
As Manager of E-Learning and 
Communications at the Calgary 
Immigrant Educational Society 
Colyn deGraaff is responsible 
for CIES’ design, social media 
and video production initiatives 
while also the manager for the 
Syrian-focused language project, 
Refugee Drop-In ESL & Integra-
tion as well as managing Cal-
gary’s only free English 
language distance-ed-
ucation program, LINC 
Home Study (LHS).

It’s safe to say that de-
Graaff plays a large role 
in helping newcomers 
find their place in Cana-
dian culture.

Having received his 
Bachelor’s degree in 
English from St. Mary’s 
University, deGraaff 
credits the honesty and 
straight-forwardness 
of instructors at StMU 
in helping him develop 
the work ethic that has 
led him to where he is 
today. 

As a self-described extroverted 
and outgoing person, the small 
class sizes at StMU allowed 
for deGraaff to find his voice 
and receive valuable feedback 
during his educational journey.

“To walk in (to St. Mary’s Uni-
versity) created an expectation. 
Small class size made it incredi-
bly valuable to get that sort of 
honest one-on-one feedback,” 
said deGraaff. “It also gave me 
the chance to speak my mind 

in class, it’s good to be 
able to have that interac-
tion with other people in 
smaller class sizes.” 

With CIES since 
2012 deGraaff 
didn’t foresee 

himself being in the role he 
currently occupies but finds it 
rewarding to be able to help 
those trying to find their way 
here in Canada.

“English is a barrier, and that 
can be very discouraging,” said 
deGraaff. “To be able to create 
an environment where they 
come in and they feel respected, 

they feel well taken-
care-of and heard. 
That we can actually 
set them up for suc-
cess and they’re able 
to move through our 
programs and proceed 
on, is something that 
is very rewarding and 
I never expected to 
wind up in this role 
myself but it’s some-
thing I’m very happy 
to be a part of.”

For deGraaff person-
ally, it was not only 
analytical and verbal 
skills learned during 
his time at St. Mary’s 
University that have 

carried forward into his current 
role, but the commitment to 
social justice and social respon-
sibility as well. 

“Because St. Mary’s is a Cath-
olic institution, social justice 
is baked into the ethics of 
every class that is there, the 
work that we do you don’t 
have to be Catholic but the 
interest in humanities, that 
ethic of taking care of peo-
ple when they need it most, 
and interacting with people 
is a must.”

“Civic action is not a right 
to exercise or not, for me 
personally, I believe it is a 
duty that everyone should 
be involved in their com-
munity.”

There is a lot of work still to 
be done according to deGraaff, 
who has witnessed the high 
demand and need for the pro-
grams offered at CIES grow 
first hand, and because of this 
growth it is increasingly neces-
sary to change attitudes regard-
ing refugees and those who are 
new to Canada.

“We have to advocate for the 
people that are coming here,” 
said deGraaff. “That ties directly 
into the skills and values being 
taught at St. Mary’s and here at 
CIES. It is our civic duty to build 
stronger communities where 
people can raise their families.”“Civic action is 

not a right to 
exercise or not, 
it is a duty that 

everyone should 
be involved in 

their  
community.

— Colyn deGraaff

People’s Champion
St. Mary’s alumnus Colyn deGraaff building stronger communities one family at a time


