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Background

ObjectiveMethodology.

Relocation and resettlement are often accompanied by physical,
mental, and social challenges for migrant youth, which can be a risk
factor to their wellbeing and development1,2. During the COVID-19
pandemic, young people have reported increased levels of
psychosocial distress, anxiety, and social isolation3.

Explore migrant youth’s experiences during COVID-19 as participants
in Say Ça!, a community-based organization in Montreal that offers
newcomer youth one-on-one tutoring & cultural activities.

Method

Community-based welcome programs can benefit the resettlement
and wellbeing of newcomer youth, also during the pandemic5,6.
There is limited research on the mechanisms by which these
programs work from the perspective of youth, and how those are
affected by COVID-19.

Six youth from Say Ça! participated in a photo novella project to
reflect on their experiences in the online program during COVID-19
and how these contributed to their wellbeing. Semi-structured online
interviews documented the meaning behind the journal entries and
accompanying images.

Results
Opportunities

Challenges

Newcomer youth described memorable moments and opportunities of
participating in Say Ça! during COVID-19:
• socialize with other youth;

Youth also described challenges to participating in the program:
•

Unstable internet connection;

•

Absence of a space in their house free from distractions;
Difficulties socializing with other youth online; and
Balancing time with school, extracurriculars and household tasks.

•

learn new languages that facilitate their communication;

•

•

explore new activities; and

•

•

self-empowerment.

"In Say Ça!, I get my inspiration from the people
around me. (...) I feel creative in Say Ça!, as if I
were the doll and all the colours are the
imagination. (...) And so in Say Ça!, I feel like
colorful, I feel happy and that is why I put the
colourful colours." (Dani)
“The first image shows like a barrier between
English and French and I thought I could not
integrate as easily since I didn’t speak French but
like Say Ça! helped me better my French so I can
communicate with people more easily.” (Camille)

“I did not participate much at Say Ça! during the pandemic because I do
not like online!! I would like it if we returned to Say Ça! and we won’t stay
online!” (Alex)
“[If] we go back to Say Ça to do lessons or to talk with other people, it is
easy, you know? But now, with the COVID and everything, online, it's just
like, when the class is over everyone closes the call and it's like there's
nothing going on, and that's it." (Jules)

Youth Recommendations
The participants voiced recommendations for community-based programs
to best respond to the needs of newcomer youth during COVID-19:

“The next [image] is like me and
my tutor to show how I like the
hospitality and how nice she is
towards me. And the heart, the
hands forming the heart shows
how kind the teachers and the
tutors are at Say Ça!.” (Camille)

1.

Services should alternate online and in-person sessions to facilitate
youth interaction with peers;

2.

Organizations should consider delivering care packages with materials
to participate in activities from home;

3.

Youth-to-youth programs facilitate connection between the program
facilitators and users; and

“When I am at Say Ça!, I feel very happy. The people
there are very nice with us. I love also when we do
activities in group that push people to be social.” (Alex)

4.

Age-appropriate activities and a personalized program will best
respond to the youth’s specific needs.

Conclusions
•
•
•

The study validated the need to collect first-hand information about youth’s experiences in the context of physical distancing, considering limitations and
necessary adaptations to conducting social science research in this context.
Newcomer youth recognize and appreciate the opportunities that participating in Say Ça! offered them, despite the challenges of providing online services.
Community-based initiatives should reflect the needs of their service users by delivering personalized programs that consider youth-to-youth support and
age- and language-appropriate activities.

Works cited

1. Kirmayer, L.J., et al., Common mental health problems in immigrants and refugees: general approach in primary
care. Cmaj, 2011. 183(12): p. E959-E967.
2. Fazel, M., et al., Mental health of displaced and refugee children resettled in high-income countries: risk and
protective factors. The Lancet, 2012. 379(9812): p. 266-282.
3. Rousseau, C., & Miconi, D. (2020). Protecting Youth Mental Health During the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Challenging
Engagement and Learning Process. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 59(11),
1203-1207. doi:10.1016/j.jaac.2020.08.007
4. Tyrer, R. A., & Fazel, M. (2014). School and community-based interventions for refugee and asylum-seeking children:
A systematic review. PloS One, 9(2).
5. Endale, T., St Jean, N., & Birman, D. (2020). COVID-19 and refugee and immigrant youth: A community-based
mental health perspective. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy.

Acknowledgements

Thank you to the youth
who contributed their time and ideas to the project.
The Interdisciplinary Research Team
on Refugee and Asylum-Seeking Families

