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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 1

Understanding the
Education System in Ontario
Learning objectives:
1. To develop an understanding of the different components of the education system in Ontario
2. To discover the key partners and the roles that they play within Ontario’s education system
3. To gain an understanding of how funding is allocated to school boards in Ontario
4. To identify the different types of school boards and the programs which they offer
within Ontario

Interactive Learning Link for Section 1
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The Government of Ontario and the Education Act
In Canada, education is a provincial responsibility. Each province has its own education laws and
Ministry of Education. In Ontario, education is governed by the Ontario Education Act, 1990 and its
regulations. The Education Act, 1990 has 25 parts that outline the duties and responsibilities of all
partners in Ontario’s education system, including:
• the Minister of Education		

• teachers

• school boards				• parents
• trustees					• caregivers
• principals					• students

Ministry of Education
The Ministry of Education is the governing body of the education system. The Premier of Ontario
appoints the Minister of Education (MOE). The MOE is an elected Member of Provincial Parliament
(MPP).
Responsibilities include:
• Oversees all aspects of Ontario’s public education system
• Allocates funds to school boards using government funding formula
• Develops a provincial curriculum (what students will learn each grade)
• Sets policies and guidelines for school boards
• Sets regulations and requirements for diplomas and certificates
• Approves textbooks and other mandated learning materials

Remember!
The French Board, the Catholic French Board and Catholic District School
Board across are publicly funded boards by the Ministry of Education (schools
in these boards are not private or exclusive).

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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The Ministry of Education has six district offices to assist Ontario’s school boards, schools and
students. These are located in Barrie, London, North Bay/Sudbury, Ottawa, Thunder Bay and Toronto.

Ministry of Education Responsibilities

Allocate Funds

Develop
Curriculum

Set Policies &
Guidelines

Set Regulations
For Diplomas &
Certificates

Approve Textbooks
& Other Materials

Partners in Ontario’s Education System

Directors
of
Education

School
Superintendents

Minister
of
Education

School
Boards

Ministry of
Education

Students &
Parents

Principals

Trustees

Teachers
School
Advisory
Council

When we think of the education system, we
often think of the people, places, and programs
that support students and their families. In
addition to schools and teachers, parents and
caregivers play a vital role in their children’s
development and educational success. In fact,
students, and their parents and caregivers are
the centre of the education system and its
key partner. Other partners include teachers,
principals, trustees, directors, and the
Ministry of Education. While each partner has
a particular experience and role, they are all
highly interdependent.
When partners across the education system
have shared values, it promotes academic
success and well-being for all students.

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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Overview of Ontario School Boards
Ontario’s school boards are responsible for the operation and administration of the province’s
publicly-funded schools. School boards also administer government funding they receive for their
schools. There are four kinds of school boards in Ontario: English Public, English Catholic, French
Public, and French Catholic, all of which are publicly funded.

The 72 Ontario school boards are divided as follows:
31

29

4

8

English Public

English Catholic

French Public

French Catholic

As of 2019-2020, there were 3,967 elementary and 877 secondary schools in Ontario.**

School Board Duties
What they must do:

Operate
Schools
According to
Legislation

Have
a Vision

Develop
Programs

Set Budget

Implement
Curriculum

Maintain
Buildings

Monitor
Policies and
Achievements

What they can do:

Offer
Offer
Transportation Libraries

Operate
Operate Offer Qualified
Playgrounds Cafeterias
Guidance
Teachers

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario

Offer
Continuing
Education

Offer
Benefits/
Insurance
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The Funding Formula
The Ministry of Education provides the majority of operating funding to Ontario’s 72 district school
boards through the annual Grants for Students Needs (GSN), also known as “the funding formula”.
The GSN are a collection of annual grants described in detail in the Education Act, 1990. There are
two major components of the GSN:
Foundation Grants: cover the basic cost of an educational experience that is common to all
students. It is allocated based on student enrolment and the number of schools.
Special Purpose Grants: address the unique needs of students, schools and school boards related
to location, identified student and school needs, and a board’s demographic profile.
Depending on the structure of each GSN,
funding for school boards can be generated
per-student, per-school, or per-board
basis. However, most funding allocated to
schools is determined by enrollment. This
includes funding for teachers, educational
support staff, textbooks, learning materials
and supplies, technology, library services,
and more. When enrollment goes down,
funding also decreases.
Local school boards have flexibility in
how they use funding in recognition that
conditions vary widely across Ontario and
the funding formula cannot take every
situation into account.

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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Ontario Public Schools Boards
Ontario’s English and French public school boards provide universally accessible education for all
students, regardless of their ethnic, racial, or cultural backgrounds; social or economic status; gender;
first language; disability; or religion. Public school boards, both French and English, are secular.

Ontario Catholic School Boards
Under the Education Act, 1990, English Catholic and French Catholic school boards have the same
obligations, duties, rights, and privileges as the public school boards. In addition, however, Catholic
boards strive to create a faith community where religious instruction, religious practice, value
formation, and faith development are integrated within every area of the curriculum. Publicly
funded Catholic schools are protected under section 93 of The Constitution. Students must be
Catholic to attend Catholic elementary schools, but they do not have to be Catholic to attend
Catholic high schools.

French-Language Education in Ontario
There are twelve French-language school boards in Ontario, with more than 450 French-language
schools. In these schools, the curriculum is taught exclusively in French, with the exception of
English language courses. French-language schools in Ontario have a mandate to protect, enhance
and transmit the French language and culture.
French-language schools serve students whose parents are “French-language rights-holders”,
according to section 23 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.
Learn more about the requirements and options for English students studying French as a Second
Language.

Remember!
There are four types of publicly-funded school boards on Ontario: English,
French, English Catholic and French Catholic (in other countries, Catholic
and language choice schools are private but, in Canada, these schools are
publicly funded).

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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French-Language Programs in English Boards
Each board has their own process for administering French-language programs. Below are two
examples from Toronto-region school boards.

Toronto District School Board French Programs
The TDSB offers a variety of French as a Second Language (FSL) programs in elementary and
secondary schools. In addition to the core French program provided in all schools, the TDSB offers
two specialized French programs: French Immersion (FI) (French-language learning begins in Senior
Kindergarten) and Extended French (EF) (French-language learning begins in Grade 4). Applications
are open to all students not already enrolled in an FSL program. Applications to these programs
are made online the year the student is in JK (for FI) or Grade 3 (for EF). While admission to a TDSB
French Immersion/Extended French program is guaranteed to on-time applicants, admission to a
specific school is not guaranteed if the school reaches capacity.
Core French: French as a Second Language is a mandatory part of the core elementary school
program. In addition, at least one credit in FSL is required for completion of the Ontario Secondary
School Diploma (OSSD). For students in the regular program, this requirement is fulfilled by
participation in the Core French program. All students on track to obtaining their OSSD must
participate in Core French.
In English-language elementary schools, learning programs must include the following disciplines:
the Arts; French as a Second Language (Core French; boards may also offer Extended or Immersion
French); Health and Physical Education; Language; Mathematics; Science and Technology; and
Social Studies (in Grades 1 to 6) and History and Geography (in Grades 7 and 8).

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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Did you know?
Historically, the settler-state of Canada was made up of competing groups
of English Protestants and French Catholics. As these groups came to form
the Federation of Canada and develop its constitution, there were laws
created to preserve the language, culture, and institutions of the French
Catholic minority. These laws are still upheld by section 93 of the Canadian
Constitution, securing the establishment and funding of public Catholic
and French-language schools. The historical context that led to the creation
of these laws is inherently colonial. Catholic boards are the only publicly
funded boards based on faith and French boards are the only publicly
funded boards in a language other than English.

Toronto Catholic District School Board
The TCDSB has several programs for teaching French as a Second Language (FSL) in its 200 schools.
Core French: The Core French program is offered from grades 1 to 8. Classes are 30 minutes long.
By the end of Grade 8, students will have received a minimum of 600 hours of French instruction.
Options vary in the secondary schools, but a student must earn at least one credit in French to
obtain an OSSD.
French Immersion (Elementary): French Immersion was established in 1982 for Senior Kindergarten
and has been extended by one grade each year. Instruction is entirely in French until the end of
Grade 2; English Language and Arts are added in Grade 3. From Grade 5 to Grade 8, instruction is
split equally between French and English.

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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Alternatives to Education in
Toronto Public School Boards
There are 39 alternative schools in the TDSB. 20 secondary schools, 18 elementary and 1 K-12
school. According to the TDSB website, alternative schools offer students and parents something
different from mainstream schooling. Each alternative school, whether elementary or secondary
is unique, with a distinct identity and approach to curriculum delivery. They usually feature a small
student population, a commitment to innovative and experimental programs, and volunteer
commitment from parents/guardians and other community members. While alternative schools
offer Ministry-approved courses, they are delivered in learning environments that are flexible and
meet the needs of individual students.
To attend an alternative school, students must enter in a lottery application process outlined in
the Optional Attendance Policy. This policy allows students to apply to a school that is not their
“Home School” (students who reside within the City of Toronto have the right to attend a school
which is designated to serve their residential address. This is known as a student’s home school).
Currently the application process varies from school-to-school.
As an example of alternative schools, both the TDSB and TCDSB have a number of arts-based
elementary schools that focus on drama, dance, music, visual and digital arts. Through the arts,
students learn to think imaginatively, identify and solve problems, empathize with others, think
critically, communicate effectively and appreciate the skills and accomplishments of others.
TDSB also offers Elementary Academies, designed for students with a passion for sports or music.

Did you know?
A 2014 report from the Toronto District School Board, highlights:
• Students who attend alternative elementary and secondary schools are
less likely to be cited for discipline problems and absenteeism
• Alternative schools tend to be less racially diverse
• Students attending alternative schools are more likely to come from
non-immigrant, dual-income families with higher levels of education
and socio-economic status

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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All Elementary Academies are full-day schools, not extra extracurricular or after-school programs.
Alternative schools in the TDSB are not widely advertised and are typically located in higherincome neighbourhoods. This often limits the opportunities for low-income, racialized, and
students with disabilities to participate in alternative schooling. In an effort to address inequities
and underrepresentation of racialized students in alternative schools, the TDSB Alternative
Schools Community Advisory Committee passed a motion in 2021 to review and standardize
application processes. This review includes a pilot project to offer priority enrollment to students
who self-identify as a member of an underrepresented group (e.g., gender, race, etc.) The goal is
to allocate a percentage of open spots to these students in order to increase student diversity in
alternative schools.

Homeschooling
Homeschooling is teaching your child at home. Visit the Ontario Federation of Teaching Parents for
more information about homeschooling and related resources.
Many community agencies can help you find information about school for your children. To find
help, go to Services Near Me and search for “settlement services” in your area.

Private / Independent Schools
Private or independent schools also offer elementary and secondary education. These schools do
not receive government funding. Typically, students must pay to attend them. These schools may
focus on religion, culture, language, or specific approaches to teaching. The Ministry of Education
maintains an up-to-date list of private schools in Ontario.
In Ontario, private schools operate as businesses or non-profit organizations independent of
the Ministry of Education. However, they must meet the legal requirements established by the
Education Act, 1990.
The Ministry does not regulate, licence, accredit or otherwise oversee the operation of private
schools. Parents/caregivers and students must do their research before registering for private
schools.

Section 1 - Understanding the Education System in Ontario
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Remember!
When considering private education, it is important to note that under
provincial law, only public school boards in Ontario are required to
gather detailed criminal, police and professional background information
on all school staff and even volunteers, therefore, there is nothing legally
preventing someone convicted of a crime or stripped of their teaching
licence from working at a private school.
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