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Dr. Monetta Bailey’s research shows how Canada’s 
commitment to multiculturalism needs to extend  

into the youth justice system — to keep more 
 immigrant youth out of court.
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While working with the Calgary Youth Justice Society, Monetta Bailey 

became acutely aware of the high number of youth born outside of 

Canada whose actions brought them into con�ict with the law and 

the justice system. The assistant professor of Sociology in Ambrose 

University’s Bachelor of Arts – Behavioural Science program wondered 

speci�cally what these youth were experiencing in the Extrajudicial 

Sanctions Program. The federal program diverts young people aged 

12–18 from the court system by enabling those who commit less-serious 

o�ences to appear before a Youth Justice Committee. 

The research project Bailey launched in 2012 to complete her PhD sought 

to answer some fundamental questions. Is any attention being paid to 

the di�erences between immigrant youth and Canadian-born youth 

who are involved with the criminal justice system? Does one approach 

really �t all youth? If justice is blind and treats everyone equally, must the 

approach be the same for everyone, even when people’s backgrounds 

are so di�erent? Should our approach to youth justice take into account 

ethnicity, mental health, immigration status, physical or developmental 

disabilities or other potentially relevant situations?

Bailey’s research put those questions in the spotlight, and what she 

saw is helping to transform approaches to youth justice in Alberta, 

and possibly  beyond. Here are just some of her insights into a 

complex, evolving issue.

Understanding Alberta’s 
approach
The federal Youth Justice Act leaves 
implementation of the Extrajudicial 
Sanctions Program up to each province. 
In Alberta, the approach is multi-
layered. While the program is overseen 
by the Solicitor General, it falls to each 
municipality to establish processes 
that work for the city.

Calgary, for example, has more  
than 20 Youth Justice Committees. 
Each is based on geographic location 
and administered by volunteers trained 
in how to hear cases by the Canadian 
Youth Justice Society and the Calgary 
Youth Attendance Centre. When 
youth are being diverted from the  
court system, they meet with a 
Committee, and afterwards their 
parents or guardians, and are then 
given sanctions to complete in 
the community.

Direct observation of a number 
of hearings and interviews with 
youth, families, volunteers and 
others working in the justice system 
provided Bailey with the raw data 
for analysis. She focused on the 
laws, policies and guidelines relating 
specifically to the sanctions program 
in Alberta.

“In all of those layers, from federal 
on down, I saw no mention of the 
needs of immigrant youth,” she says. 
“I found that highly problematic.” 

The multicultural 
conundrum
Canadians pride themselves on being 
multicultural, and the majority likes to 
think of the country as “colour blind.” 
That may not be as good as it sounds.

“My key finding was that in not 
recognizing the differences between 
groups of people, we’re actually doing 
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them and society a disservice,” Bailey 
says. “It sounds counterintuitive, but 
working through division is what 
fosters full inclusion.

“We keep people segregated when 
we do not acknowledge diff erences 
and do not intentionally foster inter-
connection.” Ignoring immigrant 
status, race or ethnicity, then, can 
prevent the inclusion necessary to 
build a progressive society that is
truly multicultural.

“We need ‘cross-contamination’
of cultures to happen.”

Fostering inclusiveness
by challenging our 
own views
Full inclusion, Bailey explains,
means “everyone has the opportunity 
to participate in society; people have 
an understanding of the law and 
what it means to be part of a civic 
community.”

This isn’t intuitive or second nature 
for people who are not born in Canada, 
who may behave in ways that result in 
them being excluded from a society 
that strives to be multicultural.

“Not only do our laws have to
be outright inclusive,” Bailey says, 
“but in our laws and policies, we have 
to be okay with saying we are ‘pro 
immigration’ and ‘pro immigrant,’
and this means we have to pay 
attention to full inclusion.”

Interaction among diverse 
communities and people is a good
fi rst step, but it falls short of 
understanding. “We need to facilitate 
groups coming together to under-
stand diff erent world views,” she says. 
“We need a level of trust to under-
stand what someone else feels and 
believes. When we learn what
someone else thinks, when we listen 
to someone else, it doesn’t diminish 
us or our situation. It strengthens us 
individually and collectively.”

It is through these conversations 
that Canadian society evolves and 
adjusts to diversity. “It can scare 

people to think that we are moving 
away from tradition, but while we
may move away from traditional 
practices, that doesn’t mean we move 
away from traditional values.” 

Pride in belonging —
in being Canadian
One observation that sticks in Bailey’s 
mind centres on the idea of belonging, 
and how it resonates with immigrant 
families.

Almost all immigrant families who 
were interviewed for Bailey’s research, 
and especially the parents of children 
involved in the Extrajudicial Sanctions 
Program, were proud to be in Canada 
and conversations often circled back to 

“I am Canadian.” Though many spoke 
of experiencing racism, they accepted it 
as part and parcel of being Canadian.

“They spoke about pride in being 
Canadian in the same way they spoke 
about the challenges,” she says, “as
if the two were intrinsically linked.”

But while immigrants seeing 
themselves as Canadian is a good 
thing, it can pose problems when 
justice system volunteers fail to 
see these families as more than 
“Canadian.” Bailey has high praise 
for the individuals who are passionate 
about helping others, but is concerned 
that they don’t always think about the 
dynamics of working with families 
who don’t necessarily speak English 
very well, or understand the power 
diff erential inherent in the fact that the 
volunteer represents the justice system.

“There is a tendency to see everyone 
as ‘just another Canadian,’ but families 
could be presenting themselves in a 
certain positive light because of the 
power inequality they perceive.”

How these insights are 
making a di� erence
What is youth justice intended to do? 
Who are we protecting? Youth? Or 
society? The system currently leans 
toward rehabilitating youth, with the 
belief that society is protected as a 
result. Paying more attention to the 
special needs of young people — 
and putting them on a trajectory for 
good life outcomes — will ripple 
positively throughout society. 

Because of these and the focus
on rehabilitation, Bailey’s research 
couldn’t come at a better time.

She is currently sharing her fi ndings 
with the Alberta Solicitor General’s 
Offi  ce and the Calgary Youth Justice

Society, which are using them to 
inform new ways to address the 
particular needs of immigrant youth 
taking part in the Extrajudicial 
Sanctions Program.

Bailey’s research is also pointing
to new avenues of inquiry that can
build on and accentuate the impact
of this initial work. 

“Coming out of this is a real push
to look at feelings of belonging, and 
how they relate to acts of deviance,” 
she says, “and exploring the relationship 
between belonging, marginalization, 
exclusion and deviance.”

“Our learning has only started.” p

In not recognizing the 
differences between groups
of people, we’re actually doing 
them and society a disservice.
Monetta Bailey




