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About Working Women Community Centre
Working Women Community Centre (WWCC) is a women-focused settlement agency that
provides support to newcomers in Toronto. Since 1974, we have been making a difference in the
lives of immigrant women and their families.

For over 40 years, we have worked to provide access to programs and services that build healthy
communities. These include settlement counselling, community engagement initiatives, economic
development programs, English language instruction, and education supports for parents,
caregivers, children and youth.


We currently offer three educational programs, our Parent Ambassador Program (PAP), Home
Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) which offers early literacy programming
for mothers with children ages 3-5, and the On Your Mark Program (OYM) which provides
tutoring and mentoring for students in grades 1 to 12.

COMMUNITY CENTRE
Services for immigrant women and their families.
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Project Background
Based on the knowledge gained from working with parents and caregivers through the On Your
Mark (OYM) tutoring and mentoring program, Working Women Community Centre’s (WWCC),
identified that parents need further information and tools to better navigate the education system
and become effective advocates for their children. The Parent Ambassador Project (PAP) was
created as part of the Community Legacy Fund established after the PanAm/Parapan Am Games
held in Toronto in 2015. The Community Legacy Initiative invests in projects that profile and provide
longer-term economic and/or social infrastructure benefits for Toronto’s Latin American, South
American, and Caribbean communities.
The three-year program initially launched as the Latinx Parents for Change – Parent Ambassador
Project and ran in partnership with the Mennonite New Life Centre (MLCT), the Toronto District
School Board (TDSB) and the Toronto District Catholic School Board (TDCSB).
Using a participatory community needs assessment that included interviews, focus groups and a
pilot project, the implementation of Latinx Parents for Change PAP program, demonstrated that
Latinx parents and caregivers faced multiple systemic barriers when engaging in structural and
traditional parent involvement initiatives. The need to create spaces for parents and caregivers to
engage meaningfully was clear.
The following qualitative feedback from the Latinx community informed these findings:
• The three most significant barriers to access were related to comprehension of the curricula
were 1) language/jargon 2) access to computer/internet and 3) time.
• Latinx parents did not feel informed about options for applied courses vs. academic courses in
high school.
• Although most parents value higher education, their lack of understanding of the system
limited their chances to support their children in deciding what courses to take.
• Uncertainty and disappointment were expressed from Latinx parents whose children were
streamed and they felt unclear of the future impact of their choices.
• Latinx parents/caregivers with economic barriers such as precarious employment and lowincome, experienced challenges when engaging in parent involvement activities that required
long-term commitments such as participation in the school council. For instance, parents
recounted how low-wage jobs meant parents were required to take unplanned shifts to make
ends meet, resulting in their availability for participation being unpredictable.
7

• Latinx parents expressed experiences of frustration when engaged in volunteer activities at the
school. The tasks they were given did not allow them to showcase their talents or demonstrate
their skills in action. Volunteer opportunities were limited to serving snacks, food preparation
and cleaning after school programs resulting in the feeling that their engagement with the
school was meaningless.
• Some Latinx parents shared lived experiences of racism and discrimination and felt this
extended to their children. They perceived their children as being judged solely based on
assumptions, bias or prejudice, their intersectionalities such as race, identity and ethnicity,
often being denied. Individual cases of discrimination in the classroom were shared among
parents and there were reported incidents of racist statements made to students by school
administration.
With significant foundational learnings from the Latinx Parents for Change PAP project,
WWCC expanded the PAP project to include additional communities facing systemic barriers to
participation. In 2021, WWCC created a seven-week, 21 hour training program for parents and
families of school-aged children who are immigrants, newcomers, Black, Indigenous and racialized.
The program invites parents, caregivers and community leaders as guest speakers to exchange
knowledge and experiences, and share practices of action towards a more inclusive and accessible
school system.

Program Goals
• To provide parents, caregivers, and guardians with an in-depth understanding of the public
education system in Ontario;
• to foster the development of local, formal and informal networks of parents and caregivers;
• to learn about existing formal and/or informal parent coalitions and collectives working locally
and provincially in public education advocacy;
• to challenge and encourage critical reflection about traditional models of parent involvement
in Ontario’s public education system; and
• to provide tools and resources for newcomers, Black, Indigenous, racialized, and immigrant
parents, caregivers, and guardians to navigate the public education system in Ontario.
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About this Resource Guide
WWCC created this guide as a complementary resource to the PAP training; it includes the
information and resources shared throughout training sessions. This guide is not meant to
replace official education documents provided by provincial or municipal education policymakers,
stakeholders or partners.
This guide is designed to create learning spaces for parents and caregivers to reflect on their
own experiences with the public education system, to exchange knowledge, and to foster the
development of local and informal parent-based networks that can support other parents in
doing this work. We encourage parents and caregivers to use and share this resource with their
respective school councils. We also encourage educators and school administrators to benefit

from the reflections in this guide and use them to further collaboration with parents, caregivers
and families.

Making the Best Use of this Guide
• This resource guide responds to the concerns expressed by parents and caregivers about
the difficulties they have faced navigating their children’s education and it was developed in
collaboration with parents and caregivers committed to public education
• This resource guide will support parents and caregivers to critically reflect on current realities,
develop transferable skills, exchange knowledge and experiences, and share practices of action
and solidarity towards an equitable school system. It focuses on enhancing the leadership skills of
caregivers and parents while strengthening their understanding of Ontario’s education system. 
• This resource guide offers learning tools to explore topics such as school governance, parent
and caregiver engagement, special education, anti-racism, anti-Black racism, equity, and social
justice within schooling.
• This resource guide includes hyperlinked resources and references where possible. Each section
includes an interactive slide deck that can be used in combination with the guide or as a standalone tool.
• Facilitators using this resource guide are encouraged to adapt any of these elements according
to the needs of participants, program delivery, or the facilitators’ own experiences.
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Who is this Guide for?
• Any parent, caregiver and guardian who has a child within the Ontario public education
system and has an interest in learning more about school governance, parent and caregiver
engagement, special education, anti-racism, anti-Black racism, equity, and social justice
within schooling.
• Parents, caregivers and guardians of children who are immigrants and newcomers, Black,
Indigenous and racialized in Ontario’s public education system
• School councils of elementary and secondary schools within the Ontario public education
system
• Coalitions and collectives working locally and provincially in Ontario public education advocacy
• Community organizations, community leaders, agencies and workers who support parents,
caregivers, and families of Black, Indigenous, racialized, immigrant and newcomers
• Educators and school administrators who have an interest in learning more about parent and
caregiver engagement, anti-racism, anti-Black racism, equity, and social justice within schooling
• Parents, caregivers and guardians of children with special educational needs in Ontario’s public
education system
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Section Content
Section
Section 1
Understanding the
Education System
in Ontario

Learning Objectives
• Understand different components of the education system in Ontario
• Discover key partners and the roles they play within Ontario’s
education system
• Identify the different types of school boards and programs offered
within Ontario
• Understand how funding is allocated to school boards in Ontario

Section 2
Understanding the
Education System
in Ontario

• Understand the roles and responsibilities of various types of school
governance bodies
• Learn how to vote for a school trustee and how to become a school
trustee
• Identify opportunities to participate in school decision-making
processes
• Understand how school board and council meetings operate

Section 3
From Parent
Involvement to
Parent Engagement
that Matters

• Develop an understanding of dominant and alternative parent
engagement models
• Identify strategies for parents to effectively communicate with school
staff, teachers, principals, board staff, trustees and other parent
communities
• Strengthen parent capacity to navigate the education system and
advocate for their child/children
• Learn about what delegations are and how they function
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Section 4
Navigating
Systemic Barriers to
Education: An AntiRacism Approach
Section 5
Understanding
and Identifying
Challenges Faced
by Racialized
Students Part I
Section 6
Understanding
and Identifying
Challenges Faced
by Racialized
Students Part II
Section 7
Collective Care: A
Parent Ambassador
Model of Solidarity

• Learn, identify and define systemic oppression and barriers
• Understand and identify racism and other forms of discrimination
• Develop strategies to work with other parents and community
members to address racism in schooling

• Identify common challenges experienced by racialized students
• Understand special education programs and Individual Education
Plans (IEP’s)
• Understand academic streaming and impact on students’ success
• Learn about suspensions, expulsions and how to appeal them
• Gain strategies to support student’s success
• Learn about the right to access education for students with precarious
immigration status
• Understand bullying, its impacts and how to report it
• Strengthen knowledge of alternative conflict resolution models and
restorative justice practices

• Understand the Ambassador Model, its principles and how to be an
effective parent ambassador
• Develop skills and strategies for effective public speaking
• Gain insight into the principles of community organizing
• Learn how to build successful coalitions
• Understand the importance of solidarity
• Understand how COVID19 has impacted the education system
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SECTION 7

A Parent Ambassador Model
& Enacting Collective
Care with Communities &
Resources
Learning objectives:
1. Understand the Ambassador Model, its principles and how to be an effective parent ambassador
2. Develop skills and strategies for effective public speaking
3. Gain insight into the principles of community organizing
4. Learn how to build successful coalitions
5. Recognize the importance of solidarity
6. Understand how COVID19 has impacted the education system

Interactive Learning Link for Section 7

The Ambassador Model
The Parent Ambassador Model is grounded in principles of community care and well-being. It
focuses on enhancing caregivers’ and parents’ leadership skills and understanding the complexity
of the education system. Our model invites parents and caregivers to critically reflect on their
children’s schooling experiences, providing tools and accessible language to navigate and identify
racial inequities in the education system. By taking this training, or reading this resource guide, you
are invited to join our advocacy efforts to advance equitable education and experiencing family
engagement in a new way.
The Ambassador Model offers tools and alternatives for families to identify the intersecting
ways in which systemic oppression operates in education. This approach foregrounds critical
perspectives on traditional structures of parent engagement that constrain meaningful family

engagement. This is done by providing an overview of the provincial education system structures,
decoding educational jargon, offering core racial literacy concepts, and more. The goal is to
confront, interrupt, and dismantle racism in schooling, while also improving educational
opportunities for Black, Indigenous and racialized students.

Remember!
There are many ways to engage in your community and take leadership
roles to motivate, engage and advocate. Advocacy can take many forms,
from organizing events, signing a petition, talking to others about an
issue to making a delegation etc.

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources

91

The Ambassadors model offers:
• Information about processes and structures in
education;
• Learning opportunities from “experts”: anchored
in the idea that parents hold experiential
knowledge, parent and caregiver experts share
their experiences
• Connections to other community leaders, parents
and advocates who are disrupting, interrupting
and dismantling oppressive systems

• Critical questions for reflection
• Practical tools for advocacy
• Community networks
• Local resources
• Peer support
• Relationship building
• Communication skills

Put simply, a parent or caregiver ambassador is a community leader; one that
is invested in education and would like to take their leadership to the next level.
This section breaks down some of the principles that can support ambassadors
in furthering their skills and sharing their learning within their own networks.

Motivator questions for Parent Ambassadors
• What kind of changes/improvements would you like to see in your school community?
• How might you create a sense of responsibility/ownership in your school community?
• How can you help foster relations and support other parents and caregivers ?
• What communication channels would you find most effective?
• What community groups have you identified that can help support your process?
• How can you influence others to help your cause?
• Are there any community leaders that inspire you and your community?
• Are you the leader that inspires others?

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Principle 1: Getting the word out: Outreach
An important tool for ambassadors is community outreach and networking. Outreach is a
term that is commonly used to describe a wide range of activities, from delivering services to
dissemination of information. Outreach can also help expand access to community services,
practices or products. Agencies and organizations often rely on outreach to provide information on
programming and services; this helps families in the community who are either unaware of existing
programs or do not realize they are eligible to attend or to benefit from.

What is the purpose
of Outreach?

What are some tools for
effective outreach?

• Raise awareness (e.g. for meetings,
events, town halls, programs and services)

• Meet parents/caregivers and families
where they are

• Learn new ways to mobilize the
community

• Celebrate the differences

• Reach out to vulnerable and isolated
members of the community
• Learn about the community
characteristics, needs, strengths and
resources
• Strengthen referral networks for needed
services
• Engage other parents, caregivers and
community members
• Build a solid support system of parents,
caregivers and community members
• Strengthen relationships
• Foster collaboration

• Listen to your community
• Build trust and relationships; people feel
more comfortable getting involved if they
already have a connection with someone
• Build a strong network (in-person,
Facebook, WhatsApp or Twitter)
• Make written information clear, friendly
and easy to understand
• If possible, provide information in the
primary language of those who will use
the service.
• Invite, invite and invite!
• Follow-up, follow-up and follow-up!

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Where can outreach be conducted?
• Community Centres

• Public parks

• Schools (after school)

• Social gatherings

• School events (concerts, cultural events,
fundraisers, potluck dinners)

• Apartment buildings

• Classrooms
• In an online community (e.g.Facebook,
WhatsApp or Twitter)
• TTC stops/streets
• Malls
• Places of worship (e.g.churches, mosques,
temples, synagogues)

• Laundry rooms/ Laundromat
• Playground/Playscapes
• Community events
• Fundraisers
• Parades
• Fairs
• Information booths

How can outreach be conducted?
• Handing out flyers
• Talking to people face-to-face
• Setting up information tables at the school
• Creating online petitions
• Pledge cards
• Websites
• Social media
• Commercials
• Newspaper articles
• Bus advertising
• Radio interviews
• Podcasts calls, emails and text messages

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Principle 2: Becoming a Public speaker
Public speaking can often seem intimidating. However, we do it constantly without even noticing;
from talking in team meetings to telling a story to a friend. As a parent and caregiver you can build
on essential skills to become a public speaker in your school and community, from talking about
your child’s education to other parents, participating in school or community meetings or inspiring
other parents or community members.
Why public speaking?
•
•
•

To speak up against injustices
You have something to say
You represent the voice of a community
or group

•
•

You want to share your knowledge or
experience
To show support or encouragement

Before you speak
•
•
•

Become comfortable hearing your own
voice
Make notes/use cue cards
Know your environment

•
•

Know your audience
Know how much time you have and
time your speech (100 words equals
approximately one minute)

•
•

Make eye contact
Use body language to enhance your
speaking
Keep your mind in a positive, calm place

Practice: While you speak
•
•
•

Pace yourself
Remember to breath and use pauses to
enhance your speaking
Start with your strongest points

•

After you speak
•
•

Focus on the positive
Review what was good

•

Keep flexing your public speaking muscle.
It will only keep getting stronger!

Ambassadors are great communicators
•

•
•

Being a great communicator helps to build on self-confidence and provides many other
benefits for improving your relationships with others (in school and community) and in
other areas of your life as well.
Good communication includes active listening, paraphrasing and asking questions back to
ensure you are understanding what is being said.
Developing your communication skills starts with a good understanding of who you are and
a belief in the value you bring.

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Principle 3: Community Organizing
Community organizing is leadership that enables people to turn the resources they have into the
power they need to make the change they want.
PEOPLE:
• Strong relationships are the foundation of successful organizing efforts.
• Community organizing is not about solving a community’s problems or advocating on its behalf.
It is about enabling the people with the problem to mobilize their own resources to solve it (and
keep it solved).
• The first question an organizer asks is “Who are my people?” not “What is my issue?”
• Community organizing transforms a group of people who share common values or interests into
a community of people who are standing together to realize a common purpose.
POWER:
• Power is the influence that is created by the relationship between interests and resources.
Interests are what people need or want (e.g. to protect a river, to stay in public office, to make
money), while resources are assets (e.g. people,
energy, knowledge, relationships, and money) that
can be readily used to, achieve the change you need or
want.
• In community organizing, importance is given to who
has power, who doesn’t, and how to build enough
of it to shift the power relationship and bring about
change.
CHANGE:
• Organizing is not about ‘raising awareness’ or
speech-making (though these may contribute to an
organizing effort). It is about specifying a clear goal
and mobilizing your resources to achieve it.
• In organizing, change must be specific, concrete, and
significant.

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Five leadership practices in
community organizing:

1

Being able to articulate a story of why we are called to lead, a
story of the community we hope to mobilize and why we’re
united, and a story of why we must act.

2

Building intentional relationships as the foundation of
purposeful collective actions.

3

Creating structures that distribute power and responsibility and
prioritizes leadership development.

4

Using strategic planning to turn your resources into the power
to achieve clear goals.

5

Translating strategy into measurable, motivational, and
effective action.

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Principle 4: Solidarity
Solidarity leads to the sustainable development of people. Collective actions stimulate solidarity
among groups of people and individuals. Solidarity in education involves a collective responsibility
for the well-being of members of all school communities, all students and their families and all
school staff.
Why is solidarity important in the community?
•
•
•

The core virtue of solidarity is the pursuit of justice
Solidarity relies on building relations of personal commitment with one another
Solidarity fosters hope and we need hope to build better and more equitable educational
conditions

Active Participation for Parents and Caregivers with an Anti-Racism & Justice Lens
1. Volunteering and Strategic Volunteering
Families and community members are encouraged to participate in volunteer activities in their
schools and support programs and services to help students succeed. Volunteering at your child’s
school is a way to learn more about how the school system works and potentially build stronger
relationships with school staff and other families.
Despite the idiosyncratic role of parent/caregiver-volunteer involvement within schools, their skills
and assets are not always strategically maximized to the advantage of students. Often, newcomer
parents/caregivers are encouraged to volunteer at
lunchrooms or as safety guards, instead of volunteer
roles that allow newcomers to share their unique
skills, for instance their language skills.
There are many ways of volunteering strategically
in schools, sections 2 and 3 describe governance
models for parents and caregivers such as school
councils, school advisory committees, and PICs.
These governance spaces are not often represented
with racialized bodies, attending these spaces is a
great way to disrupt the status quo and contribute
to decision making processes that directly influence
your school or school board.

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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Volunteering at organizations with a focus on education is another way to influence your children’s
education. Most parent coalitions are always looking for new members to support advocacy
efforts. In the section below about coalitions, there are some recommendations.
Active Volunteering Through Activism
Activism is taking direct action to effect social change, either in support, or in opposition to, a
social or political policy; this can occur in a variety of forms. Activism is often concerned with ‘how
to change the world’ through social, political, economic or environmental change. Asking what
actions can directly confront and challenge current systems of injustice is what most activists do.
This can be led by individuals but is often done collectively through social movements.
Active Volunteering Through Advocacy
Advocacy is described as “speaking truth to power”, because it is focused on challenging people in
power to change their beliefs and actions by communicating the real-life experience of those who
are demanding the change.
To be an advocate is to speak and learn about social and political issues. It is to bring attention to
injustice, subsequently aiding the activists in their fight against that same injustice.
Canada’s Black and African-Canadian parents, caregivers and students have long protested the
inequities that have contributed to past and present educational conditions. In Ontario most
recently, Parents of Black Children, an advocacy group formed to support Black students and their
families, has launched an anonymous anti-Black racism reporting tool. Their advocacy work is an
example of Black parents’ leadership in educational racial justice.

Did you know?
Black Canadian women have been at the forefront of educational
advocacy work. In fact, Black Canadians have been fighting for
educational equality for more than a century, working tirelessly to
address anti-Black racism in Canadian schools and increase educational
equity for Black and racialized children (Aladejebi, 2021, p.5)

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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2. Coalition Building for Educational Equity
A coalition is a group of individuals representing a diverse range of organizations or constituencies
who agree to work together to achieve a common goal. Coalitions have different memberships and
patterns of formation. They generally define goals and identify their mission and vision early on
in their development. In order to achieve their goals, coalitions devise plans and activities to help
them spread the word about their mission and attain their goals.
How to build a coalition
Anybody can start a coalition, below are some questions to guide initial steps:
1. What is the purpose of your coalition?
2. Coalition goals, mission and vision must be clear.
3. How is the coalition going to be structured? Identify possible committees, outline bylaws, and
define ways of communication.
4. How often is the coalition membership meeting? Develop clear agendas, make meetings
accessible, provide childcare, etc.
5. How is the coalition going to communicate and
outreach? Newsletters, surveys, and social media are
important avenues.
6. What activities will help you achieve your mission and
goals? Define clear targets, be creative about planning and
stay focused on the mission of the coalition.
7. Use research to support coalition work.
8. Ground your work in the community.

Did you know?
“Collectivization helps individual families recognize that their children’s
experiences are part of a much broader, more systemic issue of antiBlack racism in schooling. It reduces shame and stigma, allows deep
relationships to form, promotes the development of a more coherent
strategy, and garners greater power in challenging racist provincial or
school board policies and practices.” (Shah & Grimaldos, 2020)

Section 7 - A Parent Ambassador Model & Enacting Collective Care with Communities & Resources
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There are coalitions in Ontario fighting for public education and equity:
• Coalition for Alternatives to Streaming in Education
• Middle Childhood Coalition Matter
• Ontario Education Workers United
• York Communities for Public Education
• Ontario Parent Action Network
• Student and Family Advocate
• LAEN, Latinx Afro-Latin-America Abya Yala Education Network

The Impact of COVID19 on the Education System
COVID19 has significantly impacted and disrupted education in Ontario.
Communities that have been disproportionately negatively affected by COVID19
in education include students with disabilities; low-income families; Black,
Indigenous and racialized families; newcomers and immigrants. With local and
province-wide school closures, parents and caregivers bore the brunt of the
responsibility of educating and supporting students.

The global COVID19 pandemic has led to significant education disruption in Ontario
The science table advisory for Ontario reports that from March 2020 up until the end of June
2021, most Ontario schools were closed for at least 20 weeks of regular class; more than any
other school system in the country. Inequities in the education system have been highlighted

by frequent school closures, gaps in supports for students, and the fall-out and inadequacy of
emergency remote models of instruction. During the 2020-21 school year, school boards were
left to independently decide, plan and implement their own educational delivery methods. The
result was widely varying school experiences, with several different models of educational delivery
offered across Ontario ranging from fully dedicated in-person, face-to-face; fully remote/virtual
online; and a blended or hybrid model of simultaneous online and in-person model.
The diverse models of educational delivery and school closures have impacted students with
disabilities the most, compounding existing gaps in special education. The unequal distribution
of school closures and pandemic-related inequities, particularly affecting low-income families
in which racialized and Indigenous groups, newcomers and people with disabilities are
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overrepresented, appear to be deepening and accelerating inequities in education outcomes.
• Closures, as well as periods of education
disruption have increased absenteeism, which
is a measure of engagement in education
and the ability of schools to meet students’
needs.
• School closures disrupted access to
specialized educational services and programs
for students with disabilities as well as
English language learners.
• Closures have affected students’ educational
transitions, which affect students’ later
outcomes.

• There are health risks associated with
closures including significant physical, mental
health and safety harms for students and
children. Modelling suggests long-term
impacts on students’ lifetime earnings
and the national economy.
• Many students have been set back in social
and emotional learning and mental health.
Some have experienced grief, financial
strain, isolation. Students who were already
underserved may be set back most severely,
but all have been affected.

• There is evidence of decreased enrollment
in kindergarten and reduced access to
developmental services.
• There are concerns about increased streaming
and whether students are ‘on track’ in early
high school, as well as students’ ability
to access College or employment after
graduation.
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Immediate Impact of Disruptions caused by School Closures
The far-reaching impact of disruption necessitates explicit educational recovery strategies.
According to the science table advisory for Ontario, Two key strategies can minimize the impact of
COVID19 related disruptions on schooling.
1. First, a strong priority, as expressed by numerous Medical Officers of Health, on keeping
schools open wherever circumstances allow – a ‘last closed, first open’ policy. Keeping
schools open in the context of new, more transmissible and more deadly variants of concern
requires renewed and intensified commitment to a range of safety practices and accelerated
vaccination of all education workers, parents and children as vaccines are shown to be safe
and effective.
2. Education recovery strategies need dedicated funding in addition to regular schooling
budgets. Strategies may include active measures to ensure appropriate universal responses
(overall curriculum adaptations, instruction, and student supports), and targeted intensive
accelerated learning programs for groups that have been most disadvantaged by health and
education effects of COVID19.
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