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Preface by William J. Johnson, Q. C.

One World Many Stories provides the story of 
perseverance, commitment to change and the pursuit of a 

mission: to provide innovative language education, customized 
employment training and placement, and integration services 
to newcomers and Canadians based on best practices.

Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (CIES) was initiated 
in 1988 with the vision of an inclusive pluralistic society.  At 
its start, CIES occupied 250 sq. ft. of office space, had no paid 
staff, no revenue and was operated by a handful of volunteers.

After 30 years of perseverance and hard work by many people, 
CIES now:
 - has a staff of about 150 employees;
 - relies on about 200 volunteers;
 - has an annual revenue of about 7 million dollars;
 - has an annual service of about 12,000 clients; and
 - occupies two recently constructed buildings with a  
 -total square footage of 37,000.

I congratulate the authors of One World Many Stories –  
Dr. Sally Zhao and Alison Edwards.  Their recognition of the 
value of a historical book covering the first 30 years of CIES 
operations and the recording of the many events in the growth 
of CIES establishes a valuable narrative in the pursuit of an 
inclusive society.  One World Many Stories recognizes the 
efforts and contributions of numerous people who participated 
in development of CIES and contributed to its successful 
pursuit of both its vision and its mission.  

With the achievement of 30 years of operations I am happy to 
say “Happy Anniversary” to CIES and express my hope it will 
have another 30 years of progress like its first 30 years.

William J. Johnson, Q.C.
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Introduction

I joined the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society 
(hereafter “the Society”) in November 2005 as a volunteer 

tutor in the Drop-In ESL program. 

During the thirteen years that followed, I served in different 
roles: volunteer ESL tutor, LINC (Language Instruction for 
Newcomers to Canada) instructor, ELT (Enhanced Language 
Training) instructor, LINC Program Manager, Executive 
Director Designate, and Executive Director, a title which later 
changed to Chief Executive Officer. I have grown with the 
organization, and I have witnessed its growth. 

Today, I feel so privileged and honored to share what I have 
witnessed in person and learned through documentation about 
the Society’s 30-year journey. The One World Many Stories 
book presents the highlights of our growing history. Fittingly, 
we begin with a preface by William J. Johnson, a long term 
President and legal consultant of the Society from 2003-2012. 

Following this introduction is Chapter One of the book, 
which highlights the milestones of the Society’s early 
development during the first ten years, from 1988 to 1998, 
including the visionary idea which led to the establishment 
of the Society, our first funding, our first name change, space 
expansion, and program development.

The following decade, 1998 to 2008, is chronicled in Chapter 
Two, including our second name change and further program 
expansion and diversification, which were achieved under 
the supervision of a dedicated leader and the introduction 
of an appropriate marketing strategy. Another significant 
achievement for the Society during our second decade of 
existence was the establishment of our first building in the 
Calgary Forest Lawn area. 

Chapter Three focuses on the most recent years of the 
Society’s history, from 2008 to 2018. In the last decade, 
there have been many changes, and the Society has expanded 
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exponentially. Overall, the Society’s story is defined by rapid growth coupled with 
the challenges that come as a result of expansion and innovation. I am so proud to 
have been a part of the story during these ten years. In addition to the expansion 
of services, revenue increase, and the Society’s new branding under the guidance 
of the Society’s three five-year strategic plans, (2008-2012, 2013-2017, and 2018-
2022), a few noteworthy developments worth mentioning are:

 - The construction and opening of the Society’s second building,  
 cthe Welcome Centre for New Immigrants, in the Calgary Whitehorn  
 ccommunity, with the entire mortgage paid off

 - Transition to the Society’s second Executive Director, a title which later  
 cchanged to Chief Executive Officer 

Chapter Four of the book describes the possibilities and goals for the future based 
on the Society’s five year strategic plan from 2018 to 2022 and beyond. One World 
Many Stories concludes with an overview of our achievements, closing thoughts, 
and a set of appendices, which include a Corporate Donor List and Revenue from 
1988-2018, a list of the Society’s Presidents from the past 30 years, the Society’s 
very first financial statement (1988-1989 fiscal year), information about our clients, 
and a bibliography.

This book is compiled with the hope that it will inspire newcomers to Canada 
and Canadian citizens alike to dream big, work hard, and embrace opportunities 
with compassion, as well as to celebrate our identity as a pluralistic society. We 
are united in our differences. We are One World, and each one of us has a unique 
story to tell. 

 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Sally Shifeng Zhao, Chief Executive Officer

June 2018 in Calgary, Alberta, Canada
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Chapter One: 1988-1998

A Visionary Idea       

A vision is always born out of need. The story of our Society begins with a 
-man named Salim M. Sindhu, a civil engineer from Lahore, Pakistan. In 

1974, Salim arrived in Calgary, Alberta as an immigrant. Immediately, he began 
looking for work in order to bring the rest of his young family to Canada. The 
task of finding employment proved challenging for Salim. He rode the bus and 
knocked on doors to no avail. Despite his qualifications as an engineer, it proved to 
be near impossible to secure a Canadian job in his field. However, Salim was not 
disheartened: he found work as a labourer at a furniture factory to make  
ends meet. 

By 1975, Salim’s time was divided not only between his furniture factory job 
and managing a local KFC franchise, but also part-time courses at the Southern 
Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT). He was determined to bring his 
qualifications to the Canadian standard. Juggling school and work eventually 
paid off. In 1976, Salim was awarded a certificate in engineering from SAIT, and 
many work opportunities within his field ensued. However, when the recession 
of the 1980s hit Alberta, sustainable work became an issue again. Conscious of 
the energy-related factors that led to the economic downturn, Salim returned 
to SAIT and earned a postgraduate Diploma in Energy Management in 1988. 
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Unfortunately, by the late 80s, energy prices had gone down, making Salim’s 
diploma significantly less relevant. 

Salim’s struggles to secure employment, despite his persistent attitude and several 
academic qualifications, was a story all too common among newcomers to Canada 
during this period. With his experiences, Salim was empathetic to the challenges 
immigrants were facing. He was actively involved in volunteer work for many 
organizations such as the Calgary Immigrant Aid Society, Calgary Catholic 
Immigration Society, and the Calgary Immigrant Women’s Association. Having 
learned English in school back in Pakistan, Salim was also able to contribute as  
an interpreter and translator. In 1987, he opened his own consulting and 
translation business on 17th Avenue in the Forest Lawn area, where many 
immigrant families lived. 

Late in 1987, a labor dispute arose from a Calgary furniture factory where 95% of 
the employees were immigrants. During this time, businesses were still recovering 
from the recession. In an attempt to keep costs down, they often exploited their 
workers, many of whom did not speak English and were afraid of jeopardizing 
their immigrant status. The labour dispute in question concerned employees from 
Pakistan, India, Vietnam, and the Philippines who claimed that they were fired for 
voting to join a union. The workers went on strike, and the situation was referred 
to the Alberta Labour Relation Board. Salim was contracted to interpret for the 
workers. The experience opened his eyes to the source of the conflict: an inability 

Salim’s experiences as a young man inspired the vision that would later become his life’s work.
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for newcomers and employers to surpass the language barrier, and therefore, a 
tremendous need for English language training. Salim began to research the 
existing English as a Second Language (ESL) training options in Calgary. He 
discovered that many of the programs available did not offer flexible options for 
working individuals driven by a need to support families, nor were they located 
in areas easily accessible by those who needed them most, specifically Eastern 
Calgary. He was convinced that a community-based agency offering ESL classes 
needed to be established in Forest Lawn area. 

An idea was born. Salim began reaching out to colleagues, local businesses, and 
others who showed interest in building his vision for the future. Meetings were 
organized, bylaws were drafted with the help of lawyer Jim Reich, and a Board of 
Directors was instated. The Calgary Society for Immigrant Workers (hereafter 
“the Society”) was registered with Alberta Consumer and Corporate Affairs as a 
non-profit organization on June 21, 1988. In the same year, the Society received 
charitable status from Revenue Canada, and Salim Sindhu was appointed to the 
role of Executive Director. The first office space consisted of two leased rooms on 
the second floor of 4304A 17th Ave SE, above a furniture store. Using 250 sq. ft. 
of office space, a borrowed typewriter, and an ancient photocopying machine, the 
Society officially opened for business the first week of July 1988. Barry Pashak, 
who was the MLA for Forest Lawn at the time, helped circumvent these limited 
resources by permitting the Society to use his facilities to print materials.

Putting Down Roots       

By the end of September 1988, the Society had recruited six volunteer tutors, and 
Drop-In ESL classes were underway, overseen by Ramsukh Tulsie, the Society’s 
first Volunteer Program Coordinator. Drop-In ESL taught by volunteer tutors 
offered free and flexible English language tutorials on a drop-in basis to newcomers 
and their families, a system which accommodated clients’ other commitments, 
such as work and family schedules. At the time, this program was unique within 
the immigrant serving sector and addressed a timely need. The foundation was laid 
for a successful organization, yet fundraising efforts were of immediate concern. 
During the first year, the Society’s expenses were met by donations from members. 
Funding applications were submitted to a number of potential funders, including 
a variety of government departments, such as the Secretary of State, Employment 
Canada, and Career Development and Employment, Immigration and Settlement 
Branch. There was no success in securing funding.  
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In its first few years, the Society reached out to potential funders, including the government, in 
hopes of securing financial support for our programs. Pictured here from left to right: Mayor Al 
Duerr, Board Member Catherine McCreary, and Executive Director Salim Sindhu.

Volunteer Tutors Meeting, March 10, 1990. Pictured: Salma Jiwani, Salim Sindhu, Kuldip 
Thind. Kuldip continues to serve the Society today as a volunteer Board member.
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Although many in the community doubted that the Society would last more than 
a handful of months, Salim was a man on a mission. The clientele for Drop-In ESL 
classes was growing by the day, and news of the services offered by the Society was 
spreading. Salim knew, through hard work and perseverance, the Society had the 
potential to thrive. He relentlessly stayed anchored to his dream: to create a better 
world for newcomers. 

In June 1989, the Society had its first funding breakthrough. Immigration and 
Employment Canada, Canadian Job Strategy, funded a research study entitled 
“A Study of Communications Skills Needs of Immigrant Workers in Selected 
Calgary Industries.” Two researchers and an assistant were hired to work on the 
study, which was conducted under the guidance of Dr. Ashis Gupta, Ph.D., who 
was a professor at the University of Calgary and the President of the Society at 
the time. For the very first time, the Society received some operational funds. The 
study, which was published in January 1990, made a case for the need for English 
language education, the key issue being addressed by the Society’s activities. The 
research report was well received and paved a trajectory for future programs. 

Over the winter of 1989-1990, a second application for funding was approved, 
and then shortly afterwards, a third. Workshops for immigrants on various 
subjects were funded by the Secretary of State. Drop-In ESL, the Society’s flagship 
program, finally received funding as a pilot project thanks to Alberta Advanced 
Education and Career Development (AAE & CD).  Drop-In ESL offered 3 
different levels: basic, intermediate, and advanced. 127 clients were registered in 
Drop-In ESL classes during the 1989-1990 fiscal year. 68 volunteers generously 
contributed their time and energy to teach the Drop-In ESL classes under the 
guidance of Kuldip Thind, the volunteer program coordinator, who continues 
to serve the Society today as a volunteer Board member. In the same year, thanks 
to funding from the Student Employment Experience Development Program 
(SEED), the Society was able to hire two summer students: a coordinator’s aide 
and a receptionist. On January 3rd, 1990, the Society launched a Job Referral 
Service. During the first year, the Society registered 24 clients looking for work 
through the Job Referral Service.

Expansion of Space       

In October 1989, the leased rooms could no longer accommodate a growing 
Society. More space was needed and the Society moved to a new office space next 
door: 950 sq. ft. at 4310 17th Ave SE, which had sufficient space to host evening 
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classes in addition to daytime classes. In July 1990, the Society rented more space 
in the same building, which increased the square footage to 1780 sq. ft. In May 
1991, the Society rented another 780 sq. ft., bringing the total to 2560 sq. ft. At 
this point in 1991, the Society had space to fill, but owned no equipment to fill it 
with. Thankfully, funding from the Wild Rose Foundation enabled the Society 
to purchase much needed equipment and furniture, including desks, chairs, 
bookcases, a computer, a photocopying machine, and a telephone system. Each 
expansion of facility space meant increased capacity for programming, staffing, 
and outreach to clients. The Society was on its way to accomplishing its vision!

First Name Change       

A notable event during 1990-1991 was the Society’s name change. The 
connotation of the word “workers” in the name “Calgary Society for Immigrant 
Workers” limited the Society’s activities, and the impression that it was related 
to the labor movement led many funders to consider the name as an obstacle for 
funding. Besides, the Society provided service to all immigrants, not just those 
who were workers. On March 26, 1991, the name changed from “Calgary Society 
for Immigrant Workers” to “Calgary Immigrant Development & Educational 
Advancement Society” (Calgary IDEAS), and on April 11, 1991, the new name 
was registered with Alberta Consumer and Corporate Affairs. 

The new name, Calgary IDEAS, conveyed a wider perception of the Society’s activities. This 
opened doors for initiatives including pre-arrival services as well as post-arrival services. 
Pictured: a Calgary IDEAS information session held in Chung Li, Taiwan in the late 1990s.
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Diversified Programming     

1990-1992

The increasingly popular Drop-In ESL served 282 students in the 1990-1991 
fiscal year, with an average of 40 students attending the program each day. More 
than half of these clients were of Chinese and Vietnamese origin. As the program 
grew, so did the funding sources: Drop-In ESL gained a second funding source 
in 1990-1991, the Canada Employment & Immigration Centre. Thanks to this 
new funding, in September 1991, the Society was able to conduct Drop-In ESL 
classes for homebound women and seniors, making ESL accessible to many! The 
job referral service was also expanding in scope: in 1989-1990, 29 students were 
referred to employers; in 1990-1991, that figure had expanded to 59 students. 
People needed jobs! To support the integration of clients, with funding from the 
Secretary of State, the Society conducted seminars and workshops to address 
Canadian rights and obligations, as well as issues such as prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism, social issues that we still face today. A grant from Alberta Culture and 
Multicultural Commission supported staff development for this service. During 
1990-1991, a total of 440 people attended 21 workshops.  

Police Role in the Community Workshop, early 1990s.
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June 1991 marked three years of service for the Society. Between the Drop-In ESL, 
the job referrals, and the workshops, staff and volunteers of Calgary IDEAS had 
their hands full maintaining the variety of services. The Society was maturing into 
a more versatile agency: concerned with language, employment, and integration 
services. This comprehensive approach to services meant that an awareness of the 
evolving needs within the community was paramount. 

An example of this was the U.I. (Unemployment Insurance) Multilingual Claims 
Intake Service, which was funded by Employment and Immigration Canada, 
Canadian Job Strategy, East Office in June 1991. Many of the Society’s clients 
were learning English to escape menial service jobs. This kind of employment 
did not provide much job security, and employers would fire and hire at will, 
leaving immigrant workers and their families financially vulnerable. Employment 
Insurance (EI) was a vital government service which helped support them between 
jobs until these individuals were able to secure meaningful and stable employment. 
However, due to language barriers, many clients were having difficulties 
understanding and filing for employment insurance. The U.I. Multilingual Claims 
Intake Service offered assistance in four languages: Arabic, Punjabi, Chinese, and 
Vietnamese, including possible accommodations in other languages. While it 
was initially a pilot project, intended to run for only 3 months, the response from 
clients was so positive that it was extended, and the project continued until 1993. 

In September 1991, with funding from Employment and Immigration Canada, a 
historic new program was added to the roster: the Settlement Language Program 
(SLP), now called Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC). 
This program would later become the Society’s largest. Unlike Drop-In ESL, 
LINC students would attend class consistently each day, and the instructors were 
paid employees. The fledgling LINC program served 65 clients in its first year. 
Meanwhile, Drop-In ESL was thriving: 505 clients were registered during the 
1991-1992 fiscal year. Workshops were also in full swing, highlighting subjects 
such as citizenship, labour laws, community services, and police relations. In 
March 1992, the Society sponsored a symposium, “Canada in Transition,” at 
the Calgary Multicultural Centre, which hosted four panelists to discuss the 
educational, economic and social impact of the immigration influx on Canada. 
The Society also began work on a research study, “Survey of South Asian Seniors,” 
which was completed the following fiscal year. The study was designed to gather 
information about the difficulties faced by senior immigrants from South Asian 
countries. 135 immigrants aged 55 and over were interviewed. 
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1993-1995

In 1993, five years after its inception, the Society was firmly established 
and continuing to expand at a rapid rate, a positive sign of its resiliency and 
adaptability. The Drop-In ESL classes grew so large that they began to exceed the 
space. LINC grew from one class to two classes. The U.I. Multilingual Claims 
Intake Service went from serving 1105 clients to serving 1656 clients annually. 
Workshops and seminars were well attended. The survey of South Asian Seniors 
was completed, and a report was drawn up, which was published in February 1993 
to favouable reception. The Calgary Herald published an article on the findings 
of the study. The results concluded that immigrant seniors faced a unique kind 
of isolation: their values differed from the Canadian lifestyle, and they faced the 
loss of family, society, tradition, and language. Many moved to Canada due to 
sponsorship by their families, and had not previously desired to move to Canada 
to begin with. As a result, the life of an immigrant senior was often lonely. An 
advisory council was formed to address the issues that were pinpointed by  
the report. 

The Society’s activities were not limited to adult and senior immigrants. In 
January 1993, the South Asian Youth Counselling Program was introduced to 
address substance abuse, truancy and violence in young people. The program’s 
intended demographic were youth born into immigrant families. Generally, these 
families could not afford to engage their children in extracurricular groups or 
activities, which left the youth feeling isolated and bored. The program showed 
signs of promise, but it was funded by donations to the Society, and therefore 
lacked sustainability. Attempts to secure further funding were unsuccessful, and 
the program was discontinued.

During the early 1990s, home computers gained enormous popularity. The power 
and potential of computerized devices flooded collective consciousness, and they 
eventually became a staple in homes and workplaces. The new developments in 
technology spurred a need for computer literacy. The Society recognized this need, 
and in July 1992, launched a pilot project, “Computer Literacy among Visible 
Minorities,” which was later renamed “Computer Technology made Practical.” 
This program provided basic training in Word, Excel, and the Internet, which 
improved clients’ employability. The Society’s first LINC teacher, James Rennie, 
wrote a research article about the use of computers as a tool to teach ESL. His 
research was forwarded to Employment and Immigration Canada to fund the 
purchase of five computers, a few printers, and software in 1993. The Society 
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became the first non-profit immigrant serving agency in Calgary to use computers 
for an ESL program. 

Soon afterwards, the Wild Rose Foundation provided a grant of $35,000 towards 
hiring a Volunteer Program Coordinator, a position that was crucial to manage the 
growing volunteer base of 100+ volunteers, including the Drop-In ESL volunteer 
tutors. Starting in April 1994, Drop-In ESL began emphasizing phonics and 
pronunciation of the English language in the classroom. The clients of the program 
originated from very diverse linguistic backgrounds, and it became apparent that 
phonic standardization was needed. 

LINC was evolving; three more classes had been added since its launch in 1991. 
Four LINC classes were running during 1993-1994, and the program continued 
to grow in popularity. During the same year, eight workshops were conducted 
under the Responsible Citizenship Project, funded by the Secretary of State 
for Multiculturalism. These workshops addressed topics such as sponsorship, 
citizenship, police relations, and stress management. The Society hosted presenters 
from various agencies to present to the clients. Thanks to the dedication of staff 
and volunteers, all of these programs continued to thrive in 1995, and appeals 
went out for new programming, specifically in regard to the high demand for 
computer literacy. Computer Technology made Practical was introduced in 1995 
as a pilot project at the expense of the Society, but ended in July 1995 due to lack 
of financial support. 

Volunteer Luncheon, June 1990. Among the attendees pictured: Aziz Popatia, Catherine 
McCreary, Kuldip Thind, M’Liss Edwards, Ashis Gupta, Peter Plesche, and Nalini Plesche
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1996-1998

1996 was a prosperous year for the Society. Three new programs were funded: 
Labour Market Language Training (LMLT), the Employment Referral Service, 
and Computer Technology made Practical. Funded by Human Resources 
Development Canada, LMLT empowered unemployed clients with the skills 
needed to find and secure meaningful employment. Out of fourteen participants, 
ten found full-time employment during or after completion of the program. The 
Employment Referral Service, which had been on the Society’s program roster 
five years ago and was discontinued at the time due to lack of human resources, 
was reintroduced in 1996 thanks to the Coordinator position funded by Nova 
Corporation. This service complimented the LMLT program well: students 
received assistance with resume writing and job search skills through LMLT, and 
then found work by referral through the Employment Referral Service. 

Not all opportunities last forever! After the pilot project for Computer 
Technology made Practical fell through in July 1995, the Society did not lose 
hope, and began vehemently approaching potential funders to sponsor the 
program. The Calgary – Community Adult Learning Association (C-CALA) saw 
a lot of potential in the course, and agreed to fund it for one year. The program 
included topics such as keyboarding, MS-DOS and Windows operating systems, 
and WordPerfect 5.2. It was immediately popular: by June 1996, sixty-eight 
students had graduated from the program. Additional computers, printers and an 
overhead projector were provided by Citizenship & Immigration Canada.

In addition to the new programs, there were several other developments at the 
Society during 1996. On a somber note, the Society mourned the untimely passing 
of Ramsukh Tulsie, the first Volunteer Program Coordinator and a past president 
of Calgary IDEAS. Having immigrated from Guyana in 1980, Ramsukh had 
insight into the struggle faced by new immigrants, and he dedicated much of his 
time and energy to improving the Drop-In ESL Program. The language programs 
experienced growth in 1996-1997: as of April 1996, LINC was running three 
full-time and two part-time classes. A morning Drop-In ESL class was also made 
available. Additional space was acquired to accommodate the growth: 4,200 total 
sq. ft. was occupied by the Society because of the expansion. 

To keep up with the continuous evolution of computers for home and office, the 
computer program updated its offerings in 1997 to include Advanced Computer 
Training, PerfectWorks Spreadsheet, Microsoft Office, a Microsoft Integration 
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Computer and ESL program, and Simply Accounting. Simply Accounting was 
relevant to the job market and included modules about general ledger, accounts 
payable and receivable, inventory, and payroll. To keep up with the demand for 
computer literacy, C-CALA continued to fund many computer programs at the 
Society, while the Microsoft & ESL program was funded by Alberta Advanced 
Education and Career Development. 

A few of the participants began bringing their children to these computer classes, 
believing that information provided would be useful for them in the future. The 
concern for youth in the Forest Lawn area, which had previously been addressed 
by South Asian Youth Counselling Program in 1993, was still present in Salim’s 
mind during this time. In light of these developments, in October 1997, the 
Society introduced the Computers for Kids program, which was funded internally 
with support from anonymous donors and a grant from The Calgary Foundation. 
This program provided an opportunity for computer access to children who did 
not have one at home. It was an instant hit: not only was it enjoyable for children 
to engage with software games and activities, the program also taught useful skills 
and encouraged familiarity with technology. 

Calgary IDEAS 10th Anniversary, June 25, 1998. Pictured: Shelby MacLeod (secretary to the 
Minister), Clint Dunford (Minister of Alberta Advanced Education and Career Development), 
Moe Amery (MLA), and the Society’s Executive Director Salim Sindhu
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Ten Years of Service      

As the Society embarked on its 10th year of operations in 1998, there were 
several reasons to celebrate. Most importantly, Salim’s vision had become a 
reality. The Society had been formally established. Over the course of the first 
ten years, all of the necessary requirements for a strong foundation had been 
steadily met, including space, supplies, funding, leadership, staff and a successful 
name change. Several research projects had been conducted, including A Study 
of Communications Skills Needs of Immigrant Workers in Selected Calgary 
Industries and A Survey of South Asian Seniors, as well as a variety of workshops 
under the Responsible Citizenship Project. The Society also developed and 
implemented the U.I. Multilingual Claims Intake Service and the South Asian 
Youth Counselling Program. Other programs offered during the first ten years 
were Labour Market Language Training and the Employment Referral Service.

The largest programs, Drop-In ESL and LINC, continued to flourish, catering 
to the needs of hundreds of clients over the course of each year. As computer 
literacy needs were identified, new components were added to the programming 
framework. In 1998, the computer program offerings were Basic & Advanced 
Computer Training, Simply Accounting, Computers for Kids, and the Microsoft 
& ESL Program, as well as two new additions, Basic Accounting and Internet. 
The Society’s first webpage was established just in time to celebrate the 10th 
anniversary online. Thanks to the tenacity of Salim, the employees, and the 
volunteers of Calgary IDEAS, the Society was able to expand and improve its 
services despite funding cutbacks and financial challenges over the years. Clients 
responded to their experiences at the Society with high praise, thankful for the 
assistance they had received in the language, employment and computer programs.  

In 1988, the Society consisted of two rooms: one for Salim, the other for 
Reception, which was a total of 250 sq. ft. Ten years later, the space had ballooned 
to 6,000 sq. ft, encompassing classrooms, computer labs, office space, and 
reception. Looking at the first 10 years in retrospect, Salim was confident that the 
upward trend would continue; that the Society would continue to expand, and 
that relevant new programs would be added in the future. Thus, new premises were 
in order. The Society needed its own building. It was predicted that at least 10,000 
sq. ft. would be required by 2003. The Society’s leadership tackled the challenge: a 
business plan was put together with the assistance of the Calgary Centre for Non-
Profit, the Nickle Foundation made a generous donation to assist with the initial 
expense, and Salim kick-started the project by personally donating $2,000 in June 
1998. A new reality had dawned!
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A new building was a tall order, but the Society had proven itself resilient and 
capable. Efforts were bolstered by the vast community network that had grown 
from Calgary IDEAS’ humble roots. The Society was supported by many diverse 
funders, a dedicated board, a loyal staff team, and a visionary leader, Salim Sindhu.  
Dozens of names were listed under the volunteer program; these individuals, who 
selflessly contributed their time and energy, were the backbone of the Society. The 
organization was also recognized by accolades and positive reception from the 
government, community officials, and most notably, the clients themselves. The 
future was bright, and the Society pressed on. 

Left: Peter Plesche, Nalini Plesche and Kuldip Thind, early 1990s. 
Right: Salim Sindhu dancing at the Christmas Party Potluck, 1994. 
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Funders, Board Members, Revenue, and Programs 1988-1998

CIES Funders 1988-1998

CIES Board Members 1988-1998
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CIES Programs & Services 1988-1998

CIES Revenue 1988-1998
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Chapter Two: 1998-2008

Towards our First Building      

In the midst of our 10th anniversary celebrations in 1998, a considerable task 
was on the radar at Calgary IDEAS: real estate. The Society had outgrown 

its rented quarters, and to accommodate future projections for growth, a new 
building was necessary. As a non-profit immigrant serving agency, the prospects 
of fundraising to purchase a new building were challenging. There were no regular 
government funding programs available that would furnish funds for the purchase 
of a building, so the money would have to come from donations. Fundraising 
efforts began with a generous donation from Salim himself. In the fall of 1998, 
$250,000 was pledged by an anonymous donor on the condition that the Society 
would raise the same amount. The donation was a huge encouragement to the 
Society; by the end of the fiscal year, an amount of $80,000 was set aside for the 
building fund. This was made possible by anonymous donors, many of whom were 
staff members. 

The fundraising pool for the new building continued to prosper. As of April 
30, 2000, the fund had reached $151,009, intent on matching the $250,000 
pledge towards a final goal of $750,000. The driving force behind these efforts, a 
desperate need for space, continued to intensify as the months passed. Not long 
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afterwards, the Society’s landlord informed the organization of a rent increase. 
Registration fees were increased temporarily for four months to meet the expense.

As the Society was on the verge of owning a new building, the business plan 
that was developed in 1998 was reviewed again: the Society began tackling the 
recommendations laid out by the business plan and ironing out the details of 
the transition into the new building. At the Annual General Meeting in 2001, 
President Brij Maholtra expressed hopefulness that the new building would be 
operational within a year. By June 2002, two momentous developments were 
announced: firstly, in regards to the new building, a commercial lot had been 
purchased in an ideal location on 17th Ave and 40th Street SE for $246,724. 
Building permits were obtained from the City, a general contractor was hired, and 
requests for additional funding were sent out. Architect Mannu Chugh was to 
design the 15,000 sq. ft. structure. 

On June 12, 2002, Alberta Premier Ralph Klein arrived at the lot for the new 
building, and performed the sod turning ceremony to officially mark the start 
of construction. Upon his arrival, he presented the Society with a cheque from 
Community Facility Enhancement Program (CFEP) for $125,000 towards the 
new building. The ceremony was quite the occasion: dignitaries, representatives, 
and the media were present to witness the first steps towards the new building. 
After the sod turning event, donations to the building fund steadily trickled in, 
ranging from $10 to $10,000. 

 Despite the increased fundraising momentum, the donation pool was not 
sufficient to keep up with the pace of construction, which was progressing quickly 
as the months passed. Thankfully, a generous patron provided the Society with 
a much needed loan of $300,000, interest-free, to support the construction 
demands. During this time, to alleviate the financial pressure, Salim deferred 
a part of his monthly salary. These immediate solutions were effective, and 
construction made significant progress until a few unexpected issues arose in 
February 2003. Poor weather conditions and water problems plagued construction 
efforts, and an unexpected expense for enclosed heating to accommodate winter 
construction cost the Society another $60,000. In the wake of these complications, 
the Board agreed to take out a mortgage of $300,000 from Alberta Treasury 
Branches (ATB). 

In the thick of all the building-related hassles, the Society celebrated its 15th 
anniversary. At the 15th Annual General Meeting, anticipation for the new 
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Sod Turning Ceremony, June 12, 2002. Left photo: Salim Sindhu and Alberta Premier Ralph Klein

Sod Turning Ceremony, June 12, 2002. Pictured: Wayne Cao, Alberta Premier Ralph Klein, Moe 
Amery, William J. Johnson, Q.C., and Salim Sindhu
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The first building under construction, a process which was delayed by water problems  
and weather.

building was in the air. According to President Brij Maholtra, “a new home 
presented a valuable opportunity to reaffirm the Society’s commitment to relevant 
and innovative programming for its clients.” 

The building fund shortfall remained urgent. Once again, the community stepped 
in to remedy the problem. The Community Facility Enhancement Program 
(CFEP) contributed two more cheques totaling $192,500. In May 2003, with 
the assistance of the Community Initiative Project, the Society contracted a 
professional fundraiser. This was a good move. Politicians, corporations, and local 
businesses extended their support. Thanks to their contributions, the building 
fund received the final boost necessary to complete building construction. 
An outstanding mortgage remained. In September 2003, the architect and 
general contractor informed the Society that the new building was ready for 
occupancy. Finally, it seemed that all our troubles has passed. With new keys 
in hand, the Society began the exciting move into a new home. Unfortunately, 
misunderstandings about readiness for occupancy caused negotiations to drag 
on for months afterwards. It was determined that the Society had overpaid 
building contractors by an estimated $300,000. What should have been a time for 
celebration and excitement was coloured by miscommunication and inaccuracy. 
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Our New Home        

Ongoing conflict notwithstanding, the Society officially moved into the new 
building at 1723 40th St SE on September 11, 2003. Premier Ralph Klein 
returned to the Society a second time to cut the ribbon for the opening and 
dedication ceremony, a gala event which hosted the media and 150 guests. In short 
order, the building was populated and thriving; the dream of having a building 
had finally become a reality. New furniture and office equipment, including 
telephone and security systems, were made possible by the Wild Rose Foundation. 
Additional space meant untapped potential in terms of new services, and the 
Society got right back to work. 

Left: Moe Amery and Salim Sindhu. Right: Ribbon cutting ceremony, September 11, 2003. 
Center: Our first building, completed!
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A lingering debt of $650,000 had yet to be paid on the new building; by July 2005, 
more than half of it had been paid by donations. Determined to eliminate the 
Society’s debt, in the fall of 2005, Salim wrote to Premier Ralph Klein, appealing 
for financial aid. The request was forwarded to Mr. Gordon Graydon, Minister of 
Gaming. On November 2nd, 2005, Mr. Gordon Graydon authorized a grant of 
$250,000 from the province of Alberta towards the new building. In conjunction 
with the Society’s savings, the grant enabled the Society to make the last payment 
on the building in December 2005, and the building became debt-free. In 
President William J. Johnson’s address at the AGM in June 2006, he made note of 
the financial contributions made by the province over the years, adding that they 
were very significant, and expressing appreciation for the commitment to assisting 
immigrants by means of funding the new building. 

Marketing Strategy       

In light of the Society’s status as a maturing agency, a decision was made to 
strengthen our position in the industry through a marketing strategy. This was 
accomplished by means of an ambitious fundraising campaign. A Marketing and 
Fundraising Committee was established in March 1999. These efforts led to the 
creation of a newsletter, which featured updates, initiatives and involvement. 
Moreover, a marketing portfolio was developed, which was used to keep potential 
funders informed about the Society, and promotional events became more 
frequent, including an open house. All of these marketing components positioned 
the Society as a relevant and engaged organization.  

Second Name Change       

Furthermore, the Society had undergone a second name change. As of August 
2nd, 2001, the Calgary Immigrant Development and Educational Society 
(Calgary IDEAS) became simply the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society 
(CIES). This was due to several factors: it was discovered that “Calgary IDEAS” 
had already been registered commercially, and it had ceased to accurately convey 
all of the Society’s activities.
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A Dedicated Leader  

While everyone at CIES was dedicated to the task of fundraising for the new 
building, innovating new programs, and painting a bright future for the Society, 
no one was more so than the Executive Director Salim M. Sindhu. It seemed that 
2005 was a designated year to recognize his achievements. In late 2005, Salim 
received two different awards for his community service and contributions to the 
immigrant serving sector. In September 2005, Salim was awarded the Alberta 
Centennial Medal, and in December 2005, he was the winning recipient of 
the Star of the Milennium Volunteer Award from the Wild Rose Foundation. 
His portrait was added to the “Wall of Fame” in Pedway Mall, of the Alberta 
Legislative Building in Edmonton, Alberta. 

By this point in time, Salim had been passionately serving CIES for almost twenty 
years. The ongoing success of the Society was not just a job responsibility for him; 
it was his vision. The fruits of his labour were plentiful. With an awareness that his 
time as the Executive Director of CIES was drawing to a close, a transition plan 
was developed, and an Assistant Executive Director position was funded by the 
Wild Rose Foundation. However, Salim remained the fearless leader of our agency 
for many years afterward before passing the baton to a new Executive Director. 

Salim in front of the Wall of Fame in Pedway Mall, where his portrait is displayed.  
December 2005.
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Diversified Programming      

1998-2001

 Besides undertaking the construction of a new building, a marketing strategy, 
and a name change, the Society was making steady progress in other areas. The 
program options grew significantly in number during 1998-99. There was some 
concern about the funding from government sources gradually shrinking, and 
in response, it was decided to diversify the programming as much as possible. 
Additionally, to alleviate dependency on funding sources, alternative funding 
tactics were explored, such as the Sponsor-A-Student program. This initiative 
petitioned stakeholders to sponsor students on an individual basis, a unique 
approach which allowed the benefactor to more intimately engage with the result 
of their contributions. 

Funded by the Wild Rose Foundation, Test of English as a Foreign Language 
Preparation (TOEFL Preparation Courses) was introduced in September 
1998. The purpose of these courses was to tutor clients who were interested in 
completing the TOEFL, a test designed to evaluate proficiency in English as a 
second language, including written expression, listening comprehension, and 
reading comprehension. The TOEFL was a method of consideration for many 
scholarship programs, certifications, and post-secondary admissions; therefore, 
preparing clients was of utmost importance.  48 students graduated from the 
program during its first year. 

By this time, the government of Alberta had recognized the success of the 
Drop-In ESL program. Funding was provided to restructure the curriculum, 
which came to be known as the Open Access Curriculum. Under the updated 
curriculum, the evaluation of students’ progress was ongoing, and three specific 
targets were identified: basic conversation and understanding, an awareness 
and respect towards other cultures, and lastly, the specifics of life in Canada, 
including history, geography, and weather. To complement the English Language 
offerings, the Society introduced an alternative for clients interested in learning 
Mandarin: the Mandarin Language Training Program. Based on immigration 
trends in Calgary at the time, the Society came to the conclusion that this was 
much in demand: following Hong Kong’s transfer of sovereignty from the United 
Kingdom to China in 1997, many Cantonese speakers from Hong Kong moved 
to Canada, but were unable to communicate with Mandarin speakers. Not only 
was it timely, the Society was already well suited to language instruction, so this 
was a natural expansion of expertise. Clients with a rudimentary knowledge of 
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Left: Presentation of cheque from Wild Rose Foundation to Salim Sindhu by Moe Amery, MLA. 
July 24, 1998.

Right: Salim Sindhu visiting Frobel American School in Taiwan. February 14, 1999. Pictured: 
Kay Hsu (Vice General Manager), Salim Sindhu, and David Chen (General Manager).

Mandarin could improve their vocabulary and pronunciation through this service, 
which continued to operate until the following year, by which time the intended 
demographic had been integrated into the community.

Many of the immigrants to Calgary during this period were from China and 
Taiwan. The Taiwanese Project was a foray into overseas services. It provided 
prospective Taiwanese immigrants to Canada with English language options, 
information, and resources prior to their arrival to prepare them for life in 
Calgary. This project was intended to speed up the integration process. A few 
topics introduced by the program were real estate, health care, the tax system, and 
climate. In August 1999, Salim travelled to Taiwan to support this initiative. After 
meeting with several education officials and establishing new contacts for the 
Society, Salim sought to establish a second part to the Taiwanese Project, an ESL 
Training Academy.  The ESL Training Academy was designed to train university 
graduates to qualify as ESL teachers. In July 1999, James Rennie, who was the 
senior teacher at the Society, travelled to Taiwan to deliver a four week long 
training course to graduates. 
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Bottom center: Senior teacher James Rennie training teachers at Frobel American School, 
Taiwan. August 19, 1999.

Computer training continued to grow in popularity, serving approximately 
680 students during the 1998-99 fiscal year. Thanks to funding support from 
the Calgary - Community Adult Learning Association (C-CALA) and The 
Calgary Foundatiotn, the Society was able to keep up with the demand. Clerical 
Training was introduced during the same year, a program which met the needs of 
individuals who had previous clerical experience but lacked the necessary skills 
to secure employment. Modules addressed computer skills, resume writing, office 
procedures, and equipment operation. Clerical Training also consisted of a two-
week job placement at a local organization. It was immediately popular: capacity 
was met in all three sessions during the first year. The start-up cost and subsidy for 
the sustainability plan was provided by The Calgary Foundation. 

Drop-In ESL, LINC, and the computer programs saw high enrolment rates, 
success stories, and hundreds of satisfied clients. The Taiwanese project yielded 
a new strategy, “Train-the -Trainers,” which was implemented by teachers James 
Rennie and Denise Luong in Taiwanese schools, such as Frobel American School 
and Yuan Ze University, where they taught methods of teaching ESL to local 
teachers. Canadian teachers were also recruited through the Taiwanese project to 
teach ESL at Frobel American School. This expanded our capacity immensely.
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The success of the Clerical Training Program, which was able to continue past its 
first year thanks to funding from United Way, generated conversation about how 
the existing program could be modified and improved. The students had requested 
an advanced course to refine the skills learned in Clerical Training. The Society 
fulfilled their request with the Office Practices and Procedures program, which 
was inaugurated in August 2000. Like Clerical Training, the Office Practices and 
Procedures program offered clients classroom training and work experience. More 
than a dozen organizations extended job placement opportunities for the students; 
Canadian work experience was an extremely valuable asset to the participants. 

2002-2004

The Employment Counseling program, which was funded in 2001 by an 
anonymous donor, was extended for a second year in 2002-03. Clients who were in 
need of assistance finding work opportunities could find referrals, placement, and 
assessment through the Employment Counseling program. While the 2002-03 
fiscal year was largely fixated on building concerns, a few noteworthy moments 
stood out. For example, on March 23, 2003, Salim received the Caring Canadian 
Award from Governor General Adrienne Clarkson for a lifetime of community 
service. Additionally, in light of the Society’s impending move into the new space 
and the anticipated expansion, Coordinators were re-designated as Managers in 
June 2003.

With the financial support of the Burns Memorial Fund, CIES was able to launch 
a Childminding program in September 2003. Childminding staff were hired 
to care for the children of the students enrolled in the LINC program. This was 
hugely beneficial to clients who could not otherwise enroll in LINC classes due 
to their parental responsibilities, or those who could not afford daycare, as CIES 
Childminding was free of charge. The Childminding program  also presented 
valuable learning opportunities for the children. Thanks to this program, the 
children in attendance were able to engage with age appropriate activities in a 
safe, inclusive, and culturally sensitive learning environment, which nurtured the 
development of teamwork, reading, and motor skills.

Another service that was made possible by the new building was the Community 
Information Centre, funded by The Calgary Foundation and an anonymous 
donor. The Community Information Centre provided both clients and prospective 
immigrants with access to resources, contacts, and information about various 
organizations and institutions in Calgary, available in-person or online.  
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This gave clients the tools to enhance the outcome of their enrolment in the 
Society’s programs, and it also sought to prepare prospective immigrants with 
information pertaining to employment, government programs, and Canadian 
culture.  

In 2003, there was a growing concern among immigrants and service providers 
about foreign credentials not being recognized in various professions, such as 
accounting, administration, law, and engineering.  In October 2003, Denis 
Coderre, Minister of Citizenship and Immigration Canada, spoke to a crowd 
of 400 delegates at the National Settlement II conference, underlining the 
need to address the problem. Salim also gave a presentation about the same 
topic at the conference. He hoped that CIES could become the bridge between 
professional immigrants and the Canadian workplace. Subsequently, the Society 
approached United Way of Calgary and Area, who granted CIES seed money 
to conduct seminars for immigrant professionals. The seminars hosted speakers 
from businesses and corporations such as SAIT, the University of Calgary, the 
Association of Professional Engineers, Geologists and Geophysicists of Alberta, 
and Trans-Canada Pipelines. An average of 35 individuals were in attendance for 
each seminar, which provided a valuable opportunity for open dialogue between 
both parties. The issues that arose in conversation revealed the need for an 
independent platform to address them thoroughly. In January 2004, the Alberta 
Association of Immigrant Professionals (AAIP) was formed and registered in 
affiliation with CIES. By the end of the 2003-04 fiscal year, 79 professionals were 
registered in AAIP.

In 2004, CIES continued to offer its signature language programs, Drop-In 
ESL and LINC, alongside a myriad of other valuable services, including the 
Employment Counselling program, AAIP, Childminding, Clerical Training, 
and a multitude of computer programs. The language programs had remained 
consistently successful since their inception, and in January 2005, CIES launched 
a new language program: Enhanced Language Training (ELT), funded by 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada, Alberta Human Resources & Employment, 
and the Royal Bank of Canada (RBC). In the wake of AAIP, CIES was seeking 
ways to support immigrant professionals; ELT offered Canadian Language 
Benchmark level 8 training to clients to support job placement and integration. 
The program was also designed in response to concerns about projected shortages 
of professional workers in western Canada. Guest speakers and mentors were 
invited to address ELT participants about various topics including the Canadian 
job market, soft skills, licensing bodies, resume writing, and interview tips. 
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2005-2008

Glossy, colourful photographs depicting staff, volunteers and clients adorn the 
pages of the 2005-06 Annual Report.  The photos capture the sense of community 
and diversity at CIES, as well as the rewarding transition into the new building: 
posters, calendars and whiteboards are visible on the classroom walls, students are 
shown diligently working in the computer labs, and children are shown playing 
in the childminding space. During the 2005-06 fiscal year, a workforce of 22 staff 
oversaw program operations, 105 volunteers generously contributed their time, 
and a dedicated board of 8 individuals guided the Society’s decisions and goals. 
Hundreds of clients passed through the Society’s doors on a weekly basis. Two new 
programs were introduced during the same year: Literacy and Basic English, and 
Conversation Class for Immigrant Professionals. 

Initially funded by Calgary Learns, the Literacy and Basic English program 
began as a pilot project in the summer of 2005. Funding from a private donor 
helped sustain the program for one year until Alberta Human Resources and 
Employment began supporting it in 2006. In terms of the spectrum of ESL 
capability, Literacy and Basic English and ELT served opposite demographics. 
While ELT offered advanced English language training for professionals with 
a history of education in their home countries, Literacy and Basic English 
equipped entry-level students with the skills necessary to succeed in the LINC or 
Drop-In ESL programs. This was largely in response to an influx of immigrants 

Eva Su, Manager of ESL and Volunteer Programs, with Literacy Coordinator Rose Dack, 2006.



Calgary Immigrant Educational Society            One World Many Stories | 35  

without classroom experience or literacy skills, even in their native languages, let 
alone English. The goal of the program was to familiarize these clients with the 
classroom setting. Appropriate student behaviour was encouraged, and teachers 
taught the basics, including letters, numbers, phonics, days, months, colours, 
symbols, and study skills. It was crucial for the program to cultivate a love of 
learning, improve self-esteem, and promote interaction with the community; these 
tools would enable the clients to overcome unemployment and isolation. 

The Conversation Class for Immigrant Professionals, implemented in 2005, was 
designed for immigrant professionals, skilled in their line of work, but lacking 
oral communication skills. Funded by a private donor, the class was a valuable 
opportunity for participants to hone their speaking, listening and pronunciation 
of the English language.  The small group format was well suited for practicing 
conversation and oral presentations. Guest speakers from various industries were 
invited to the class to present about various aspects of corporate culture. 9 classes 
were offered throughout the year to CLB 6+ students, with an enrolment of about 
12 students per class. 

During the same year, thanks to a Casino licence obtained from Alberta 
Gaming, CIES was able to explore a new fundraising possibility: a fundraising 
event at Deerfoot Inn & Casino on February 28 and March 1, 2006. A total of 
30 volunteers participated in this two-day event, working shifts in a variety of 
positions. Thanks to their efforts, the Society received more than $70,000 in 
funds, which were spent according to Alberta Gaming guidelines. 

In August 2006, a study that had been commissioned by CIES and the Alberta 
Association of Immigrant Professionals (AAIP) was published by Leger 
Marketing, titled “Hiring & Training Skilled Immigrant Professionals in Calgary: 
A Business Case.” At that time, a need for immigrant workers in the Alberta 
workforce had been forecast by Human Resources Development Canada. The 
study was designed to investigate the qualifications that Calgary businesses would 
be seeking from potential employees, and how immigrant professionals could 
improve their chances of employment. According to the study, the most recent 
trends in immigration included very accomplished educational credentials, but 
low language proficiency. The study surveyed different sectors, such as oil and 
gas, manufacturing, and health services; most businesses expressed interest in 
integrating immigrant employees, but lacked the resources and costs to do so. The 
report recommended specific strategies for various sectors, but the most emphasis 
was placed on language training, skills upgrading and professional accreditation, 
areas that CIES actively addresses through its programming and values.
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Twenty Years of Service       

On the eve of the Society’s 20th Anniversary, many noteworthy changes and 
events were afoot. In the span of one year, LINC classes increased from 2 full-time 
and 3 part-time classes to 6 full-time and 6 part-time classes. The LINC program 
served 326 clients in the 2006-07 fiscal year. 30 children benefitted from the 
Childminding service. Drop-In ESL gained an additional class, making a total of 7 
classes; 392 clients were enrolled. Literacy and Basic English was in high demand. 
Computer programs, Clerical Training, ELT, and Employment Counselling 
served clients from more than 57 different countries in 2006-07.  All this growth 
began to exert pressure on what was so recently considered a new building. Only a 
few years had passed since its opening, but the premises were being fully utilized, 
and the Society was in need of space again. Rental space was an option, but Salim 
suggested that a second building could be in store for CIES.  

Photos from the Society’s 20th Anniversary Celebration, June 19, 2008.  
Left: LINC Coordinator Jasmeen Lewis and LINC Manager Sally Zhao.  
Right: LINC teacher Jana Ciobanu and her husband, Abdul Aziz Khanzal. 
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By the Society’s 20th year, 22 LINC classes were running. This meant that within 
three years, from 2005-2008, the number of LINC classes had quadrupled. The 
maximum capacity for LINC classes was dependant on available space, something 
that the building lacked more and more as time passed. To accommodate the 
rapidly expanding programs and services, as well as a staff team of 40 employees 
and 100+ volunteers, CIES was officially on the lookout for a second building. The 
building fund had reached $864,435 in donations as of June 2008. 

It was during this milestone year that CIES engaged Springboard Consulting 
to put together the Society’s first 5-Year Strategic Plan (2008-2012). It was put 
together in anticipation of future expansion and continued service for decades to 
come. In short order, the priorities highlighted by the Strategic Plan were tackled 
by the Society, such as: a succession plan for the Executive Director position, an 
expanded programming plan, enhancement of Board involvement, an increased 
public profile, and of course, feasible options for acquiring a second site, likely in 
the Northeast of Calgary. The final Strategic Priority was funding. Salim appealed 
to the provincial government in hopes of securing funding for the construction of 
the second building. 

As CIES progressed into its third decade of existence, the economy was in 
need of skilled workers; a high percentage of educated workers in Canada were 
immigrants. Consequently, settlement services took on a newfound importance. 
Our vision had gained sizeable momentum, and what initially seemed like a 
remote possibility was being actualized. With all of that in mind, and twenty 
years’ experience in the bag, the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society was ready 
and qualified to take on the challenges and triumphs the next decade would bring. 
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Funders, Board Members, Revenue, and Programs 1998-2008

CIES Funders 1998-2008

CIES Board Members 1998-2008
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CIES Programs & Services 1998-2008

CIES Revenue 1998-2008
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Chapter Three: 2008-2018

Our Second Building - Welcome Centre for New Immigrants  

In 2008, the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (CIES) was bursting 
at the seams: 44 staff members, more than 100 volunteers, and hundreds of 

newcomers packed the 15,000 sq. ft. Southeast location. The need for a second 
building became more desperate as programming continued to expand. As of June 
2009, the fund designated towards a new building had reached $1.25 million. 

To formally establish the vision for a second building and enhanced capacity, with 
the assistance of Springboard Consulting Inc., CIES developed a 5-year Strategic 
Plan (2008-2012). This was made possible by funding from United Way. In this 
document, the intent to establish a new building was outlined as a Strategic Goal, 
including specific activities and considerations, such as location, funds, resources, 
and staff. Other goals included staff retention, assessing the need for new 
programming, enhancing Board involvement, increasing the public profile, and 
defining a succession plan for the Executive Director position.

The shortage of space continued to be a pressing issue in 2009. To ease some of 
this pressure, the decision was made to lease 3,000 sq. ft. of office space across 
17th Avenue from the Southeast office building. However, due to the high cost of 
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rent, a new building was still needed. By June 2011, funds for the new building 
had reached $2,801,277, including a generous grant of $500,000 from Culture 
and Community Spirit under the Community Facility Enhancement Program 
(CFEP).  In May 2010, a plot of commercial land was purchased for the building.

As the 2010-2011 fiscal year drew to a close, Salim Sindhu’s vision for a new 
location in the Northeast was nearing reality! Years of fundraising by staff, 
students, and volunteers were paying off. After borrowing $2.2 million from 
Canadian Western Bank to supplement the building fund, CIES was able to 
begin construction on the Welcome Centre for New Immigrants, located at 3820 
32nd Street NE, at a cost of $5.7 million. The official Grand Opening for the new 
building took place on July 12, 2012. Between 1988 and 2012, CIES had officially 
grown from a 250 sq. ft. room to a 15,000 sq. ft. building in the SE and a 22,000 
sq. ft. building in the NE. 

After its official opening in 2012, the Welcome Centre was a reservoir of untapped 
potential. During the 2013-2014 fiscal year, the CIES community sought out ways 
to use the space by establishing new and unprecedented programming. New staff 
members were hired to accommodate the planned growth, and the organization 
blossomed: by 2014, CIES had a workforce of about 90 staff members. The new 
building became an important enabler of the rapid growth. Many generous donors, 
patrons and funders eased the growing pains as CIES settled into its new home. 
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Left: Welcome Centre under construction, December 7, 2011. 

Upper right: Welcome Centre Grand Opening, July 12, 2012. 

Bottom right: CIES Leadership Team in front of Welcome Centre, June 5, 2018.  
Left to right: Clifford McGuire, Din Ladak, Olivia Chen, Racine Diallo, Eva Su, Jana Ciobanu, 
Suman Khanal, Wei Dang, Melissa McKinnon, Colyn DeGraaff, Sally Zhao, and Cesar Suva.
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Leadership in Transition & Overcoming a Difficult Loss   

2012 brought with it many changes besides the opening of the Welcome Centre. 
While the new building was a revitalizing force, providing an opportunity to 
diversify and expand programming, the leadership at CIES was undergoing a 
dramatic shift. William J. Johnson Q. C. stepped down from his role as President 
of the Board after a decade of leadership and service. In thanks, the board room at 
the Welcome Centre was dedicated to him. Carlos Qafaiti took over as President 
of CIES. 

After a lifetime dedicated to serving the immigrant community, Salim M. Sindhu 
finally decided to retire in June 2014. A few months after his retirement, on 
November 10, 2014, he passed away. It was a monumental loss for the Society and 
for all of those that knew him. The foyer at the Welcome Centre is dedicated to 
him in memoriam. Salim left behind an amazing legacy, and his vision for CIES 
endured beyond his passing. In 2014, Dr. Sally Shifeng Zhao, who had been 
with CIES for nine years, was announced his successor in the role of Executive 
Director under the direction of M’Liss Edwards, who became the President of 
the Board of Directors in June 2014 at the Society’s 26th AGM. Having founded 
CIES, Mr. Sindhu was the heart and soul of the Society, and the idea of moving 
forward without his guidance was a challenging prospect. However, the tight 
knit community so devoted to his vision pressed on with enthusiasm for what the 
future would bring.
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Diversified Programming     

2008-2010

In 2008, while management was actively pursuing further funding for building 
expansion, it was business as usual in the classrooms. English language education 
was the dominant focus at CIES during 2008, including 7 full-time and 15 
part-time Language Instruction for Newcomers to Canada (LINC) classes, and 7 
Drop-In ESL Classes to boot. Childminding services were available to the LINC 
students. A third language program, Literacy and Basic English, began as a pilot 
project at CIES in 2005. It was pioneered by Hilary Inglis, a 5-year employee at 
CIES who predominantly taught beginner LINC classes. Amongst her students, 
she observed a need for literacy education, including alphabet and phonics, before 
they would be able to benefit from a regular LINC class setting. Hilary Inglis 
passed away in October 2008, leaving behind a hugely successful Literacy program 
as her legacy. 

In addition to the language oriented programs, CIES offered opportunities for 
clients to improve their performance in the workplace. Computer and Accounting 
programs equipped students with applicable skills for employment, including the 
use of Microsoft software, internet, and Quickbooks. One of the most popular 
computer programs, Clerical Training for Support Program, was designed 
to provide necessary career skills to immigrant professionals, many of whom 
held clerical positions in their home countries but lacked understanding of the 
Canadian workplace. This program was also a valuable resource for job-seeking 
Canadian citizens who had worked in clerical positions prior to the advent of 
the office computer, and required computer training to secure work. A 20-hour 
voluntary job placement was included in the program as work experience. The 
Foreign Workers Training Program, which was offered by CIES during 2008-
2009, offered onsite training for employees in two cohorts. 

This hands-on approach to learning employment skills is very reflective of the 
conscientious method of learning also used in other CIES programming. An 
example of this would be the Employment Counseling Program, which was on the 
CIES program roster in 2008. This program provided qualification assessment, 
resume writing/upgrading, job search techniques, and interviewing skills. In 2008, 
more than 87 companies agreed to partner with the employment department 
at CIES, contributing valuable opportunities for client referral. Thanks to this 
program, clients were able to find jobs in various fields, such as administration, 
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accounting, banking, engineering, healthcare, human resources, marketing, 
housekeeping, security, food services, customer services, and manufacturing. 

English language, computer, and employment skills were a big undertaking for a 
staff of 44. Of course, none of these programs would have been possible without 
the enormous effort of many devoted volunteers, who formed the backbone 
of CIES. In 2008, almost 8,000 volunteer hours were logged in many areas, 
including teaching, administrative work, computer maintenance, and facility 
maintenance. Volunteers George Fisher and Berry Wong assisted economically 
challenged clients and seniors with completion of tax returns. Together, over the 
course of the year, they filed 153 income tax returns. The Board of Directors, all 
volunteers, accounted for about 453 volunteer hours. Many of the Board members 
from 2008, including M’Liss Edwards, Philip Baker, and Peter Plesche, are still on 
the Board today, exemplifying their dedication to CIES.

From left to right: Nalini Plesche, M’Liss Edwards, Peter Plesche, and Philip Baker at the 20th 
Anniversary Celebration in 2008; all are members of the CIES Board today.
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The Society continued to grow very steadily. The LINC Program gained 8 new 
classes. Two new major initiatives were introduced in 2009. The first, the LINC 
Literacy Program, was launched to better accommodate the high demand for the 
Literacy and Basic English language class. The second was the Employment Skills 
Training Program (EST), which was first funded by Calgary Learns in August 
2009, and subsequently funded by Citizenship and Immigration Canada from 
April 2010 onwards. Bearing in mind the restrictive prerequisites and high tuition 
fees for other programs of the same nature, EST was completely free to attend for 
LINC students with Canadian Language Benchmarks (CLB) level 5 or higher. 
Two EST classes were run in 2009, with 12 students attending each. Various 
employers, including Safeway Canada, corporate companies, non-profit agencies, 
and private organizations offered an optional volunteer job practicum to the 
students, which led to the possibility of potential employment. After completing 
the program, the employment rate for the students soared to over 68%. 

The staff team at CIES increased in size by 11 people between 2008 and 2010, 
taking the head count from 44 to 55. By the end of the 2010-2011 fiscal year, that 
number had reached 57. The volunteer program continued to support the Society 
in innovative ways. The tax return volunteer team grew: George Fisher was joined 
by Rick Stones, Kim Holmes and Susan Norman to complete a whopping 217 
income tax returns during the 2010-2011 fiscal year. In August 2010, thirty-two 
CIES volunteers volunteered at the Elbow River Casino for two days to raise funds 
for programs which would not be financed by traditional funders. With funding 
support from the Government of Alberta, Employment and Immigration, the 
Drop-In ESL assessment tool was completed in June 2011 and implemented in 
September 2011. Prior to the implementation of this tool, Drop-In ESL students 
were assessed using the LINC assessment tool, which was not ideal due to the 
differences in format between the two programs. 

2011-2014

During the 2011-2012 fiscal year, 32 LINC classes were available, which served 
612 clients. 520 clients registered for the Drop-In ESL Program. Needless to say, 
the usual language classes were in high demand – but innovative new projects were 
also in the works. The Accounting Skills Training Program was funded by The 
Calgary Foundation in October 2011, and functioned as a cumulative package 
including many of the different accounting and employment classes offered at 
CIES. Clients could learn Quickbooks, Simply Accounting, Microsoft Office, 
business communication, and job search strategies all in one place. 
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Internet & Employment Services for Youth was introduced on June 1, 2011, 
funded by the Telus Community Board. More than a thousand youth were able 
to enhance their academic success and job searching skills through this program. 
Despite its tremendous success, it was a flash in the pan – the program did not 
continue after the 2011-2012 fiscal year due to inadequate funding. 

In April 2012, ten LINC classes and accompanying childminding services serving 
24 children were relocated to the Welcome Centre. Later on, childminding 
capacity expanded to 50 children at one time. The introduction of the LINC 
Home Study program also coincided with the opening of the Welcome Centre. 
Funded by Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC), the LINC Home Study 
classes were conducted online via exercises and activities, allowing students who 
otherwise could not attend LINC classes to do so remotely. Instructors met with 
their students once per week over the phone or internet to facilitate the students’ 
progress. Clients with disabilities, family commitments, and opposing work 
schedules now had a feasible option to learn English at CIES. From May 21st, 
2012 to Mar 31st, 2013, the LINC Home Study Program assisted a total of 92 
clients. 

The Project Management Training program (PMT), the Welcome Resources 
Information Program (WRIP), and the Money Smart Financial Literacy Program 
launched during the 2013-2014 fiscal year, the likes of which had never been 
funded at CIES before. 

Funded by The Calgary Foundation and an anonymous donor, the Project 
Management Training Program, as the name suggests, was dedicated to educating 
newcomer professionals in project management and business education skills in 
Canada. The intake process for this program was very selective due to the number 
of applicants. Relevant work experience and education would determine their 
enrolment. 75% of the graduates from each intake were employed thanks to the 
support of this program.

The Welcome Resources Information Program was launched in December 
2013 in collaboration with other immigrant serving agencies and community 
based organizations. The objective of this project was the smooth integration 
of newcomers to Calgary by fostering a welcoming environment through pre-
arrival, upon arrival and post-arrival support. Brochures at the Calgary airport, 
information on a designated website (www.calgaryconnect.ca), and referral 
services via the Welcome Centre provided local, national and international access. 
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Left: LINC Manager Sally Zhao and  Mayor Naheed Nenshi at the Welcome Centre Grand 
Opening on July 12, 2012.

Right: Jana Bejerman, Jana Ciobanu and Alice Wong at the Society’s 23rd AGM, June 23, 2011. 

After determining their needs, clients would be referred to different service 
providers for assistance. During its first year, approximately 1,000 clients were 
served and nine community organizations were assisted.

With financial support of Social and Enterprise Development Innovations 
(SEDI) and TD Canada Trust, the Money Smart Financial Literacy Program 
was launched in May 2013. In 2015, Federated Cooperatives provided funding 
for this program. The objective of the program was economic empowerment. The 
workshops covered topics such as budgeting, opening bank accounts, insurance, 
estate, will planning, fraud prevention, and income tax. During its first year, 58 
presentations were delivered. Overall, 1801 clients attended. The presentations 
were made in collaboration with program partners, including the Making Changes 
Association, Bow Valley College, the Calgary Chinese Community Service 
Association, and Robertson College. A number of other institutions, including 
Momentum, facilitated technical support. 
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2015-2018

Reinvigorated by new leadership in 2014 and a spike in funding in 2015, the 
programs flourished. The LINC program in particular saw the benefits of 
increased funding, with a dramatic increase in classes: 35 classes in 2014 jumped 
to 56 classes in 2016. Social media and communications were subject to emphasis 
from 2014 onwards. Blogger, Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn accounts were 
established to noticeable approval, as each received considerable attention through 
thousands of hits. This newfound online presence was cultivated by an in-house 
communications team, who used these tools to promote the programs and services 
offered by CIES. 

Over the years, CIES has cultivated a history of identifying immigration trends 
and the needs newcomers have, and of seeking funding for programs accordingly. 
This can be traced back to the very roots of CIES as an organization, when 
Salim noticed a need for English language training and responded to the need 
by founding CIES. Spurred by a sudden influx of Syrian refugees entering 
Canada, The Refugee Express Drop-In-ESL & Integration program (REDI) 
was implemented at CIES during the 2015-2016 fiscal year. Funded by Alberta 
Labour, REDI was a fast-track language training and integration project intended 
for Syrian and other Arabic-speaking refugees displaced by conflict in their home 
countries. Sessions were ongoing, meaning that clients could register at any time. 
English-Arabic bilingual instructors taught language and life skills under six two-
week modules: Public Transit & Driving in Calgary, Medical Services, Housing/
Childcare & Education, Money & Banking, Grocery Shopping, and Employment. 

Human Rights workshops also became available at CIES as of February 2016. 
The workshops raised awareness of human rights and ethics and how they relate 
to Canadian society. Family status, discrimination, sexual orientation, domestic 
violence, harassment, and human rights in the workplace were topics addressed 
by the speakers. The goal of these workshops was to educate clients on their 
rights and responsibilities in Canada, as well as to reduce their vulnerability. 
Financial support for these workshops was provided by the Alberta Human Rights 
Commission. 

During the 2015-2016 fiscal year, a Reading Room was established at CIES to 
support low literacy level students. CIES was serving a growing demographic of 
literacy level students who were not only illiterate in English, but also in their 
native languages, which created a particular challenge in the standard LINC 
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classroom setting. Instructors could identify the clients who would benefit the 
most from individual tutoring, and refer them to the Reading Room. Other 
reasons that a student might be recommended to the Reading Room include 
interrupted education, learning disabilities, or trauma affecting their ability to 
learn. Run entirely by volunteers, tutors from the University of Calgary met with 
students in a one-on-one or small group setting to encourage comprehensive 
literacy learning. The pilot for this program was hugely successful; thanks to 
the Reading Room, approximately 60 struggling literacy students were able to 
perform on par with their classmates in 2016. After a soft launch, the University 
of Calgary’s Committee of 10,000 grant funded further establishment of the 
program, including resources and curriculum. As of July 2017, Calgary Learns 
began funding this project. 

E-learning + Communications Manager Colyn DeGraaff and REDI students, November 2016.
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 After the enormous expansion from 35 LINC classes to 56 LINC classes in the 
2015-2016 fiscal year, LINC saw yet another increase during the 2016-2017 fiscal 
year: CIES was proud to offer 70 classes in the 2016-2017 fiscal year, serving 1,611 
clients. Care for Newcomer Children (CNC) was also booming: 410 children 
were served during the same year. Culturally sensitive program activities, toys and 
equipment continued to be used in the CNC program to enhance physical and 
emotional development. Online services continued to develop as well. The LINC 
Blended Program, funded by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 
(IRCC), catered to clients who could commit to one day of in-class instruction 
per week, but could not commit to the regular full-time or part-time LINC 
classes. Thanks to the funding support from Alberta Labour, Adult ESL Class 
Online (AECO) became available to students who had received their Canadian 
Citizenship and wanted to continue their English language education online with 
an emphasis on employment-specific language training. 

As the Syrian refugee crisis continued to weigh on the Canadian conscience, CIES 
was finding new ways to respond in addition to REDI. The Economic and Social 
Integration of Syrian Refugees and Other Immigrant Youth (EASSY) program, 
funded by Service Canada, ran from August 29, 2016 until April 7, 2017. While 
attending the 20-week program, which consisted of 8 weeks employability skills 
education and 12 weeks of work experience, students received an allowance based 
on minimum wage. Students were expected to attend class for 30 hours per week. 
After completing the employability skills portion of the program, which focused 
on time management, communication skills, resume writing, etc. students would 
receive placement in a host company for the second portion of the program.  The 
program had a 75% employment placement success rate.

Empowering Syrian Refugees through Life Skills & Resource Information (ESR), 
funded by the City of Calgary, was another program introduced in 2016-2017 
intended to address the Syrian refugee crisis. In light of the economic downturn 
in Calgary, many Syrian refugees arriving in the city faced challenges in finding 
employment. ESR offered an avenue for one-on-one discussion with volunteers 
who spoke their language and had experience in the community to offer systematic 
advice for the challenges they face.  In this way, CIES was able to identify the 
predominant concerns that Syrian refugees were facing. This approach was 
valuable because guidance was provided through an interpersonal relationship, 
which set the groundwork for integration and settlement. CIES continued to run 
this program in the 2017-2018 fiscal year thanks to funding support from the City 
of Calgary.  



Calgary Immigrant Educational Society            One World Many Stories | 52  

Children attending the Care for Newcomer Children (CNC) program, September 2017.

Refugee Express Drop-In-ESL & Integration (REDI) and Entrepreneurship Development 
Training (EDT) programs graduate and President of Aleppo Savon, Abdulfatah Sabouni, 
pictured with Manager Colyn DeGraaff, November 2016.
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ESR was not the only new program introduced with a focus on settlement. Thanks 
to funding support from The Calgary Foundation, Gardens by Refugees and 
Other newcomers Welcomed (GROW) furnished the Southeast location with 
a community garden for eager students to cultivate in 2017. 19 CIES students 
formed the CIES Students Gardening Committee (CSGC), contributing a variety 
of relevant talents to bring the GROW garden to life. From roots to shoots, the 
garden fostered a genuine sense of community, culminating in a harvest and feast 
held at the Alex Community Food Centre on August 24th, 2017. Thanks to the 
GROW program’s success during the summer of 2017, funding was awarded to the 
Society by The Calgary Foundation again for the following summer, including an 
expansion of the project to both CIES locations. 

For entrepreneurial clients interested in starting their own business, 
CIES implemented yet another new project in 2016-2017, Breaking the 
Economic Barriers for Immigrants & Low Income People (BEB), also called 
Entrepreneurship Development Training (EDT), which was designed to equip 
clients with the essentials of running a business, including an understanding of the 
Canadian banking system. The project was funded by First Calgary Financial. The 
program consisted of financial literacy workshops, which were attended by 285 
clients, and training, which was attended by 15 clients. 

Another new program introduced in 2016-2017 was the Registered Education 
Savings Plan Education Program, funded by Momentum. In keeping with the 
Financial Literacy program launched in 2013, five RESP education sessions were 
organized in 2016-2017, facilitated by financial institutions such as TD Canada 
Trust, RBC, ATB Financial, and Bank of Montreal (BMO), attended by a total of 
210 clients. 

LINC students at the United Way Yard Sale fundraiser, November 2017. 
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Thirty Years of Service       

Today, As CIES embarks on its 30th year of offering services and building upon a 
rich history of successful programs, Salim Sindhu’s vision for the organization is 
more apparent than ever. CIES is home to a dedicated and diverse community: A 
devoted staff of almost 180, 200+ generous volunteers, a Board of Directors fully 
engaged in the Society’s activities, and a number of community partners, funders, 
and donors support a network of thousands of clients from every walk of life daily.

Over the past decade, two different Strategic Plans have informed operations: 

CIES’ 2008-2012 five year Strategic Planning was developed with funding support 
from United Way and the assistance of Springboard Consulting Inc. The intent 
to establish a new building was outlined as a Strategic Goal, including specific 
activities and considerations, such as location, funds, resources, and staff. Other 
goals included staff retention, assessing the need for new programming, enhancing 
Board involvement, increasing public profile, and defining a succession plan for the 
Executive Director position.

In 2012, CIES developed another 5-year Strategic Plan for 2013-2017. This was 
made possible by funding from United Way and the assistance of Framework 
Partners Inc. The 2013-2017 Strategic Plan addressed key issues such as leadership, 
public profile, fund development, program delivery, and scope of service. Specific 
objectives included: enhancing a strong leadership team, developing diversified 
funding, implementing technology in the classroom, providing online services and 
counselling services, and optimizing use of office space. 

As 2017 drew to a close, with funding support from The Calgary Foundation and 
the assistance of MSH Strategies Inc., CIES produced a 5-year Strategic Plan for 
2018-2022. Through the creation of this document, the mission, vision, and values 
were revisited and updated, and Strategic Priorities were identified. This project 
also presented an opportunity to reflect on the previous Strategic Plan (2013-
2017). The leadership at CIES observed several significant achievements from 
2013-2017. A few of the achievements that were observed include: expansion and 
optimization of space, adaptive and innovative thinking, resilience to hardship, 
diversified stakeholders, and strength of leadership. Online programming, mental 
health programming, and the Employment program saw expansion during  
2013-2017, and new technology was implemented in classrooms. 
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The organization continues to benefit from exponential growth, embracing the 
challenges that come with change, and moving a step forward every time.

A major area of progress in the years leading up to 2018 has been CIES’ e-learning 
capabilities. The potential of an online learning portal has broadened in scope, 
allowing CIES to target demographics in need. Adult ESL Classroom Online 
(AECO), LINC Home Study, and LINC Blended, a triple threat of online 
programming, is a huge asset to the Society. In April 2018, thanks to funding 
from Alberta Labour, CIES added a new program to the online roster: Workplace 
Online Retention Class (WORC), which is designed to combat retention issues 
for newcomers and their employers, improve students’ soft skills such as workplace 
communication, and incorporate employment-focused terminology and content 
into online language training. Shortly afterwards in May 2018, Newcomer 
Introduction to Classes Online (NICO), another online programming proposal, 
was approved by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada Service 
Delivery Improvements (IRCC SDI) from 2018 until 2021. Increased interest 
in e-Learning meant that many students were struggling to orient themselves 
with the digital learning interface, which delayed their progress and increased 
classroom retention. NICO was designed to tackle this issue by preparing students 
to navigate the online platform. Development of the program was supported by a 
thorough research phase, including surveys of e-Learning students and instructors, 
and an Advisory Council, which consisted of Bow Valley College, NorQuest, and 
The Centre for Education and Training. NICO source materials also function as a 
learning aid which can be shared with partner agencies in the Western region and 
nationally where appropriate. 

Another recent area of focus, alleviated by the increased number of refugees 
entering Canada, is the need for literacy level classes, which has been addressed 
by Literacy & Basic English (funded by Alberta Labour,) LINC Literacy (funded 
by IRCC), Computer Access for Literacy Learners (CALL) and the Reading 
Room, funded by Calgary Learns. CALL addresses both technology access and 
literacy education. The result of combining the two needs is an accessible computer 
interface course with an emphasis on navigation of resources in English. Not only 
was the proposal for CALL approved by Calgary Learns: a renewed proposal for 
the Reading Room was funded by them as well. Thanks to the funding support, 
literacy level students have multiple resources available to them at CIES to tackle 
the literacy barriers they face.
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Coordinator Jennifer Vibert and Manager Olivia Chen promoting the Employment programs on 
RED 106.7 FM, July 2017.

From left to right: Gordana Radan, Program Manager at the Calgary Catholic Immigration 
Society (CCIS); Umashanie Reddy, CEO of the Calgary Bridge Foundation for Youth (CBFY); 
Sally Zhao, CEO of CIES; Krystyna Biel, CEO of Immigrant Services Calgary (ISC); Milton 
Ortega, Executive Director at the Alberta Association for Immigrant Serving Agencies (AAISA); 
Anila Lee Yuen, CEO of Centre for Newcomers (CFN). 
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With regard to the refugee crisis, a potential avenue for development in the 
future is counselling and mentoring services. In the same vein as the previously 
established Empowering Syrian Refugees (ESR) program is the the Arms Open 
Mentoring Program, funded by the University of Calgary Committee of 10,000 
Grant and implemented in 2017-2018, which matches University of Calgary 
volunteers with clients for the provision of guidance in an unfamiliar environment 
and contact-building. The Refugees and Newcomers Emotional Wellness program 
(ReNEW), funded by the Calgary Foundation, introduced in the 2017-2018 
fiscal year, involves one-on-one counselling sessions for clients. Many CIES clients 
struggle with the aftermath of separation, trauma, and conflict; ReNEW offers 
an outlet for these individuals. Both of these programs were a timely answer to 
the needs of the refugee community, and fulfilled an end goal of settlement into 
Canadian society. ReNEW’s initial success was rewarded with funding from 
IRCC SDI in 2018 to continue the program until 2021. The second ReNEW 
proposal was bolstered by collaborative partnerships with the University of 
Calgary, the Centre for Newcomers, and the Calgary Bridge Foundation for 
Youth with the possibility of other SPOs in the Western region, as well as a 
comprehensive research component. This provides an opportunity to examine 
frontline ReNEW service offered by three different immigrant-serving agencies, 
and develop and refine a best practice model informed by the findings to be shared 
by SPOs in the Western region and nationally in the future where appropriate. 

In January 2018, thanks to funding from Alberta Labour, CIES pioneered 
Foundations in Agriculture for Refugees and other Migrants (FARM), an 
employment-specific language training program which pairs the immense 
agricultural industry in Alberta with a large proportion of newly arrived refugees 
and immigrants who possess agricultural or horticultural backgrounds. The 
proposal for FARM was informed by research, which inditcates that these 
industries are projected to grow exponentially over the course of the next few years. 
FARM seeks to involve newcomers who come from an agricultural background 
by providing a familiar experience for them in what would otherwise be an 
unfamiliar environment. This will have a positive influence on their settlement. 
Partners include employers in “green” industries, providing clients opportunities 
for further development. 

Summer students have played an integral role in the Society’s story, dating 
back to the coordinator’s aide and receptionist positions funded by the Student 
Employment Experience Development (SEED) Program in 1989. Over the course 
of about three decades, IT assistant and Drop-In ESL assistant positions were 
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approved nearly every summer. In 2017, Service Canada approved three positions 
through the Canada Summer Jobs program: a LINC Program assistant, an IT 
assistant and a Volunteer/Drop-In ESL assistant. The following year, in 2018, 
seven positions were approved for the summer: HR assistant, Communications 
assistant, LINC Program assistant (at both NE and SE locations), ReNEW 
program assistant, IT assistant, and Research assistant. These positions are 
opportunities for CIES to foster the skillset of future generations and provide 
hands-on experience within the non-profit sector. 

In terms of Employment services, several new programs were implemented in 
2017-2018. Two free to access, employment-related programs that were initiated by 
CIES in the most recent year of operations are Pre & Post Canadian Workplace 
Training (CWT), funded by Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada 
(IRCC), and Empowering Youth through Employment (EYE) funded by Service 
Canada. CWT seeks to instill soft skills and an understanding of workplace 
culture for CLB levels 3-4, while EYE offers practicum job placement at local 
corporate businesses, not-for-profits, educational institutes, and ethno-cultural 
organizations including minimum wage benefit support. As of 2018-2019, CWT 
has been enhanced based on the needs of clients to provide job-specific language 
training for three different industries: hotel and housekeeping, warehouse and 
logistics services, and childcare. 

Employment & Settlement Programs Manager Suman Khanal, pictured on the right, and 
graduates from Employment Skills Training (EST). EST Graduation Ceremony, March 2017.
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Another employment-related program introduced in the most recent year of 
operation was Transition to Employment Services (TES), a 2-year joint project 
run in partnership with Centre for Newcomers, funded by Alberta Labour. TES 
provides individualized employment and job placement services to Employment 
Insurance (EI) recipients, including employability assessments, work experience, 
certificate courses such as First Aid/CPR, and industry specific mentorship 
support. 

Recently exemplified by NICO, ReNEW, FARM, and CWT, the implementation 
of best practices informed by research is a growing priority for CIES. Considering 
the variety of services that are offered by the Society, not to mention the sheer 
number of programs, identifying service gaps and conceptualizing improvements 
is no small undertaking. To best accomplish this, CIES is in the process of 
establishing a Research Centre for Excellence. Its purpose is to support our 
programming with pertinent research, which will yield service improvements, 
innovative solutions, and simultanously, identify gaps and best practices, which 
can be shared with other Service Provider Organizations (SPOs). 

Dr. Cesar Suva, Research and Program Development Manager, speaking for an interview.
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Thirty years of serving the newcomer community in Calgary is a monumental 
achievement. Looking back on the programming offered at CIES since 2008, 
the values of the organization and the needs of the community have defined 
noticeable trends in the past ten years. The services provided at CIES have 
grown exponentially and continue to do so as demand intensifies. Literacy level 
language classes break down significant barriers for many to attend the higher 
level classes. Employment training offers valuable hands-on experience for 
those struggling to find work. Many personalized options for refugees have 
recently become available, particularly for those fleeing conflict in the Middle 
East, such as the Refugee Express Drop-In ESL & Integration (REDI) program, 
Empowering Syrian Refugees through Life Skills & Resource Information (ESR), 
and Refugees and Newcomers Emotional Wellness (ReNEW) program. Youth 
have always been a focus at CIES; building up the next generation is a priority, 
through programs such as Internet & Employment Services for Youth, Economic 
and Social Integration of Syrian Refugees and Other Immigrant Youth program 
(EASSY), and Empowering Youth through Employment (EYE).  Settlement 
programs are on the rise, as are online services, which both facilitate accessibility 
and integration. 

All of these programs are tremendous assets to CIES, but even more valuable is 
the enthusiastic community of donors, funders, supporters, volunteers, staff, and 
management willing to build relationships with clients and go the extra mile for 
those in need. The programs at the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society are 
successful because they are fueled by a drive to serve and a heart for people. 

2017-2018 CIES Staff Team and a few Board Members. Photo taken after Staff Meeting on 
January 26th, 2018.
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Funders, Board Members, Revenue, and Programs 2008-2018

CIES Funders 2008-2018
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CIES Board Members 2008-2018

CIES Revenue 2008-2018
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CIES Programs & Services 2008-2018
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Chapter Four: From Good to Great

The Agency of the Future

A positive and memorable legacy is a powerful indicator of the character of 
an organization. Legacy is not trivial; it must be carefully cultivated. It 

is a result of passion, consistency, and years of hard work. Like a fine wine or 
a lifelong friendship, some things get better with time.  At what point, then, 
are the achievements of the past worthy of being designated as a legacy? As we 
reflect on the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society’s 30 years of existence, the 
overarching themes become clear. As we set our sights upon the years ahead, it is 
vital to consider our legacy. By considering different aspects of CIES’ legacy, we 
can paint a picture of the Society’s potential as an Agency of the Future. 

A noteworthy aspect of the Society’s legacy is that it was created, and continues 
to thrive, based on compassion for people in need. The story of CIES emphasizes 
that change comes from the heart. Our founder, Mr. Salim M. Sindhu, saw a need 
within the newcomer community, felt empathy for those affected, and sought an 
innovative solution. Similarly, the strategy used by the Agency of the Future will 
be both heartfelt and innovative. It will be guided by a process involving outside-
the-box thinking, robust research, and a pioneering attitude. The end result: 
the Agency of the Future will be self-sufficient, a strong source of knowledge 
pertaining to integration, and an agency that not only delivers service, but also 
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spirit. Ideally, the Agency of the Future will be a strong people-centered leader in 
the community.  

Future strategies can only be successful given strong and dedicated staff and 
volunteers. Therefore, the working environment will prioritize several key values 
in the years to come. First and foremost, the Agency of the Future will prioritize 
relationship. Everyone will be treated with respect and fairness. Everyone’s voices 
will be heard and considered. The Agency of the Future will hire innovators, 
individuals who are also caring, kind, trustworthy, welcoming, and well qualified 
for their positions. Leadership will be secure, supportive, fair, and visionary. 
Colleagues will share values, which fosters a culture of collaboration. To increase 
productivity and promote well-being, support staff will be abundant, and 
repetitive tasks will be automated, freeing up more time for meaningful work. 
Additionally, given the increase in e-learning programs, there will be potential for 
remote workers.

The unveiling of the One World Mural, which was designed and painted by Alison Edwards,  
at the Welcome Centre Reception area on January 26th, 2018.  
From left to right: Manager Colyn DeGraaff, CEO Sally Zhao, President M’Liss Edwards. 
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As an immigrant-serving organization, CIES is naturally intent on community 
outreach and impact. Efforts such as job fairs, workshops, and partnerships 
reflect this. Furthermore, contacts within the community are the cornerstone of 
successfully securing support, both financially and in terms of public presence. As 
such, the Agency of the Future will prioritize its relationship with the community. 
This includes clear and accessible communications, which showcase the success 
of past clients, have global outreach, and promote services for public knowledge. 
Diversified partnerships will be established on a local, national, and international 
scale. The Agency of the Future will seek to establish deep relationships with 
various industries and globally active partners. As a result, it will be well known, 
and its roots will run deep: the Agency of the Future will be a strong and peaceful 
presence in the community, actively engaged with the public sphere, both within 
the immigrant serving sector and outside. 

Communication goes hand in hand with an essential aspect of non-profit 
operations: resources and funding. CIES delivers relevant, high-quality services 
to the public, which is  possible thanks to the financial support of funders and 
donors. The Agency of the Future will be financially sustainable: its funding 
sources will be reliable, diversified, and enhanced by social enterprise. With the 
implementation of a fund development professional, a consistent source of revenue 
outside of grants or government funding will be effectively determined. A pool of 
unrestricted funds will be established, which affords the agency more flexibility 
in programming and office operations. Funders and donors will be lining up for 
opportunities to contribute to the Agency of the Future, and the list of benefactors 
will not be entirely institutional, or external: we predict that staff, volunteers and 
clients will also donate to CIES. 

Public awareness about the Society and its services can be partially achieved 
through proactive communications, but to reach outlying communities, the 
service must be located where the need is. As of 2018, the construction of the 
two existing CIES buildings was based on the concentration of potential clients 
living in Southeast and Northeast Calgary. The Agency of the Future will 
establish additional satellite offices and a third location based on the needs of the 
community. The facilities will include an accredited daycare, recreational facilities, 
fitness facilities, and convenient transportation. The buildings will be modern, 
clean, environmentally friendly, spacious, and safe. The rooms will be well-
equipped with adequate furniture and the latest technology. 
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The facilities belonging to the Agency of the Future will be host to a multitude of 
programs. Programming offered by the Agency of the Future will be integrated, 
innovative, and seamless; it will be a “one stop shop” and go-to location for 
those in need of Language, Employment, and Settlement/Integration services, 
including mental health services. Services will be informed by robust research 
and best practices, ideally through a specialized research department. In addition 
to the programs offered by CIES today, the Agency of the Future will assist with 
bridging and credential recognition, run many small-scale projects, and offer job 
skills and certificate programs, particularly for jobs that are being taken away by 
technology. The training will adapt over time to changing markets and needs. 
Clients will also be able to access counselling services. Remote clientele are able to 
get involved via comprehensive online services and e-Learning options, the quality 
of which will distinguish the Agency of the Future as a leader in the e-Learning 
field. For individuals hoping to immigrate to Canada, pre-arrival options will also 
be available. Overall, emphasis will be placed on variety and exceptional services. 

The foundational priority of all CIES programming is to empower vulnerable 
populations. Recent years have seen heightened awareness of Indigenous issues, 
and the Society is actively seeking means to offer support through advocacy, 
partnerships, and programming. The Agency of the Future will forge meaningful 
partnerships between Indigenous peoples, newcomers to Canada, and the greater 
community. It will prioritize the voices and stories of Canada’s First Nations, and 
addresses historical injustices. Development of Indigenous programming will be 
informed by dialogue with Elders and Indigenous staff onsite.   

The Agency of the Future is a vivid and idealistic image of what the future has 
in store for the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society. Perhaps it is hard to 
imagine that, someday, this vision could become a reality. However, looking back 
at the Society’s legacy of dramatic growth, is it so impossible? From our humble 
beginnings, 250 sq. ft. of rented office space and a handful of volunteers, CIES 
has grown to fill two buildings, a total of 37,000 sq. ft., and the pace has not 
slowed: we are still in need of more space. Each year, thousands of clients access the 
Society’s services. The Society has more programs now than ever before. Now, we 
must build on this successful legacy with the confidence that CIES, in partnership 
with other service providers, will continue making a difference. Strategy, work 
environment, community relations, funding, facilities, and programming are all 
subject to vast improvement in the years ahead. We set our sights high. 
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Calgary Immigrant Educational Society Board of Directors, 2017-2018. 

From left to right: Philip Baker, Treasurer and Secretary; Wilson Howe, Director; Gerry 
Robitaille, Director; Kuldip Thind, Director; Ray Kristinson, Director; M’Liss Edwards, 
President; Sally Zhao, CEO; Nalini Plesche, Director; Gita Boyd, Director; Peter Plesche, 
Director; John Li, Vice President; Jay Sandhu, Director. (Absent: Rabail Qasir, Director.)

Calgary Immigrant Educational Society Board of Directors, 2018-2019. 

From left to right: Wilson Howe, Director; Peter Plesche, Director; Nalini Plesche, Director; Philip 
Baker, Treasurer and Secretary; Kuldip Thind, Director; Gerry Robitaille, Director; M’Liss 
Edwards, President; Marilynne Smith, Director; Sally Zhao, CEO; Gita Boyd, Director; Rabail 
Qasir, Director; Ray Kristinson, Director. (Absent: John Li, Vice President.)
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Conclusion

The Calgary Immigrant Educational Society’s 30-year history is marked by stories 
of success, challenge and fortitude. I feel privileged to be part of this history, 
one that is shared with over a quarter of a million newcomers and financially 
challenged Canadians and their journey of integration into Canadian society. 
I am proud that our contributions empower communities. Alongside partner 
organizations, we are building a better world. 

Looking back on 30 years of service, we have so much to celebrate:

 • Our people – caring staff and volunteers are our main assets, and they  
 • do everything with a sense of purpose, vision and mission.

 • Ownership of two buildings, both located in areas where a large   
 • population of newcomers and economically challenged Calgarians   
 • reside.

 • Well-established Language Education, Employment and Settlement/ 
 • Integration services, which continue to grow in size and scope to ease  
 • new Canadians’ integration into mainstream Canadian society as well  
 • as to take care of their emotional wellness.

 • A spacious childcare area, licensed to have 60 children at one time, with  
 • potential for further development. 

 • Our signature Accounting and Computer Training programs, both in  
 • high demand, enhancing new and local Canadians’ employability. 

 • A thriving Drop-In ESL program, which has been running since our  
 • inception, taught entirely by compassionate volunteers.

 • Unique employment specific language training options such as GROW 
 • and FARM, which incorporate relevant agricultural industry   
 • knowledge into the language training curriculum.

 • A variety of E-Learning programs that offer both online and blended  
 • formats, as well as different learning models, such as one-on-one, or in  
 • small groups. 

 • A Research Centre of Excellence is on its way to identify and share best  
 • practices for the purpose of informed service delivery improvement. 
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As an organization, we are fortunate to have celebrated so many successes in the 
past 30 years.  As we move forward, it is vital to consider which founding principles 
have shaped our identity. These same principles will also shape the stories to come 
in the future. 

First and foremost, CIES is a caring people-oriented organization. This includes 
our staff, volunteers, and clients. Compassion is our priority. We embrace inclusion, 
empowerment, and service, all of which instill confidence and strength in ourselves 
and in others. By practicing “we” culture, we acknowledge that responsibility 
is collective and teamwork is paramount. This extends to our client-centred 
programming, which is introduced based on the needs of our clients, identified 
through robust research. 

Equally important to the Society’s successes is strong leadership with vision. At 
CIES, we strive to cultivate the leadership potential of members in our community. 
I am a true believer of leading by example, nurturing leadership in any position, 
and growing with the leaders you mentor. At CIES, leaders take action. They 
give credit to their colleagues when things go well, and they take responsibility 
when things go wrong. Just like Harry S. Truman stated, people can accomplish 
anything in life, provided that they do not mind who gets the credit.

By upholding a culture of caring and strong leadership with vision, CIES is 
moving from a good organization to a great one. Passionate staff, volunteers, and 
committed learners are the key to our successes in any measure we choose. With 
the guidance of the Society’s five year Strategic Plan (2018-2022), we will continue 
to pursue our vision of an inclusive and pluralistic society. 
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Appendices

I. Corporate Donor List and Revenue, 1988-2018

CIES Annual Revenue over 30 Years
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II. Presidents of the Board, 1988-2018

1988-1989 Mr. Altaf Awan 
1989-1991 Dr. Ashis Gupta 
1991-1992 Dr. Saif Mabrouk 
1992-1993 Mr. Ramsukh Tulsie 
1993-1995 Mr. Peter Plesche 
1995-1997 Dr. Saif Mabrouk 
1997-2003 Mr. Brij Maholtra 
2003-2012 Mr. William J. Johnson, Q. C. 
2012-2014 Mr. Carlos Qafaiti 
2014-2018 Mrs. M’Liss Edwards

III. The Society’s First Financial Statement
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IV. Client Information

LINC Client Languages as of March 2018

LINC Client Countries of Origin as of March 2018

(89 Total)

(101 Total)
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Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (CIES) Southeast Location 
1723 40th Street SE, Calgary, AB T2A 7Y3

Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (CIES) Welcome Centre, Northeast Location 
3820 32 Street NE, Calgary, AB T1Y 7L9

Visit us at one of our locations:



Celebrating Thirty Years
  of service
For 30 years, the Calgary Immigrant Educational Society (CIES) 
has been providing innovative language education, customized 
employment training and placement, and integration services. 

One World Many Stories is a celebration of our history, including 
photos from throughout the years, details about our programming,  
and messages of support from politicians, stakeholders, and 
community partners, to whom we offer our deepest thanks.  

We are also very grateful to you, dear reader, for your support.  
We hope you enjoy reading this book. 


