcomer family or individual. This can be as simple as 
reconfirming appointment dates with relevant settlement sector staff, 
keeping GAR newcomers up to date with changes in paperwork or 
processing, or helping a family create a calendar to keep track of their 
appointments. Many Welcome Groups accompany their matches to 
medical appointments, or at least help them learn how to travel to 
them. Cultural differences might mean newcomers are more deferential 
to healthcare practitioners or are not aware of the most productive 
follow-up questions or clarifications. Welcome Groups can help with 
ensuring proper follow-up and full information from healthcare providers. 

It is vitally important to keep the concepts of informed consent and 
empowerment at the fore of any advocacy. Physicians will not give 
confidential medical information unless it can be shown that express 
and informed consent has been obtained from the patient. For more 
information on the policy regarding the confidentiality of personal 
health information from the College of Physicians and Surgeons of 
Ontario, please refer to their official policy statement at www.cpso.on.ca. 



CHCs are generally neighbourhood-specific, and individuals seeking care must 
generally live in the local catchment area to access services. Welcome Groups 
should become familiar with the CHC’s in their area, so that they can help direct 
GARs to them as needed (https://www.aohc.org/find-a-centre).
 
Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP)
The Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) offers financial and employment 
support for individuals who suffer from temporary or permanent disabilities. 
Eligibility is determined by ODSP caseworkers. All applicants must be over 18, be 
in financial need, and meet the program’s definition of a person with a disability. 
The financial support offered is intended to cover shelter and basic needs, and 
is determined based on an applicant’s family size, assets, and other financial 
obligations. Applicants do not have to be receiving financial support to qualify 
for the ODSP’s employment supports, which may include job training, transpor-
tation assistance, assistive devices and equipment, and other materials and 
support relevant to obtaining and keeping a steady job. Welcome Groups 
should consider liaising with settlement sector workers if they think that the 
family should be receiving support from ODSP.
 
Translation at Medical Appointments
Ontario hospitals are not legally required to provide language interpretation and 
translation services for patients who do not speak either English or French; this 
can be a barrier to obtaining proper care for many refugees, especially those 
who are not yet fluent in an official language. Many larger hospitals and medical 
centres have on-site translation staff or have access to over-the-phone transla-
tors, but these services are not universally provided. Access to proper medical 
interpretation services is crucial for the health outcomes of GARs; research 
shows it reduces rates of misdiagnosis, the prescription of costly and ineffective 
rounds of treatment, and the duration and frequency of hospital stays. Welcome 
Groups whose matches require medical translation services should familiarize 
themselves, through their 
local Resettlement Assis-
tance Program Service 
Provider Organization (RAP 
SPO), with what interpreta-
tion services are offered to 
GARs, either through the 
RAP SPO, the medical sector, 
and other community 
organizations. Some of these 
organizations are listed in 
the appendix and at 
www.togetherproject.ca.

Welcome Groups can play a 
crucial role in supporting 
newcomers in accessing 
health services by helping 
them navigate bureaucracy 
and referrals.
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All GARs receive a monthly financial stipend based on family size and composi-
tion. While Welcome Groups may want to help with budgeting, it is important to 
keep in mind that GAR newcomers must express informed consent for access to 
finances or financial information.
 
All GARs are eligible for the Canada Child Tax Benefit, Child Benefit Supplement, 
Ontario Child Benefit, Child Disability Benefit, and HST credits. Though their local 
RAP SPO will likely have enrolled the family in these benefits, Welcome Groups 
should ensure all applications have been completed and submitted.

There are a range of services available for families with special needs children. 
The Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services maintain an up-to-date 
website of resources for children with developmental disabilities, autism, mental 
health, and rehabilitation services, in addition to services for children with 
sensory disabilities. Families with children who require daily care might be 
eligible for respite programs or annual respite funding of up to $3,500 per year.         
 
Welcome Groups matched with families with special needs children should liaise 
with their settlement worker and consider walking them through the resources 
available at www.specialneedsroadmap.ca.  

Section 4 
AVAILABLE FINANCIAL SUPPORTS

It is important to keep in mind that GAR newcomers 
must express informed consent for access to  
finances or financial information
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GAR women very often face unique and additional barriers to successful 
integration. As a member of a Welcome Group, it is important to be both aware 
of these challenges and of the existing organizations that can offer the support 
needed to overcome them. Education and literacy rates vary across different 
cohorts and individuals, but tend to be lower among women.
 
Women-Specific Education & Training
Employment is a crucial component of successful resettlement and integration. 
There are a number of job training opportunities geared specifically towards 
helping newcomer women. Welcome Groups have an important role in helping 
newcomer women access these services. A number of programs and organiza-
tions that offer support for women are available in the appendix and at www.
togetherproject.ca/resources. They include training resources for women in the 
trades, micro-investment opportunities for women building their own business-
es, and forums for women looking to enhance their management and financial 
literacy skills.

Domestic Violence
Domestic violence is a global problem and thus one that is present within 
newcomer communities. The term “domestic violence” encompasses intimate 
partner violence, child abuse, older adult abuse, sibling violence, and in-law 
violence. It also ranges from neglect and maltreatment to physical and sexual 
violence. Service providers, healthcare practitioners, and Welcome Group 
members have reported instances of domestic abuse among GAR women and 
children, however there is no evidence to suggest that it is any more prevalent 
in newcomer communities than in society at large. So while Welcome Groups 
shouldn’t necessarily expect to encounter it, you should be aware of available 
resources and the appropriate steps should domestic violence occur. Welcome 
Groups should not attempt to directly intervene in cases of suspected domestic 
violence or abuse without first consulting the family’s settlement worker or 
caseworker, as well as Together Project staff. 

Decisions on how to respond to suspected cases of neglect, abuse, or mistreat-
ment of children can be very challenging. Volunteers should report any suspi-
cions or concerns to relevant settlement sector and Together Project staff. 
Anyone with reasonable grounds to suspect that a child is or may be in need of 
protection has an obligation to report it. The overarching goal should be the 
protection of the child in question.

Section 5 
women’s services



In the case of adults, the first step should be to approach the suspected victim 
in a confidential manner. If the victim provides expressed consent Welcome 
Groups can bring the situation to the attention of the relevant settlement sector 
staff or a member of Together Project staff. The Assaulted Women’s Helpline 
(www.awhl.org) is also available at all times with translation services. If a woman 
in need is unable to call the helpline herself and has confided her situation, but 
asked that it not be disclosed to Together Project staff and others, Welcome 
Group members can call the helpline to receive advice and suggestions on how 
to approach the situation. Women in need of immediate help or removal from a 
dangerous situation can access temporary or transitional housing. A full list of 
Ontario women’s shelters can be found at www.sheltersafe.ca/ontario/.

Women’s Health
Welcome Groups should be aware of resources available to women for specific 
health concerns, particularly since language and the potential lack of previous 
experience with women-centric health services can act as barriers to access. 

Two central areas of concern are contraception / sexual health and female-spe-
cific cancer screening. There are free or affordable contraception options for 
women in Ontario and it is important that women are able to comfortably speak 
to a physician about what method best suits their preferences and means. 

It is likely that many women will feel more comfortable speaking to and being 
examined by a female physician. If needed, Welcome Group members can help 
women in their matched family ask their family doctor to refer them either to a 
female physician or a sexual health clinic where female physicians are available. 
Lists of sexual health clinics can be found on city websites.  

As a member of a Welcome Group, it is important to 
be both aware of the unique challenges GAR women 
face, and of the existing organizations that can 
offer the support needed to overcome them.
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Cultural Sensitivity in Youth Programming  
On several occasions, Welcome Groups have recounted GAR newcomers 
expressing discomfort around sending children to mixed gender events, 
particularly when they involve overnight or multi-day activities. Exercis-
ing cultural sensitivity in these situations is important. Welcome Groups 
should speak to one another about how to effectively communicate to 
families around these issues, but should exercise cultural sensitivity and 
humility, and let parents make the final decision. Keep in mind that 
integration is a years-long process. 



Section 6 
Children & Youth Activities & Services  

Summer camps and extracurricular programs offer newcomer youth and 
children important opportunities to connect with peer groups, try new activities, 
and develop English skills. These opportunities also help children develop 
self-confidence, independence, and teamwork skills in a safe but parent-free 
environment; these traits are important not only for integration but also for 
becoming a successful learner. Welcome Groups can help their matches learn 
about and apply for these opportunities, as this is not a service that is generally 
provided by RAP SPOs. Accessing summer camps and after school activities also 
offers relief from child-care responsibilities for parents looking for employment 
opportunities and language practice.   

match case study
Limited financial resources and fixed incomes mean that even apparent-
ly low-cost activities can be daunting for newcomer families. For 
example, a trip to a museum or zoo might still imply a day of public 
transit, entrance fees, and meals, exacerbating the sense of economic 
vulnerability. Welcome Groups should keep these dynamics in mind. 
Simple trouble-shooting can include packing a lunch, or ensuring that 
access to events is free for children. Welcome Groups should also make 
an effort to familiarize themselves with their match’s community and 
the resources and activities therein, as those will be more readily 
accessible. Many municipalities have free programming available in local 
community centres. Where available, we strongly encourage Welcome 
Groups to take advantage of the free activities and event tickets offered 
through Together Project’s partnerships with community organizations.
 
When helping GAR families search for summer programs, it is worth 
noting that many of these families will have anxiety about being 
separated from their children, and would not feel comfortable sending 
them to an overnight camp. There are many day camps relating to 
science, education, theatre, music, sports and other interest areas that 
are lower-cost alternatives to overnight camps. Many summer camps 
(such as YMCA camps) also offer subsidies to low-income families. A list 
of Ontario’s summer camps, bursaries and financial aid can be found in 
resource lists at www.togetherproject.ca/resources.
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Clothing & Household Goods
The RAP SPO in your city will have supplied the GAR household with some basic 
furniture and household supplies. However, these only provide for basic 
necessities. Many GAR families will need some extra tips on obtaining everyday 
household items. 

One good option for Welcome Groups is to introduce GARs to second hand 
stores. While there might be some cultural differences around purchasing 
second hand clothing or furniture, Welcome Groups can help lend a sense of 
normalcy to the practice by shopping with GAR newcomers. Depending on the 
city, The Salvation Army, Value Village, and Kind Exchange are important places 
to find affordable clothing and household items. A trip to thrift shops can be a 
fun outing, and can be coupled with practical English language lessons. 
Welcome Group members could also help introduce GARs to the Ontario 
Furniture Bank and online resources such as Craigslist and Kijiji, where there are 
many local giveaways for free household items and other necessities. There are 
also a number of Facebook groups devoted to offering free household items 
(available at www.togetherproject.ca/resources). Welcome Groups might want to 
accompany newcomers to meetings in order to make sure they are not taken 
advantage of.    

Technology
Access to computer and internet technology is important for employment and 
integration. Low-income Canadians and newcomers tend to have less access to 
computer technology and fewer opportunities to develop digital skills. As a 
member of a Welcome Group, you can help your matches apply for affordable 
computers and internet services and access free skills courses. Welcome 
Groups would do well to help their matches find the nearest library and help the 
family apply for library cards. Many RAP SPOs and other non-governmental 
organizations offer subsidized computers.
 

Section 7 
Household Goods, Technology, & Transit 

A trip to thrift shops can be a fun outing, and can be 
coupled with practical English language lessons.
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Gifts & Rumours of Gifts
As described in your “Welcome Kit” and in the first manual in this series, 
we generally discourage developing a relationship of offering major gifts 
given the importance of fostering autonomy over dependence, and 
empowerment over charity. Experience shows that offering major gifts 
can have wider repercussions as GAR newcomer communities tend to 
communicate quite closely about their relationships with Welcome 
Groups and major material gifts create perceptions of disparity.   
 
However, many Welcome Group members will have old laptops or 
smartphones that can be refurbished at a low cost. Welcome Groups 
should encourage members of your matched families to use available 
services at public libraries, community centres, or schools. The resource 
lists available at www.togetherproject.ca/resources have a range of 
options for subsidized computers, smartphones, and internet access. 

22



Many GAR newcomers feel overwhelmed by public 
transit. Welcome Groups can accompany matches 
and help explain general navigation, important 
hubs, and inter-city transportation networks

Transit
Welcome Groups can play an important role in helping GARs familiarize them-
selves with public transit, which will offer an important avenue for empower-
ment and autonomy. Many GAR newcomers feel overwhelmed by public transit. 
Some will have come from rural areas or cities where public transit facilities are 
far different and more informal. Crowded buses and trains, English/French-only 
signage and announcements, and having children to manage can exacerbate 
feelings of being overwhelmed. Welcome Groups can accompany matches and 
help explain general navigation, important hubs, and inter-city transportation 
networks such as GO Transit, Greyhound, and Via Rail. Volunteers might also 
suggest free transit apps. Moovit is of particular note as it is available in over fifty 
languages.
 
Despite the fact that paying for monthly transit remains cheaper than purchas-
ing a car, many GARs may find the cost prohibitive. This can limit their ability to 
find jobs and opportunities outside their immediate area. Many cities offer 
discounted public transportation passes for low-income community members 
and for youth and students. Refugees receiving ODSP or Ontario Works benefits 
can apply directly for discounted passes through these organizations. Further 
information on discounted transit passes for London, Ottawa, Thunder Bay, and 
Toronto can be found at www.togetherproject.ca/resources.

In cases where GAR newcomers are interested in acquiring an Ontario Driver’s 
License, it is important that they do so while their foreign driver’s license is still valid, 
as this will drastically shorten the time they need to wait between acquiring their G1 
and G2 licenses. Driver’s licenses which are not in English or French must be 
accompanied by a translation from a translator recognized by the Ministry of 
Transportation.

Seniors and people with mobility impairments who require specialized transpor-
tation can use accessible transportation, which is covered under the ODSP 
when it pertains to medical treatment. Furthermore, under the Accessibility for 
Ontarians with Disabilities Act (2005), all buses and subways in Ontario are 
required to be accessible for persons with disabilities. Accessible low-floor 
buses serve all major bus routes in Ontario cities and in Toronto, persons with 
disabilities can obtain door-to-door service using TTC Wheel-Trans (available at 
www.togetherproject.ca/resources).



Appendix: Links to Resources

Below is a list of resources that are mentioned throughout this manual.  
For a more complete list of resources, including city-specific guides, please  
visit www.togetherproject.ca/resources

General

Settlement.org
Resources on immigration, housing, employment, health, education, legal, and 
daily life
www.settlement.org

WelcomeOntario
Resources on immigration, housing, employment, health, education, legal, and 
daily life
http://welcomeontario.ca/getting-started

Bullying

PREVNet 
Information and resources on bullying prevention
http://www.prevnet.ca

Domestic Violence

Assaulted Women’s Helpline
A 24-hour helpline that provides support and counselling to victims of domestic 
violence
www.awhl.org

ShelterSafe
A map of shelters for women and children in Ontario and information on how to  
access them 
www.sheltersafe.ca/ontario/

211 Ontario
Information about a range of community services in Ontario both online and  
by phone  
https://211ontario.ca/

Education

SettlEment.org 
A comprehensive FAQ on the range of education-related questions  
http://settlement.org/ontario/education
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Ontario Ministry of Education 
Multi-lingual guides to children’s school curriculums for parents 
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/parents/multiLanguages.html

Employment

Employment Ontario
Resources for finding training and employment
www.ontario.ca/page/employment-ontario

Health

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada
A list of all healthcare providers under the Interim Federal Health Program
ifhp-pfsi.medavie.bluecross.ca/en/search-ifhp-providers

Government of Ontario 
Information on the free dental health program HealthySmiles 
www.ontario.ca/healthysmiles

Centre for Addiction and Mental Health 
Resources and Webinars from CAMH’s Refugee Mental Health Project 
https://www.porticonetwork.ca/web/rmhp/home

Association of Ontario Health Centres 
A list of community health centres by area
https://www.aohc.org/find-a-centre

Legal

Community Legal Education Ontario 
CLEO provides practical legal rights education and information 
http://www.cleo.on.ca/en

Language

Canadian Language Benchmark Online Self-Assessment
Language-level self-assessment tool
www.clb-osa.ca

Duolingo
A free app/website for learning English and other languages
www.duolingo.com

Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks
All information on the national standards for language proficiency 
www.language.ca



Thank you for taking the time to read CONNECT, the second manual in  
the Welcome Group Model series. The purpose of these manuals is to help 
standardize a model of volunteer engagement with Government-Assisted 

Refugee newcomers across Ontario. The manuals will be available for  
download at www.togetherproject.ca/resources. For your reference, the 

complete Welcome Group Model series is listed below. 

WELCOME
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 1-2

CONNECT
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 3-6

EMPOWER
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 7-9

BELONG
Matching Government-Assisted Refugee Newcomers

with Volunteer Welcome Groups
Months 10-12
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READY TO FORM A WELCOME GROUP? CONTACT

A PROJECT OF TIDES CANADA

www.togetherproject.ca/volunteer
hello@togetherproject.ca

  Together Project Toronto     Together_Hello

THIS INITIATIVE IS IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

www.costi.org
(416) 658-1600 | helpinghand@costi.org

   COSTIImmigrantServices     COSTI_org

SUPPORTING PARTNERS

www.lcclc.org
(519) 432-1133
cclc@lcclc.org

   LondonCCLC   
  LondonCCLC

www.cciottawa.ca
(613) 232-9634

   CCIOttawa

www.thunderbay.org
(807) 345-0551

    ThunderBay 
MulticulturalCentre

FUNDED BY:


