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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 6

Understanding and
Identifying Challenges
Faced by Racialized
Students Part II
Learning objectives:
1. Learn about the right to access education for students with precarious immigration status
2. To provide an overview of bullying, its impacts and how to report it
3. Strengthen knowledge of alternative conflict resolution models and restorative justice practices

Interactive Learning Link for Section 6

Understanding Bullying
Types of bullying
Bullying is a recurring and deliberate abuse of power
It can take many forms:
• Physical: hitting, shoving, damaging or stealing property
• Verbal: name-calling, mocking, or making sexist, racist or homophobic comments
• Social: excluding others from a group or spreading gossip or rumours about them, this
includes written notes or signs that are hurtful or insulting
• Electronic (commonly known as cyber-bullying): spreading rumours and hurtful comments
through the use of social media, e-mail, text messaging
A bully is a person who shows a pattern of aggressive
behaviour meant to hurt or cause discomfort to another
person.
A bystander is a person who is neither the bully nor the victim
but who witnesses the bullying behaviour.
A cyberbully is a person who bullies anonymously through
online social media with the intent to harm or humiliate
another person.
An intervention is an action that is undertaken, generally by
an adult, to stop and/or prevent bullying behaviour.

Don’t forget!
Talking to children about race and racism helps our communities put an end
to racism! Staying silent can send the message that racism is ‘not a big deal’
or ‘not our problem’. Always report incidents of bullying and racist bullying
incidents need to be noted as such.

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Racist Bullying: occurs when a student is being mocked, undervalued, shamed, or humiliated
because of their physical appearance, religious or cultural practices, ethnic background or the way
they dress. Racist bullying can include religious vilification.
All instances of racist bullying in schools are racist incidents. However, not all racist incidents are
necessarily instances of racist bullying. For example:
• if a student says something racist about a community during class discussion, that is
considered a racist incident. It did not target a student in particular, it was not persistent and,
not intended to cause harm or intimidate to a student in particular.
• if a visibly Muslim student is persistently teased, dismissed, or mocked because of her hijab,
that would be considered racist bullying.

Did you know?
The TDSB has a procedure for reporting and responding to racism and hate
incidents, including racist bullying. The PR728 form helps respond to and track
racist incidents.

Teaching Racial Literacy
Developed by sociologist France Winddance Twine (2010), racial literacy refers to a form of racial
socialization and anti-racism training that Black and African-descent parents practice in order to
protect their children against racism and anti-Blackness. Helping children develop racial literacy
equips Black, Indigenous and racialized children to recognize and respond to various forms of
racism.

Supporting Race Conversations at Home
For Black, Indigenous and racialized families, conversations about race and racism are inevitable.
For others, it is a privilege to avoid the topic. Either way, we know the topic of racism is a difficult
one. Recognizing that everyone is a part of the solution is a good start. Here is a resource guide
with videos, and hyperlink resources to further support families in understanding race, racism and
racial justice, and to equip parents and caregivers when having the race talk with their children and
within their family.
Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Don’t forget!
“There are many talks that take place along the journey of raising a child.
You know the ones: The importance of kindness and sharing, the physical
changes that occur while growing up, why it’s important to be smart about
dating and sex. There is, however, a unique talk that takes place in households where children of color are being raised.” Khama Ennis, MD

The impacts of bullying:
The effects of bullying on the bully and the victim can be far reaching, impacting family and peer
relationships, and schoolwork. The impact can be psychological and physical well-being. Some of
the impacts on the bullied can be:
• They may not want to go to school or may
cry or feel sick on school days.
• They may not want to take part in activities
or social events with other students.
• They may act differently than they
normally do.

• They might suddenly begin to lose money
or personal items, or come home with torn
clothes or broken possessions, and offer
explanations that don’t make sense.
• Teens who are bullied and/or harassed may
also start talking about dropping out of
school and begin skipping activities that
involve other students.

Most often, when addressing bullying, principals use a progressive discipline approach. Ontario’s
progressive discipline policy allows a principal to choose from a range of options to address the
behaviour and help the student learn from his or her choices. Some examples include:
• An apology for a hurtful or disrespectful
comment
• A review of the expectations for the student
• A meeting with parents/guardians

• Anger management counselling
• Having the student suspended from school
• Having a student expelled from school (the
most drastic measure)

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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What to do if your child is being bullied in schools?
•

Listen to your child and assure them that they have the right to be safe.

•

Make notes about what happened and when it happened.

•

Help your child see the value of reporting. It takes courage to report. Reporting is done to
protect all students.

•

Email your child’s teacher to report the incident. It is important to document the
communication between you and the teacher/principal or vice principal at all times.

•

Make an appointment to talk to your child’s teacher, another teacher that your child trusts or

•

Stay on course. Keep an eye on your child’s behaviour. If your meetings with school staff haven’t
made the bullying stop, go back and talk to the principal.

•

If a meeting is arranged, bring someone with you that can offer you emotional support and
can be a witness of your conversation. Sometimes it helps having someone else observing and
taking notes in case you miss something important.

•

Follow up on the steps that were agreed to at the meeting.

the principal or vice-principal of the school.

Suspensions
A suspension means students are removed
from school temporarily for a specific period
of time. Students may be suspended for a
period of time ranging from one school day
and up to 20 school days. Students cannot
go to school or take part in regular school
activities or events while on suspension.

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Some history
• In April 2000: then Minister of Education
released a Code of Conduct for Ontario
schools along with changes to the Education
Act, 1990 which gave educators more
authority to suspend and expel students.
• The zero tolerance policy led to expulsions
and suspensions for minor incidents and for
dealing more harshly with Black students (see
Towards Race Equity in Education).

• Black and other racialized communities filed a
complaint with the TDSB and Ontario Human
Rights Commission.
• Ontario ended the Zero Tolerance Policy
in 2007 and replaced it with progressive
discipline.

Today’s suspension
Since July 2020, the Ministry of Education has changed conditions for K-3 students to align with
Ontario’s Action Plan to address Systemic Racism in Schools. The new regulation removes the
discretion of the principal to suspend students in junior kindergarten to Grade 3. Behaviours
should be addressed with the appropriate positive behaviour supports in the school setting.
Activities listed in subsection 310(1) will still be subject to mandatory suspensions, pending the
results of an investigation.
It is important to note that there are racial disparities in school-based disciplinary actions, whereby
Black students are subject to disciplinary action at rates much higher than their White peers. In
Ontario’s two largest school boards (Toronto District School Board and Peel District School Board),
Black students make up 11 per cent and 10 percent of the student population but represent over 34
percent and 22 percent of students receiving suspensions, respectively.

Can suspensions be appealed?
A suspension can be appealed to the school board. Written notice of the request for an appeal
must be sent to the superintendent of the school board within 10 school days of the start of the
suspension.
The appeal must be heard within 15 school days of the board receiving the notice of appeal, unless
the parents and board have agreed to an extension. If parents have questions about the appeal,
they can contact the superintendent of the school board.

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Remember!
• Some behaviours like swearing, vandalism, and bullying are no longer suspendable behaviours. Instead, the school is supposed to provide support like
conflict resolution strategies, in-kind restitution, and counselling.
• Students can still be suspended for more serious behaviours.

Expulsion
Students who are expelled from school must be provided with opportunities to continue their
education and must be offered additional non-academic supports such as counselling, to help
promote positive behaviour.

What is expulsion?
An expulsion is different from a suspension. An expulsion does not have a time limit. Expelled
students are removed from school for an indefinite time period. Students are suspended first,
while expulsion is being considered.
Students can be expelled from their own school or they can be expelled from all schools in their
school board.
Students expelled from all schools in their school board cannot go to school or take part in regular
school activities or events. For example, expelled students cannot go on field trips or take part in
school team events.

Can an expulsion be appealed?
An expulsion can be appealed to the Child and Family Services
Review Board within 30 school days after the expulsion notice
has been received. Information on how to appeal the decision
will be included in the notice of expulsion.

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Resolving Conflict Through Restorative Justice
Restorative justice uses peer mediation, healing circles and, at its most formal, group conferences.
These methods can address a wide range of issues: bullying and harassment, vandalism, swearing
at teachers, fighting, assault, theft and weapon offences.
At its core, restorative justice frames the problem as a violation of relationships, rather than a
violation of an institution’s rules. Restorative justice understands that suspension and expulsion
may lack effectiveness because these deny the bully and the victim opportunities for dialogue to
better understand underlying issues.
Implementing restorative justice models in schools is a process that requires internal commitment
and sometimes external support. Parents and educators can advocate for restorative practices to
be implemented in their schools.
5 Myths about Restorative justice

Restorative Justice Practices:
• Build Relationships
• Strive to be respectful
• Provide opportunity for equitable dialogue and participatory decision-making
• Involve all relevant stakeholders
• Addresses harm, needs, obligation and causes of conflict and harm
• Encourages all to take responsibility

Remember!
Parents of Black Children, an advocacy group formed to support Black
students and their families, has launched an anonymous anti-Black
racism reporting tool. The submission of this form is merely a method to
share your story.

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Education for Students without Immigration Status
Access to public education for all children and youth under 18 in Ontario is both a right and a
requirement under provincial law. The Ontario Education Act, 1990 explicitly states that no child
can be denied access to schools because they, or their parent(s), lack immigration status in Canada.
However, if they are undocumented and have not applied for refugee status, they need to wait 6
months before they can enroll without paying international student fees.
Public boards cannot deny the enrollment of students whose parents are without immigration
status.
In 2007, the TDSB’s “Don’t ask Don’t tell” policy prevents schools from discriminating against
undocumented people and encouraging schools to create inclusive spaces for non-status
students. This new practice was implemented to prevent schools from asking families about their
immigration status.

Did you know?
•

Undocumented residents are often discriminated against because of
harmful misinformation and stereotypes.

•

In 2013 Toronto became a Sanctuary City, where no one can be refused
from public services because of their immigration status.

•

After much debate, Toronto City Council voted on more
recommendations to further implement training to city staff and
revising policies to reflect that undocumented people should not be
discriminated against when trying to access any city service.

•

In 2021, City of Toronto launches new ‘Toronto For All’ Campaign to
support undocumented residents.
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In Ontario, students with precarious immigration status have the right to public education, but
some families may not know this or may be afraid to register their children. According to the
Education Act, 1990 a person who is otherwise entitled to be admitted to a school and who is less
than eighteen years of age shall not be refused admission because the person or the persons parent
or guardian is unlawfully in Canada (Education Act, 1990, section 49). If the family is here on a
visitor permit, they have to wait 6 months before they can enroll without paying international
student fees. Proof of residency is required.
Each board must admit students living in their communities who are without immigrantion
status in Canada. Every school board has specific documents that are required in order to register
child(ren) in school. Here is an example of the requirements in two Toronto school boards:
TDSB

TCDSB

• Proof of age (a birth certificate or baptismal
record or passport)

• Birth Certificate

• Proof of address
• Immunization Record
• Health Card

• Proof of Catholicity might be required
(child’s baptismal certificate or parent
baptismal certificate)
• A letter of enrolment to the R.C.I.A./
R.C.I.C. program
• Proof of Address
• Immunization Record

Did you know?
An Ontario photo card (Ontario ID) can be issued without any immigration
requirement.
A rental agreement can be used as a proof of address.
An affidavit or signed letter of confirmation from a person of recognized
standing in the Toronto community (e.g. family doctor, community shelter
director, and faith leader) may be used to support verification.

Section 6 - Understanding and Identifying Challenges Faced by Racialized Students Part II
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Remember!
As a parent, you are not obligated to inform school staff of your legal
status nor of your immigration process. However, proof of residency for
more than 6 months may be required.
If you are denied access to schools anywhere in Ontario contact:
noneisillegal@riseup.net
For more info visit: www.toronto.nooneisillegal.org
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