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Executive Summary

This study started in September 1999 and was completed at the end of March 2000. It adopted a

multi-method approach involving focus groups and individual interviews with Mandarin-speaking

newcomers, interviews with service providers, and individuals who are knowledgeable about the

community.

Data from the Mandarin-speaking newcomers were collected using focus group interviews and

individual interviews. A total of 8 focus groups with 61 participants, and 21 individual interviews were

conducted. The 82 Mandarin-speaking newcomers included people at different points of life cycle with

gender and age variables: 23 youth, 21 adults without children, 19 adults with children and 19 seniors.

The sample of 82 Mandarin-speaking newcomers was highly educated.  The majority of them had

university or tertiary education. The study found that the newcomers experienced such settlement

difficulties and needs as: linguistic and communication barriers, problems in obtaining employment,

discrimination, familial conflicts, psychological adjustment problems, isolation, and housing problems. In

terms of their access to social and community services, the newcomers reported inadequate access to

information, accessible and appropriate ESL classes, health care, subsidized childcare, services for

seniors, and youth activities. The participants suggested programs to assist them in obtaining

employment, recognition of their foreign credentials and employment experience, ESL classes for

professional and highly skilled newcomers, accessible information on community and social services,

specialized assistance for ESL students applying for university, increased services in the Mandarin

language, assistance in obtaining appropriate housing, provision of practical information prior to their

arrival to Canada, and programs to increase the opportunities for cultural exchange between Canadians
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and Mandarin-speaking newcomers.

Eight key informants from relevant community services and organizations were also interviewed. These

service providers pinpointed some of the major difficulties they have confronted in

providing services for the Mandarin-speaking newcomers. Lack of monetary or staff resources as a

result of restructuring and budget cut have had drastic effect on service delivery to newcomers. Some

service providers were frustrated by their inability to assist the newcomers in a concrete way due to

structural barriers. The differences in organizational and cultural practices between China and Canada

experienced by the newcomers, and the lack of language specific staff to provide services for the

newcomers further compound the service providers’ difficulties. The key informants� recommendations

included: increased information regarding social services designed for Mandarin-speaking newcomers,

orientation and job search workshops, escorting newcomers to government agencies, and the provision

of adequate language specific services.

In addition, seven knowledgeable persons from established Chinese communities were interviewed.

Apart from the difficulties mentioned by service providers, they identified language and cultural

differences between Mandarin-speaking newcomers and service providers, poverty among the

Mandarin-speaking newcomers, and the retraction of translation and interpretation services as a result

of budget cuts and restructuring as some of the difficulties in providing services for Mandarin-speaking

newcomers. The knowledgeable persons recommended more research data to be collected to reveal

the needs of the newcomers, the training of more Mandarin-speaking social workers in community

colleges and universities, increased academic support and after-school activities for Mandarin-speaking

newcomer children, the re-establishment of translation and interpretation services in the schools, and the

introduction of parenting classes and workshops to provide information for newcomer parents on
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parenting and communication skills with their children.

Based on the barriers and problems expressed by Mandarin-speaking newcomers, and views from

service providers as well as knowledgeable and religious persons from the Chinese

communities, the researchers have made some program recommendations for both the government and

community service agencies serving new immigrants. The researchers recommend the implementation of

programs related to initial settlement, ESL, housing, education and training; and for the community

agencies, programs relevant to initial settlement, housing access, health and well-being, social

integration, community services and employment are recommended.
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Introduction

In the last decade, people of Chinese background represented the largest ethnic group among

immigrants to Canada. Although Mandarin is the official language and the most commonly used dialect

among Chinese people worldwide, the Chinese communities in Canada are comprised of predominantly

Cantonese speakers.1 This is due to the fact that Hong Kong, where Cantonese is the major dialect,

was the main source of Chinese newcomers to Canada until 1997. After 1997, the number of

Mandarin-speaking immigrants from Mainland China surpassed that of Cantonese-speaking immigrants

from Hong Kong, and Mandarin-speakers became the single largest group of immigrants coming to

Canada by language and country of origin. The total number was 19,749, accounting for 11.34% of all

immigrants entering Canada in 1997 (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 1999).

The constant influx of Mandarin-speaking immigrants has created a community with a distinctive

language, history, and cultural heritage, which is significantly different from those of the dominant

Cantonese-speaking community in Canada. These Mandarin-speaking newcomers often find themselves

to be a marginalized minority within a minority group. Existing community structures and services are

rarely designed according to the needs of Mandarin-speaking newcomers. Service providers in the

community have become increasingly aware of their problems and the frustrations they experience in

their attempt to settle in a new country, especially in accessing critical resources and services.

In 1999, the South East Asian Services Centre (SEAS) obtained funding from the Ontario

Administration of Settlement and Immigration Services (OASIS) of Citizenship and Immigration Canada

to co-ordinate systematic research of the needs of Mandarin-speaking immigrants. This project was

supported by that funding. This study started in September, 1999.  It was a multi-method project

involving focus groups and individual interviews with Mandarin-speaking newcomers, service providers,

and individuals who are knowledgeable about this particular community.
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Notes:

1.Citizenship and Immigration Canada (1999). Facts and Figures 1998. Ottawa: Ministry of Citizenship

and Immigration.
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Methodology

General Description

Data for this study was collected through interviews of three groups of people: Mandarin-speaking

newcomers, settlement service/LINC program providers for newcomers, and knowledgeable persons

within the Chinese community. The research methodology was designed according to ethical codes, and

all of the participants were required to sign a consent form before being interviewed and audio-taped.

The consent form clearly indicated the purpose of the project and data collection methods, and it

assured confidentiality for participants (see Appendix I).

Data from Mandarin-speaking newcomers was collected in two formats. One format was focus group

interviews, which consisted of four age groups: youth, adults without children, adults with children, and

seniors. Each group was further subdivided by gender. The aim was to elicit specific information

relevant to the settlement of these newcomers and differences in needs throughout the lifecycle. The

second format was individual in-depth interviews, which were expected to garner insight into the

settlement experiences of Mandarin-speaking newcomers. Key informant interviews with settlement

service/LINC program providers were conducted during the course of this project; these interviews

were intended to gain insight into Mandarin-speaking newcomers’ needs and cultural characteristics, as

well as to formulate recommendations for appropriate service delivery. Knowledgeable persons and

religious leaders from the Chinese community were also interviewed. These interviews were expected to

provide another perspective on barriers encountered by Mandarin-speaking newcomers.

A recruitment form, which included the social profile of participants both in China and Canada, was

designed for participants to fill out before interview (Appendix II). A set of interview guidelines

(Appendix III) was established according to gender and age in order to identify the differences of needs

in the process of settlement. The adult participants, except for the senior participants, were also

subdivided on the basis of marital status. The interviews with Chinese newcomers were semi-structured
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and conducted in the Mandarin language, audio-taped, and then transcribed into English. All of the

documents given to the participants were sent to sponsoring community centres for comments before

use. Once the documents were approved, they were translated into the Mandarin language. The

interviews with service providers and knowledgeable persons from Chinese communities were

conducted in either Chinese or English. The data collection took three months to complete and occurred

from October to December 1999.

8 focus group interviews with 61 participants and 21 individual interviews were held. Among the 82

newcomers interviewed, 41 were male and 41 were female. In addition, 8 key informants from

community services and organizations dealing with Mandarin-speaking newcomers and 7

knowledgeable persons and religious leaders were contacted and interviewed to gain information about

the needs of this group of Chinese newcomers.

The breakdown of the 8 focus groups was as follows:

− Youth, male group, 11 participants

− Youth, female group, 10 participants

− Adults, without children, male group, 7 participants

− Adults, without children, female group, 7 participants

− Adults, with children, male group, 5 participants

− Adults, with children, female group, 8 participants

− Senior, male group, 6 participants 

− Senior, female group, 7 participants

The breakdown of 21 individual interviews by lifecycle and gender was as follows:

− Youth, male, 1

− Youth, female, 1

− Adults, without children, male, 4
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− Adults, without children, female, 3

− Adults, with children, male, 4

− Adults, with children, female, 2

− Seniors, male, 3

− Seniors, female, 3

The breakdown of community services or organizations contacted for interviews was as follows:     

− Metro Toronto Chinese and South-East Asian Legal Clinic

− Woodgreen Community Centre (two key informants were interviewed)

− Toronto Chinese Community Services Association

− Scadding Court Community Centre

− Eastview Neighbourhood Community Centre

− Immigrant Women’s Health Centre

− Riverdale Immigrant Women’s Centre

The breakdown of organizations contacted for interviews with knowledgeable persons was as     

follows:

− Chinese Canadian National Council - Toronto Chapter

− Toronto Community and Culture Centre (Toronto Mainland Chinese community Centre)

− Toronto Chinese United Church

− St. Matthew’s Church and St. John’s Church

− CNCC National

− Community Liaison Office, Toronto District School Board

− Banting and Best Public School

Recruitment Methods
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The recruitment of participants in this study was accomplished using a multi-method approach. The

majority of the newcomer participants were recruited through a snowball approach. Referrals from

Chinese community services were also used, especially to recruit seniors.  The snowball approach

proved to be quite effective in recruiting participants for this study. Detailed explanations of the purpose

of the project were given.  The mutual trust established between the interviewer and potential

participants at the initial stage of contact, and interpersonal communication skills were also seen as

important factors in ensuring successful recruitment.

The recruitment of service providers was based on a list of relevant services and organizations, which

was generated by the researchers from their previous research experience with the Chinese community

in Toronto. Once the initial contact was established with service agencies, follow-up phone calls were

made and relevant documents were sent indicating the purpose of the project. Prior connections of the

researcher with the services were effective in facilitating the research process. The initial contact with

knowledgeable and religious leaders was accomplished by a multi-pronged approach.  Advertisements

in Chinese newspapers and community recommendations were especially productive.

Overall, the recruitment was carried out smoothly. However, recruitment of the seniors, was initially

difficult. This problem was soon solved with the assistance of Woodgreen Community Centre and

Southeast Asian Services Centre.
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Profile of the Newcomer Participants

Table List

Table 1. Age and Gender

Table 2. Year of Arrival

Table 3. Place of Origin in China

Table 4. Immigration Status

Table 5. Educational Qualifications from China

Table 6. Self-Reported English Level by Age Group

Table 7. Self-Reported Cantonese-Speaking Level by Age Group

Table 8. Employment and Occupation in China

Table 9. Employment Status in Canada

Table 10. Marital Status

Table 11. Religious Practices

Table 12. Overseas Network for Immigration
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Social Profile of Newcomer Participants

Table 1. Age and Gender

Age Group Number of Males Number of Females

Youths

15-19 12 11

20-24 0 0

Adults

25-29 3 4

30-34 9 8

35-39 5 3

40-44 1 3

45-49 2 1

50-54 0 1

55-59 0 0

Seniors

60+ 9 10

Total 41 41
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Table 2. Year of Arrival

Year Number of Males Number of Females

1999 18 16

1998 7 10

1997 8 5

1996 5 2

1995 2 5

Before 1995 1 3

Table 3. Place of Origin in China

Region Number Urban Rural

North 53 53 0

South 27 27 0

West 2 2 0

Total 82 82 0

* The places of origin of this sample included more than 20 cities or towns which range from north to

south covering 16 provinces.
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Table 4. Immigration Status

Immigration Status Male Female

Independent Immigrant 19 2

Family Reunion 20 37

Business Immigrant 1 0

Refugee 1 0

Other 0 2

Total 41 41

Table 5. Educational Qualifications from China

Level of

Education

Youths Adults with Children Adults without Children Seniors

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female

Doctorate 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 0

Masters 0 0 3 1 0 0 1 0

BA 0 0 5 7 9 8 6 4

Tertiary

Diploma

0 0 1 2 0 2 3 1

Secondary

School

12 11 0 0 0 0 0 2

Primary

School

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2

Illiterate 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Total 12 11 9 10 11 10 10 9
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Table 6. Self-Reported English Level of the Sample by Age Group

Age Group Speaks English Well Speaks English Less Well Speaks Very Little or  No
English

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Youth 12 0 0 11 0 0

Adults
without
Children

10 5 1 5 0 0

Adults with
Children

5 1 4 9 0 0

Seniors 0 0 7 7 2 3

Total 27 6 12 32 2 3

Table 7. Self-Reported Cantonese-Speaking Level of the Sample by Age Group

Age Group Speaks Cantonese Well Speaks Cantonese Less
Well

Speaks Very Little or No
Cantonese

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Youth 2 1 5 4 5 6

Adults
without
Children

1 0 0 0 10 10

Adults with
Children

0 1 0 0 9 9

Seniors 0 1 5 2 4 7

Total 3 3 10 6 28 32
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Table 8. Employment and Occupation in China

Age Group Professionals * Non-Professionals Business

Male Female Male Female Male Female

Youth 0 0 0 0 0 0

Adults
without
Children

11 10 0 0 0 0

Adults with
Children

8 10 0 0 1 0

Seniors 10 7 0 2 0 0

Total 29 27 0 2 1 0

*The professional jobs included researchers, university and college teachers, engineers, administrators,
doctors, accountants, artists, and business managers.

Table 9. Employment Status in Canada

Age Group Employed Unemployed Retired Self-Employed

Prof. Non-Prof.

M F M F M F M F M F

Youth 0 0 0 0 12 11 0 0 0 0

Adults
without
Children

7 3 2 2 2 5 0 0 0 0

Adults with
Children

0 0 7 2 2 8 0 0 0 0

Seniors 0 0 1 2 0 0 5 6 3 2

Total 7 3 10 6 16 23 5 6 3 2

* Among the 10 people who have professional jobs, 9 are engineers specializing in computer science.
Most had work experience at international companies in China.
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Table 10. Marital Status

Male Female

Unmarried 13 12

Married 26 23

Divorced/separated*   2    1

Widowed**                0                      5

Common-Law Status               0   0

Total 41 41

*Among the 3 divorced/separated people, 2 had divorced since they came to Canada.

** The widows are all seniors.

Table 11. Religious Practices

Buddhist Christian No Religion

M F M F M F

Youth 1 4 0 1 11   6

Adults without Children0 0 1 0 10 10

Adults with Children 1 0 0             0 8             10

Seniors 2          4 4 2 3   4  

Total 4 8 5 3 32 30

Table 12. Overseas Network for Immigration

Category   Number

Having relatives in Canada   14

Having friends in Canada    9  

Having no relatives or friends in Canada   59
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Analysis of the Social Profile of Newcomer Respondents

Overall, respondents in this sample were recent arrivals from Mainland China. The majority came during

1998-1999 (Table 2).  They mainly came from cities or large towns.  Although a few of the participants

had rural backgrounds, they had moved to cities before immigrating to Canada (Table 3).

Generally, the group had achieved high levels of education, though this finding varied according to age

group. All of the participants between the ages of 25 to 44 had post-secondary education. The majority

had a bachelor degree, and a few participants had higher degrees. Seniors also showed a relatively high

educational level. More than half had university degrees. The proportion of women in the sample who

had university degrees is striking (Table 5). The high educational levels of this population was indicated

in the 1991 census, which showed that 15% of immigrants from China over the age of 15 had university

degrees, which was 4% higher than the Canadian-born adult population.

Language level according to self-report varied according to age group (Table 6). In general, the younger

people reported better language ability than the older people, and the men reported better language

ability than the women. This table also reveals that male youths reported a higher level of English

language ability than did female youths. This finding may have occurred because half of the male youth

had been to other countries outside China before coming to Canada, and some came from priority

schools in China. Regarding Cantonese language (Table 7), only one-quarter of the respondents (mostly

seniors and youth) understood it. Lack of ability in spoken Cantonese is a factor affecting the integration

of Mainland Chinese into well-established Chinese-Canadian communities, which are usually

Cantonese-speaking.

The higher educational level of the adult groups also meant that the majority had held professional jobs

in China in fields such as research, teaching, computer engineering, medicine, administration, accounting,

fine art, and management. A large number of male participants specialized in computer science (see

Table 8).   
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When the educational level is taken into account, the employment rate in Canada of this sample is fairly

low, probably because most of the sample are new arrivals (Table 9). The proportion of the sample that

is engaged in professional jobs in Canada is quite low. The majority of the sample took jobs below their

qualifications.

None of the sample reported that they were involved in a common-law marriages. The divorce rate was

not high among this sample (Table 10).

Finally, it was found that three-quarters of the sample reported no religious beliefs. This is a much higher

proportion than the percentage of the Canadian-born population who reported no religious beliefs,

which was 12% in the 1991 census. This characteristic of Mandarin-speaking newcomers reflects the

social and political system of their country of origin.
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Interviews and Focus Groups with Newcomer Participants

Immigration from China to Canada

The Immigration Decision

The majority of adult and youth participants reported that adult men typically initiated discussions about

immigration. In a few cases, however, women or male youths suggested immigration to Canada.

Although men generally brought up the subject of immigration, the vast majority of the men and women

interviewed reported that women were involved in the decision-making process. One female participant

described the decision-making process in the following way:

My husband had been to the U.S…but it was too difficult to gain permanent status there. Then
he wanted to come to Canada. He told me his idea and consulted with me. I thought coming to
Canada wouldn’t do me any harm. It would be good to improve my English. I also wanted a
Western degree.

Seniors and youths reported a very different experience regarding the decision to immigrate. The

majority of youths reported that they did not have any input into the decision to come to Canada.

Generally, seniors were urged to immigrate to Canada by an adult child who had already immigrated to

Canada, often after the parents had visited their children in Canada. In the words of one female senior:

Life (in China) was comfortable, but our family was separated. My son wanted to show his filial
piety, so he asked us to come. He went through all the immigration  procedures for us.

Many participants were influenced by family or friends to immigrate to Canada. However, very few of

the participants reported that they had felt unduly influenced. The wishes of family members other than

spouses did play a role in the decision to immigrate. Many of the adult participants mentioned that their

parents encouraged them to immigrate. However, a few participants reported that they came to Canada

against the wishes of their parents. Several participants, particularly male adults, reported that their
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decision had been influenced by the advice of friends.

Motivations for Immigration

A commonly mentioned reason for immigration to Canada for adults with children was increased

opportunities for children and youth. Many of the participants felt that youths had a better chance of

acceptance at a highly regarded university in Canada than they did in China. Very few adult participants

said that economic reasons motivated them to come to Canada. In fact, a number of them said that they

had not been able to obtain employment commensurate with their qualifications in Canada. Seniors

usually did not mention economic opportunities as a motivation for immigration.

Many participants, especially youths of both genders and female seniors, were motivated to come to

Canada to reunite with members of their nuclear family. The vast majority of senior participants had

children living in Canada before they made the decision to immigrate. Most youths moved to Canada

with one or both of their parents or came to Canada to reunite with one or both of their parents. Some

youth participants mentioned that they had experienced long separations from one or both of their

parents as a result of immigration. One male youth said:

Our family was separated for over ten years.…One of the reasons that I wanted to go abroad
was to see my father.

Some of the participants, particularly male participants, had previously visited or studied in Western

countries and had enjoyed the experience. Many of these participants had found that immigration

requirements in other Western countries were too strict, and thus, they were motivated to apply to

Canada. A few participants mentioned that they were attracted to Western culture.

A number of adult participants of both genders mentioned that part of their motivation was the

opportunity to live abroad and experience a new culture and challenges. As one male participant said:
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I had been longing to go abroad. My parents expected me to go abroad during high school….
My motive for going abroad was to see the world. I like travelling.

A few of the participants said that political events such as the Massacre in Tiananmen Square and the

Cultural Revolution had partly motivated them to leave China. As well, a few participants mentioned that

they had felt that they had hit a deadlock in their careers and that this personal difficulty would be

ameliorated by a move. Canada’s natural environment was also a motivation for some participants,

especially for those from Beijing.

Immigration Agencies

Most adult participants used a private immigration agency to facilitate their arrival in Canada. Those that

mentioned the cost of the service said that it had cost approximately U.S.$5,000-$7,000. None of the

senior participants said that they had used this kind of service.

Those who used the private agencies said that the agencies had arranged services such as airport pickup

and had expedited immigration forms. Many participants also said that they had attended workshops

hosted by these agencies on the benefits of immigration to Canada, which had strengthened their resolve

to immigrate. Those who were happy with the services cited their convenience. However, some people

complained that extra fees were introduced partway through the immigration process. 



      23

Settlement Issues: Difficulties and Needs

Linguistic and Communication Barriers

This problem cut across all the gender and age groupings, but it manifested itself in various ways. For

the youths, communication barriers meant difficulties in school and contributed to the isolation that they

felt. Adults were more concerned that linguistic barriers lessened their employment opportunities.

Seniors related this problem to the isolation that they felt. Some also commented on the ramifications of

these problems on their health care. Seniors complained of not being able to describe their health

problems fully to the doctor and not being able to understand the doctor’s advice. As one female senior

explained:

It is hard to talk about illnesses. I have to ask my daughter to come with me all the time. There
is no interpretation service in the hospital for us.

The places where different age groups went for help for their language difficulties also varied. Youths

tended to have the most options in obtaining help for ESL. Of course, most youths learned ESL in

school, and some reported that their teachers had helped them a great deal. However, youths’

impressions of the effectiveness of their ESL classes varied. Many felt that the classes simply did not

help enough. Many youths also went to friends, siblings, and parents for help with their English. Some of

the female youth participants said that they were nervous about going to university while their ESL skills

were still developing. One of them said she was very anxious about taking the TOEFL to get into

university.

Interestingly, no adults who took ESL classes said that they were unequivocally happy with them.  Most

felt that ESL classes were far too easy and did not help them gain the vocabulary they needed to find

employment commensurate with their qualifications:

English was very important. The ESL classes were not suitable for professionals; it was too
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simple. It was not useful for us. It only helped us go shopping and get around.

Adults did not usually report that they asked their friends or family members for help with their English.

Those who needed to improve their English only reported attending ESL classes. This may indicate that

adults are more embarrassed to ask for assistance with their English than are youth. Only one senior

mentioned that he went to ESL tutoring, although many seniors reported having difficulties with their

English.

Problems in Obtaining Employment

Employment was primarily an issue for adults, but all of the other age groups discussed it as well.

Participants spoke of the extreme pressure that they felt, for both monetary and emotional reasons, to

find employment as soon as possible.

The participants mentioned several barriers to obtaining employment. Many stressed the language

barrier. Another common barrier was the need for Canadian work experience. All of the participants

who discussed this issue were extremely frustrated with this requirement and described it as a vicious

cycle. As one male participant said:

All the employers want Canadian experience. How could we have this kind of experience? In
this case, why does the government want professional people? It was so obvious we did not
have the experience; no one gave us this experience.

Many of the participants were angry that their qualifications as well as their work experience were not

recognized in Canada. Many could not understand why Canada seemed to make a large effort to recruit

professional immigrants without allowing them to use their professional skills in Canada:

At the beginning, everything was new to me. I did not feel bad. Later, I felt so disappointed. I
knew it was not easy to find a job, but the actual fact was worse than I expected. I was an
engineer. I was hired to do a job much lower than my qualification. I felt the imbalance, so I did
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not take the job.

Lack of knowledge of employment standards and the exploitation of newcomer workers were cited as

serious problems, particularly by male participants. Interestingly, those who cited the problem of labour

exploitation in this sample reported that some of the worst exploitation of Chinese newcomers is done

by other Chinese people. One participant recounted his problems with labour exploitation:

I was not very happy working there. They paid me very badly and every day they extended my
working hours. My employer was Chinese. I felt they tried to take advantage of new immigrants
because they were new and did not know much about the rules. They exploited us. It was very
cruel…I knew one girl who worked there for one week. They did not pay her one cent and let
her go by saying that she was not really qualified.

Discrimination

Several participants mentioned that they had suffered from discrimination while in Canada. Some

complained that bank staff did not expect them to have much money or made it difficult to open a

banking account:

We opened a bank account. They asked us why we had such a large amount of money. It was
ridiculous. Why could we not have money? They were biased and thought that Chinese people
were poor.

Others complained that the driving test was discriminatory. Participants also talked about discrimination

in the workplace; some employers take advantage of newcomers by making them work for low wages

or firing them without just cause.

Familial Conflicts

Conflict within the family was another commonly mentioned problem. The conflicts mentioned were

either marital or intergenerational. The stress of unemployment was often seen as a major cause of the

family’s problems. Many participants reported that finding employment was often crucial in reducing the
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level of conflict within the family. 

Many youths of both genders reported that they had conflicts with their parents or that their parents

were not getting along, often because one or both parents were unemployed. When parents obtained

employment, the emotional well-being of the youths in the families were greatly improved. As one male

youth reported:

Before my parents found a job, they argued and were short-tempered. When they got a job,
they became happy. I became happy too.

Youths, especially male youths, reported that they sometimes had conflicts with parents about listening

to Western music or following Western customs. Female youths in this sample did not report such

conflicts.

Although many elderly participants said that they had come to Canada to be closer to their children,

some experienced a great deal of familial conflict when they moved to this country. A few moved out of

their children’s home because of family conflicts and/or financial problems. One elderly woman said that

her child had physically assaulted her. 

Psychological Adjustment and Isolation

This settlement difficulty was experienced by all age groups and by both genders. Isolation and

depression were often related to difficulties in communicating in English, lack of employment or dashed

expectations. Male seniors reported the most isolation. Participants also talked about friends and

acquaintances who had experienced depression or even committed suicide after immigrating to Canada.

Most participants reported that they recovered from their initial depression and sense of isolation.
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Obtaining a job was particularly important for adults, whereas growing competence in English and

making friends were more important for youths. For seniors, having friends and activities to go to during

the day helped to alleviate depression and feelings of isolation.

Housing

Some participants, particularly participants with children, felt that their first residence in Canada was of

very poor quality. As well, some participants felt that landlords discriminated against people with

children or exploited newcomers by charging exorbitant rents. Many of the participants had been forced

to live in cramped or unsanitary conditions when they first came to Canada. As one participant said:

The place where we live is not very nice. It is dirty and the rent is high. We are under great
pressure to survive.

In some cases, however, Mandarin-speaking newcomers were very content with their landlords. A few

participants mentioned that their landlords had been invaluable sources of information regarding

community and social services.

Access to Social and Community Services

Access to Information for Newcomers

Participants of both genders, especially adults and seniors, said that they did not have adequate

information about community services after their arrival in Canada. Many said that the Canadian

government should provide more information to newcomers about community services. As one

participant said:

I didn’t know who represented our interests. As a resident, I had rights to various services and
facilities. We paid taxes, but all my information came from friends.  Dissemination of information
is important. The community or government should prepare a set of basic information for
newcomers. When they first arrive, they do not even know how to bank and where to apply for
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cards. The social system is so different from China. The government should provide all this
information.

Participants particularly noted that the information package they received at the airport had been

inadequate and had been designed for refugees rather than for independent immigrants.

Communication Barriers

One of the most commonly repeated themes throughout this study was that participants required higher

quality and more accessible ESL classes. In particular, the lack of classes suitable for professionals was

often mentioned.

Some participants also wanted more services in Mandarin. One participant felt that forms such as tax

forms should be translated into Mandarin and made available to the public. Other participants

maintained that social service agencies and their cultural community should mediate between Mandarin-

speaking newcomers and mainstream society.

Health Care

Several adult participants, particularly female adults, complained about the quality of the health care that

they had received in Canada. Not only did these participants feel that there were communication

barriers that affected their health care, but they also said that obtaining medical assistance took more

time in Canada than it did in China. As one participant said:

In China, when you asked for emergency services, a doctor would come to see you
immediately to see how urgent your case was. Here there is no immediate treatment. This
makes things appear equal, but in reality it is not equal.

Another concern is the three-month waiting period that newcomers have to face in order to obtain their

health cards. Some of the participants felt that this waiting period was discriminatory.
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Child-Care

Some women with children reported that they needed more accessible child-care and that they had

more assistance with child-care in their home country. Senior women reported that they provided child-

care for their adult children.

Services for Seniors

A few of the seniors of both genders attended seniors programs at community centres. They felt that

these programs had reduced their sense of isolation, and some felt that there should be more funding

available for such programs.

Youth Activities

Youth participants were asked about their extracurricular and social activities. Approximately one-half

of the male youths and a couple of the female youths mentioned that they play sports after school.

Approximately one-half of the youths said that they regularly went to the library. A few of the male

participants said that they played computer games a great deal. More than half of the female

participants, but only two male youths, reported that they often go to community centres. Many said that

they had tried going to church, but only a small minority said that they went to church regularly. The

female participants said that most of their friends were Chinese, but male youths usually did not mention

whether their friends were Chinese or not. The majority of the sample did not report having a part-time

or a volunteer job.

Church

Many of the participants said that they had visited a church, but only a small proportion of the sample

attended regularly. Many said that they had tried to go to church to reduce their sense of isolation.

However, they simply did not believe in Christianity, so they did not return.
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Suggestions from Participants

Assistance in Obtaining Employment

Employment affects all aspects of a newcomer family’s adjustment to their new environment. Therefore,

assisting newcomers in obtaining employment is essential. Participants suggested practical workshops on

subjects such as resumé preparation. Many newcomers felt that there was a need for specific services

for professional immigrants.

An even larger policy issue is the recognition of newcomer credentials and experience. Without 

widespread recognition of the benefits that highly trained immigrants bring to Canadian society, even the

most focused workshops and training sessions will only make a small dent in the problem of the

underestimation of newcomers’ skills.

ESL Classes Designed for Professional and Highly Skilled Newcomers

Several participants recommended that there should be specialised ESL programs for professional

newcomers. Newcomer professionals and trades-people must become familiar with the vocabulary of

their profession or trade. This recommendation would aid newcomers in accessing employment

opportunities commensurate with their qualifications and could also allow them to establish networks

with others in their trade or profession within Canada. A program that would assist participants in

obtaining Canadian work experience was also suggested.

More Accessible Information on Community and Social Services

A common complaint was that newcomers had to ask friends or family members how to obtain such

necessities as health cards. Such information could be written in the newcomers’ first language, so as to

be easily understood. Giving clear information in locations such as the airport is necessary. Although

information is currently given at the airport, participants felt that it should be revised and made more
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relevant for independent immigrants. There could also be a central telephone hotline for settlement issues

established in the GTA to answer simple settlement questions and to refer newcomers to appropriate

community agencies.

Specialized Assistance for ESL Students Applying for University

Many Mandarin-speaking youths reported feeling great anxiety regarding the transition to university and

English language tests such as the TOEFL. Some youths suggested extending high school for youths

who intend to go to university but whose English skills are not currently adequate for university entry.

More information about existing university and college transitional years and bridging programs should

be given. Where these programs do not exist, the development of such programs could be made a

priority.       

Increased Services in the Mandarin Language

Some participants felt that it is important to offer more community services in the Mandarin language.

Some thought that it was especially important to have assistance in preparing income tax returns in

Mandarin. Others thought that workshops on settlement issues, and especially on the Canadian legal

system and labour laws, would prevent exploitation of Mandarin-speaking newcomers.

Assistance in Obtaining Appropriate Housing

Several participants were concerned about the type of housing that was available to newcomers to

Canada. They suggested that more information concerning housing regulations be made available to

newcomers. One participant suggested that the government should provide transitional housing for

newcomers.

More Information Prior to Arrival
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It would be very useful to provide more concrete information for newcomers prior to their arrival in

Canada. Information on how to access Canadian social services, obtain identification and health cards,

find housing and determine labour market trends would be very helpful.

Increased Opportunities for Cultural Exchange between Canadians and Mandarin-Speaking
Newcomers

Some Mandarin-speaking newcomers feel that they are isolated from the mainstream culture when they

first come to Canada. They suggested that more opportunities for cultural exchange be provided, so that

they could socialise with “mainstream” Canadians.
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Key Informants

Introduction

The following data is a result of eight interviews with key informants, who included four social workers,

one outreach coordinator, one community service manager, one legal aid worker, and one health

counsellor. Five of the interviews were face-to-face; two took place on the telephone; and one was

written.

Settlement Difficulties and Needs of Mandarin-Speaking Newcomers

Communication Barriers

Mandarin-speaking newcomers are interested in taking ESL and basic computer courses.  On average,

those who speak fluent Mandarin tend to have more knowledge of the English language than those who

do not speak fluent Mandarin.

Difficulties in Obtaining Employment

Most newcomers who speak fluent Mandarin are university-educated independent immigrants. 

Unfortunately, they still have difficulties in finding jobs. First, their limited knowledge of English is often a

barrier.  As well, their credentials are usually not recognized in Canada. As a result, they experience

difficulties in re-entering their professions in their new country. Moreover, some employers are reluctant

to employ them because they are highly educated. Although these newcomers can take accreditation

examinations to regain their credentials, many immigrants have neither the time nor the financial

resources to do so. A large number of newcomers need to work right away in order to earn a living.

Many female newcomers are not able to take courses because of their child-care responsibilities.

Newcomers often have emotional problems, but they seldom seek help for such problems because

employment is uppermost in their minds. They feel that if they obtain a job, their anxiety and stress will

dissipate.
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Housing

Housing is a very important issue in the settlement process. Due to budget cuts, many newcomers have

to wait for several years to obtain subsidized housing. Social services offer newcomers information

regarding the housing registry, as well as assisting them in finding affordable housing. However, many

newcomers are not aware of this useful service.

Child-Care

Child-care is a major problem for many newcomers, particularly for mothers who have young children.

They face transportation and financial difficulties in their search for suitable and affordable day care. The

waiting list is usually very long for subsidized day-care. The LINC program does not provide any child-

care to children younger than six months of age.  As a result, women find it difficult to take courses

because of their child-care responsibilities.

Information Needs

Newcomers need information regarding government services, community resources, and access to other

services. Many experience cultural shock and settlement problems. Their expectations of Canada and

the reality they confront on arrival in their new country are very different. Therefore, counselling,

information referral, and cultural exchange groups are required to ease their transition into Canadian

society.

Labour Standards

Many newcomers work as menial labourers for the minimum wage in unsafe work environments. Due to

the physical nature of their work, these newcomers are prone to injuries. They need to be informed

about workers’ rights and workers’ compensation.  At the moment, these needs often receive no
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attention because of a lack of social workers and resources. It is difficult and complicated for

newcomers to complete the paperwork required to obtain workers’ compensation. Mainstream

services often cannot provide assistance because of language and accessibility problems. Thus, there is

a need for culturally specific services for Mandarin-speaking newcomers. The long-term effect of

neglect in this area could lead to ghettoization of these newcomers and compound their settlement

difficulties.

Legal Services

Mandarin-speaking newcomers need legal information and advice, particularly those who must launch

an appeal when their application for immigration status is rejected, or those who wish to apply for social

service benefits.  Generally speaking, newcomers who speak fluent English, are highly educated, and

arrived as independent immigrants are more able to conduct their own search for information. However,

newcomers often try to solve their problems themselves even when their English skills and knowledge

about their new country are not sufficient for certain tasks.  Refugees are in an even more difficult

situation and often require assistance in obtaining basic settlement information.

Orientation to the Educational System

Lack of English knowledge and subsequent difficulty in making friends are two major hurdles affecting

the academic performance and impeding the psychological development of Mandarin-speaking

newcomer children.  These young newcomers have limited knowledge of the English language; as a

result, they have difficulties understanding their teachers and textbooks.  Their academic performance in

Canada is often worse than it was in China.  Children who have no difficulty doing a mathematical

problem written in Chinese, are unable to do the same problem in English. When children cannot

overcome the language barrier, they gradually lose interest in school.  Moreover, many immigrant

children have great difficulty making new friends in a totally new environment. This compounds their

feelings of isolation and alienation, and puts them at an increased risk of dropping out.  Many newcomer
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parents are not aware of their children’s problems in school. There is a need, therefore, to involve

Mandarin-speaking parents in school councils, starting in elementary school.

Health Care

All newcomers require adequate health services. Some newcomers, however, are not familiar with the

Canadian health care system. Therefore, they are not aware of the need for a health card and they do

not how to procure one. As a result, some have no OHIP coverage for some time after they have

immigrated. If they become ill, it is difficult for them to receive adequate health care. Many newcomer

women need advice on contraception and abortion.  Women who practiced contraception in China,

may have neglected to do so in Canada due to emotional problems arising from the settlement process.

Proper counselling and health care are essential.

There is a need for better medical care for Mandarin-speaking seniors. When they first come to

Canada, many do not have knowledge of the Western medical system and seek help from friends when

they are ill. As well, many newcomers go to Chinese herbalists and take Chinese medicine, which is not

covered by OHIP. 

Elder Abuse

Lack of financial resources and legal complications regarding their sponsorship often prevent seniors

from living independently from their children, even in cases of elder abuse.  Many seniors are sponsored

by their adult children, who are supposed to support their parents for a period of ten years. Adult

children who sponsor their parents must declare financial problems or prove that their relationship with

their parents has broken down before their parents can collect family benefits. However, many adult

children are reluctant to do so. As well, many Mandarin-speaking seniors feel that they will be

stigmatized if they move out of their children's home. They need to be informed by service providers of

their rights and community resources. Unfortunately, social service agencies do not currently have the
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financial resources for such services.

How Mandarin-Speaking Newcomers Needs are Currently Being Met

Lack of Monetary and Staff Resources

Lack of funding and staff resources were problems mentioned by almost all of the service providers.

Many Mandarin-speaking newcomers need a variety of services. Often, service providers need to refer

the newcomers to other centres due to the limited time and resources. As one participant stated:

Funding cannot even support existing programs for other immigrants. With new Mandarin-
speakers, we need new programs; therefore, we need more money and resources. Since we
have little resources and no funding, we therefore don’t dare to promote our programs because
our resources are already stretched to the limit. We can only afford part-time staff.

Employment Assistance

Some agencies do provide employment information through one-on-one counselling, workshops,

referrals to government and other social service agencies, and job bulletin boards. Still, the service

providers felt that they could not provide enough employment services to meet the needs of the

community. As one participant said:

We would offer employment services if we had the money because this is the major need of the
immigrants.  We could run more group activities on this aspect.  Now, we only provide job
search workshops.  If we had money and manpower, we could do more and provide better
services than we are now.  In this centre, I'm the only worker who serves Chinese immigrants,
but I am only a part-time worker.  By contrast, we have lots of clients.  I can't handle all of
these demands, so I'll refer some cases to other places.  In the past, we had a community
development project.  It encouraged immigrants to do small business, but the project was not
successful because it could not meet the immigrants' immediate needs.  They wanted immediate
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and guaranteed returns.  Therefore, they weren't interested in the project.

Social Services

Orientation workshops for newcomers in Canada on employment and education issues are available in

settlement organizations. Some service providers also have counselling units to help newcomers apply

for both subsidized housing and senior housing. Some social services provide language programs,

information, referrals, counselling, workshops, outings, opportunities for familiarization with Canadian

society and specialized programs such as family counselling. 

There is a need for long-term services with regular follow-up. After a period of six months, newcomers

may have different problems. Therefore, long-term services, such as career planning, are important.

Services that should be provided after the initial adjustment process include counselling for culture

shock, adjustment problems, family conflicts, children’s communication problems, domestic violence

and other emotional problems.

Health Care

There are health clinics that provide medical care, counselling, and outreach program exclusively for

female newcomers. Their focus is on gynecology, contraception and cancer prevention.  Women from

Mainland China, even those who have no legal status and no health card, can still obtain medical

attention from these clinics free of charge. Unfortunately, there is a scarcity of Mandarin-speaking

doctors in general.

Senior Services

Some social and community agencies provide services that allow newcomers to live independently and
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prevent institutionalization. Government-funded social and recreational programs are also provided for

newcomer seniors free of charge.

Outreach Programs and Strategies

Some service providers promote their services in the Chinese yellow pages, on television, in ESL

classes, and at community centres. They also distribute flyers and rely on word of mouth. However,

many agencies have neither the money nor the resources to promote their services. Fortunately, there

are some innovative programs. One health clinic has a mobile unit to serve female factory workers. 

With the employer’s permission, doctors and counsellors go to the workplace during the lunch break.

One participant described a unique outreach program for teenagers:

We have an outreach program for youths.  The target group is Chinese teenagers who hang
around in malls, coffee shops and poolrooms.  They are the losers in the school system. Their
academic performance is worse because they don't have adequate English. Consequently, they
are not interested in studying.  According to my observations, there are about 500 to 700
teenagers in this situation in our community.  My role is to build up a relationship of trust with
them.  I act like a big brother and encourage these youths come to our centre.  It is safer for this
group of teenagers in our centre than it is on the street...”

Difficulties in Providing Services to Mandarin-Speaking Newcomers

Lack of Monetary and Staff Resources

Restructuring and budget cuts have had drastic effects on service delivery to newcomers. Many

agencies feel overwhelmed by demands that they are unable to accommodate. These agencies

desperately need to link up with mainstream services in order to provide appropriate referrals.

However, mainstream services often are not culturally sensitive. Large mainstream institutions can be

reluctant to accommodate the specific needs of newcomers.

Frustration of Service Providers
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Many key informants feel disappointed by their inability to provide appropriate services to meet the

needs of the Mandarin-speaking newcomers. They are also frustrated that they are unable to help

newcomers in a concrete way because of impediments at the structural level. For instance, one

participant spoke about the difficulty in helping Mandarin-speaking newcomers to find work in Canada:

Aside from the limitations on our resources, our main difficulties are frustration and
powerlessness. We know that some clients are highly educated.  They did well in China.  Due
to the language barrier, the denial of former qualifications, and the lack of local working
experience, these highly educated immigrants are unable to find their ideal jobs and end up
working as factory workers.  These jobs are far from ideal, but they have few choices.  Jobs for
immigrants are limited.  Others are unable to find any jobs for a long period of time.  I feel sorry
for them.  We can do nothing about it and we are frustrated.

These participants also decried the lack of concrete services, such as affordable housing for Mandarin-

speaking newcomers:

Our agency can provide information on government-subsidized housing, but it normally takes
two to seven years to get into an apartment. Mandarin-speaking newcomers have an urgent
need for housing, and they want to live in an apartment right away.  As a result, they will find an
apartment through a real estate agent, even though they had intended to apply for government
subsidized housing.

Differences in Organizational Practices

Social service agencies encounter Mandarin-speaking newcomers with diverse backgrounds and

educational levels. These agencies have difficulty in giving advice to some newcomers due to the

newcomers’ perceptions about social services.  For instance, clients from rural areas tend to think their

problems can be solved by one powerful person as was often the situation in their home villages. In

contrast, each government department has a specific function in Canada. It is easier for newcomers who

came from big cities such as Beijing and Shanghai to understand the Canadian social service system than

it is for newcomers from rural areas.
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Moreover, some newcomers from China are accustomed to using personal networks or bribery to get

things done.  In Canada, such "backdoors" are relatively rare. Some newcomers feel disoriented and

inconvenienced when they are told that they need to go to various departments for different services. It

goes against their experience of how things are done and may make them feel doubtful about the

accuracy of the service providers’ advice.

Differences in Cultural Practices

According to Canadian immigration law, once children are married or reach a certain age, they are no

longer their parents’ dependents. They are independent individuals, who have to apply for immigration

on their own. This is an alien concept to the Chinese.  Chinese children are the parents’ lifelong

responsibility, irrespective of the children’s age and marital status. Canada’s immigration policies are

based on Western ideas regarding the family. Thus, some confusion and conflict is inevitable.

 

Corporal punishment is another point of contention. Many newcomers believe that such punishment is

an appropriate method for educating their children.  It is difficult for service providers to try to change

newcomers’ values. Service providers can only inform them of the consequences of their actions.  If

parents continue to beat their children, eventually the parents could lose their right to raise their children.

Therefore, service providers have the daunting task of ensuring that newcomer parents understand the

legal consequences of their actions in Canada.

Lack of Language-Specific Services

A few service providers mentioned that some of their colleagues cannot speak Mandarin and are,

therefore, unable to assist Mandarin-speaking newcomers. As well, some agencies have problems with

translation and interpretation due to the many distinctive accents and dialects of Mandarin-speaking

newcomers from various regions.
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Elder Abuse

One service provider reported problems in senior male/female relationships. Service providers have also

dealt with some cases of elder abuse. The service providers in this sample are cogniscent of these

problems and are monitoring them carefully.



      44

Suggestions from Participants

More Information Regarding Social Services Designed for Mandarin-Speaking Newcomers

Service providers need to target their services to the Mandarin-speaking newcomer community. In

order to communicate with Mandarin-speaking newcomers, Mandarin-speakers from China must be

employed in social service agencies that deal with Mandarin-speaking clients. Moreover, the

government has the responsibility to inform new immigrants about social services in Canada once they

enter in the country. Many home-bound immigrants are unaware of any social resources, so there

should be increased outreach to this group.

Orientation and Job Search Workshops

If the newcomers were given some knowledge of Western legal and cultural concepts, problems such as

corporal punishment or elder abuse would happen less frequently.  Orientation should provide

immigrants with information about community resources and their rights.  Adequate orientation is crucial

for newcomer settlement and for newcomers’understanding of Canadian society. A series of workshops

for newcomers could be provided to impart information regarding orientation, government benefits,

health care, job searches, and resumé writing.

Escorting Newcomers to Government Agencies

Escorting newcomers to government agencies to apply for a social insurance number or a health card or

taking them to a HRDC office to access a job bank could help orient newcomers and ensure that they

learn about government resources.

The Provision of Adequate Language-Specific Services

Most mainstream organizations cannot assist Mandarin-speaking newcomers because of language and
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cultural barriers. Services provided for newcomers need to be long-term. Currently, most programs are

short-term. More research should be done to assess the needs of these newcomers. Services should be

provided in areas where there is a high concentration of Mandarin-speaking newcomers and such

services should be easily accessible.
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Knowledgeable Persons

Introduction

The knowledgeable persons interviewed included a school counsellor, an ESL teacher, a school trustee,

two ministers, an executive director of a Mainland Chinese community centre, and an executive director

of a Chinese advocacy group. All of the interviews were audio-taped and transcribed.

These knowledgeable persons come into contact with Mandarin-speaking newcomers at their

workplaces, and they work with them either directly or indirectly. The school trustee, counsellor, and

ESL teacher spoke primarily about Mandarin-speaking children and their parents, while the ministers

and executive directors focused on the adults.

Major Settlement Difficulties of Mandarin-Speaking Newcomer Adults

 Employment

The lack of recognition of their educational credentials and their previous work experience in China

causes great problems for Mandarin-speaking newcomers. Due to the fact that the newcomers do not

have Canadian work experience, it is initially difficult for them to obtain employment. Some of them had

very good jobs when they were in China and are disappointed when their pay does not meet with their

expectations. Once their employment difficulties are overcome, other problems, such as housing and

family conflicts, are usually easier to resolve.

Language and Orientation

Many Mandarin-speaking newcomers have little or no knowledge of the English language prior to their

arrival in Canada. Even those who have had some English language training often had no opportunity to

practice speaking English in China, so it is difficult for them to use conversational English in Canada.
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Differences in the social and political systems of Canada and the People’s Republic of China create

further problems for the newcomers. Since it is difficult to understand a new system in a short period of

time, many Mandarin-speaking newcomers feel alienated.

Discrimination

The issue of discrimination has proven to be rather complex. Some of the knowledgeable persons

reported discrimination between people from Hong Kong and people from the Mainland, between

White people and Chinese people, and between Chinese people and other visible minorities.

Familial Conflicts

The immigration process can create tension between family members. Very often, marital problems

occur because of financial pressures, separations during the immigration process, and stress as a result

of settlement difficulties. As well, relationships between parents and children can become quite strained.

Other Settlement Needs

Other settlement needs mentioned included information on government and social services, and social

and recreational opportunities that would reduce isolation. 

Major Settlement Difficulties of Mandarin-Speaking Children

Communication Barriers

Many Mandarin-speaking children never studied English before coming to Canada. As a result, they feel

inadequate academically. Furthermore, they are often surrounded by children from Hong Kong who

speak Cantonese. They, therefore, have less motivation to learn English. They sometimes learn

Cantonese before they learn English.
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Differences in the Educational System between China and Canada

In China, there is no standardized age to enter school. In the larger cities, children enter grade one at

age six, whereas in the southern provinces such as Fujian and the rural areas, children may start their

schooling when they are nine.  In Canada, grade placement is age-based. All children must go to school

at age six. Thus, many Chinese children, especially those from the South, are placed one or two grades

above their grade levels in China. This situation, compounded with their lack of knowledge of English,

makes it very difficult for them to keep up with the school curriculum.

Lack of Academic Support from Parents

Many Mandarin-speaking newcomers have difficulty providing academic support for their children due

to their own lack of knowledge of the English language. This is a particular problem for those

newcomers who are illiterate; they are unable to help their children with their homework.

Migration Problems

In many cases, the father is the first family member to immigrate to Canada.  After several years, he

applies for his family to join him.  Since the couple has been separated for a long time, marital problems

are likely.  If a divorce occurs, the mother often has to take a low-paying job and work long hours.

These single mothers have very little time to care for their children, let alone to supervise their children's

homework.  Since there is no money for private tutoring, the children suffer academically. Tutoring

programs should be developed for children whose parents cannot afford private tutoring.

Differences in the Concept of Child Care

Many Mainland immigrants grew up during the Cultural Revolution.  Instead of being cared for by their

parents, these newcomers were raised in communes. When these newcomers have children in Canada,
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they often send their children back to China to their grandparents or keep their children at the

babysitter's.  Some only visit children on weekends. The school counselor worried about the impact

these arrangements have on the children. She found that these children are very aggressive because they

are fighting for the adults’ attention. As one participant noted:

For those who sent children back to China for four to seven years, the parents knew nothing
about the children's development.  The children are terribly spoiled in China by their
grandparents.  Moreover, the parents don't have any parenting skills at all because they have
never raised their children. As a result, the children will follow neither the parents' nor the
teachers' teaching.  They become little tyrants.  These children have serious behaviour problems.
They don't know English. They play roughly at school. To me, this practice violates the
traditional Chinese value of family harmony.

Counselling and Mandarin-Speaking Newcomer Children

Some newcomer parents try to take a day off on the weekends to be with their children and provide

private tutoring for their children if they can afford it. However, many newcomer parents have neither

the time nor the inclination to enter family counselling or to take their children to play therapy, even if

such services are recommended by the school. Many Mandarin-speaking newcomers perceive

counselling and family therapy as ineffective because they do not see the results right away. They often

stop seeing the counsellor after the first few sessions.

Extra-Curricular Activities and Mandarin-Speaking Newcomer Children

Due to their long working hours, many newcomer parents do not have time to bring their children to

organized activities, such as Boy Scouts or baseball leagues, despite teachers’ efforts to have the fees

for these programs waived.  These parents have settlement problems themselves and may feel

overwhelmed by their own situations. School counsellors and teachers sometimes try to find free

programs, volunteer drivers and storytellers for newcomer children. In situations in which the father is

absent from the home, the school may suggest mentoring programs to support the children.
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Role Reversal between Parents and Children

Since many newcomer children learn English more quickly than their parents, their parents may become

dependent on their assistance to obtain social information. This dependency causes some parents lose

their authority over their children. Moreover, many teenagers do part-time work. Once they have

financial independence, they may neglect their studies or even drop out of school.

How Mandarin-Speaking Newcomers Adult Needs Are Currently Being Met

The current services provided by agencies are still focused solely on settlement.  They do not address

the most immediate need, which is employment. Language programs, such as ESL and LINC, are

generally useful only for those immigrants who are non-professionals. For skilled immigrants who

already have a basic level of proficiency in English, it is more important to participate in internship

programs established by specific industries. In terms of social and recreational activities, some

Mandarin-speaking newcomers attend programs at community centres and some churches provide

Mandarin-speaking fellowship for Mandarin-speaking newcomers.

There are some groups and community agencies that advocate for the rights of Mandarin-speaking

newcomers. For instance, the Chinese Advocacy Group focuses on structural issues. Its goal is to

obtain fair and just treatment for the Chinese community in government policies. It draws attention to the

multiple needs of the Chinese community, co-operates with other social service agencies and the

government, conducts research to inform social agencies of changes within the Chinese community, and

endeavours to stop racism within the Chinese community itself.

How Mandarin-Speaking Newcomer Children’s’ Needs are Being Met
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Social Services

Some mainstream social agencies do provide bilingual workers for counselling services. However, they

only provide limited and basic services. Some social skills groups are carried out in English; when

children have problems with English, they do not benefit a great deal from such groups.

Education

The ESL upgrading program is very important. It teaches children basic English. Language skills also

play an important role in many school subjects, including Mathematics, which is often a strong subject

for Mandarin-speaking children. The newcomer students might have a high level of understanding of

Mathematics.  However, if they do not understand English, they are unable to answer Math problems or

ask questions when they are confused. Without proficiency in the English language, they cannot enter

regular classes. Many end up in technical schools because they cannot get into the academic programs,

and their chances for post-secondary education are limited.

   

Teachers sometimes set up buddy systems in the schools to encourage the students to help each other.

Occasionally, they ask co-op students from high schools to assist in these programs. Buddy programs

help to orient the newcomers and to give them social contacts within the school.

Major Difficulties Confronted by Service Providers

Limited Funding and Staff Resources

Limited resources is the problem most commonly cited by knowledgeable persons. Many agencies do
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not have the funding to hire Mandarin-speaking service providers from China or to perform adequate

outreach to this community.

Communication Barriers

Some communication barriers of Mandarin-speaking newcomers are related to the pattern of Chinese

immigration to Canada. The number of Cantonese immigrants from Hong Kong increased rapidly

throughout the 1980s and the 1990s. Many social agencies were established to serve this group of

immigrants. Now, many of the workers and managers in direct services are Cantonese. As a result,

some Mandarin-speakers are reluctant to seek assistance from Chinese social agencies. They may

prefer mainstream agencies, despite their lack of knowledge of English, because they do not want to

deal with Cantonese-speaking social workers. Agencies that serve Mandarin-speakers must

acknowledge the cultural differences between the service providers and their clients. More importantly,

they need to be aware of and avoid any bias against Mandarin speakers in the planning process.  The

ideal solution would be to employ Mandarin-speaking social workers. However, due to limited

resources, it is difficult for the agencies to maintain existing workers, let alone hire additional ones. 

Moreover, the demands of Cantonese speakers are still very great. Some Mandarin speakers have

formed their own organizations. However, if existing Chinese agencies could accommodate Mandarin

speakers, it would benefit both the agencies and Mandarin-speaking newcomers.

Cultural Differences between Mandarin-Speaking Newcomers and Service Providers

The perspective of newcomers depends on the area that they come from in China.  The outlooks of the

Northerners, Shanghainese, and Southerners are not the same. As well, Canadian society, unlike

Chinese society, places emphasis on rules rather than on personal connections. Service providers should

make newcomers aware of the possibility of discrimination and give them concrete tools to deal with

such discrimination. On the other hand, service providers also need to avoid their own biases against

other ethnic groups within their own cultural community.
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Poverty within the Mandarin-Speaking Newcomer Community

Poverty among Mandarin-speaking newcomers is a serious problem. Government cutbacks have had a

serious impact on newcomers, particularly on refugees. As a result, it is much more difficult for service

providers to assist these newcomers in their settlement in Canada.

Suggestions from Participants

Research on Immigrants’ Needs

Further research data needs to be collected, especially data targeting specific areas of need of

Mandarin-speaking newcomers. Social service agencies need to encourage and motivate Mandarin-

speaking newcomers to participate in the planning process for new services and the improvement of

existing ones. Mandarin-speaking newcomers must voice their needs and suggestions to the agencies

and pressure the existing social structure to make changes.

Training of More Mandarin-Speaking Social Workers

There is a need for Mandarin-speaking social workers from China; they not only speak the same

language as the newcomers but also share many of their experiences. They can usually better understand

the newcomers’ difficulties than mainstream social workers can. Community colleges and universities

should encourage Mandarin speakers from China to go into social work programs and to serve their

own community. The Association of Chinese Social Workers needs to organize and petition for such a

change.

For some newcomers, employment difficulties will lead to family conflicts, emotional problems, and

domestic violence. Many newcomers do not understand how individuals are protected in Canada.  They

should be given this kind of information. They should also be informed about how Canadian society

functions, so that they can fully participate in Canadian society.
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Support from Schools

Schools can provide academic support for children, such as free tutoring and after-school activities,

such as Scouts or ping-pong. It takes five to six years for ESL students to be fully integrated. Support

for these children needs to be long-range.  Long-term plans should be developed for the integration of

newcomer children because “band-aid” solutions are not adequate.

There should be direct contact between Mandarin-speaking newcomer parents from China and their

children’s teacher and school trustees through PTA activities. Interpretation for such meetings should be

readily and uniformly accessible throughout the education system.

Teachers should encourage newcomer students to participate in extracurricular activities. Since many

parents are busy working, it is important for the children to have supervised activities. As well, helping

students on a one-on-one basis is the best way to improve their English.

Parenting Classes and Workshops

Parents need to be provided with advice on parenting and communicating with their children. The school

dropout rate is high, and many parents do not realize that their children have academic problems until it

is too late. Organizing parenting groups and parenting classes in the community in the evenings would be

helpful. Most importantly, parents have to be informed about the Canadian educational system, social

system, legal system, and their rights and responsibilities.

Recommendations

Based on the description of the community problems given by Mandarin-speaking newcomers and the
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opinions expressed by services providers, as well as knowledgeable and religious person from the

Chinese communities, we would like to make the following recommendations for both government

organizations and immigrant service agencies:

General Suggestions

• The time taken to assess potential immigrants should be reduced from the current period of about

two years to one year.

• The Canadian government must engage in more outreach, so that potential immigrants are given a

viable alternative to reliance on private immigration agencies, which charge exorbitant fees.

• Funding to settlement service agencies that deal with Mandarin-speaking newcomers should be

increased.

Initial Orientation

• Information packages containing practical information on the history, politics, society, social

services, economics, labour regulations and culture of Canada should be given to newcomers in

their home country via embassies, consulates, and immigration agencies.

• Immigrant information booths should be set up at the Vancouver and Toronto airports.  It is

recommended that social workers greet the newcomers at the airport, and provide them with

comprehensive information packages, especially focused on social and community services.

• An orientation program should be established that includes information regarding the Canadian

educational, social and political systems, welfare policies and welfare benefits, rights and

responsibilities, and tax issues.  This program should be open to all newcomers and not simply those

who are not proficient in English.

• There should be a program established to escort newcomers, at their request, to government

agencies to apply for their identification, health card and to learn about other government resources

ESL Programs

• ESL courses should incorporate practical information, as well as knowledge regarding political,
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cultural, and social processes in Canada.

• Some ESL classes should be designed for professional and highly skilled newcomers, as well as

language courses geared for specific job requirements (e.g. ESL for engineers).

Employment

• A standardized evaluation system should be developed to assess the newcomers’ qualifications from

their home countries as soon as possible. Such a system should be designed with input from

newcomers and from agencies that serve them.

• Foreign-trained professionals should be assisted in obtaining initial Canadian working experience

through work placements.

• Universities or colleges should organize short-term retraining courses for foreign-trained

professionals and assist them in accessing professional associations.

• Current monitoring systems should be enhanced to prevent employers from exploiting newcomers.

• Community services providers and government organizations should collaborate in order to provide

volunteer positions for newcomers to help them gain Canadian working experience.

• Job search, resumé writing, and interview skills workshops should be designed for Mandarin-

speaking newcomers and taught by bilingual (Mandarin and English) service providers.

• Newcomer youths should be assisted in gaining work experience and volunteer opportunities.

Housing

• A housing services unit should be established to provide housing information for newcomers and to

offer assistance to newcomers in applying for subsidized government housing if they qualify for such

housing.

• Transitional housing should be provided for Mandarin-speaking newcomers while they look for

more permanent housing.
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Education and Training

• Special orientation programs in schools for new immigrant students should be offered to provide

them with basic information about the school system and its rules.  Programs should also be

designed to teach them how to select courses and make their own academic plans, given that the

education system in China is completely different from that in Canada.

• Mandarin-speaking English teachers should be hired to work with Mandarin-speaking students who

have problems in class and to offer tutoring in various subjects for newcomer students.

• Communication between teachers and parents of new immigrant students should be strengthened,

especially regarding the adjustment and scholastic progress of the newcomer students.

• Cultural sensitivity training programs for social workers, counsellors and other service providers

currently working with Mandarin-speaking newcomers should be organized.

Health and Well-Being

• Readily accessible and culturally appropriate counselling services for Mandarin-speaking

newcomers should be provided to help them deal with stress and pressures at home and in the

workplace.

Social Integration

• Programs that promote and develop programs such as the HOST Program, which enable a

beneficial cultural exchange between Mandarin-speaking newcomers and other Canadians should

be promoted and developed.

Community Services

• The number of Mandarin-speaking social workers in various social services agencies should be

increased.

• A team should be set up to provide interpretation services for who need to gain access to medical

services.
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