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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 4

Navigating
Systemic Barriers:
An Anti-Racism Approach
Learning objectives:
1. Learn, identify and define systemic oppression and barriers
2. Understand and identify racism and other forms of discrimination
3. Develop strategies to work with other parents and community members to address racism
in schooling

Interactive Learning Link for Section 4

Systems of Oppression
To better understand equity and social justice, we must become aware of existing oppressive
systems. There are many oppressive forces that discriminate against people based on their race,
gender, ability, sexuality, immigration status and more. In education, equity and justice including
the equitable distribution of resources, opportunities and privileges are important because schools
are often not welcoming spaces for all.

A just society is one where all human beings are valued and
respected. In order to work towards that, we must first understand
the historical contexts that allow for the different types of
oppression that continue to exist today. It is important that our
educational institutions become spaces that work to promote and
protect equity and social justice for their students and families.

Systems of oppression run through our language, and shape the way we act and do things in our
culture. They are built around what are understood to be “norms” in our societies. A norm signifies
what is “normal,” acceptable, and desirable and is something that
is valued and supported in society. It is also given a position
of dominance, privilege, and power over what is defined
as non-dominant, abnormal, and therefore, invaluable
or marginal.
We hope that the following terms will help
readers understand existing forms of
oppression and the ongoing effects of
colonization, coloniality and racism.
Understanding this can support
organizing new forms of resistance
against unfair and oppressive
educational practices.

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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Four I’s of Oppression
Ideological Oppression
A system of beliefs and ideas held by the dominant group, which sustains
that one group is better than the rest. Negative qualities are attributed
to other groups as a result.

Interpersonal Oppression
Based on the idea that one group is better than another. Examples
include racist jokes, stereotypes, physical harm and harassment,
threats, etc.

Institutional Oppression
Occurs when ideas that one group is better than others get embedded
in institutions. Examples include when the legal system, the education
system, the medical system, public policy, etc. are used to sustain
ideologies of superiority and power imbalances.

Internalized Oppression
Internalized negative messages, and horizontal violence occurs when the
oppressor no longer has to exert pressure on the oppressed because the
oppressed group now does it to themselves and to each other.

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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Equity vs Equality
Equality: Ensuring that every individual has an equal opportunity and based on the principles
of sameness and fairness. It means providing equal access to everyone irrespective of their
backgrounds.
Equity: Equity is at the heart of all gap-closing measures, since it is based on providing different
access to resources depending on people’s needs. It means doing whatever it takes to ensure
everyone gets to the same place.
Inclusion: A way of thinking and acting that demonstrates a commitment to ensure all people
are included and their opinions, worldviews, experiences, and perspectives are respected and
meaningfully present.

Reflecting Critically
Does our education system serve all children equally?

Justice and Liberation in Education
Justice: Justice means that the root cause of oppression is removed or dismantled and everyone is
treated in a way that is fair, balanced and equal. Justice takes more of a system-wide approach in
addressing inequity.
Liberation: Liberation is based on the notion that students with all needs should actively
participate in the education system without restrictions.

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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European Colonization
European colonizers physically and culturally exterminated millions of Indigenous peoples
across the Americas and founded theTrans-Atlantic Slave trade. The consequences of
colonization are still felt today. In particular, the systemic racism and discrimination towards
Indigenous and Black and Afro-descendant peoples. Knowing the history of racist colonial violence
helps us understand the racial configurations of today’s society.
Racial categories were formed as a result of and in order to justify colonial projects and European
expansion. Since colonization, (White) European settlers believed they were inherently superior to
Indigenous, Black, Chinese, and other racialized peoples in this land.

White Privilege & White Supremacy
White supremacy: An ideology that maintains that White people, their ideas, and their ways of
life, are superior to Black, Indigenous, and racialized peoples’.
White privilege: Unearned advantages that White people enjoy and that allow them to have
access to resources which is unequal to any other racial group in Canada.
White privilege reveals itself in schools when White students learn about the successes of their
ancestors, see other White people in textbooks, are treated fairly by White teachers, and can take
time off school for major holidays such as Christmas and Easter, to name a few examples.

Did you know?
In schools, White supremacy makes Whiteness the standard of human
experience. This allows White students and their families to navigate
school systems feeling “normal”. Being “normal” allows people who
identify as White to ignore race, because they are not perceived to belong
to a race group.
As a result, Whiteness and those with proximity to Whiteness enjoy the
benefits of access to power and control, exercising “rights” to exclude,
dispose and deny innocence to Black students. This perpetuates antiBlack and intersecting racism in the Ontario education system (Shah &
Grimaldos, forthcoming).

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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Remember!
White privilege does not mean that White people do not work hard. It
means that they enjoy unseen and unconscious advantages that allow them
to have greater access to systems and structures including post-secondary
education, health, professional development, and better housing.

What is Racism?
Racism is based on the idea that some races are inferior or superior to others. Racism is founded on
the notion that a person’s race determines their human capabilities, leading to the discrimination
of people based on their skin colour, language or culture. In practice, racism is the oppression of
non-White people based on an invented hierarchy of race that privileges White people.
In Canada, we can see the effects of racism in economic, social and cultural inequalities. Black
students are four times more likely to be expelled from a Toronto high school than White students.
According to the same research, Black university graduates earn only 80 cents for every dollar
earned by White university graduates despite having the same credentials.
Racism is a systemic practice embedded in many of our society’s institutions, this is known as
systemic racism. Systemic racism is a key driver of inequities in education, employment, housing,
and health for Black Canadians and Indigenous people.
When parents help their children have a positive racial identity it helps them address racism and
think critically about issues of race.

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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What is Anti-Black Racism?
Anti-Black racism is a specific kind of racial prejudice towards Black and people of African descent.
It operates within society to disadvantage, oppress and dehumanize Black people. Anti-Black
racism is prejudice, attitudes, beliefs, stereotyping and discrimination that is directed at people of
African descent and is rooted in their unique history and experience of enslavement (followed by
colonization).
Anti-Black racism has a long history in Canada. In fact, anti-Black racism has been declared a public
health emergency. Anti-Black racism manifests in all institutions, such as schools, health care and
the legal system; it is a key driver of inequalities in education, housing, employment, and health
for Black Canadians. For instance, Black people are more likely to be killed, struck or shot by police.
In addition, in Ontario, Black high school students are more likely to be streamed into special
education and applied programs than White students.

What is Anti-Indigenous Racism?
Anti-Indigenous racism is the ongoing race-based discrimination, negative stereotyping, and
injustice experienced by Indigenous communities in Canada. This includes ideas and practices that
establish, maintain and perpetuate systemic barriers, and inequitable outcomes that stem from
the legacy of colonial policies and practices in Canada.
Discriminatory federal policies such as the Indian Act, 1985 and the residential school system are
examples of systemic anti-Indigenous racism. It is also manifests in the overrepresentation of
Indigenous peoples in provincial criminal justice and child welfare systems, as well as inequitable
outcomes in education, well-being, and health.

Remember!
Anti-Black racism is a global problem. Non-White communities can also
perpetuate anti-Blackness and it is important to remain accountable. Even
though there is a wealth of shared experiences that run through all people
who are racialized, being Black in Canada is not the same as being any
other race.
Non-Black racialized communities play an important role interrupting antiBlackness within their own circles and families, and standing in solidarity
with Black people.
Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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What is Anti-Asian Racism?
Canadians with Asian ancestry are diverse, evolving and one of the largest communities of colour
in Canada. Anti-Asian racism is prejudice, beliefs, stereotyping and discrimination that is directed
at people of Asian descent.
Anti-Asian racism and discrimination are not new phenomenon. It has deep social, political and
institutional roots in Canada’s history. Over the last year reports of discriminatory incidents have
more than tripled across the country.
The exclusion and racism experienced by Asians were and continues to be impacted by colonization.
The TDSB in partnership with ETFO developed a resource tool Addressing Anti-Asian Racism: A
Resource for Educators, to empower educators to take action against anti-Asian racism. This tool is
a great resource for parents and caregivers to enhance their knowledge in anti-racist approach to
education.

What is Anti-Muslim Racism or Islamophobia?
Anti-Muslim racism or Islamophobia is the unfounded fear or hatred of Islam and Muslims
(or people who are believed to be Muslim) instigating violence and systemic discrimination. It
is important to note that Islamophobia intersects with other forms of racism, leading to the
compounding of effects; for instance, a Black Muslim woman experiences anti-Black racism, as
well as anti-Muslim racism and sexism.
According to The Tessellate Institute, from the existing accounts of Muslim students’ experiences
in Ontario public schools, three major themes emerge:
1. feelings of isolation and alienation;
2. lack of awareness about Islam and Muslims among peers and teachers; and
3. lack of representation of Muslims in teaching and curriculum.

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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Dominant Culture, White Dominance and Education
The dominant culture is the group of people in society who hold the most power and are
sometimes (but not always) in the majority. In Canada, people who are White, middle class,
Christian, cisgender and abled-bodied are often considered the dominant culture. They are in
charge of institutions and have established behaviours, institutional cultures with values and
traditions that are considered acceptable and the “norm”.
Understanding and unraveling White dominance in educational settings is necessary so that
teachers and administrators can challenge Eurocentric views in education (Howard, 1999). When
educators, and school administrators are not aware of their social positionality - that is, how they
experience the world from their own social position of dominance, they may perpetuate harm
unintentionally.

A History of Racism in Canadian Education
To understand the inequities of our
current education system, we must
recognize the historical context in
which the Canadian education system
was built on. Inequitable access to
education has existed since the 1800s.
Students from the S.S. #11 school in 1965.
(Harrow Early Immigrant Research Society)

In early 1850, a clause in the Common Schools Act, 1850 was instituted by Egerton Ryerson; an
educator that contributed to the design of the public education system in Ontario. The Act allowed
for the creation of separate schools leading to provincially funded Catholic schools and racially
segregated schools. Ryerson legislated separate schools for Black children. Black families were
soon forced into separate schools even when they wished to attend common schools.

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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Ryerson’s racist and colonial Eurocentric views were influential to the creation of the Canadian
Indian Residential Schools, his recommendations would shape a system that amounted to cultural
genocide in Canada. More than 150,000 children attended Indian residential schools. Many never
returned. The damages inflicted by residential schools continue to this day.
Racism in Canadian schools is well-documented and it began with the establishment of
residential schools in 1883.
Based on the recommendations of the Davin Report, Sir John A. Macdonald authorized the creation
of the residential school system, designed to isolate Indigenous children from their families and
cut all ties to their culture
Last Federally Operated Residential School Closed in 1996
In May of 2021, the remains of the bodies of 215 Indigenous children were found buried on the
grounds of the Kamloops Indian Residential School. Since then, more unmarked gravesites have
been found, providing previews of investigations by Canada’s First Nations into the deaths of
residential school students. A rising tally of these graves (more than 1,100 so far) has triggered a
national reckoning over Canada’s legacy of residential schools.

Reflecting Critically
How can you stand in solidarity with all Indigenous communities?

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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Racism in Ontario
Toronto District School Board
TDSB census data from 2006-2012 reveals that students who self-identify as Black, Latin American,
Mixed, or Middle Eastern have relatively higher suspension rates than White students and students
from other racial backgrounds.
Durham School District School Board
In a 2014 racial discrimination claim against the Durham Catholic District School Board, the
Ontario Human Rights Tribunal (HRTO) found no discrimination. However, it did find that
there were significant racial disparities in suspensions and recommended the school board
conduct a review.

Peel District School Board
It is reported that in the Peel District School Board (PDSB), anti-Black racism is part of the Black
students’ daily lived experiences. According to a recent report, Black students are only 10.2 per cent
of the secondary school population, but about 22.5 per cent of the students receive suspensions.

Reflecting Critically
What forms of social injustice and/or inequity have you identified or
witnessed in your child(ren)’s school?

Section 4 - Navigating Systemic Barriers: An Anti-Racism Approach
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What is Anti-Racism?
Racism is part of Canada’s history, as well as its foundation as a nation-state. Racism is embedded
in Canadian institutions such as schooling, the judicial system, healthcare and policing. Because
racism and White supremacy are part of Canadian culture, being ‘non-racist’ is not enough;
instead, we must actively interrupt racism and White supremacy.
Being antiracist results from a conscious decision to make frequent, consistent, equitable choices
on a daily basis. These choices require ongoing self-awareness and self-reflection as we move
through life.
When we do not make antiracist choices, we (un)consciously uphold aspects of White supremacy,
white-dominant culture, and unequal institutions and society.

Interactive Learning - Other Resources
The Race Talk a Toolkit for Parents and Caregivers
Schools and Racial Inequality Video
Anti-Racism Education in Canada | The Canadian Encyclopedia
ABR Resource Guide (utoronto.ca)
Addressing Anti-Asian Racism: A Resource for Educators A Resource for Educators
The Anti-racist Educators Toolkit
Residential schools in Canada: a Timeline Video
Human Rights and Newcomers - video series
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